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    Synopsis

    
      “So, I’m just a damn robot now!” Kevin exclaimed, pulling his hand away from hers.

      “No, you’re not! You’re still the same person. Your human brain is still there. You still have your consciousness. Nothing has changed on the inside. We only fixed your body. You still remember who you are, what you love, and those close to you.”

      After surviving an android attack, Kevin Lee Smith wakes up to find his human body replaced with a metal exoskeleton. When Kevin’s body is destroyed, his brain is hooked up to the Experimental Cybernetic User Interface (ECUI). It is an adaptive fighting system designed to transform the user into the ultimate killing machine.  As he begins life anew as a Cyborg he struggles to tread the fine line between man and machine.

      In a dystopian future world ruled by an advanced android, where robots dictate terms to the humans, Kevin becomes the face of the human resistance. He sets out on a quest to liberate humanity and uncover the real truth behind the machine mutiny.

      What to expect from this book?

      1. A futuristic world encompassing several advanced cities, each divided into different unique districts.

      2. A cyborg system with an advanced AI that lets the user upgrade himself by acquiring resources and equipable items.

      3. Different classes of hostile machines, all having their unique combat styles, weapon systems and defense mechanisms.

      4. Sentient androids having their own agendas.

      5. Experimental organic entities with unique and disturbing abilities.

      6. Genetically modified humans with special adaptations which enable them to harness powers far beyond human comprehension.

      7. A deep conspiracy at the heart of the machine mutiny and several secrets buried in the past.

      [Taking a break. New chapters will be added after I'm back. Thank you for your support. Power stones, gifts and golden tickets are always appreciated. Cheers!]
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    Chapter 1: An outstanding student

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        It was the year 2070. The rapid growth of technology over the last 70 years had given birth to myriads of life-altering inventions which had propelled humanity into a new age—the age of advanced AIs and self-learning androids. 
   

        Some chose to embrace the limitless potential of modern robotics, seeking to blur the line between man and machine, while others sought to harness the true power of the human body through genetic engineering.
   

        The last pandemic had wiped out 80% of the human population, effectively reducing thousands of cities to ghost towns. A miracle drug had saved humanity from certain extinction, finally stemming the tide of death. 
   

        As the mighty nations fell from their pinnacle of glory, and the smaller ones were torn asunder by civil strife, the world leaders came together to form coalitions and alliances. Even in the face of catastrophe, the West remained aloof from the East, due to a vast difference in ideologies. 
   

        This gave rise to two Mega Nations: Technoria and Psionis.
   

        [**Technoria**
   

        **Solis City**
   

        **Aurus District**]
   

        In a classroom situated on the 5th floor of Eon Academy, a tall, red-haired lady dressed in a spotless white shirt and smooth black denim trousers was giving a presentation on bionic implants and prosthetics. 
   

        The classroom consisting of 30 high school students was completely captivated by the holographic 3-D display of the human body before them.
   

        "Class, today we live in a rapidly changing world where we can achieve almost anything through the use of technology. In the past, people used to worship Gods, and pray to the priests to cure their illnesses. We no longer need to depend on miracles. We are the Gods now!"
   

        Trembling in excitement, she bent forward and declared, "Modern medicine can cure every disease known to mankind! Through advanced surgery, we can not only replace internal organs but entire limbs as well! We are not the frail and helpless beings we used to be 500 years ago. Today, we stand on the brink of achieving immortality!"
   

        Everyone in the class was listening with keen interest, well everyone except a scrawny, young boy, with tousled black hair, sitting in the last row. He was paying zero attention to what was going on around him as his eyes were too busy staring at the tablet under his desk. His fingers were moving erratically and there was a look of fervent concentration on his face.
   

        Luckily, the teacher hadn't noticed him yet. She was still enthusiastically teaching about the human body. Having finished with her introduction, she put on a pair of holo-control gloves.
   

        "In the past, people used ordinary prosthetic implants to replace damaged limbs, but now we have access to something much better." 
   

        The teacher made a claw-like gesture with her left hand and pulled out the left arm of the holographic display, separating it from the rest of the body. Flicking her wrist, she deleted that arm, sending it into a digital disposal basket.
   

        She followed this, by snapping the fingers of her right hand and bringing up a holographic display of an advanced bionic arm. Fixing the bionic arm to the main hologram, she looked at her students excitedly.
   

        "Unlike an ordinary prosthetic arm, which can only help with basic functions such as grabbing bottles and opening doors, this bionic arm can easily lift weights ten times as heavy as the user. With a grip strength of 300 pounds, it can easily crush cans, bend iron bars and turn bricks to dust. This arm is corrosion-resistant, battery-powered and, can be controlled with the user's mind."
   

        She continued manipulating the hologram, replacing the natural human eyes with bionic ones, and substituting the normal legs with advanced bionic limbs.
   

        "These individuals with one or more bionic implants are often referred to as cyborgs—humans with cybernetic implants. What I showed you are just basic implants, there are many more currently in development, which can not only perform basic day-to-day functions, but push the human body to its limits. Arms that can punch through steel, legs that can make you run faster than a cheetah, eyes that can magnify a tiny speck of dust a thousand times, ears that can detect ultrasonic sound waves and pick up even the faintest vibrations, and a heart that can pump blood for 50 lifetimes without stopping. The possibilities are endless!"
   

        She was about to turn on the 52-inch curved LED display behind her when she noticed the boy in the back row furiously tapping his fingers on his electronic device.
   

        "Kevin Lee Smith!" she yelled.
   

        The boy looked up at her nervously, his eyes peeking through his unkempt black locks shading his forehead. Before he could make an excuse, the teacher was onto him in a flash.
   

        "Student: Kevin Lee Smith. Device: Zenomax Pro. Activate public display."
   

        Immediately, a holographic display of what Kevin was doing on his device popped up for the whole class to see. A couple of armored suits, equipped with all the latest weapons, came into view. They were duking it out inside a large circular arena.
   

        "So, this game of yours is more interesting than what I'm teaching right now?"
   

        "I...uhh. I'm so...sorry," Kevin stuttered. "I really—"
   

        "Stand up when spoken to!"
   

        Kevin slowly got up, still holding the device in his hand. He looked agitated for some reason and he was constantly tapping his left foot on the ground.
   

        "I asked you a question, Kevin!"
   

        "Ms. Parker, I really need to complete this duel. I will lose the tournament if this guy beats me today," Kevin blurted out, and started tapping on his device again.
   

        "The nerve!" Ms. Parker pointed a small handheld laser at his tab and clicked the cylindrical pen-like device in her hand. 
   

        The tab was immediately pulled up from his hand and sucked by the ceiling as it digitally deconstructed and reformed in few seconds. He kept staring at his empty hands, gloomily, knowing that he was going to lose the match.
   

        The teacher walked around her podium and crossed her arms, one on top of the other. "Student record access: Kevin Lee Smith, 12th standard."
   

        A robotic female voice read out the data which popped up over Kevin's head. It was Mira, the academic assistant AI which was connected to the school's mainframe and in charge of all digital transactions, utility, and information.
   

        // Student: Kevin Lee Smith.
   

            Standard: 12.
   

            Age: 18.
   

            Sex: Male.
   

            Place of residence: 29, Hatterman Avenue, Aurus District.
   

            Parents: Tony Lee Smith and Lucy Lee Smith. //
   

        "Mira, please send automated cautionary emails to Tony and Lucy Lee Smith. Set up holo-meet for 2:30 pm, today."
   

        // Emails sent.
   

            Setting up holo-meet.....
   

            Invitations accepted.
   

            Holo-meet set for 2:30 pm. //
   

        Kevin sighed with regret. This day was turning out to be horrible. He was all set to lose the Robo Warrior Tournament, and now their science teacher had called for his parents. There wasn't any way this could get any worse, or so he thought.
   

        "Do you have something to say, Kevin? Or are you just going to stand there like a statue?" the teacher asked.
   

        Kevin was so pissed right now that he turned away, grumbling an incoherent reply. He was not in the mood to apologize, especially in front of a giggling class of buffoons who hated his guts.
   

        Ms. Parker waited for a reply, and when she saw that the boy had still not learned his lesson, she raised her voice once more. "Kevin Lee Smith, you are to report to the principal's office immediately."
   

        "You already took away my device and called my parents!" he spoke up, shocking everyone. This timid little boy who never had the guts to speak up against his bullies was now talking back to a teacher! 
   

        He realized his mistake a moment too late and tried to apologize. "I'm really sorry, Ms. Parker. I didn't mean to. I promise I won't play games during the class again. Just let me go this time."
   

        Ms. Smith adjusted her rimless glasses on the bridge of her nose and calmly replied, "This isn't the first time I've caught you gaming in the middle of my lecture. This needs to stop." She looked at Kevin's downcast eyes but didn't show any leniency. "Mira, please take Kevin to the principal's office."
   

        Before Kevin could say the word, 'stop', a fiberglass restraint secured him tightly to the chair, curving around his waist and the desk floated up. There were electromagnetic pathways buried under the floor, which aligned with the desk, and then it zoomed out of the classroom, heading straight for the principal's front door.
   

        The steely gray door opened automatically with a beeping sound, and Kevin gently glided inside. His restraint was immediately removed and he was brought to the principal's desk.
   

        "I'm really sorry, sir. I didn't mean to—"
   

        "It's you again, Kevin. Why am I not surprised?" The man with his back toward him turned his chair around and looked at him intently.
   

        The principal, William Haughton, was a burly-looking man wearing a pinstriped black suit and black trousers. His left eye and right arm were both bionic, and he wasn't the friendliest of people.
   

        Getting summoned to the principal's office was the most horrible thing that could happen to any student at the academy. Haughton didn't like jokes, had a very short temper, and liked to suspend students for the smallest of reasons.
   

        "I was in a really good mood today before you came in Kevin. I'm tired of hearing teachers complain about you all the damn time!" Haughton rose from his chair, towering over Kevin with his 6 feet tall, imposing figure, and droned out his instructions. "Mira, deduct 200 Academic Credit Points from Kevin Lee Smith. And set up 2 hours of solitary detention."
   

        // Preparing detention room....
   

            Room prepared.
   

            200 ACP deducted. //
   

        "You've really been a most outstanding student, Kevin. When you grow up, you're gonna end up as a janitor or worse. If I hear one more complaint against you, I will rusticate you from our academy and make sure you are blacklisted from all academic institutions." Looking directly into Kevin's eyes, he thundered, "Get out of my sight!"
   

        Frustrated and hurt, Kevin left the room and stood quietly in the corridor. He hated the principal so much that he wished he could just punch him in the face. Tears welled up in his eyes as he made a fist with his right hand.
   

        "I hope you die, you sick old bastard!"
   

        As soon as the words were out of his mouth, a loud shot rang out from the room behind. Kevin turned around and the door opened automatically. The principal's body lay cold on the ground, his eyes bulging out and face distorted in pain. There was a hole in his chest, the size of an apple, but there was not a single drop of blood anywhere.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 2: Lambs to the slaughter

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin stood at the threshold, his legs trembling and his eyes widened in horror. He looked at his hands and felt his throat dry up. 'Did I do that?' he thought to himself. Though he hated the principal and had cursed him in a moment of frustration, he didn't actually want him to die. Seeing the principal's dead body lying on the floor made his blood run cold.

    "I killed him just....just by wishing he was dead!" he exclaimed, stumbling backward. He was under the notion that he had some bizarre supernatural power that could kill the people he hated. All he had to do was curse them. This made him think of himself as a villainous anime MC who had been touched by a higher power.

    His delusion was soon shattered by a buzzing noise, followed by a hail of bullets that shattered the glass windowpanes inside the principal's office. He quickly moved out of the doorway and took cover behind a wall.

    "Kevin! We need to run!" a black-haired girl wearing thick-rimmed glasses shouted at him.

    Kevin looked behind and saw his best friend Suzy Wang running towards him with a few more of his classmates trailing behind. Ms. Parker was also among them. He didn't have to wait too long to find out what was going on, as a loud explosion tore through the school building, reducing his classroom to rubble.

    "Move Kevin move!" Suzy shouted again.

    Kevin joined the rest of his class as they ran past him. Trying to keep pace with Suzy, he called after her. "What the hell is going on?"

    "What do you think?" she yelled back. "We are under attack. The rest of our class is dead!"

    "What the hell!"

    They kept running across the corridor as more explosions lit up the rooms behind them on either side. When they reached the first bend in the hallway, a couple of security drones popped up from the corners.

    **Targets acquired!

      Priming weapons...

      Commencing fire**

    "Take this, you bastards!" Ms. Parker pulled out a steely metallic cylinder glowing blue at the top and tossed it at the drones. It triggered an EMP blast which knocked both the machines out of the air and disabled their targeting sensors.

    "These are Tracker Drones. Why the hell are they attacking us?" Kevin asked, trying to keep up with his classmates.

    Ms. Parker took a sharp turn on the left and replied, "The machines have gone rogue. Even our school's AI Mira is malfunctioning." She dashed towards the auditorium door and pressed her palm on the fingerprint scanner. The door opened after the scan verified her identity and all the students rushed inside. She entered a special keycode and shut the door from the inside, reinforcing it with another barred metal door.

    "Ohh God, we're all gonna die in here!" a small red-haired boy shouted.

    "Stop acting like such a wimp, Billy!" a tall, blonde-haired boy reprimanded. He was a star athlete and captain of the school's basketball team. Even in this horrific situation, he just couldn't stop trying to act tough.

    "Both of you shut up!" Ms. Parker shouted, turning around. "Suzy, turn off all lights in this room and switch on the artificial ventilation."

    Suzy scampered across the auditorium and accessed the maintenance panel attached to the wall on the other end. She flipped a couple of breakers to turn off all the circular LED lights overhead and then pressed a green button to switch on the artificial ventilation.

    Ms. Parker rotated her communication bracelet, making it glow neon green, and turned away from the students. "Please keep quiet now. I need to make a call to the principal. Hopefully, he's—"

    "Mr. Haughton's dead," Kevin announced. "Someone shot him in the chest."

    "What?" she turned around and let go of her bracelet. "This can't be happening. How could they break so many protocols? No, this can't be a system glitch." 

    Taking her spectacles off, she wiped them clean before replacing them on the bridge of her nose. She counted the students once more. 

    Out of the 30 students in her classroom, only 4 remained now. There was Greg, Billy, Kevin, and Suzy. The rest of the students had been shot dead right in front of her eyes.

    "It's going to be okay. We just need to wait it out. I've notified the cops. They'll save us," Suzy said reassuringly, but her words didn't have any effect on their teacher.

    "What exactly is going on here? Why did those security drones try to attack us?" Kevin asked.

    "It's not just the security drones. Our school building has been surrounded by XL11 infantry class robots. They are just shooting at everyone indiscriminately," Suzy replied. "It seems like their controls have been hacked."

    Kevin couldn't believe what was happening. Never in his wildest nightmares had he ever imagined his school getting attacked by killer robots!

    The XL11 infantry robots were part of the army's latest acquisitions. They were designed specifically for urban combat. These machines were supposed to protect the people, not massacre a school full of students. It didn't make any sense to him.

    "Why would they target our school? Is this some kind of terrorist attack?" Kevin asked.

    "I have no idea, Kev. I've heard of isolated incidents of robots malfunctioning due to bugs, but this looks like a planned attack. There are at least a dozen robots out there," Suzy replied.

    "This is bad, and I mean really bad." Ms. Parker switched on the holo-display for her Zen watch, and it displayed live aerial feed from a news chopper.

    The whole city was under attack. There were infantry class XL11 robots, Tracker Drones, and Electroshark Tanks killing everyone in sight. It wasn't just the civilians either. The machines were also targeting the police stations and military bases.

    All eyes were glued to the holo-projection when suddenly it started distorting. The news chopper had been hit with an EMP pulse. It started losing altitude and then something blew it straight out of the sky. The holo-display shut down completely.

    "I told you, we are all gonna die! No one's coming to help us!" Billy cried out.

    "Shut the hell up or I will punch you in the face, you stupid nerd!" Greg snapped, making the little guy simmer down.

    "Billy's right. I don't think anyone's coming to get us. You saw the machines killing the cops and the soldiers," Suzy said, stepping forward. "We can't just stay here and wait for them to break in. We have to find a safer place to hide. My dad's got a secret underground research facility not far from here. We should all head there."

    "Have you gone crazy? If we try to get out of this room, the machines are gonna kill us! " Kevin objected. "We should all stay here and wait for the situation to tide over."

    "You don't understand Kev! This place isn't safe. They'll find us at any moment!"

    "I agree with Kevin," Ms. Parker intervened. "Going out there is suicide."

    "But we can use the express elevator. That'll take us to the underground tunnels."

    "How do you know there are no robots waiting inside that tunnel? It's too risky!" Ms. Parker shook her head.

    "Fine, I'll go alone. If the coast is clear, I'll send you a text." Suzy didn't wait for Ms. Parker's approval. She ran up to the capsule housing the express elevator and climbed inside.

    "Suzy! No! Get back here!" Kevin called after her, but it was too late. The elevator was gone now. "Damn it, Suzy! Why don't you ever—"

    Suddenly, the door of the auditorium was blown open by an explosion that ripped through the wall. Standing on the other side was a steely gray machine with the skeletal framework of a human. Its body was made of reinforced steel and it was equipped with a grenade launcher in its left hand and an automatic assault rifle in its right. 

    This was the XL11 infantry class robot which had recently been added to the army's arsenal.

    "On the ground, students!" Ms. Parker yelled, taking out another of those metal cylinders. She clicked something on its bottom, turning on the blue light at the other end, and chucked it into the doorway.

    There was a delayed EMP burst, but it didn't disable the robot. The XL11 came equipped with an EMP shielding system.

    A hail of bullets tore through the auditorium, shattering the glass panels all around and punching holes in the elevator capsule. Kevin and his friends ducked behind the chairs, shivering in horror.

    "We should have taken the elevator. Suzy was right!" Kevin cried in panic. They were now trapped in this auditorium with all escape routes cut off.

    This had to be the worst day in Kevin's life. Earlier his device had been confiscated, followed by a humiliating visit to the principal's office and now he was about to be gunned down by a machine. His heart started pounding rapidly inside his chest as he tried to fold his hands in prayer.

    He had been an atheist all his life, but now when he was on the verge of being killed, he desperately hoped for a miracle.

    If there was a God or any divine power, he/she wouldn't just let him die like this. He was only 18, and a virgin. He had never even kissed a girl in his life. All these years had been spent in worthless pursuits, and he hadn't been able to achieve anything.

    "Please God...Goddess...Great Divine Being...anyone, please save me this one time. I promise I'll make good use of my life. I'm sorry I never believed in you...Please if you're real—"

    His prayer stuck in his throat as he heard the robot's heavy footsteps approaching the doorway. It entered through the breach and immediately started scanning the auditorium.

    **Activating heat sensors...

      Scanning for enemy presence....

      Multiple heat sources detected!

      4 targets acquired!

      Commencing assault....**

    "No, you don't!" Ms. Parker jumped up and shot the machine in its core with her laser pistol. 

    While Kevin and the others were cowering behind their chairs, she had taken the time to assemble her 2 concealed weapons. She knew teachers weren't allowed to carry weapons inside the academy's premises, but she never felt safe without her trusty sidearms. So she carried all the parts inside her purse, just in case anything ever went wrong.

    "This place isn't safe anymore," Ms. Parker said, taking a peek over the chairs. "There's a service elevator at the back of the cafeteria. If we can sneak past the robots, we can make it to the kitchen and use the elevator to reach the tunnels below."

    "But there are so many of those things outside!" Billy protested.

    "Just stay behind me. I will clear a path. As long as I'm with you, I won't let anything happen to you."

    Hesitant and nervous, the students filed out of the auditorium with Ms. Parker in lead. Kevin felt like his prayers had been heard. They still had a shot at making it out of there alive. He kept close to his classmates, following Ms. Parker's lead.

    They carefully crossed the intersecting hallway, sneaking past the 3 Tracking Drones. As they finally took the last turn they were spotted by 2 XL11 robots guarding the cafeteria. They split into two groups and took cover behind the walls on either side.

    **Enemies spotted!

      Alerting all nearby sentries...

      Moving in to eliminate targets**

    "Fuck! They are everywhere!" Kevin grunted. "We have to go around."

    "There's no time for that. The robots have alerted the others. We'll be surrounded if we try to run back." Ms. Parker reloaded her weapon with a charged laser cell and fished out another identical one from inside her stockings. She handed this one to Kevin. "I'm gonna need your help to clear the way. All you have to do is aim for the one on the right. I'll take the one on the left. Each pistol only holds one laser cell, so please don't miss. Aim for the robot's core."

    Trembling in excitement, Kevin took the gun from her. This was his moment to shine, to prove once and for all that he wasn't just a useless gamer. He was gonna be the hero every kid dreamed of. He was gonna save his classmates and be hailed as a legend!

    It all became clear to him now. He was destined to become a savior and save his friends from the robot apocalypse!

    "Where's your head! Kevin!" Ms. Parker shook him by his shoulder, calling him back to the world of reality. "This is not the time to daydream. If you miss the shot, we're all gonna die!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 3: Hero!

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Reeling in his wandering thoughts, Kevin steadied his nerves and took in a long, deep breath. Ms. Parker held the pistol in her right hand and held her left fist pointed downward against the wall. Marking the passage of each second, she pulled out one finger at a time, coordinating a countdown with Kevin.
   

        As she revealed her thumb, opening up her fist, Kevin knew it was showtime!
   

        Ms. Parker swung around and aimed for the robot on the left, shooting it straight in its core. Kevin popped out behind her, barely able to contain his adrenaline rush. His hands trembled as he heard the robot's targeting sensors beeping into action, but he managed to pull the trigger before it could fire its rifle.
   

        The damaged hunks of metal lay motionless on the floor, their circuits zapping erratically. Kevin felt as if his heart would jump out of his mouth at any moment. He didn't even get the time to catch his breath as a distinctive buzzing alerted them of the Tracker Drones approaching from behind.
   

        "We gotta go! Come on!" Ms. Parker pulled him by his arm and rushed towards the cafeteria. The other students followed close behind.
   

        A press on the steely gray button opened the cafeteria door and they cautiously entered the room. The kitchen lay on the other side of the room, just behind the serving counter.
   

        Without losing another second in idle thought, Ms. Parker sprinted across the room, bounding over the stainless steel counter.
   

        The boys were surprised by her agility. It wasn't normal for a high school teacher to be in such great shape. She definitely had her fair share of secrets. Kevin wondered whether she was really just a teacher or worked in some secret organization.
   

        "What the hell are you waiting for? Get over here!" she shouted.
   

        Kevin and the others quickly snapped out of their daze and made their way to the kitchen. The service elevator capsule was right in front of them, and there were no killer robots in the vicinity.
   

        Ms. Parker reloaded her pistol and walked up to the capsule. Pressing her face close to the scanning panel, she lifted her glasses to allow for a quick retinal scan.
   

        // Staff Access ID: 5691
   

            Access granted.
   

            Sending utility elevator... //
   

        "I can't believe we made it out of there!" Billy cried out in relief.
   

        "Ms. Parker is a real badass!" Greg exclaimed.
   

        As the opaque fiberglass doors of the capsule swished open, a female robotic voice greeted them.
   

        "All humans are prohibited from leaving the premises of Eon Academy. Lay down your weapons and accept termination."
   

        Kevin and the others looked on in horror as an android with an exceedingly beautiful human face stepped out of the elevator. She had an hourglass figure, with supple white fingers and slender white limbs. Her whole body was made of a special silicone alloy which gave it a glossy white texture. What was particularly striking was her cute smiling face, with glassy cerulean eyes and cherry-kissed lips.
   

        "Who the hell are you?" Ms. Parker shouted, aiming her pistol at the android's head. "Let us go or I'll punch a hole in your head!"
   

        Flicking her wavy blue locks with her fingers, the android unsheathed a shiny tungsten blade, with an electric blue groove running down its middle. She looked directly at Ms. Parker and curved her lips into a wide grin. "I am AISHA: Autonomous Inhumane Serial Hunter Android. Prepare to be eliminated, Director Ruby."
   

        "You wish!" Ms. Parker fired her weapon, but the android dashed out of view in a split second.
   

        "Resistance is futile."
   

        Ms. Parker turned around and found the android standing right behind. Before she could even utter another syllable, AISHA jammed the tungsten blade into her stomach.
   

        "Wh...Why?" Ms. Parker tried to grab hold of the android, but she stepped back, pulling out her blade. Blood and guts spilled out on the spotless white floor as Kevin's science teacher collapsed on the ground.
   

        "We surrender! Please let us go!" Billy cried out, going down on his knees. Greg too followed his example.
   

        Only Kevin remained standing, the empty laser pistol still in his hand. He wanted to scream, but found it impossible to even open his drying lips. His legs had frozen in place and even his hands refused to move.
   

        The android ignored him and walked over to his friends. They kept begging in their broken voices, pleading the android to let them live. Then suddenly all voices ceased.
   

        Kevin shivered in horror as he heard the blade whistle behind him, followed by a splat. He almost pissed his pants as he turned around, just in time to see their heads roll off their shoulders and hit the ground with a dull thud.
   

        "You ki...killed them!" Kevin stuttered, stumbling backward.
   

        He kept telling himself that this was not happening. He kept thinking that all this was just a terrible nightmare and he'd wake up at any moment. This was not how he was supposed to die.
   

        Perhaps a system would pop up at any moment and awaken his hidden power or some hero would swoop down from above and destroy the android in one blow. He had always imagined himself as a hero, but it seemed like he was nothing more than an insignificant side character in this world.
   

        As a last resort, Kevin picked up a long metal spatula from the kitchen counter. Armed with his improvised weapon, he took an aggressive stance. "Don't come near me! I swear I'll clobber you to death!"
   

        "I am so scared. I better run away," the android spoke in a dull monotonous tone, devoid of the slightest hint of emotion. Then with one sudden leap, it landed right in front of Kevin.
   

        Kevin's life flashed before his eyes as the android grinned in his face. He attacked her with the spatula, but before it could make contact with her face, he felt a sharp pain in his chest. Blood spurted out of his mouth like a fountain. He looked down and found the sharp tungsten blade jammed in his heart.
   

        "I am so scared. I better run away. Haha Haha Haha."
   

        The robotic droning kept ringing in his ears as he slowly slipped out of his senses, closing his eyes forever.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 4: Man or machine?

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "Initiating digital synchronization."

    "Bringing all systems up to speed."

    Hearing the human voices, Kevin opened his glassy red eyes inside a hexagonal chamber made of 6 bulletproof glass panels linked to one another. Something hammered inside his head as he looked at the bright white light shining directly on his face.

    He tried to move his arms, but they were clamped in place by heavy metal braces. There was enough room to wriggle his legs, but he couldn't move them more than a few inches due to the several black cables holding them in place.

    Dazed and delirious, he looked around, hoping to find a nurse or a doctor. He thought he was most probably in a hospital, but there was not a single soul in sight.

    "Where am I? Is anyone there?" Kevin shouted, and instantly reeled in shock. His voice sounded completely different. It was as if he had some infection in his throat. Before he could cry out again, a string of binary codes popped up in front of his left eye, followed by several blinking sentences.

    // Reboot successful!

      Experimental Cybernetic User Interface online...

      Vitals stabilized.

      Exoskeleton integrity: 100%.

      Visual Clarity: 100%.

      Weapon Systems: Offline.

      Defense Systems: Offline.

      Tracking Systems: Offline.

      Core temperature: 320.10 K.//

    "Release clamps. Detach cables!" a familiar female voice exclaimed from outside the chamber.

    Immediately the cables attached to Kevin's feet retracted and the metal clamps opened up, releasing him from their painful embrace. He fell from a height of 10 feet and crashed face-first into the shiny metallic floor.

    "Aghh.."

    "Oops...My bad, my bad!" the female voice exclaimed apologetically. "Are you alright?"

    "I'm...okay," Kevin mumbled, pulling himself back up on his knees.

    As he slowly raised himself back on his feet, he noticed that his arms were made of metal, with bolts securing the joints and tiny spring-loaded mechanisms acting like muscles. Narrow transparent tubes filled with a clear blue liquid were running along his forearms, connecting to his shoulders.

    "What the hell is this?" Kevin was freaking out just looking at his arms, but it only got worse. Even his legs were made of several metallic parts, supporting two hydraulic pistons along the back.

    Slowly, it all came back to him. He remembered he had been attacked by that killer android while trying to escape via the elevator. She had jammed her sword into his heart. There was no way he could have survived that. 

    He immediately looked down at his chest and his whole body trembled as he noticed the several segmented metal plates which made up his body. Every inch of his body was covered in metal!

    "What the fuck happened to me?" he cried out in shock.

    "Oh no, his heartbeat is going through the roof."

    "We need to put him in the stasis chamber."

    "Deploy the ana—"

    "No, wait. He's just not used to this new body. I gotta talk to him."

    Kevin looked up at the door in front as it opened with a loud beeping. A girl wearing a white lab coat stepped inside. 

    He was so distraught with himself, that it took him over a minute to recognize who it was. "Suzy? Is that you? Where am I?" he finally uttered in his mechanical voice, staring at Suzy's freckled face.

    "Yes, it's me, Kev. We are inside an underground research facility now." The girl slowly walked up to him and gave him her hand. "I'm glad you're alright. Come on, get up. We have a lot to discuss."

    "I...don't understand what's going on." Kevin reached for her hand but stopped midway. He felt afraid of touching her delicate hands with his metallic fingers. "I don't want to hurt you. This isn't me!"

    "Kevin, you're not gonna hurt anyone. It's still you inside that exoskeleton. You are my best friend, Kev."

    "But what happened to me? The real me?"

    Suzy gently took his hand and explained, "After the robots had finished tearing through the school building, we sent a rescue team under the cover of darkness. There were no survivors except you. Your human body was in a pretty bad shape when we found you, but you weren't dead. It was a miracle how your brain was still alive even after all your other vital organs had shut down. We brought you back to our lab and helped you as best as we could."

    "So, you just fitted me with bionic prosthetics right?"

    Suzy shook her head, gently pulling him up. "We extracted your brain and a bit of your cerebrospinal fluid. We kept them inside the cryopreservation chamber, till we could figure out a way to revive you. It took us many days to get this exoskeleton functional. This is your new body now. You still have the same brain and you still retain all your memories, but you don't have any organic tissues anymore."

    "No!" Kevin immediately reached for his face. He couldn't feel his smooth cheeks, his eyelids or his wet lips. It was all just the same cold touch of metal. Though he didn't have any skin or muscles he could still feel the difference between the soft smooth surface of Suzy's palm, and his own cold metallic face. "How can I feel things with this body?" he asked.

    "You may not have an external covering of skin or nerve endings anymore, but this exoskeleton has millions of microscopic pressure sensors and synthetic neural fibers embedded inside." She touched him lightly on his chest and added, "The central processing chip and all micro-circuits are in there, along with the miniature power supply."

    "So, I'm just a damn robot now!" Kevin exclaimed, pulling his hand away from hers.

    "No, you're not! You're still the same person. Your brain is still there. You still have your consciousness. Nothing has changed on the inside. We only fixed your body. You still remember who you are, what you love, and those close to you."

    Her last words suddenly caught Kevin's attention. "Where are my mom and dad? Do they know I'm still alive? I need to talk to them."

    Suzy wasn't prepared for this question. Instead of answering, she lowered her gaze and went absolutely quiet.

    "Suzy, where are my parents?" Kevin repeated his question.

    "Kev, we just rebooted your system. You should get some rest." Suzy turned to go away when Kevin reached out for her arm and pulled her back.

    "Where... are they, Suzy?" he asked again, this time in a much softer tone.

    Suzy couldn't bring herself to look at him, so she spoke without turning around. "Your...parents didn't make it." There was a long pause after which she added, "They were killed by an android. I'm sorry, Kevin. There was nothing we could do."

    Kevin froze right there, his bionic eyes twitching as his circuits went haywire. If he still possessed a human heart it would have stopped beating, but his artificial turbo cooling pump kept going.

    Images of his happiest moments flashed before him. He remembered his mother's delicate touch and his father's warm hug. They were all gone now and he was left alone in this world.

    Suzy wanted to walk out of that room and give him some time to get his bearings straight, but she couldn't find it in her heart to leave him all alone inside that lifeless chamber. She twirled around and wrapped her arms around him.

    "It's going to be okay, Kevin. We'll get through this somehow. Everyone here is fighting their own battles. But I'm here for you."

    "Were you there when my parents were killed?" Kevin asked.

    "No, I wasn't. But we found the recording from the concealed camera in your driveway. They were about to get into their car when an android named AISHA jumped them. It was bad. They didn't even get the chance to defend themselves."

    Suzy went on telling him about all that had happened since the first day of the attack, but he wasn't listening. The only word which kept ringing in his ears was 'AISHA.' It was the same android which had attacked him at school and killed all his classmates.

    Curling his fingers into fists, he whispered, "She should have finished the job."

    "What?" Suzy released him from her embrace and looked into his eyes.

    "I'll find her and I'll fucking tear her to pieces!" he screamed. "I'm gonna destroy them all!"

    Before Kevin could storm out of there, Suzy gestured with two fingers and shut the chamber door. "You are not in a proper state of mind. You need to calm down and let us run some more tests."

    "I am a machine now. I don't give a damn. I'll destroy every single one of those tin cans! They ruined everything!"

    "You're not a damn robot! You're a cyborg." Suzy held on to Kevin and explained things as they really were. "We hooked you up to an Experimental Cybernetics User Interface. You can control every part of your body using your mind, but you need to get used to this first. And you can still die!"

    Suzy waited for Kevin to digest the information and then continued as calmly as she could. "The world has changed a lot since the day of the attack. I know it may come as a shock, but you've been in the cryopreservation chamber for six months. You don't even know what's outside, Kev."

    "Six months!" Kevin reeled in shock. It felt like it was just yesterday when he was sitting inside the classroom, playing Robo Warrior.

    The more he thought about it, the more it hurt. He found himself in a dark hole, clueless and confused. Eventually, he turned to Suzy for all the answers. "Are the robots still out there? What happened to our soldiers?"

    "The robots are still out there and the soldiers are either dead or imprisoned. We are no longer free. Our government was unable to stop the attack. The machines rolled over everyone in their path and destroyed everything we held dear. We don't have a human government anymore. An advanced android now sits at the helm of affairs, making all administrative decisions for the whole country."

    "The machines took over?" Kevin asked, still unable to accept the shocking news.

    Suzy nodded. "They took over every single city. Everything is run by machines now and those who live on the surface are treated worse than animals. They are constantly tracked and monitored by the machines and forced to abide by all the rules imposed by the advanced android. Nothing is the same anymore."

    "If the world is so screwed up, then why the hell did you bring me back? You should've just let me die!"

    "Because we still have hope. We are trying to fight back, and we need you on our side."

    "What difference can I make against a whole army of machines? I'm just a useless gamer. I can't do anything. I couldn't save anyone," Kevin replied, turning away.

    Suzy touched him lightly on the shoulder. "You're a lot more than that now. You are a cyborg. I built this cybernetic interface, especially for you. I know you always wanted to make a difference, to be a hero. This is your chance. I know you want revenge, and it's not just you, we all want the same thing. You've been given a second chance. All I ask is that you don't waste it."

    Kevin slowly turned around and looked Suzy in the eye. "What kind of interface is this?"

    "It's a lot like your favorite mecha from Robo Warrior. You can equip your new body with various peripheral implants, outfit yourself with all kinds of weapons, state-of-the-art tracking systems, space-age shield tech, and even upgrade and modify your mainframe. You've always wanted a system, and now you have it!"

    Suzy paused and waited for Kevin's reply, but he was still trying to deal with his dark thoughts. She finally tapped lightly on his left shoulder and added, "We can't change the past, but we can still write our future."

    All of Kevin's fondest memories resurfaced in his mind. He had lost almost everyone he had held dear and he yearned for revenge. Clenching his fists tightly, he looked in the eye. "Teach me how to use this interface. I want to take the fight back to those bastards!"

    "That's what I'm here for, Kev," Suzy replied, gently caressing his left cheek. "We will get through this together and take back what is rightfully ours. I believe in you."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 5: Like a man reborn

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    When Kevin had calmed down sufficiently, Suzy swiped a couple of fingers in the air to activate the gesture sensor and open the chamber door.

    Outside the chamber was a sprawling laboratory with three rows of lab personnel sitting at holo-desks, constantly analyzing data and performing minute adjustments. The senior scientists were reclining in their aurospheres—spacious floating glass spheres fitted with ambient temperature and light control.

    "This is the main data collection and analysis lab. It's where they do the coding, monitor vitals, and debug the system in case anything goes wrong. These people are the brains behind the interface. They helped me sync your brain to the virtual interface," Suzy explained, giving him a small tour of the lab.

    When Kevin had seen enough, she headed for the next door, which opened with a retinal scan. It led to a wide corridor, branching out into two paths farther down. On their left was a rectangular room with a massive glass window, and on their right, a locked metal door.

    Suzy pointed to her left and explained, "That's the simulation lab. It can simulate any environment on the planet, complete with all its natural flora and fauna within 50 seconds. We mostly use it for observing weather patterns and learning more about the mutated species."

    "What's the room on our right?" Kevin asked.

    "Oh, that's the main server room. It may look small, but beyond that door is a 5D space pocket which is larger than a football field."

    "That's crazy. I never knew 5D pockets actually existed."

    "Well, it wasn't easy to build. Luckily, dad's a real genius."

    As Suzy and Kevin stepped into the T-shaped intersection, a couple of automated vacuum cleaners fitted with LED screens at the top crossed their paths, beeping intermittently. They were equipped with two microfiber dust cloths attached to rollers on either side and had a frontal tray for rubbish collection.

    "What are those?" Kevin asked, in amazement.

    He had seen vacuum cleaners cleaning automatically without any human intervention before, but these ones were not just vacuuming the floor, but dusting the walls as well. They were so versatile that they were also mopping up all spilled liquids and automatically picking up plastic wrappers.

    Suzy smiled and replied, "Those are the V-54 cleaning bots. They can dust, mop, vacuum, sanitize and even pick up and sort litter based on its recyclability."

    **Would you like to partake of some refreshments?

    Check out today's healthy, gluten-free menu. **

    Kevin turned to his left on hearing the robotic voice, and spotted a robotic torso, with extendable segmented arms holding a tray full of unique dishes. It was hovering mid-air, displaying the names of the items it was carrying on its curved visor.

    "We're good," Suzy said, gesturing the robot to move along.

    "Wait, I wanna try something," Kevin intervened. "How about an omelet?"

    "I'm not sure that's a good idea," Suzy sighed.

    "Why not?"

    "See for yourself." Suzy swiped her index finger across the menu, and clicked on the picture of the omelet.

    **Low-fat omelet purchased.

    15 credits deducted.

    Enjoy your meal! **

    The robot handed the plate containing the omelet to Kevin and moved away.

    "I haven't eaten in 6 months. Even this low-fat omelet looks tasty to me." Kevin greedily took a big bite of the omelet without even bothering to use the cutlery. He repeatedly tried to gulp it down, but something just wouldn't let him swallow it.

    Suzy watched him struggle for a while and then finally broke it to him. "You don't have a food pipe or a stomach.''

    Kevin immediately spit out the food. "So I can't even eat? What kind of hell—"

    "You can't eat right now, because you are connected to an experimental mainframe. It's a prototype with limited functionality. Dad's been working on something a lot more advanced, something which can replicate almost all the functions of the human body without compromising its durability."

    "I sure hope it's ready soon! This feels like I'm trapped in a bloody nightmare!"

    After seeing Kevin's reaction, Suzy didn't even want to imagine how he'd react if she told him about all the other bodily functions he couldn't perform with this exoskeleton.

    She kept the conversation short and quietly led him down the left path. It led to a small storage room on one side and a double-windowed lab on the other side.

    "This is the primary hardware modification lab. It's where your exoskeleton's framework was designed," Suzy said, darting her eyes to her right.

    "So, you wanna run a few more tests on the hardware?" Kevin asked.

    Suzy shook her head. "The tests can wait. Your exoskeleton isn't even finished yet. Dad's gonna tweak it a bit to make sure that it actually feels like a human body."

    That was finally some good news for Kevin. Ever since he'd woken up inside that glass chamber, he'd been feeling just like a damn machine. He followed Suzy inside the lab as she opened the doorway with a passcode. Though they had been best friends for almost 5 years now, he had never met her dad even once, owing to his busy schedule.

    The hardware lab was a lot smaller than the first lab he'd just come through. On the left, there was a large fabricator for designing new parts and on the right, a glass desk with a paper-thin monitor. At the farthest end of the room, there was a cylindrical glass chamber illuminated with neon blue lights.

    Suzy's dad, a gray-haired man in his late forties, wearing rimless spectacles and a spotless gray lab coat was sitting in front of the monitor, on a levitating black sphere, which looked a lot like an oversized pearl.

    "Dad, Kevin is here," Suzy announced.

    The man in the gray lab coat slowly turned around and walked up to greet Kevin. He swiped his left palm from top to bottom and obtained a reading of all the basic stats, before speaking to him.

    "Your vitals are all normal, and it seems your peripherals are working fine too. Welcome to the hardware lab. It's not much, but I think I have everything I need to get you in proper shape."

    "Dad, you're meeting him for the first time," Suzy said, with an annoyed expression on her face.

    "Oh, you know I don't like formalities!" he sighed and prepared to turn away, but Suzy arrested his gaze with hers. After a few seconds of awkwardly staring at her, he eventually gave up and turned to Kevin. "I am Dr. Zhao Wang, the chief supervisor of this underground research facility. Pleased to meet you."

    Kevin extended his arm for a handshake, but Dr. Zhao turned away without showing any more courtesy. He walked up to his monitor and pressed a few buttons on his holographic console, before gesturing Kevin to follow him to the cylindrical glass chamber.

    "Please enter the chamber. I need to modify your exoskeleton and give you a human face, otherwise you'll just stick out like a sore thumb."

    Kevin reluctantly followed the doctor, but paused in front of the cylindrical chamber. "Wouldn't it have been better to modify the exoskeleton before putting my brain inside it?"

    "No, it wouldn't have," Dr. Zhao replied promptly. "Your sensations, feelings and emotions are all linked to your brain. To better program your artificial facial muscles, I need to know how you naturally smile, laugh, cry, frown, etc. Now please step inside and let me make you at least partially human again."

    Just hearing that he could be human again made Kevin forget all about his fears. He quietly entered the chamber and as instructed by the doctor and lay down on the stainless steel table inside.

    Dr. Zhao locked the door and returned to his monitor. Bringing up the holo interface, he spoke out his instructions. "Subject: Cyborg 691. Run total system diagnostics. Analyze exoskeleton and prepare for advanced skin grafting."

    As soon as the doctor pressed the confirm button, a circular scanning machine whirred up over Kevin's head, and the enclosed chamber lit up with bright blue lights.

    The stainless steel table was lifted by a hydraulic piston and 3 robotic arms converged on Kevin. There was an arm equipped with a 3D injector, another fitted with a laser welding tool and another equipped with a miniature spray hose.

    The scanner flashed a stream of green lasers over Kevin's body, scanning every part of his mechanical exoskeleton. In just a few seconds, a 3D image of Kevin's external framework was on Dr. Zhao's screen. He dragged it on to the holo display and made some minor adjustments, before initiating the grafting process.

    The 3D injector worked in tandem with the laser and quickly covered Kevin's metallic exoskeleton with a layer of silicone gel. Once the gel had solidified a bit, an experimental alloy was injected into it to mimic the natural growing and ageing of the human skin.

    After that the miniature hose spray-painted his whole body to match the texture and color of his actual human skin.

    An hour later, the whole metallic exoskeleton was hidden under pale white skin. Kevin looked a lot like a normal human now, except for his face and metal plated chest.

    "Artificial skin grafting is complete. Now comes the difficult part: facial reconstruction," Dr. Zhao declared, taking off his glasses and wiping the sweat from his face.

    "Could you give me... a different face?" Kevin requested.

    "What?"

    "I mean you can create any face you want, so I thought it would be nice to try a different face."

    "Mr. Kevin, does this look like some kind of joke to you?" Dr. Zhao asked with a note of irritation in his voice.

    "Kev, you're not creating a gaming avatar," Suzy sniped.

    "I'm not asking for much! I'm just saying it would be nice to have a different face for a change," Kevin replied. "Perhaps—"

    "Fine, I'll make some changes!" Dr. Zhao cut him off before he could go on. Scanning an old picture of Kevin, he made some slight edits and then spoke aloud, "Begin facial reconstruction."

    The scanner immediately projected a 3D model, made up of a crisscross of laser lines, over Kevin's metallic skull. Dr. Zhao guided the 3D injector with meticulous precision, carefully shaping Kevin's face.

    Reconstructing a human face from scratch had its own set of challenges, but Dr. Zhao was an expert in reconstructive surgery. It took him just over an hour to finish creating the face, and then he laid the final touch by printing the wavy black strands of hair and adding tear dispersal feature to Kevin's bionic eyes.

    One could still tell at a glance that Kevin was a cyborg due to his bionic eyes and exoskeletal structure, but he no longer stuck out like a sore thumb. Most people would still be hesitant to approach him, but he wouldn't strike fear in their hearts anymore.

    Once the procedure was over, Kevin was lowered to the ground and the table straightened up, forcing him into a sitting position. Suzy swiped right with a couple of fingers and immediately a mirror screen popped up before Kevin.

    Kevin jumped down from the table and walked up to the mirror. He was relieved to see his new face. He no longer looked like a hunk of metal, but an actual living, breathing, human.

    As he was staring at his reflection, his right bionic eye twitched and a lonely teardrop rolled down his cheek. He touched his right cheek and felt the soft warmth of human skin.

    "Thank you, Dr. Zhao," he whispered softly, flicking his tears away.

    Suzy almost teared up seeing Kevin like this, but somehow stifled her feelings. Clearing her throat she called out to him. "Come on, Kev, we still need to outfit you with weapons and defense systems." Taking a look at her wristband communicator, she replied to a message and then addressed Kevin again. "Mom's waiting in the armament lab. We should get going."

    Kevin looked away from the mirror and stepped outside. He was about to walk up to Suzy when he suddenly remembered something important. "Can I... can I eat now?" he asked.

    Dr. Zhao looked at him surprised. Raising his left eyebrow, he scoffed, "You're an advanced cyborg. You don't have any internal organs, except your brain. You don't need to eat or drink or even exercise. All your human needs are irrelevant now!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 6: The chosen one

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Kevin was so stunned by Dr. Zhao's reply that he didn't even know how to respond. He made it sound like the human needs were unnecessary luxuries which one could simply do away with, one fine morning.
   

        He had never asked for this kind of life, to lose everything he held dear and be transformed into a machine. As if losing the people close to him wasn't enough, he now had to deal with the predicaments of being trapped in a metal prison.
   

        This was proving to be a nightmare for Kevin. He couldn't eat or drink and his new cyborg body didn't have any genitals as well. Even his heart had been replaced by a turbo cooling pump. Most of the things which made him human had all been stripped away from him. Only his turbulent emotions reminded him that he was still alive.
   

        Curling his fingers into fists, Kevin stared right back at Suzy's dad. "What do you mean that my human needs are irrelevant? You don't know what it's like to be trapped in the body of a robot!"
   

        "You should be grateful that we saved you, otherwise you'd have joined your classmates," Dr. Zhao replied.
   

        "Dad, stop it!" Suzy intervened, hoping to put an end to the discussion, but only made it worse.
   

        Kevin walked up to the doctor and glared at him. This time he spoke in a much more intimidating voice. "You really should have let me die then! I don't want to live like this!"
   

        "Oh, we would have if we had a choice! You're just lucky your brain was able to sync with this cybernetic interface!" Dr. Zhao snapped back. "What do you think this is? Your body is an advanced killing machine. It took me years of research to design this exoskeleton. It's not some comic con costume that you can slip into just to impress your friends. This is the peak of cybernetic technology! This exoskeleton was meant for a trained commando, not a foolish kid like you!"
   

        "Then why the hell did you give it to me?" Kevin yelled in the doctor's face, making him flinch.
   

        Dr. Zhao backed away and put his glasses back on. "You were never meant to pair with it. We tried pairing it with several other brains, but none of them were able to sync with the interface. You just got lucky! I still don't think you deserve this exoskeleton!"
   

        "Dad, that is enough!" Suzy yelled, raising her voice against her father for the first time ever. "You're such a selfish prick sometimes! This is reason why mom doesn't talk to you anymore. Sometimes, I wonder if there's anything human about you except your body!"
   

        Suzy's bitter words cut Dr. Zhao to his core and all he could do was stand there as she pulled Kevin by his arm and dragged him out of the room.
   

        The doctor's relationships had started falling apart long ago, but he never realized things were this bad. He just kept staring at the door as Kevin and Suzy stormed outside.
   

        As soon as the doors closed behind them, Kevin pulled his hand away from Suzy. A storm was brewing inside his mind and he didn't know what was real anymore. She was supposed to be his best friend and he had trusted her blindly. He walked away from her and slowly looked up.
   

        "You lied to me, Suzy. You said you had designed this interface especially for me. But now I know the truth. This was meant to be a killing machine. It wouldn't really matter if I wasn't there. It could've been literally anyone else, and it would have made no difference. You didn't design this interface to bring me back. I just got damn lucky."
   

        "Kev, it's not—"
   

        "It's fine, I don't mean to be ungrateful." Kevin wiped away his tears and turned away. "We should go to the armament lab. Your mom's waiting."
   

        What Dr. Zhao had just said to Kevin was a partial truth. There was something which even he didn't know about the cybernetic interface. It was Suzy's little secret. Though she wanted Kevin to trust her again, she knew she couldn't risk revealing something so sensitive right here.
   

        In the end, she decided to keep Kevin in the dark and quietly lead him to the express elevator.
   

        Suzy's mom, Dr. Stacey Wang had been working in this secret facility for 25 years now. It was here that she had met Suzy's dad. Despite their common interest in robotics, their personalities were poles apart. Dr. Stacey inculcated quite a different set of values, and was a lot more humane than her husband.
   

        Their little differences of opinions had grown to enormous proportions over the years, and finally spiraled out of control a couple of months ago. That's when they had stopped talking and started working separately. Suzy was stuck in the middle of this messed up relationship.
   

        Kevin had met Dr. Stacey many times during their group study sessions at their house. He had always felt comfortable around her, as if he had known her all her life. There was something really warm and optimistic about her being, something which lent her a very special charm.
   

        After having met Suzy's dad, Kevin wondered how the two had ended up together.
   

        As they stepped out of the elevator a couple of levels below, a red-haired woman wearing a brown trench coat and khaki pants greeted them with a wide smile. "Oh, thank goodness! You're finally here in one piece!" She rushed to put an arm around Kevin and gave him a warm hug which reminded him of his mom. "It's so good to see you again. After all that has happened, this is no less than a miracle. Make yourself comfortable and let me know if you feel uneasy at any point." With those final words, she pulled away from him and turned to her daughter.
   

        "Mom, why the hell are you wearing a trench coat inside a lab?" Suzy asked, utterly confused by her look.
   

        Dr. Stacey flapped her oversized sleeves and twirled around to give her a full show, before facing her again. "This is what detectives used to wear in the olden days. It's a classic look. I already feel like I've been teleported to one of those two bedroom apartments on Baker Street!" she exclaimed.
   

        "I think you're reading too many of those old detective novels," Suzy replied, suppressing a smile.
   

        Despite Dr. Stacey's slightly eccentric behavior, Kevin knew she was actually a great person. Her carefree and loving nature was what breathed life into this sea of serious lab coats.
   

        "Come now; let's get you ready for some action!" Dr. Stacey exclaimed, rushing down the lab, gesturing them to follow.
   

        The armament lab was a lot different than the other labs they had just passed through. It neither had any windows nor any doors. The only light source in the room was the glowing glass ceiling which lit up the room in a faint white glow. There were work stations on either side, with curved glass monitors and manual control panels.
   

        At the farthest end of the lab was a small glass case, shaped almost like a life-pod, connected to the main computer through 3 hybrid connector cables.
   

        "Change natural light settings: midday," Dr. Stacey instructed, swiftly snapping her fingers.
   

        Immediately, the ceiling's glow intensified, washing the whole room in a flood of white light, which made it appear like they were standing under the sky on a bright sunny day. A few moments later, the ceiling completely disappeared from view and a clear blue sky opened up overhead.
   

        "Whoa!" Kevin stopped in his tracks and fixed his gaze on the sky overhead. "What just happened? I thought we were underground."
   

        "That we are...5 miles below the surface of the earth." Suzy pointed at the ceiling and explained, "The whole ceiling is made up of millions of microscopic LED screens which combine to create an illusion. This is just a simulation, but it sure looks a lot like the real stuff."
   

        Still gawking at the sky, Kevin followed in Suzy's footsteps, making his way to Dr. Stacey.
   

        "This is just a cheap simulation of the real sky. The surface is dangerous for us now, so we don't get a lot of chances to see the beauty of nature. Perhaps, it will all change one day, but till that time comes, this is the best we can do," Dr. Stacey said, suppressing a strange romantic yearning in her voice. She longed to go back outside, but it was not possible due to the horrible situation on the surface.
   

        Kevin moved his eyes away from the ceiling and looked at Suzy's mom. "So, what's the world outside like?" he asked.
   

        "You'll probably get to see it sooner than you expect." Dr. Stacey motioned towards the coffin-like glass case and urged Kevin to step inside. With a gentle tap on her computer screen she flipped the glass lid open and activated all the sensors inside. "Don't worry, this won't hurt at all. Your weapon systems and shields are already integrated into your exoskeleton. I'm just going to activate it and sync it with your brain."
   

        "I uh...don't see any weapons." Kevin checked his arms and legs to see if he had missed any peripherals or augmentations, but he couldn't find anything which resembled a weapon.
   

        Dr. Stacey was quick to clear his confusion. "The Experimental Cybernetic User Interface is an advanced virtual interface hooked up to a modified XL11 mainframe. You have integrated weapon systems built into your exoskeleton. In layman's terms, your whole body is a collection of weapons; you only need to piece it together. Once I activate your weapons and defense systems, you can use your voice commands to access the weapon you desire. And that's not all; even your bionic peripherals like your eyes, ears and legs have multiple advanced features. We only fitted you with some basic weapons, but you can integrate more weapons into your system if you manage to obtain their modules somehow. This cyborg body has limitless potential, but it's up to you how you use it."
   

        Kevin felt a strange sense of thrill just hearing her words. Without any further hesitation, he stepped into the Advanced Cybernetic Modification and Augmentation Pod (ACMAP).
   

        Dr. Stacey instructed Suzy to close the lid and then started typing furiously on her console. With the final press on the 'confirm' icon, she brought all systems online.
   

        // Virtual inhibitor removed!
   

            All systems are online!
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 100%.
   

            Visual Clarity: 100%.
   

            Weapon Systems: Online.
   

            Defense Systems: Online.
   

            Tracking Systems: Online.
   

            Core temperature: 330.10 K.//
   

        Kevin stared at the pop-up display in front of him and felt a rush of excitement. The screen quickly changed to a different one, bringing up a detailed list of his weapons.
   

        // Primary weapons equipped:
   

            Left arm:
   

            Rapid Fire Gatling Gun (A modified handheld version of the primitive Gatling Gun. The Rapid Fire Gatling Gun has 6 barrels and is capable of firing up to 500 rounds per minute. Prone to overheating. Good for making Swiss Cheese!)
   

            Right arm:
   

            Auto-targeting Laser Rifle (A modified laser rifle which can lock on to targets as far as 200 meters away. Uses laser cell. Must be recharged after every shot. You'll never miss her!)
   

            Secondary weapons equipped:
   

            Left Arm:
   

            Sonic Amplifier (A device which amplifies sound waves and produces a shockwave which has an effective radius of 50 meters. Good for clearing mobs. Avoiding splatter was never an option!)
   

            Right Arm:
   

            Taser Web (A web made of silver wires. Capable of delivering a shock of 60,000 volts. Super effective against organic targets. Web cartridges must be reloaded after each use. Always make a shocking entrance!) //
   

        "Use your voice to bring up the defense and tracking systems," Dr. Stacey instructed.
   

        Kevin nodded and spoke aloud, "Access defense systems."
   

        // Primary defense mechanisms equipped:
   

          1. Impact Absorbent Armor (Nanites re-arrange to form an external coating which absorbs impact from blunt objects. Does not protect against piercing attacks. You're not bulletproof!)
   

          2. High Frequency Signal Scrambler (An advanced signal scrambler which can match the radio wave frequency of a wide variety of electronic devices, including drones and robots, and jam the incoming signals. Doesn't work against autonomous units. You're not a hacker!) //
   

        A simple tap on the holo display revealed the working principle of each mechanism. Having read the detailed description of his defensive systems, Kevin decided to switch to his tracking systems. "Access tracking—"
   

        Before he could finish his sentence, the ceiling changed back into its original state and flashed a bright red light. It was immediately followed by the loud blaring of sirens.
   

        The people sitting at their workstations stopped what they were doing and turned their consoles off. All of them were clueless about what was happening, so they looked at their supervisor for assurance.
   

        "Please stay calm. There is no need to panic. It might just be a drill."  Dr. Stacey was doing her best to bring the situation under control when she received an urgent communication request on her communication bracelet. The person on the other end was the security chief.
   

        "Dr. Stacey, this is a level 2 security alert. Our primary defensive perimeter has been breached! A whole swarm of Tracker Drones has been spotted in the subway tunnels overhead!"
   

        "That's nothing your team can't deal with," Dr. Stacey whispered.
   

        "Negative!" The security chief shook his head. "There's a freaking Neutralizer among them!"
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 7: Locked and loaded

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Dr. Stacey took paused to think of a plan, and then a few minutes later relayed some instructions to the Security Chief, before disconnecting the call.

    "Mom, I heard something about a Neutralizer! What's happening outside?" Suzy prodded.

    Dr. Stacey avoided her gaze, and tried to put on an act of composure to assuage her fears. "It's nothing, sweetie. There's been a minor problem with the raiders, that's all. Our guards can handle it, no biggie."

    "Mom!" Suzy pulled Dr. Stacey by her arm. "The sirens wouldn't be going off like this if it was just a normal raider attack. You don't need to hide anything from me. I've seen enough."

    "What's going on out there?" Kevin asked from inside the pod. "Is something wrong?"

    "Everything is under con—"

    "No, it's not and you know it, mom!" Suzy exclaimed, exasperatedly.

    All eyes in the room were fixed on the chief. She wanted to hide the truth from them, but it no longer seemed like a good idea. Not knowing what was happening outside only made them more anxious. She finally took a deep breath and announced, "The subway station above us has been breached by drones."

    Shocked gasps escaped from the researchers as they started whispering among themselves. Dr. Stacey had to raise her voice much higher to silence them once more.

    "I assure you there's nothing to worry about." Clicking on a little circular key ring she deactivated the sirens and advised the people to go back to work.

    Suzy was about to question her mom again, when she pulled her to a quiet corner and revealed what the Security Chief had said to her.

    Just hearing the mention of the word 'Neutralizer', made Suzy turn pale in horror. "How the hell did a Neutralizer manage to get through? Our guards are gonna get butchered out there if we don't do something!"

    "Let's hope our automated turrets can take it out."

    "The Neutralizers can hack all automated weapon emplacements! We need a better plan." Suzy immediately turned to the pod where Kevin was. Without another word, she walked up to the main system and opened the lid. "Kev, we need your help. You are the only one who can take that thing down."

    "What thing?" Kevin asked, confused. He hadn't heard any part of their conversation and had no clue what was going on.

    Before Suzy could explain things to him, her mom intervened. "Kevin just came back to his senses a few hours ago. You can't just ask him to risk his life like that. How can you even suggest such a thing even after knowing—"

    "Because he has the body of an advanced cyborg! He is our weapon against the machines!"

    "He is a boy! A teenager just like you!" Dr. Stacey didn't speak like a scientist; her words came straight out of her motherly heart. "Let our security team handle it."

    "Could someone at least tell me what's going on!" Kevin burst out.

    Despite her mother's entreaties, Suzy went on to explain to Kevin all that was happening around them.

    "I'm ready for this!" Kevin replied, without even asking what a Neutralizer was. All he knew was that people's lives were on the line, and he was the one perfectly equipped to deal with such a situation. He hadn't been able to save his teacher or his friends, but now he had the chance to be useful for once.

    "Kevin, you are not ready for this. I haven't run any tests or explained how your cyborg body works. There are many things which could go wrong," Dr. Stacey intervened.

    Kevin however, had made up his mind. "I'll figure everything out as I go. There's no test better than an actual fight. Suzy's right, this is what I was built for. I won't just hide in here while people die outside."

    "You're really as stubborn as Suzy," Dr. Stacey finally relented. She sent a quick text to the Security Chief, asking him to pull back from the frontline and focus on slowing down the enemy.

    She then turned to Kevin and Suzy. "Take the elevator to the subway level. Our security team will do its best to keep the threat contained behind tunnel D-1, but they won't be able to hold off the drones for long." With a few rapid clicks on her holo-console she accessed Kevin's interface and activated partial manual control. "You can use voice commands for all functions, but I've also brought the A.I. online in case you need any assistance. Go now!"

    Suzy and Kevin rushed to board the express elevator. It quickly took them to their destination. The door opened inside tunnel D-3, where the Security Chief, a bald-headed, dark-skinned man, wearing a light Kevlar jacket was waiting for them. Dressed in a tight black t-shirt which highlighted his muscular biceps, he looked a lot like a bouncer at a nightclub.

    "I'm Tyler Brown, the lab's head of security," he introduced himself, taking his hands away from his laser rifle to shake Kevin's.

    "I'm Kevin."

    "You couldn't have come at a better time. The drones are about to breach the tunnel door to D-2. They've already got past all our mechanical defenses."

    "Got it, I can handle them," Kevin replied, trying to sound more confident than he actually was.

    The chief nodded and ordered the technician behind him to open the tunnel door separating D-3 from D-2.

    The subway station was segmented into a total of 4 sections, each further separated by 3 sub-segments. They were currently in D-3, and the drones were in D-1. Only the empty section D-2 separated them from the danger on the other side.

    Once the technician input the password, the circular metallic door in front slid down into a groove below and gave them access to sub section D-2. Kevin checked his systems once more and then headed straight for the tunnel. "Close the door behind me and don't let anyone get through," he shouted.

    As soon as Kevin stepped inside the next section of the tunnel, the door closed off behind him. He was now all alone, with very little idea of what lay ahead.

    "Alright, this is gonna be a piece of cake. It's just a few stupid Tracker Drones. Nothing that you can't handle," he mumbled to himself.

    All of a sudden, the closed door in front, separating D-2 from D-1 was blown off its hinges. There was no way Tracker Drones had enough firepower to do something like that.

    "What the hell is that?" Kevin questioned, staring at the cloud of gray smoke and dust. He could faintly make out the outline of something large hovering amidst the smoke. Squinting his eyes, he took cover behind a sandbag wall.

    A loud beeping noise filled the tunnel as a large saucer-shaped drone emerged from the smoke cloud. Unlike the Tracker Drones it didn't have any propellers or visible external motors. What was keeping it afloat was an internal rotor affixed on top. 

    This drone was almost three times as large as the football-sized Tracker Drones and was equipped with a red sensor light in the front and a miniature laser cannon at the bottom.

    "This must be that Neutralizer they were talking about," Kevin whispered to himself. The large drone was soon joined by a dozen Tracker Drones. Kevin peeked over the sandbag and observed the Neutraliser scanning the area with its laser sensor.

    **Scanning for organic life....

      No organic life detected.

      Breaching Protocol active.

      Sweeping tunnel segment**

    Kevin took a deep breath and stood back up. "Hey, flying tin cans! Over here!"

    As soon as they spotted Kevin, the Tracker Drones buzzed into action and prepared to fire.

    **Threat detected.

      Priming Weapons...**

    "Not today, bitches!" Kevin held up his left arm and spoke aloud, "Access Primary Weapons: Select Rapid Fire Gatling Gun!"

    In an instant, his left arm modified itself, assembling the internal parts according to the stored primary weapon blueprint. Six black barrels arranged in a circle stuck out of his arm now, ready to fill the enemy with lead.

    // Rapid Fire Gatling gun activated.

        Aim to fire! //

    "You're going down!" Kevin exclaimed pointing his gun arm at the airborne targets.

    All 6 barrels spun into action and unleashed a blistering 500 rounds per minute, tearing through the Tracker Drones as if they were made of paper. The high velocity rounds drilled the fliers full of holes, damaging all their vital circuits and causing critical system failure. They dropped like flies as Kevin kept on firing. Within 30 seconds he had managed to destroy all of the 12 Tracker Drones.

    "It's your turn now!" Kevin aimed for the Neutralizer this time.

    // Warning! Warning! Warning!

        Rapid Fire Gatling gun overheated!

        Retracting primary weapon.

        Please wait for turbo cooling. //

    "Darn it! Switch to laser—''

    Kevin's voice command was cut short as the Neutralizer charged up its laser cannon and fired at him. Using his piston powered legs, he somehow managed to jump over it, but the charged shot obliterated the sandbag barrier and destroyed a portion of the tunnel wall.

    It was a hard landing on the ground, but Kevin quickly got back on his feet, just in time to stare at a minigun whirring into action. This was the Neutralizer's secondary weapon, which was reserved for times when the laser cannon needed to recharge.

    Kevin looked around him to seek cover, but there was nothing solid behind which he could hide.

     "Damn it!"

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 8: Battered

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        The minigun whirred up before Kevin could react. All 9 barrels fired at once, peppering him with a hail of bullets. The devastating barrage tore through his artificial skin, heavily damaging his metallic exoskeleton.
   

        Unable to think of anything else, Kevin focused on protecting his internal circuits by crossing his arms in front of his chest. This gesture triggered the exoskeleton's automatic defensive countermeasures. Immediately a couple of light armor flaps fanned out from his arms, shielding him from the gunfire.
   

        The Neutralizer kept firing, but all the bullets ricocheted off the thin titanium flaps, leaving him unharmed.
   

        // Warning! Warning! Warning!
   

            User is taking heavy automatic weapon fire
   

            Exoskeleton integrity compromised!
   

            Current exoskeleton integrity: 80%
   

            Suggest evasive maneuvers.//
   

        "Thanks, you stupid shit! I never would have guessed!" Kevin grunted, holding back the bullet storm.
   

        Any human would have been shredded to pieces by now, but Kevin's cyborg body was fairly resistant to conventional weapons fire. He still hadn't got the hang of all his internal systems, but he did remember the couple of defensive systems he had viewed previously.
   

        "Access defense systems. Activate High-Frequency Signal Scrambler!"
   

        In response to his voice command, a circular panel opened up in his chest, exposing a small black cube with three green antennas.
   

        // Activating High-Frequency Signal Scrambler
   

            Please select target type:
   

            1. Communicator Bracelets
   

            2. Holo Displays
   

            3. Wi-Fi Systems
   

            4. Utility Bots
   

            5. Attack Robots
   

            6. Attack Drones
   

            7. Security Cameras
   

            8. Self-driving Transport Units //
   

        "Damn it! What the fuck does it look like I need?" Kevin yelled. "Select attack drones, you stupid AI!"
   

        // Target type selected: Attack Drones.
   

            Matching target Radio Frequency...
   

            Emitting jamming frequency... //
   

        A green light flashed inside Kevin's chest, and immediately the red laser sensor on the Neutralizer powered down. Soon after, the minigun sputtered out its last rounds and came to a whirring halt. The Neutralizer still remained airborne but showed no signs of movement.
   

        Kevin carefully parted his arms and let out a sigh of relief.
   

        "Time to say your final goodbyes," Kevin declared, aiming his right arm at the drone hovering aimlessly in the air. "Activate primary weapon: Auto-targeting Laser Rifle."
   

        His lower right arm quickly rearranged itself, assembling a full-sized laser rifle, with an extendable barrel. Kevin saw a cross-shaped crosshair appear on his HUD and it automatically locked onto his target.
   

        All he had to do was think, and the rifle fired automatically, emitting a burst of red laser light that tore a hole in the Neutralizer, frying its internal circuits. The armored drone lost flight stability and came crashing down like a useless hunk of scrap.
   

        Kevin was still staring at the destroyed drones, when suddenly his right eye flashed a stream of green laser light on the ground, scanning the remains of the broken machines.
   

        // Analyzing...…..
   

            Core Fragments detected!
   

            Rare weapon mod detected!
   

            Peripheral augmentation detected!
   

            Defense module detected! //
   

        "What the hell does that mean now?" Kevin mumbled to himself. He bent down to dig through the scrap and see if there was something useful there.
   

        As soon as he started sifting through the scrap, a small rectangular chamber housing an advanced extractor popped open right in the middle of his chest. It blinked green and chimed rhythmically as new notifications started popping up on Kevin's HUD. His left eye twitched sporadically as he tried to read through all the messages which kept appearing one after the other.
   

        // 20 Core Fragments extracted!
   

            1 Concentrator mod extracted!
   

            1 Bionic scanner augmentation extracted!
   

            1 Local hacking module extracted!
   

            Neutralizer structural analysis completed.
   

            Tracker Drone structural analysis completed. //
   

        When the first batch of notifications disappeared, a new set of messages popped up. Unable to understand anything, he swiped left and dismissed them. This interface had a variety of advanced features and only Dr. Stacey could explain them to him.
   

        As Kevin headed back to sub-section D-3, he heard Suzy's voice in his ear.
   

        "What's going on there? Kevin, can you hear me? Are you alright?"
   

        "I can hear you loud and clear. The drones have been dealt with and I'm heading back."
   

        Almost immediately the door blocking his path opened up, and Suzy ran up to him. She looked past him and admired his handiwork. "Looks like you did a real number on them."
   

        After briefly surveying the tunnel, she turned her attention to Kevin. She noticed the damage his exoskeleton had sustained. His artificial skin was full of holes, and parts of his metallic framework peeped through the cavities. The bullets hadn't penetrated deep into the exoskeleton, but they had dented it in multiple places. 
   

        "We need to get you back to the lab," Suzy said with a note of concern in her voice.
   

        "You mean your dad's one?" Kevin asked.
   

        "Nah, I don't think we need to go back to the hardware lab for this. Even mom can repair such minor dents and cracks."
   

        The Security Chief thanked Kevin personally and led him to the lift. If Kevin hadn't shown up when he had, a lot of his men would have died fighting the Neutralizer, and even then he wasn't sure they would've been able to stop it.
   

        When Kevin and Suzy returned to the armament lab, Dr. Stacey quickly led Kevin to the ACMAP. Typing a few lines on her console, she let out a sigh of relief. "You look pretty busted up. But I'm glad your internal circuits are intact. I'm guessing you took out that Neutralizer?"
   

        "I did, but it wasn't easy," Kevin replied, climbing into the pod.
   

        "Well done, Kevin. We owe you for this one." Bringing up her holo-display, Dr. Stacey manipulated a few floating icons and ran a quick diagnostic scan. "All your vitals look normal and the internal circuits and processing chips haven't sustained any damage. Alright, initiating rapid external repair."
   

        A stream of blue light washed over Kevin's body and in a few minutes, he was as good as new. He stepped out of the ACMAP and looked at his arms and legs in surprise. There was no visible damage on the outside, and his exoskeleton integrity displayed at 100% again.
   

        "Thank you, Dr. Stacey."
   

        "No, I should be the one thanking you, Kevin. You did well out there. Things could have unfolded a lot differently if you weren't here."
   

        "I'm glad I could do my bit," Kevin replied. "You were right though, I still know very little about this system."
   

        "Well, let's get started then. I'm sure you've managed to obtain some resources from your recent encounter."
   

        "Yeah, quite a lot actually. I don't even know what they mean."
   

        "Please have a seat." Dr. Stacey snapped her fingers and spoke into her Zen watch.  "Seating arrangements please."
   

        At once, a hidden panel opened up in the left wall and 3 levitating white cubes came out and arranged themselves in a triangle. Each cube had a cushioned top and internal heating.
   

        Dr. Stacey and Suzy were quite comfortable in their bizarre chairs, but Kevin's felt like he would fall off at any moment due to the small size and lack of arm-rests. He really didn't understand the purpose of having such odd-looking fancy chairs instead of the regular ones.
   

        "Just relax yourself. The chairs are built to offer maximum structural support. You're not gonna fall off," Dr. Stacey assured. Putting on a large holographic display of Kevin's exoskeleton, she began explaining. "Your interface or system allows you to upgrade your exoskeleton to suit a wide variety of needs. However, to perform the said upgrades, you need resources."
   

        She opened her clenched left fist and brought up 4 different resource categories on the holo-display: Core Fragments, Modules, Augmentations and Mods.
   

        Darting her eyes towards the display, she began. "Core Fragments are required for upgrading your exoskeleton. You can use them to increase the exoskeleton's durability, make it corrosion-resistant, or simply add extra utility slots. Unlike the other resources, you can only obtain Core Fragments from destroyed machines. Next, we come to the modules. Modules allow you to equip new weapons and defensive mechanisms. All you need to do is install them into your module slots."
   

        Dr. Stacey looked at Kevin to make sure he was following, and then continued explaining. "Now let's talk about augmentations. These are used for enhancing your peripheral units such as eyes, ears, arms, etc. Augmentations allow you to add extra functionality to your peripherals, making them both versatile and efficient. And last but not the least, the mods or modifiers. All mods allow you to modify your weapons, altering the way they behave. Sometimes, they also increase the effective range and fire rate."
   

        "That's gonna take a lot of time to process," Kevin replied after a good deal of staring at the holo-display.
   

        "It's actually a lot similar to the mecha systems in Robo Warrior," Suzy added. "You'll get the hang of it, eventually."
   

        "I think the best way to get used to it, is by upgrading your system!" Dr. Stacey exclaimed, rising from her seat. "Are you ready to give it a try?"
   

        Kevin jumped down and nodded. "Alright, let's do it."
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    Chapter 9: All about upgrades

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Dr. Stacey shut down the holo-display and put away all the chairs, before explaining further. The armament lab wasn't the best place for testing out new upgrades, so she decided to take them elsewhere.
   

        "I don't think a verbal explanation would suffice. In order to get a better understanding of your new upgrades, you will have to test them out. Please follow me to the testing range." Dr. Stacey tapped her feet three times and spoke into her Zen watch. "Open secure passageway and prepare the testing range for advanced weapons testing."
   

        // Preparing testing range...
   

            Setting up targets...
   

            Please step aside from the doorway. //
   

        Dr. Stacey moved a few paces back and waited. The floor ahead split in two, revealing a sliding metal door underneath. A green strobe light flashed on top and the door slowly slid sideways. On the other side lay a winding staircase leading to the secret testing facility.
   

        "Follow me and watch your step," Dr. Stacey cautioned, heading towards the stairs.
   

        Kevin and Suzy followed right behind her. The stairs automatically lit up with foot lamps as they began their descent. It was a long way down. Kevin counted over 40 steps.
   

        At the bottom was a large, partitioned white metal door with a fingerprint scanner. Dr. Stacey pressed her left palm on the scanner and led them to a gray walled room containing a wide assortment of dummy targets. 
   

        There were replicas of automated turrets, XL11 robots, Tracker Drones, and a couple of red brick walls and sandbag barriers.
   

        "Welcome to the testing range," Dr. Stacey announced. "It's nothing fancy, but it'll help you get a better idea about your system's basic utilities and weapons. Now, go ahead and upgrade your exoskeleton."
   

        Kevin used his voice command to bring up the exoskeleton upgrade menu.
   

        // 20 Core Fragments available.
   

          Tier 1 upgrades ready to be unlocked:
   

          1. Additional weapon module slot (10 Core Fragments needed.)
   

          2. Additional defense module slot (10 Core Fragments needed.)
   

          3. New gadget storage slot (10 Core Fragments needed.)
   

          4. Backup power supply (50 Core Fragments needed.)
   

          5. External repair bot (100 Core Fragments needed.)
   

          Please select an upgrade... //
   

        Kevin took a good look at all the available upgrades and studied the details of each. It reminded him of his mecha suit in Robo Warrior. The upgrade system was easy to understand and there was no scientific mumbo jumbo attached to it.
   

        Right now, Kevin had just 20 Core Fragments, which left him with just the top 3 upgrades to choose from. However, if he wanted to, he could save these Core Fragments for the future.
   

        The External repair bot seemed like the most useful one as it would allow him to make minor repairs to his exoskeleton on the go, without having to return to the labs. However, it was an extremely expensive upgrade.
   

        In the end, Kevin decided to go with the second upgrade on the list. "Select upgrade: additional defense module slot."
   

        // Upgrade confirmed.
   

            10 Core Fragments used!
   

            1 additional defense module slot added! //
   

        "That was a good choice. Now you can equip your new defense module," Dr. Stacey said.
   

        Kevin knew what he had to do and didn't need any further explanation. Accessing the new defense module slot, he installed the Local Hacking module.
   

        // New defense module installed.
   

            Local Hacking Tool added to defense systems!
   

            Right index finger: Local Hacking Tool (This specialized hacking device lets you override security    protocols and gain control of automated gadgets and equipment. Has limited range. You're a hackerman!) //
   

        "Now, let's move on to the augmentation menu," Dr. Stacey instructed.
   

        With another voice command, Kevin quickly brought up the augmentation menu.
   

        // 1 Bionic Scanner augmentation available.
   

            Compatible peripherals:
   

            Left Eye
   

            Right Eye
   

            Please select a peripheral....//
   

        "Install the augmentation in my left eye," Kevin instructed.
   

        // New augmentation installed in user's left eye
   

            Bionic Scanning Laser added to tracking systems!
   

            Left Eye: Bionic Scanning Laser (A special augmentation which emits a stream of low intensity laser beams which check for presence of organic life. Good for scanning buildings, vehicles, caves and mines. Can be blocked by thick walls. This is not X-ray vision!) //
   

        "That's great. You're really getting the hang of this," Dr. Stacey said. "Now, install the—"
   

        "I think I got this," Kevin replied, cutting her off. He quickly opened up the modification menu and started browsing through the compatible weapons.
   

        // 1 Concentrator mod available.
   

            Compatible weapons:
   

            Rapid Fire Gatling Gun
   

            Auto-targeting Laser Rifle
   

            Sonic Amplifier //
   

        This one seemed like a complicated choice. Installing the concentrator mod on the Rapid Fire Gatling Gun would increase its rate of fire and reduce spray, but also make it overheat faster.
   

        Applying the mod to the Auto-targeting Laser Rifle would enable the weapon to fire a charged shot, causing explosive damage in a large area, but it would disable its auto-targeting mode and increase its recharge time by 300%.
   

        The last choice was the Sonic Amplifier. Adding the Concentrator mod to this weapon would enable it to unleash a devastating sonic blast, but it would only affect a single target instead of a wide area.
   

        After a good deal of thinking, Kevin decided to go with the Auto-targeting Laser Rifle.
   

        // New mod added to Auto-targeting Laser Rifle.
   

            The weapon will now deal explosive area of effect damage! //
   

        "Splendid!" Dr. Stacey exclaimed jubilantly. "Let's test out your new toys!"
   

        "Suzy dear, would you please place one turret behind the brick wall?" Dr. Stacey handed Suzy a paper with a passcode written on it.
   

        Suzy walked up to the automated turrets sitting on the left of the room and entered the passcode to deactivate one turret. It shut down its targeting protocol and transformed into a metal briefcase.
   

        She carried the briefcase behind the red brick wall in the center of the room and re-deployed it again. Its sensor flashed green again and the machine gun attached on top started turning in a 180-degree radius, scanning for approaching threats.
   

        Suzy promptly returned to her mom and said, "Both turrets are now set to cyborg."
   

        Kevin was preparing to equip his weapons when Dr. Stacey stepped in front. "Stop stop stop! Those are real automated turrets and they are kinda expensive. Suzy's dad's gonna kill me if he finds out I destroyed them in a test. So maybe use some other methods to deal with them?"
   

        "Alright." Kevin nodded and stepped forward. "Access defense systems: Activate Local Hacking Tool."
   

        // Local Hacking Tool activated.
   

            Point your right index finger to hack target! //
   

        Kevin pointed his right index finger at the turret out in the open and said, "Hack that."
   

        A strobe light flashed from a circular opening on his finger and within a few seconds, the turret's sensor deactivated. He walked up to the turret and observed it from up close. It didn't attack him even though he was standing right in front of it.
   

        Having dealt with the first turret, Kevin aimed for the other one behind the wall. This time, however, his hacking did not succeed.
   

        "You have a Local Hacking Tool installed. The strobe light cannot penetrate walls and has a maximum range of 10 meters. You need to get closer to the turret."
   

        Kevin walked past the wall and aimed again. To his great surprise, the turret immediately locked onto him and started firing non-lethal rounds.
   

        "You stepped too close. The basic automated turrets have a range of 5 meters," Dr. Stacey shouted.
   

        "But it's behind a damn wall. How am I supposed to hack it from a distance?"
   

        "You go in from its blind spot. The automated turrets cover an area 180 degrees in front. But their backside is wide open. If you want to hack these turrets discretely, you have to approach them from behind."
   

        Kevin backed away and tried once again. This time he went around the wall and managed to get the drop on his target. Pointing his right index finger at the turret, he repeated the process and hacked it with ease.
   

        "Well done! The difference between using a signal scrambler and a hacking tool is that the latter will allow you to control the hacked device for a limited time instead of just disabling it," Dr. Stacey explained as Kevin returned. "Time for some target practice now! Use your modified weapon to destroy the XL11 replicas on our right."
   

        "Activate Auto-targeting Laser...Laser...La..."
   

        // Low power warning!
   

            Current power level: 20%
   

            Please connect to a charging panel! //
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    Chapter 10: I think therefore I am

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Kevin's speech suddenly became slurry and incoherent. He could barely move his arms and legs, and his fingers felt heavy. Everything seemed to have come to a standstill and all he could hear were the constant beeping sounds from his system.
   

        "We need to get him to a charging port," Dr. Stacey said, putting an arm around Kevin's back. "Help me out."
   

        Suzy joined in at the other side and together they supported Kevin's stumbling frame. "How did he run out of power so fast? It hasn't even been a day."
   

        "Engaging in combat drains power pretty fast. Three times as fast as normal activities," Dr. Stacey replied.
   

        Together, they carried Kevin up the stairs and brought him back to the hardware lab. His cyborg body, despite being modeled after the XL11, wasn't heavy at all. It was owing to the fact that his external frame had been crafted out of a special lightweight alloy, which was thrice as durable as iron and only half as dense.
   

        "I think it's best if you take him to the living quarters in the subway. His brain needs some rest too," Dr. Stacey advised. She called one of her interns, a lanky young man in his early thirties, and asked him to assist Suzy. She had urgent matters to attend to and needed to stay at the lab for now, but she promised to visit Kevin later at night.
   

        Suzy and the intern carried Kevin to the other end of the lab and took the express elevator for sub-surface level 3. It opened inside a subway tunnel, marked C-3, just behind the security subsection D-3.
   

        When the machines took over the surface, they rounded up people in their homes and forced them to give up all their personal as well as public freedom. In the following weeks, they were taken to reformation schools and molded to become model citizens who would obey the android's commands unquestioningly.
   

        Even after the military was wiped out, people still kept fighting. Those who dared to challenge the machines formed small resistance groups in different pockets all across the nation. These brave few stood up against the robots, refusing to give up their freedom. But alas! It was too little too late.
   

        Under the ruthless mechanical leadership of their android leader, the machines kept pushing forward, plowing through the districts with full force. Hounded by the Tracker Drones and XL11 army, the resistance members were forced to flee underground. The surface was lost to them, but they still didn't give up hope for a better future.
   

        When the resistance members made their way underground, they decided to set up camp in the subway tunnels. The subway system was gradually re-purposed for general residential use, and all the paths leading to the surface were either sealed off or barricaded with reinforced titanium doors.
   

        They had managed to build an entire city underground, and aptly named it 'Subcity.' It was a safe haven for all humans who sought refuge. 
   

        The secret lab had existed long before, but Suzy's dad had never allowed outsiders to set foot inside it. However, things changed completely after the machine mutiny. He was forced to open the doors of the lab for all who needed urgent medical care.
   

        Though Suzy's dad hated the uncouth and ill-mannered resistance leaders, they shared a common goal. Their objective was to take back the surface world from the machines and destroy the android who sat at the helm of affairs. And to fulfill this mission, the Experimental Cybernetic User Interface was created. It was their only hope against the machines.
   

        Kevin wasn't meant to be the chosen one, yet here he stood inside Subcity, trying to scatter his last shreds of humanity and embrace his new body. As the power levels kept dropping, Kevin's bionic eyes went into power-saver mode. The bright white lights suddenly became dull and everything around him turned into a hazy mess.
   

        As Suzy and the other guy dragged him through a whitewashed corridor, all he could hear were the distant cries of children, a few shocked gasps from the women, and a lot of incomprehensible chatter, from which he could only pick out one word, 'experiment.'
   

        They carried Kevin to a cramped room, with one large glass window and a double-bunk bed. The only other furniture there was a steely gray locker and a small table and a chair. It stood in sharp contrast to the lab, where the technology was years ahead of its time.
   

        Out here in the residential quarters, people lived simple lives and avoided relying too much on modern technology. There were no televisions here, radios, or even Zen watches. The only electronic gadgets they used were those which served some basic everyday necessities.
   

        "You're gonna be okay, Kev. I'm right here for you," Suzy whispered, laying Kevin down on the bunk bed. There was a wireless charging panel right next to the bed. It automatically connected to Kevin's system as she aligned his body with the panel.
   

        "I'll take it from here. Thanks for your help," she said to the intern and dismissed him.
   

        Lying on that bed, with his eyelids closed and lips shut tight, Kevin looked just like a normal teenager. 
   

        Suzy had never watched Kevin sleep. Though they had been best friends for many years, they had never had any sleepovers. Most of the time, they used to hang out in his basement, playing video games and watching anime. She cherished those memories now more than ever and wished somehow things would go back to normal again.
   

        Pulling up the steel chair, she took a seat near the bed. "You know, Kev, I kinda always used to think maybe one day the AIs and androids would get out of hand. But I never expected it to be so soon and I never imagined it would be something like this. I thought they'd just break down or stop following orders and we'd go back to the old times. You know when all this technology was just a dream. I think mom would have preferred that."
   

        She ran her fingers gently through Kevin's hair and looked at him with tears in her eyes. "I thought...I thought I'd lost you, Kev. You were always the only one who knew the real me back in school. I...uh...am sorry I'm putting you through all this." Her voice gradually became choked with tears and she had to purse her lips to stop herself from crying. "I don't want to lose you again, but you're the only one who can save us now. I'm so sorry, Kev. I just...took away your choice. I swear I had no other option. I just wanted to bring you back. To talk to you again. To have you by my side once more."
   

        Suzy was seized by a tremendous sense of guilt. She just kept thinking she had brought Kevin back for selfish reasons, not because she actually cared for him. This wasn't the kind of life he would want to have. He could neither eat nor drink and was constantly reminded how he was nothing more than a weapon.
   

        A dull beeping interrupted Suzy's thoughts. It was her mom on the other end of her communication bracelet.
   

        "Are you crying, dear? What's wrong?"
   

        "It's nothing, mom," Suzy replied, stifling her sniffles. "I'm fine."
   

        "You don't look fine. You know you can tell me everything."
   

        Suzy hesitated at first but then broke down eventually. "I don't know, mom. I'm so confused. Bringing Kevin back was my idea. I wanted to save him. But, I feel I've just made things worse. It's like I'm using him as a tool. We're all just pinning our hopes on him as if he owes us something. It's not right mom, it's not right."
   

        Dr. Stacey wanted to tell her daughter that she was right and there was nothing wrong with bringing Kevin back. But she couldn't convince herself it was in Kevin's best interests. 
   

        They had hooked him up to a system meant for fighting, without even bothering to think about his human needs. She felt like she was playing the role of a cruel Goddess and manipulating this young boy to do her bidding. They truly had no right to make him fight their battles.
   

        After a long spell of silence, she finally spoke again. "I don't think bringing Kevin back was a bad idea. You did the right thing. You saved his life and gave him another chance. But, I also think this life belongs to him now. We can't ask him to fight the machines and save humanity. He may have the body of a cyborg, but he is just an 18-year-old boy, Suzy. A boy who has no one in this world except us. We can't keep using him as if he's some kind of soulless machine."
   

        Suzy thought if she should say how her dad had treated him but decided against it. She didn't want to create any more problems between her parents. In the end, she gently nodded her head and said, "I'll just stay here for a while. Call me for dinner."
   

        Dr. Stacey nodded and disconnected the video call. Suzy was once again left alone with her thoughts. She tapped Kevin's left wrist 3 times to bring up the charging display. The power level now displayed 50%.
   

        All of Kevin's basic peripherals were active now, but he had fallen asleep. Though he didn't need to eat or drink, his brain still needed rest, more so after what he had just gone through.
   

        Suzy didn't want to wake him up, but her Zen watch alarm went off and startled Kevin. She quickly turned it off, but Kevin was wide awake now.
   

        "I'm really sorry; I didn't mean to wake you up. You should probably go back to sleep now. Your power level is still at 50%. It's gonna take at least 3 hours for it to be fully recharged."
   

        Kevin sat up straight and looked at her all confused. "What the hell are you talking about?"
   

        "Your system needs to recharge, Kev. Your charge level had dropped to 20%. That's why I brought you here. There's a charging panel right next to your bed."
   

        "Oh right, and it recharges my body!"
   

        "Yes, it does. I mean you are a cyborg after all. The various parts inside your body run on stored electricity. I know this is a bit of a hassle, but you'll get used to it soon. You can recharge when you're asleep. You won't even notice a difference."
   

        "Alright, that's enough Suzy. I get your joke, but it's not funny." Kevin got down from the bed and stretched himself out with a yawn. "I'm feeling really hungry. Is there a fridge in here?"
   

        Suzy was perplexed by Kevin's behavior. He had already seen that he couldn't eat, but here he was asking for food again.
   

        "I don't have my communication bracelet on me. Can I use yours to make a call?" Kevin asked.
   

        "Sure, but who do you wanna call?"
   

        "My mom, of course!" he sighed. "You know how worried she gets when I don't call her twice a day."
   

        Suzy couldn't understand what was happening and just kept staring at Kevin. He knew his parents were dead, yet he was asking her to call his mom. None of this made any sense to her. It was as if he had suddenly lost all his recent memories!
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    Chapter 11: The ramblings of a madman

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "Hurry up, Suzy!"
   

        Hearing Kevin's voice, Suzy snapped out of her trance. She looked at Kevin in confusion. How could he ask her to call his dead mom? This had to be a case of amnesia. Nothing else could explain why he was behaving like this.
   

        Before Suzy could explain things to him, he snatched the communication bracelet dangling on her wrist and proceeded to enter a code. The device beeped once but didn't connect to any user. Of course, no one would pick up. Kevin's parents had died six months ago!
   

        "Hey, mom! I'm really sorry that I called you so late. I was so busy I completely forgot about it. Ohh, come on, now! It's not like that!" Kevin was speaking into the communication bracelet, even though there was no one on the other end of the line.
   

        Suzy's throat dried up as she watched Kevin pace around the room, talking to his dead mother. She didn't hear any female voice on the other end and the communication bracelet wasn't glowing green. No one had picked up that call, yet Kevin kept on talking.
   

        After a 10-minute long conversation, Kevin handed the watch back to Suzy. "I'm feeling so damn hungry right now I could eat a whole horse," he said, rubbing his belly.
   

        "You're not alright Kev. I need to—"
   

        "You've been acting really strange Suzy." Kevin eyed her with suspicion and then took a good look at his room. Scanning the walls thoroughly, he asked, "You're trying to prank me right? Where are the cameras, huh?"
   

        "I don't understand anything that you're saying. Why would I try to prank you?"
   

        "Ohh, don't get me started." Kevin shrugged. "I know who set you up to this. It's definitely Greg. He really enjoys pulling my leg!"
   

        First, it was his parents and now it was Greg. Kevin was digging up corpses faster than a grave-robber, but he didn't look the slightest bit disturbed. In fact, he seemed to be in a very cheerful mood. 
   

        Suzy was at her wit's end now. She had no other option but to contact her mom and inform her about this bizarre development.
   

        Dr. Stacey answered Suzy's text in a few minutes and asked her to bring Kevin to the armament lab. Without diagnosing him, there was no way for her to tell what was wrong.
   

        "Mom's calling us to her lab. We should go," Suzy said.
   

        Kevin pumped his fist excitedly and exclaimed, "I bet she's made some super delicious pasta for dinner. I really hope there are meatballs too." His tongue stuck out of his mouth as he pretended to drool over the dishes.
   

        Without speaking another word, Suzy pulled Kevin by his hand, dragging him out of the room and taking him to the express elevator.
   

        When they arrived at the lab, Dr. Stacey was waiting there with a gray-haired elderly woman whose face was a crisscross of wrinkles. She was wearing the same gray lab coat as Dr. Stacey. Since this color was reserved for the supervisors, it wasn't difficult to guess that this frail, old woman was also in-charge of some lab.
   

        Judging from what Suzy had told her, she had reasons to believe that there was something wrong with Kevin's cybernetic interface. Problems in synchronization had often caused memory gaps in many previous test subjects.
   

        "Hello there, Kevin," the old gray-haired woman greeted him. "Do you know where you are right now?"
   

        "Of course, I know. I'm inside an underground research facility," Kevin scoffed. "Who are you again?"
   

        She didn't seem to mind Kevin's attitude, and politely answered, "I'm Edna Weber, the chief software engineer at this research facility. I helped develop the AI for your cybernetic interface. Please follow me to the ACMAP so that I can run a few tests on you. I think your software is malfunctioning."
   

        "Stay the hell away from me!" Kevin cried out, slapping her hand away. "I'm not gonna be your guinea pig for some crazy research."
   

        "I just need to run some tests. It's just going to be a basic diagnostic scan."
   

        "There's no way I'm gonna let you stick needles in me! I hate injections!" Kevin nervously stepped back and looked at Suzy's mom for help. "I never agreed to volunteer for any weird tests. I only came here to see the lab!"
   

        "It's okay, Kevin. No one's gonna force you to do anything," Dr. Stacey blurted out. Clearing her throat, she gestured to Edna showing her the elevator. "You're really... crazy Edna! Yes, you are totally crazy. Running all those tests on...on all the young kids you find. I will have you fired right away! Stay away from Kevin. He...he is our guest here."
   

        Edna understood she was just trying to re-assure Kevin and left the lab without any further discussion.
   

        "Why do you hire people like that, Dr. Stacey?" Kevin asked, despondently.
   

        "It's...not in my hands. Suzy's dad is in charge of all the recruitments." Dr. Stacey spread out her arms and approached Kevin for a tight hug. "I'm sorry for that. I never should have allowed Edna to come here. By the way, did you sleep well?"
   

        "Yeah, I slept like a rock," Kevin replied. "The beds here aren't very comfy, but I think I can manage."
   

        Suzy realized what was going on now. Her mom was trying to earn Kevin's trust by trying to act as a friend. She always had a cheerful disposition, but now she was overdoing it just to make Kevin feel comfortable.
   

        "So, Kevin, I heard that you spoke to your mom. How is she? And where is she?" Dr. Stacey asked, without showing any signs of disbelief.
   

        "They are still in Psionis. It's gonna be a long-ass vacation." Kevin hugged her warmly and added, "I'm so glad at least you're here. Otherwise, I'd just have to stay at home all by myself."
   

        "Oh, Kevin!" Dr. Stacey ruffled his hair. "I'd never let you stay alone. Your mom and I are great friends. She would never forgive me if I let you starve to death." She chuckled and pulled away from Kevin with a pleasant smile. "So, Kevin, do you like it here in this underground facility?"
   

        "When Suzy first told me it was a lab, I was kind of put off by it. But this place is super cool. I almost feel like I'm living in the future. I think I'll have plenty to explore before my parents return."
   

        Suzy could no longer stand there and keep turning a blind eye to what was happening. Kevin was constantly talking about his parents as if they were alive and it made her feel extremely worried about his mental health. It was painful to watch him weave his elaborate lies.
   

        "Kevin, you know what happened to your parents, right?" she cried out.
   

        "What do you mean?" Kevin asked, the smile slowly fading from his face.
   

        "You're parents are—"
   

        "Suzy! I think you've teased him enough for one day!" Dr. Stacey bellowed out. "He must be feeling lonely in here. Keep him company and stop trying to annoy him!"
   

        Before Suzy could open her mouth to utter another reply, her mom rushed to her and pulled her to a quiet corner. "This is a coping mechanism. He is trying to deal with his trauma in this way. Stop scratching his wounds," she whispered in her ear.
   

        "How long are we gonna keep doing this? This is not good for him!" Suzy whispered back.
   

        Their conversation was cut short by Kevin's call. "Can I get something to eat? I'm really starving."
   

        "Oh, I almost forgot it's dinner time. I didn't even ask the cooks to prepare the meals," Dr. Stacey replied, pulling away from her daughter. With the same sweet smile pasted on her face, she approached Kevin. From inside one of the deep pockets of her trench coat, she took out a nutrient bar and handed it to Kevin. "I'll ask them to cook something tasty. Why don't you try this?"
   

        Kevin happily took the bar from her and tore its wrapper in a jiffy. Dr. Stacey and Suzy looked on as Kevin kept chewing the bar and spitting it out alternatively. He seemed completely oblivious of the fact that he wasn't swallowing anything.
   

        Crunching on the last bit, he licked his fingers and smacked his lips. "That was really good! What do they put in those nutrient bars? I'm already full!"
   

        Dr. Stacey turned pale for a moment as she realized Kevin was not having a temporary mental breakdown. There was something far worse going on inside his mind.
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    Chapter 12: You and I

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Shielding Kevin from the ugly truth was only going to cause him more harm in the long run. He was desperately trying to forget it all and live a complete lie.
   

        Dr. Stacey knew she had to make him confront the disturbing reality, no matter how cruel it seemed. However, she had to be very subtle in her approach, or else she would end up triggering something far worse.
   

        Direct words were only going to aggravate Kevin's mental trauma. She couldn't just talk about what had happened to him. So instead she chose to show him the truth. Swiping her index finger across her console she brought up a holographic mirror display.
   

        Kevin stared at his own reflection and sighed, "I look like such a dork in these clothes. Ugh, mom should have let me buy some new threads!" His fingers glided along his cheeks as he pretended to rub some invisible pimple. "I need one of those cleansing face washes. No wonder none of the girls in class wanna talk to me. I look so damn ugly!"
   

        Despite looking directly at the mirror, he didn't seem to notice his glassy red eyes or his naked robotic exoskeleton. He was either blindly avoiding the truth or was actually convinced he was a normal human. At that moment, it was extremely difficult to tell which one was the case here.
   

        After staring awkwardly at the mirror for a couple of minutes, Kevin decided he'd had enough and walked away. Putting his arms behind his head he spoke in the most nonchalant manner. "I'm getting bored here. Do you know where my tab is?"
   

        "All your personal belongings are in that locker in your room," Suzy replied. "Do... you want to read about the advanced bionic implants?" she asked.
   

        "Hell nah, that's boring as crap." Kevin grinned and added, "I'm gonna play some Robo Warrior. We have a tournament coming up tomorrow and I wanna give it my best." His face lit up as he spoke, showing signs of genuine excitement. "If I win this tournament, I'll be sponsored by Orion Tech! This has always been my dream. Wish me luck!"
   

        "Good luck," Suzy stuttered. "Which...tournament is this?"
   

        "Only the greatest e-sports tournament ever! It's the Robo Warrior Global Championship! The qualifiers kick off tomorrow morning."
   

        The Robo Warrior Global Championship that Kevin was talking about had taken place six months ago. He was playing the stage two qualifiers that day when their school was attacked by the machines.
   

        It was as if Kevin's memory of that day had been wiped clean. He remembered everything which had happened just before that day, but all events after that were missing from his mind.
   

        "Hey, Suzy! You coming?" Kevin called out approaching the elevator.
   

        "I need to talk to her about a project. She'll join you later," Dr. Stacey replied on her daughter's behalf. "Have fun, Kevin. Good luck with your tournament."
   

        "Thanks! I'll give it my best shot!" Kevin made the slanting victory sign with his fingers before getting into the elevator.
   

        Subcity was located several miles below the ground. Even the subway tunnels which had been repurposed into living quarters were located half a mile below the ground.
   

        The Residential District stretched from tunnel A to C and covered 9 subsections. Most resistance members and their families stayed here, while the lab personnel had separate living quarters, two levels below the subway system.
   

        Since there was no natural light here, the people living in Subcity slept at odd hours and often stayed awake for days at a stretch when they received news of any imminent attacks or security threats. Life here was hectic, but at least they were free to live on their own terms, without bowing their heads in servitude to their robot overlords.
   

        As Kevin stepped out of the elevator, he found himself in a dimly lit corridor with spherical glass capsules stacked on top of each other on either side.  These were the living quarters where the common people lived.
   

        The capsules weren't spacious but had just enough room for all the basic amenities such as heating; clean drinking water and electrical connections and furniture.
   

        Each capsule housed one family, which varied in size from 1 to as many as 3 individuals. Those who had the painful luxury of having the capsule all to themselves weren't envied by the others, because they were the unlucky ones who had lost all their family members. Their families were either living on the surface or had already been killed by the machines.
   

        Having a room with a double-bunk bad all to himself felt like a special privilege to Kevin. He considered himself lucky to be so close to the supervisors at the lab.
   

        As he was walking down the narrow, whitewashed corridor, he noticed a couple of shady-looking figures vaping in the distance. Though e-cigars had been banned by the government 5 years ago, these two individuals had managed to acquire a couple of fountain pen-shaped older models from somewhere.
   

        A few years before the ban on e-cigarettes and vape pens, vaping had turned into a fad, and teenagers even used to hold secret vape parties in their basements. Naturally, Kevin couldn't contain his curiosity when he found these two enjoying their puffs.
   

        "That is so cool, man!" Kevin called out to them. "Can you guys make smoke rings?"
   

        "You wanna get your ass kicked, kid?" the bald guy responded.
   

        "Get the fuck out of here, before we beat the crap out of you," the lanky fellow at his side chirped in.
   

        "You guys are real jerks!" Kevin cried out. "I will report you to the authorities for smoking!"
   

        "You really deserve a beating, dipshit!" the bald guy approached with a shiny switchblade in hand, and his partner chuckled softly, still sucking on his pen.
   

        "You can't do this! There are cameras everywhere!"
   

        Hearing Kevin's reply, the lanky fellow burst out laughing. Kevin tried to run back to the elevator, but the rogue dashed past him and blocked his path.
   

        "This should teach you to mind your own business!" The bald guy was about to slash Kevin's face with his switchblade when suddenly he froze in place.
   

        "What's wrong, Mark? Cut up his pretty face!"
   

        The bald guy started shivering in his boots. "He's...he's that cyborg!" he stuttered.
   

        "What?"
   

        Before the other guy could ask him another question, he dropped his switchblade and sprinted off in the opposite direction.
   

        Kevin was as confused as the other guy. Turning around he asked, "What cyborg?"
   

        As the lanky fellow looked into Kevin's face, his heart skipped a beat. Those glassy red eyes weren't human! He backed away nervously and cried, "You're that same one who...who destroyed that Neutralizer. Please don't kill me! I beg you!"
   

        "What the hell are you talking about?"
   

        "Oh no! He's gonna kill me right here!" the ruffian tried to make a run for it but slipped and fell on the cold hard ground, breaking his ankle. "Please, spare me. I will never buy contraband items again. I'll not break any more rules, I swear!"
   

        The cries of the ruffians had awakened the people sleeping in the capsules. They all started lighting up one by one as people started stirring in their beds. Kevin didn't want to be caught in the wrong place at the wrong time and rushed back to his own room.
   

        Disturbing thoughts clouded Kevin's mind as he entered his room. Everyone around him had been acting strange. First, it was Suzy, then that software analyst, and now these two ruffians in the corridor.
   

        Though he was happy that the rogues didn't beat him up, he couldn't figure out what caused them to run away. And why they called him a cyborg. He was a human through and through, just a normal 18-year-old boy, nothing more and nothing less.
   

        "Access mirror display."
   

        Kevin looked at his own reflection in the mirror and stared hard. It all seemed perfectly alright. He looked just like he had always looked.
   

        Unable to find any answers, he decided to brush off all these incidents and clear his mind by playing some Robo Warrior. The dull gray locker was right next to his bed and opened with a simple 8-digit password. Kevin figured it would probably be his birthday and entered the numbers on the keypad.
   

        As the door opened, out plopped an old pair of jeans and black tees. Being a clumsy kid meant stumbling into muddy puddles, slipping on a grassy patch, and dropping ketchup all over his uniform, which is why he always used to carry a second set of clothes in his backpack.
   

        Though a bit old and dusty, the jeans and t-shirt were in pretty good condition, with no scratches or tears. After dusting it clean, he pretended to take off some invisible clothes and then put on his new ones. He looked into the mirror display once again.
   

        Dressed in black, he looked quite attractive, despite his plain face. These clothes suited him a lot better than his atrocious green and blue school uniform. Honestly, he thought his school uniform had been designed by some idiot high on acid.
   

        It was a good thing that no one at the lab had seen him in his school uniform, or else they'd all make fun of him just like Greg used to.
   

        "I wonder if Greg's online," Kevin mumbled. "I could really use a sparring partner."
   

        Pushing the locker door to one side, Kevin started rummaging through his belongings.
   

        Among them were his backpack, his sipper bottle, a foldable lunchbox, and a pair of neon blue sneakers. These were the best sneakers he had owned and were a gift from his dad on his 18th birthday. Coming from a middle-class family, he considered these shoes to be his most precious possessions.
   

        As Kevin was looking for his tab, he bumped his head on the locker, causing the items on the top shelf to fall out.
   

        "Ah, dang it!"
   

        Kevin pulled down the clothes from his head and saw that it was his school uniform. He was about to throw them back into the locker when he noticed a few reddish-brown dots on his green shirt. He quickly flipped it over to find two large red blotches on the other side.
   

        A tangy metallic smell invaded his nostrils and he immediately dropped his uniform. Those large red patches were bloodstains!
   

        "What the hell!"
   

        Frightened out of his wits, he kicked the clothes away and stumbled back, dragging himself across the floor. As he sat there on the ground, something hammered inside his head. A pained expression distorted his face as terrible thoughts came rushing to his mind.
   

        "There's so much blood!" he cried, pressing his temples with his fingers. "No! Please no! Make it stop!"
   

        He closed his eyes and curled up in a corner to get away from his thoughts, but his memories kept eating him from the inside. Suddenly, he heard another voice inside his head. It was familiar, way too familiar.
   

        "Look at you! Just lying there in a corner and yelping like a helpless dog!"
   

        "Get away from me!" Kevin shouted. "Please leave me alone."
   

        "Oh, so now you wish to be left alone? To forget everything and lead a happy life?" The voice questioned.
   

        "I don't know what you're...talking about," Kevin stuttered.
   

        "You are a worthless piece of crap! You watched your friends get slaughtered right in front of your eyes!"
   

        "What?"
   

        "Don't pretend like you don't remember!" the voice shouted back. "That blood on the uniform is yours! You should have died with them but you survived by some stupid stroke of luck."
   

        "This is all just a bad dream. My friends are okay. They...they are just fine," Kevin mumbled.
   

        "What about your parents, Kevin? Are they fine too?"
   

        "Yes, they are fine too. My parents are on vacation. They...they...they are enjoy...ing themselves on Psionis. Yes, they are in Psionis."
   

        The voice inside his head suddenly broke off into peals of maniacal laughter. "They're dead, Kevin! Your parents are dead! The android killed them!"
   

        "Liar! You're a liar!" Kevin screamed. "They are alive! I talked to my mom. She is fine. She said she loves me."
   

        "You're the liar, Kevin," the voice whispered. "You are living a lie. They are all dead, Kevin. You can't outrun the truth."
   

        Unable to bear the weight of these painful words, Kevin broke down into tears. "Please, just leave me alone. Don't hurt me." His sobs gradually transformed into wails, as the bloody images of that dreadful day re-surfaced in his mind.
   

        "Kevin, you cannot change what's real." The voice inside his head kept growing louder. "Who are you, Kevin? Or should I say, what are you?"
   

        "I'm just a high school student. I'm a normal...bb...boy."
   

        "No, you're not!" the voice screamed. "Get up and look at yourself!"
   

        Kevin desperately tried to silence the jarring voice in his head, but it kept probing, spilling out one dark secret after another. The tower of lies that he'd built to keep himself safe, started crumbling like a house of cards.
   

        "You're not a normal boy! Your body has been destroyed!"
   

        "No, you're lying to me."
   

        "You're a damn cyborg! You're nothing but a hunk of metal now!"
   

        "I'm human. I am a normal boy."
   

        "There's nothing normal about you! Living a lie won't change the reality. More people are gonna get hurt because you are too afraid to face the truth!"
   

        "Please, make it stop. I don't wanna hear anything."
   

        "This will only stop when you accept the truth! Your friends are dead. Your parents are dead. And you are a cyborg now," the voice kept droning inside his head, driving him to the edge of insanity.
   

        Kevin stood back up, pulling his hair. Tears streamed down his cheeks and his head hurt like hell. He dragged his feet back to the mirror and stared at a blurry image that kept distorting.
   

        "Fuck you!" he shouted, punching right through the holo-display.
   

        The voice inside his head suddenly died out. Everything went silent once again.
   

        "Kevin, are you alright? What's going on?" a female voice called out from behind.
   

        Kevin turned around in a flash and pointed his Rapid Firing Gatling Gun at Suzy. "Get the hell away from me, you damn psycho!"
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 13: A beauty with brains

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        The gun pointed at Suzy made her quake in fear. She put her hands up and stuttered in her cracking voice, "It's me...Kev. What are you doing?"
   

        Kevin's glaring red eyes were fixed on her, his mind still muddled with disturbing visions. All he saw before him was the elevator in the school cafeteria and the killer android standing in front, holding a bloody tungsten blade in her hand.
   

        "Kev, I heard your screams just now. Why do you have that gun pointed at me?"
   

        The sound of Suzy's voice eventually reached Kevin's ears and he slowly started coming back to his senses. His bionic eyes dimmed down and he slowly retracted the gun back into his arm. Though his head still hurt like hell, he was able to put his thoughts back together and separate reality from his crazed hallucination.
   

        "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to," Kevin apologized, pulling back his arm and looking down at his feet. "I was thinking about something and you startled me out of nowhere."
   

        "I knocked on your door 3 times," Suzy replied, staring at him in confusion. "Are you okay?" she asked, her voice rife with concern.
   

        Kevin felt a bit disoriented, but apart from that everything was better now. His splitting headache was gradually subsiding and he felt as if a burden had been lifted from his shoulders. He remembered nothing about his previous screaming match with the voice inside his head.
   

        Pulling out a gun on his best friend was the last thing that he'd expected. What he'd done was beyond crazy. He started doubting his own sanity, questioning if it was safe for him to stay with them. He was still getting the hang of his systems and he thought perhaps that was the reason why he had acted so impulsively.
   

        "I'm good. Just having a hard time getting used to this new body. Don't worry, I would never hurt you," Kevin answered at last.
   

        Hearing Kevin mention his 'new body' came as a shock for Suzy. Just a few minutes ago he was thoroughly convinced that he was a human, but now it seemed he had snapped out of that delirious state.
   

        To confirm her guess, she asked, "Do you know what you are?"
   

        "I'm a cyborg. I know that already. You don't have to keep rubbing it in my face," Kevin answered, a bit annoyed by her question.
   

        Right now, he had no memory of the things that he'd done after waking up from his short nap. The last thing he remembered was being carried to his room by Suzy and the intern.
   

        Suzy walked up to Kevin and gently took his hand in hers. "I didn't mean to hurt you. I'm here for you, Kev. If you ever need to talk to someone, just let me know. I won't leave you all alone, I promise." Pausing for a while, she waited for a reply which never came. And then, she added softly, "It's okay to feel a bit overwhelmed. After all, you've been through a lot."
   

        She noticed that he looked completely clueless about what she was saying. Looking directly into his eyes, she asked, "Don't you remember what you did back at the armament lab?"
   

        "I was here all this time. I only woke up a few seconds ago. And then you barged in."
   

        Suzy's expression changed in an instant as she became gravely concerned about Kevin. Her words would never be enough to remind him of his previous actions, so she clicked on her Zen watch and brought up a holographic display. Luckily, the armament lab had concealed cameras that had recorded everything.
   

        She was about to start playing the recording when there was a light rapping on the door.
   

        "Open up, handsome. Don't be shy," a seductive female voice called out from outside. "Come on, you don't wanna stay cooped up inside that room forever. Let me show you around, hon."
   

        Suzy knew who it was and quickly closed the holo-display of her watch.
   

        "Coming!" she shouted, heading for the door.
   

        A cheerful face greeted her on the other side. Standing outside was a gorgeous blonde-haired beauty. She was dressed in a beautiful red gown with a plunging neckline which gave the viewer quite a good peek at her fair cleavage. Her push-up bra accentuated her ample breasts, making her look like an absolute bombshell.
   

        Despite being in her mid-thirties, she didn't look a day over 25. Her long eyelashes accentuated her hazel brown eyes and her luscious pink lips were curved into a playful smile. She wore minimal makeup, but still managed to look more beautiful than girls half her age. 
   

        Kevin was left staring at her awestruck as she was looking at his accommodations. This was only the second time since waking up inside that chamber, that Kevin felt grateful for not having the body of an awkward teenager.
   

        "Oh, Suzy, I should've guessed. You couldn't keep your hands off him could you?" The woman blinked. "You surely don't wish to keep him all for yourself, do you?"
   

        "We're just friends," Suzy stuttered, hiding her blush. She then turned to Kevin and introduced the stranger. "This is Cassandra. She is in charge of R&D."
   

        "I think I can introduce myself." Cassandra smiled seductively at Kevin, biting her lower lip. "I've been dying to meet you ever since I heard you were awake. But I just couldn't come here empty-handed."
   

        She quietly entered the room and produced a steely gray, cylindrical device with a clicker on top. It looked almost like one of those old pens people used 100 years ago.
   

        "This is an Omni-storage device. I think this will come in quite handy when you decide to explore the surface," she said, handing the item to Kevin. "I'll explain more later."
   

        Suzy didn't have anything against Cassandra. Despite being a habitual flirt, she knew where to draw the line. However, Suzy did mind her sudden, unannounced entry.
   

        Getting Kevin's software re-evaluated was an urgent concern. She still thought the change in Kevin's perception had been caused by a synchronization error or some glitch. Though he looked completely normal now, there was no telling when things would take a turn for the worst.
   

        Suzy wanted to get Kevin's interface checked out right away, but Cassandra had already dug her claws into him and Suzy knew she wasn't gonna let go of her new arm candy so easily.
   

        In the end, Suzy decided to leave them to it. "All the best, Kev. I think I should give you two some privacy," she said, walking out of the room.
   

        "Hey, Suzy! You can...stay. I mean, we need to talk," Kevin stuttered nervously.
   

        "Oh, Kevin, you don't need to be so shy." Cassandra smiled, squeezing his cheeks. "You really look like a cute cupcake, hon. Don't worry though, I won't eat you...not yet."
   

        "I...uh. Dr. Cassandra—"
   

        "Whoa! No need to be so formal. You can call me Cassy."
   

        "Dr. Cassy...I mean Cassy, I'm actually a cyborg."
   

        "And you think I don't know that?" she smirked. "I think being a cyborg makes you a whole lot more interesting."
   

        Before Kevin could make another objection, she linked her arm with his, making him shudder in excitement. This was the first time he had been so close to such a beauty. Even though he didn't have most of his human body parts, his brain was already trying to make a wondrous mess of things.
   

        "Come, Kev. I wanna show you around the district. It's gonna be like a little date." Without even waiting for his reply, Cassandra pulled Kevin out of his room and headed for the narrow metal bridge in the distance, connecting this part of the common living quarters to the other subway platform.
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    Chapter 14: Evil intentions

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin followed in tow, almost enchanted by her. It felt good to be treated as a human for a change. Cassandra didn't view him as a weapon designed to counter the machines. In her eyes, he was just the most charming young boy she'd ever met.

    Leading Kevin across the bridge, she stopped in front of a massive glass structure with a roof made of rectangular glass panels attached to one another, and 4 glass walls supported by a framework of thin metal beams.

    Inside this protected space were several different kinds of plants and trees, ranging from fruit-bearing ones to flowering plants.

    "This is our little orchard in a jar," Cassandra announced, gesturing towards the glass dome. "This is one of the 3 greenhouses in the Residential district. The others are used for growing food crops."

    "Don't these plants need sunlight to grow?" Kevin asked.

    "We may be living underground, but we do have our very own sun." Cassandra pointed her right index finger at something inside the greenhouse. "It's almost time. Just keep your eyes open."

    Kevin followed her finger and fixed his gaze in the pointed direction. A circular panel opened on the greenhouse floor and a glass sphere popped out. It floated up, rising to the highest point, almost touching the glass ceiling.

    Cassandra was forced to shield her eyes with the back of her palm as the glass sphere suddenly started glowing brightly and illuminated the entire greenhouse, flooding it with intense white light. After a few seconds, the intensity of the light decreased and the chamber filled with a soothing warm glow.

    "That's our prototype artificial sun—Helios 3.1." Cassandra smiled with satisfaction. "I designed it myself about a year ago. Never thought it would be put to use so soon."

    "Wow, you must be a real genius to have designed something like that," Kevin gasped in surprise.

    Cassandra had already taken a liking to the cyborg boy and now hearing her praise from his mouth, made her even happier. "Maybe I'll give you a tour of my lab soon. I might have something interesting for you," she added with a wink.

    They walked across the agricultural sector, passing the two other greenhouses on their path. Each of them had its own automatic temperature control, internal irrigation channels, and fungicide dispersal systems. Kevin marveled at the arrangement. It no longer looked like they were inside a subway.

    "How did you build all this inside a subway?" Kevin asked.

    "The old subway was just a network of tunnels for trains to pass through, but our chief architect Brant Harris remodeled the old subway system, making space for all the basic necessities. The security station tunnels weren't modified too much, but the rest of it is almost unrecognizable," Cassandra explained, clamping her fingers firmly among Kevin's.

    Holding hands with a ravishing blonde beauty almost twice his age felt almost like a dream. If he still had a human heart he was certain it would have jumped out of his mouth by now. Though he was trying hard not to say something awkward, he felt he would end up making a fool of himself sooner or later.

    Cassandra was nothing like the other researchers who used to work there. Hell, she didn't even wear a lab coat. Although Dr. Stacey also had a carefree nature, Cassandra was something else. She had a natural feminine charm, but she wasn't just a pretty face. She was intelligent, calm, and collected and seemed to know exactly what she was doing.

    "Subsection D-1 to D-3 makes up the security tunnel. The living quarters run from C-1 to C-3 on the other platform. And the one we're currently on is part of the agricultural zone, consisting of food production, storage, and processing facilities. It stretches from B-1 to B-3," Cassandra explained as they walked past the various storage stations and the main distribution hub.

    Busy workers wearing rugged old clothes were jogging across the platform, carrying crates and farming implements. Though most of the cultivation was automated, the process of harvesting crops and picking fruits was still done manually.

    More than a few onlookers were staring at the odd couple, but Cassandra didn't seem to mind their gazes. She was happy to show off her new arm candy. Kevin, on the other hand, was starting to feel nervous. He'd rather be back out there fighting the machines than being stared at by a bunch of complete strangers.

    To relax himself, Kevin decided to change his focus. "You still didn't tell me about the Omni-storage device. What exactly does it do?" he asked, without looking at her.

    Cassandra slowed down a bit and replied, "That device is another of my prototypes. As the name suggests it is a storage unit. Whatever you find on the surface can be safely stored by clicking on the Omni-storage device. Just point at whatever you want to carry with you and it will be sucked into a 5D storage pocket."

    "So, it's like that server room outside the software lab?"

    "A bit," Cassandra replied, hesitantly. "Well, you see that server room is a large-scale working model of a 5D space pocket while mine is just a prototype. Making these things portable is a real challenge and...ahem...there are a few minor problems with this device."

    That did not sound too good. Kevin never really liked the word, 'prototype,' since these devices were still in the testing phase, and now he was carrying an advanced storage device that had some major flaws.

    "What exactly are its minor problems?" Kevin asked, awkwardly.

    "Oh, nothing big. You only have to make sure the item you want to store inside is fixed in place before pressing the clicker on top." Cassandra hesitated for a while, not sure whether to add the extra detail, and then finally continued. "To retrieve the items stored inside you have to flip it over, turn a dial in the middle, and click again. This is kind of the problematic part. Sometimes the items stored inside are ripped apart due to the spatial and dimensional distortions. So, be careful that you don't store something too valuable inside."

    "I'll keep that in mind. How many items can it store?"

    "Infinite, I suppose," Cassandra shrugged. "But I actually stopped counting after 2 million. It was getting pretty boring."

    Kevin was quite excited about using this device, but he thought it best not to pull off any tricks inside the Residential District. He knew with his luck he'd probably end up creating a huge mess.

    "You're gonna lose it if you just keep carrying it around in your hand," Cassandra remarked, distracting Kevin from his thoughts.

    "I don't have any backpack or pocket," Kevin replied.

    Cassandra smiled and added, "You don't need a pocket or backpack. You're an advanced cyborg. Just put it inside your gadget storage slot."

    Kevin now realized what that gadget storage upgrade was for. He quickly used his voice command to open the exoskeleton upgrade menu and selected the desired upgrade.

    // Upgrade successful!

    New gadget storage slot added! //

    "Access gadget storage slot."

    In response to Kevin's voice command, a tiny tray extended from his left wrist. Kevin carefully placed the Omni-storage device inside it, and it automatically pulled it in place. As the tray slid back inside his wrist, a new notification popped up.

    // New gadget acquired!

    Omni-storage device added! //

    Kevin was starting to like his cyborg body now. It certainly had its share of cool features.

    When they reached the first bend in the platform, Cassandra stopped in front of the narrow passageway. She turned to Kevin and smiled. "No date is complete without some shopping." Darting her eyes to her left, she added, "This passage leads to the main market. You will find all sorts of shops there and there are even a couple of retro-themed restaurants."

    "I...can't eat," Kevin replied with a downcast face. "I don't have the required human...organs."

    "We can go to the movies then. I'm sure they'll have something good playing on the weekends," Cassandra replied plainly.

    Kevin's face brightened up at the mention of movies. He had really developed a strange liking for Cassandra. She didn't mind him being a cyborg and didn't make a big issue out of his human failings.

    Though his heart yearned for a normal life, he couldn't just forget everything that had happened to him.

    "I'm sorry; I might not be able to join you. I mean...you are an amazing woman. Guys would probably be willing to kill each other for you, but I...just can't. I need to take care of things," Kevin sighed.

    Cassandra gently cupped Kevin's face in her palms and whispered, "You want to visit the surface, isn't it?"

    It was like she had read his mind. Kevin stared at her dumbfounded.

    "The surface is a dangerous place, Kevin. I know these people all want you to fight the machines and lead the resistance against the android, but trust me when I say this: not all of them have good intentions. Many of them here just want to see you fail. Some envy you for who you are and the others fear you for who you might become. Be very mindful of who you choose to trust."

    Kevin lowered his gaze and asked softly, "What about you?"

    Cassandra pulled her hands down from his cheek and placed them on his chest. "I'm one of the few who actually cares for you. And I'll do anything to keep you safe."

    "But why? You barely even know me. We've barely spent an hour together." Tears came unbidden to Kevin's eyes as he tried to speak. "And I'm just an immature schoolboy in a cyborg body."

    "Suzy has told me a lot about you. And I've seen all your core memories," Cassandra replied. "I was the one who helped sync your brain with the cybernetic interface. I think I know you better than your best friend. I've practically lived with you for 3 months."

    This sudden revelation explained a lot about Cassandra's behavior towards Kevin. But it was still unclear why she'd grow so fond of him so quickly, despite their many differences. Kevin wanted to ask her more questions, but she swiftly changed the topic.

    "You said you wanted to visit the surface, right? I will help you sneak out of here, but you have to return within 2 hours."

    Kevin agreed at once. He was desperate to see how things were outside and what remained of humanity.

    Cassandra put her arms around Kevin and whispered in his ear, "Meet me tomorrow at midnight at subsection A-3, outside the gaming arcade. And make sure you're not followed."

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 15: Artificial assistance

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Kevin and Cassandra parted ways after exchanging a few more pleasantries. This little meeting which had started off as an unexpected date had suddenly turned into something far more interesting.
   

        On his way back to the room, he instinctively looked at his wrist to check the time, but quickly realized he didn't have a Zen watch on him.
   

        "I could really do with a watch. I don't even know what time it is," he mumbled to himself.
   

        Almost immediately, a digital display appeared in front of his left eye, indicating not just the time, but the date as well. It was followed by an announcement from the interface.
   

        // Time: 0700 hours
   

            Day: Thursday
   

            Date: 27/07/2070
   

            Greetings of Autumn! //
   

        'That's useful,' Kevin thought. He had only spent one day with the interface, but he was slowly beginning to get the hang of things. This interface was starting to feel a lot more like a smart Zen watch. Kevin had barely begun scratching the surface, and he could already tell there were probably a lot more hidden features deep inside.
   

        For now, Kevin decided not to apply too poke around too much and headed straight for his room. Locking his door, he lay down on his bed to think about his upcoming journey to the surface. He didn't know if he could really trust Cassandra, but he was willing to take the chance.
   

        As he lay dreaming of what was to come, his tired brain slowly fell asleep.
   

        While Kevin lay asleep, his cybernetic interface kept charging automatically. Since it was a wireless charging panel, he didn't feel the slightest bit of discomfort.
   

        After a few hours, a beeping notification tone, followed by a repeated interface announcement woke him up. Kevin opened his reconstructed eyelids and immediately a display popped up before him.
   

        // System fully charged!
   

            Current power level: 100%
   

            Additional system features are available
   

            Please confirm with a voice command to:
   

            1. Activate environmental assessment
   

            2. Activate auto assistance //
   

        "Activate environmental assessment and auto assistance," Kevin said without a second thought.
   

        // Environmental assessment enabled.
   

            Scanning environment...
   

            Location:
   

            Technoria.
   

            Subcity.
   

            Residential District.
   

            Living Quarters.
   

            Depth: 0.5 miles below the surface.
   

            Predominant structural composition: Concrete and glass.
   

            Predominant population: Humans.
   

            Ambient temperature: 260K
   

            No hazards detected.
   

            No weather patterns detected. //
   

        The system's detailed environmental analysis left Kevin awestruck. It took mere seconds to scan his surroundings and give him plentiful data about everything. The GPS setting on this interface was insanely accurate, even though they were underground. But what really blew his mind was the fact that this cybernetic interface could even analyze the structural formations around him and warn him of hazards in advance.
   

        For the first time, Kevin felt like this system was a gift and not a bane. If he still had a human body he'd probably be completely useless now. But with this advanced exoskeleton and a highly intelligent AI at his side, he felt confident enough to explore the surface.
   

        As Kevin was about to jump out of his bed, he received a communication request from Suzy. It felt a bit strange that Suzy didn't actually come to visit him in person even though the lab wasn't that far away. He accepted the call nonetheless.
   

        "Kev, are you up?"
   

        "Yeah, good morning to you too."
   

        "I'm sorry I couldn't come up there. There's been an incident at the lab." Suzy paused to compose herself and then added, "Someone tried to hack into dad's computer and access the blueprints for your exoskeleton."
   

        "Did they get it?" Kevin asked, concerned.
   

        "No, they didn't," Suzy replied. "Dad got an alert on his Zen watch the moment the culprit logged on to his account, and he immediately revoked access. But we still don't know who it was."
   

        "Don't you have cameras there?" Kevin asked.
   

        "There are no cameras inside the hardware lab, but the camera outside the door did pick up someone interesting. Come down here and I'll show you the recording."
   

        Kevin replied in the affirmative and hurriedly made his way to the elevator. This time there was another person joining him inside, a gruff-looking man with wavy brown locks dressed in a military uniform and armed with a tactical sidearm which was presently holstered at his side. Standing at over 6 feet tall, he would've easily dwarfed Kevin if he still had his human body, but Kevin's exoskeleton matched his height. With an upside-down eagle tattooed on the right side of his neck and a strange string of unintelligible letters cut into his right forearm, he didn't look like the most amiable person.
   

        They both made their way to the hardware lab without exchanging any words. Unlike the others in the Residential District, he didn't seem to mind the fact that Kevin was a cyborg. In fact, he seemed like he was least bothered about what was going on around him.
   

        Gathered outside the hardware lab was a group of senior researchers, including Dr. Zhao, Dr. Stacey, Dr. Edna, and a few technical staff. The lab's Security Chief Tyler Brown was also present there along with Suzy.
   

        Suzy and Tyler were discussing about strengthening the research facility's security by posting guards outside all the labs when the military guy cut in.
   

        "Another security breach and no one seems to have any clue about the suspect."
   

        Tyler was quick to turn around and make a strong response. "Why don't you let us do our job and you do yours."
   

        "I wouldn't be here if you had been doing your job properly," the guy in the military uniform replied.
   

        "You really haven't changed much, Shane," Tyler frowned.
   

        Before matters could get out of hand, Suzy stepped in. "We are still carrying out investigations. There's no point in fighting among ourselves. We should look for more clues before jumping to any conclusions."
   

        "Great, now a little girl's gonna teach us how to investigate," Shane scoffed.
   

        Even though Kevin knew very little about what was going on, he couldn't just stand there and watch this guy behaving like a prick. "Just who the hell do you think you are?" he snapped.
   

        Shane turned around and looked at Kevin. He made no attempt to hide his smirk as he cast a condescending sideways glance at him. "Big boy with a robot's body, how scary! Don't try to act tough, kid. You're nothing but a damn experiment, little cunt. I've served in Psionis for 4 years. Killed over a hundred mutants and plenty of tough guys."
   

        Dr. Stacey heard that remark and was livid. She was about to take Shane to task when Kevin himself dug into the guy.
   

        "So you're a tough military man, right? And yet you're hiding here with the rest of the civilians. That makes you a fucking coward," Kevin scoffed. "I killed all the Tracker Drones and the Neutralizer while you were probably shitting your pants in the bathroom."
   

        "You little son of a bitch!" Shane pulled out the gun at his side.
   

        Kevin was quick to react and instinctively grabbed hold of the guy's gun hand and slammed him against the wall. Pressing down on him with his left forearm, he glowered, "Don't fuck with me, asshole. You're gonna bite off more than you can chew."
   

        Despite being in the service for several years and having received special training, Shane was helpless against Kevin's mechanical strength. He desperately tried to break free but found it impossible to push Kevin's arm back.
   

        The system's cold, mechanical voice sounded in Kevin's ear as its artificial assistance mode finished assessing the current situation.
   

        // Threat detected!
   

            The user is engaged in hand-to-hand combat
   

            Suggest use of lethal force.
   

            Preparing to terminate hostile human! //
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 16: The simulation lab

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        The cybernetic interface had a mind of its own and had been designed to protect the user from all dangers. However, since it was just an AI, it couldn't distinguish between an empty threat and actual killing intent.
   

        Shane just wanted to threaten Kevin and assert his dominance by pointing his laser pistol at him, but Kevin's interface had interpreted it as a real threat. According to its understanding, the soldier needed to be neutralized immediately.
   

        Though Kevin had never been one to get into unnecessary scuffles, his new cyborg body had changed not just his appearance, but his personality as well.
   

        He had become a lot more impulsive and hot-tempered now. It wasn't all due to the system. A lot of it came from past trauma as well. He saw the whole world as a hostile place now.
   

        Despite feeling an urge to break Shane's limbs, Kevin decided against it. His cyborg body was about to go into full combat mode and choke the guy to death, but Kevin pulled away at the last moment. Even though he had manual control of his exoskeleton, it took tremendous willpower to stop the AI from triggering a finishing move.
   

        The pressure applied to Shane's chest caused him to spit out blood. If Kevin had held him against the wall any longer he would have broken more than a few ribs.
   

        Red-faced and struggling to breathe, Shane walked away without any further arguments. Everyone knew that it was Shane's fault and he got what he deserved, but Kevin's actions caused quite a few technicians to doubt his motives. This brutish display of strength left them feeling so scared that they didn't even dare to look at Kevin.
   

        It was Suzy who broke the icy silence. "I hope you slept well, last night. Come on, I gotta show you something," she said, making her way through the crowd.
   

        Kevin followed Suzy and her mother to the surveillance room located just behind the simulation lab. All the video footage from the research facility could be accessed from here.
   

        Dr. Stacey verified her credentials and put in a special passcode to open the folder marked, 'public video footage.' She browsed through the folder and selected the date and time to open up a specific video file.
   

        The video recording from last night appeared on a 52-inch holo-display screen.
   

        The time was 3:45 am and the corridor was mostly empty. Even the V-54 cleaning bots and server bots had gone into sleep mode. Just as the timer displayed 3:47 am, a person wearing a white lab coat was seen approaching the hardware lab.
   

        Access to the hardware lab was highly restricted and only a handful of people had the passcode to unlock the door. All this made it seem like one of the researchers was involved in this incident.
   

        "A total of 10 people have access to the hardware lab," Dr. Stacey said, gazing at the screen. "Apart from me, Suzy, Dr. Zhao, Dr. Cassandra, Shane and Tyler, only a few of my interns and weapons experts know the passcode to this room."
   

        "Did you try interrogating your team?" Kevin asked.
   

        "I trust my team. I can't just go around hurling baseless accusations."
   

        "Kevin's right though. They have easy access to the hardware lab. I think they should be on top of our list of possible suspects," Suzy added.
   

        "They were all asleep in their quarters when this happened. None of them stepped out of their rooms last night. I checked the recordings from the cameras placed outside their quarters," Dr. Stacey replied.
   

        "Do you think someone from your team could have leaked the passcode for the hardware lab?" Kevin asked.
   

        "Leaked it to whom?"
   

        "Perhaps to someone living in the Residential District."
   

        Dr. Stacey shook her head. "The people living in the Residential District are mostly resistance fighters and their families. All of them hate modern technology and the use of robots and AIs. I don't think they'd be interested in a modified XL11 blueprint."
   

        Suddenly a thought occurred to Suzy. "Mom, what if someone from the Residential District wants the blueprint to find out Kevin's vulnerabilities."
   

        "What?"
   

        "You know they hate machines and Kevin is a cyborg. It's possible that one of those nutcases is planning to harm Kevin."
   

        Suzy's words caused Dr. Stacey to knit her eyebrows. She knew those people in the Residential District had always been averse to the idea of getting cybernetic implants, and now that they had a full-bodied cyborg walking among them, it was going to cause quite few heads to stir.
   

        After thinking about it for a while, Dr. Stacey wiped her face with her kerchief and replied, "The service elevator connecting the Research District to the Residential District is reserved for a special few. If unauthorized personnel were to enter, the alarms would go off and all the supervisors would be notified."
   

        "Shane has access to the elevator," Suzy replied.
   

        "He is the leader of the resistance. He'd never stoop to something like this."
   

        Suzy rolled her eyes in disbelief. "You just saw what he is capable of. He pulled out a freaking gun on Kev!"
   

        "I agree he shouldn't have done that. But he is an impulsive man, not a planner. He is more of a rush head-first into battle kinda guy. If he had the brain to try and steal the blueprint, he'd never point a gun at Kevin."
   

        Shane Gibson was the leader of the human resistance or at least what remained of it. They consisted of not just trained soldiers and cops, but also ordinary civilians who had sworn to push back the robots.
   

        After the machines took over, Shane and his loyal band of followers managed to put up quite a fight. They had blown up more than a dozen robotic convoys, destroyed scores of XL11 robots, and even shot down a Phoenix attack chopper.
   

        When news of their exploits had reached the Prime Android's ears, she had dispatched her best fighting units to track and hunt down these reprobates.
   

        Hounded by the killer robots, Shane and his companions had been compelled to flee into the subway network and knock on Dr. Zhao's door for help. Though Shane didn't care about the other lab coats, he had a deep respect for Dr. Zhao. It was highly unlikely that he'd try to stab the supervisor in the back.
   

        Kevin had been slowly mulling things over in his mind. There were a couple of possibilities that emerged in his head.
   

        "What if the elevator had been hacked? What if the video recordings have been tampered with?" he asked.
   

        "It would take an expert hacker to do that, someone with a deep knowledge of level 3 security protocols. It's a long shot, but I can't dismiss the possibility," Dr. Stacey replied. "I'll personally go through the system logs for the elevator and ask Edna to scan the video recording for signs of tampering. And Kevin, I'll make arrangements so you can stay with us in the lab quarters. It's not very safe for you out there."
   

        "You don't have to worry about me, Dr. Stacey. I'll be just fine," Kevin said, trying to re-assure her.
   

        "There's just way too much going on!" she sighed. "First there were those drones in the security tunnel and now this. I thought we could hide here and stay safe from the robots, but it seems even this place isn't safe anymore."
   

        "We should stop hiding then. We should fight back!" Kevin declared. "They are just stupid machines. We can do this!"
   

        "We neither have the men nor the weapons to fight back," Dr. Stacey replied. "We have to find out more about our enemy before we can make a move."
   

        "I'll do that for you. Let me go to the surface and—"
   

        "You're not ready yet. First, you need to get used to your new body and learn what your AI is capable of. The surface is their world now. There are machines everywhere. You're gonna need a lot of training before you can go to the surface."
   

        Kevin nodded in agreement without revealing anything about his secret plan with Cassandra. He was tired of just sitting here and waiting. He wanted to go out there and see for himself what had happened to the world outside.
   

        After transferring a copy of the video footage to her Zen watch, Dr. Stacey closed the recordings folder and accompanied Kevin and Suzy to the door. 
   

        When they came outside, Dr. Zhao was waiting to have a word with his wife. Suzy thought it best to give them time alone and asked Kevin to follow her to the simulation lab.
   

        "If you want to go to the surface some day, you have to train your new body and learn how to deal with different types of threats," Suzy said to Kevin.
   

        "It's not like I can just do a hundred pushups to bulk up. How do you even train a metallic exoskeleton?" Kevin joked.
   

        "This interface was designed to fight and that's exactly what you need to do," Suzy replied. "Your AI will unlock a whole slew of new features when you have acquired sufficient combat experience. It will also help it guide you better during future combat scenarios."
   

        "There's not much to fight here, except those replicas in the training room. I don't think that's gonna be helpful," Kevin shrugged.
   

        "Last night, I programmed some special combat instances for the simulation lab. If you're up for it, you can give it a try right now," Suzy said.
   

        "I already destroyed the drones in the security tunnel with ease," Kevin replied. "I think I can handle some basic training."
   

        Suzy nodded. "What you did back there was great. But that was just a small test of your potential. Your cyborg interface can fight a lot tougher battles. I wanna know if you're up for a real challenge now that you have so many upgrades installed."
   

        "Just bring it on. I'm dying to get in some practice," Kevin replied with an overdose of confidence.
   

        Squeezing through the throng of lab technicians, the two friends walked over to the simulation lab. Tapping lightly on the lab door, Suzy spoke out clear instructions. "Grant simulation lab access. Suzy Wang plus one guest. Code 6655Y."
   

        As soon as she spoke the words, a tiny lens emerged from behind a small glass panel attached to the door. It performed a quick retinal scan to verify her identity, before granting her authorization to enter.
   

        Since Suzy had mentioned that she was with a guest, Kevin didn't need to pass any security checks before entering.
   

        The simulation lab was a spacious circular room made almost entirely of glass. Only the floor and the door were metallic.
   

        Unlike the other labs they had visited so far, this one was completely empty. There were neither any workstations nor any furniture.
   

        Swiping her fingers horizontally across the air, Suzy instructed, "Access holo-panel."
   

        Immediately, a holographic control panel with several keys and icons popped up before her. She quickly typed something onto the keypad and then clicked on a revolving gun icon on the top left of her display screen.
   

        // Level 1 Hybrid Combat simulation selected!
   

            Custom location 1 selected!
   

            Preparing room for training...
   

            All non-combatants are advised to exit. //
   

        "You will face different types of targets here. Try to take them down without sustaining critical damage. Use all the weapons and utilities at your disposal as and when required. There is no time limit here, but the enemies are going to be challenging, to say the least," Suzy explained.
   

        Kevin nodded meaningfully. "Got it. I'm ready for this."
   

        "Good luck, then. I'll be seeing you on the other side," Suzy replied, heading for the door.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 17: Level 1 Hybrid Combat Simulation

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        A few seconds after Suzy had left the room, the transparent glass walls of the simulation lab turned pitch black at first and then grey. A bright white light shone on Kevin's face, which blinded him for a moment.
   

        When he reopened his artificial eyelids, he found himself standing inside a wide corridor with 2 rooms on either side. The walls of the corridor were moldy brown, and the floor was a dusty yellow.
   

        The simulation was so realistic that Kevin could distinctly make out all the tiny cracks on the walls and the green moss growing on the crumbling brown ceiling.
   

        Even the metal door of the simulation lab had been replaced by an old wooden one, which added to the sense of realism.
   

        Kevin tapped his foot on the ground, but instead of a metallic clang, all he heard was a dull thud. As he bent down to examine the floor more closely, an announcement echoed in the corridor.
   

        // Initiating Level 1 Hybrid Combat Simulation
   

            Deploying hostile drones! //
   

        Kevin sprang back up as a buzzing noise reached his ears. 10 Tracker Drones flew out of the first room on his left.
   

        **Targets acquired!
   

          Priming weapons...
   

          Commencing fire...**
   

        Kevin reacted in a split second and shouted, "Activate Rapid Fire Gatling Gun!"
   

        His left arm immediately re-arranged its parts to construct his weapon. The Tracker Drones opened fire, spraying Kevin with a hail of bullets. Since these weren't real drones equipped with actual weapons, the projectiles went right through him without harming his exoskeleton.
   

        However, he could feel the impact of every bullet as it peppered his chest. Immediately, a damage meter popped up before him.
   

        // Combatant is taking small arms damage!
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 99%.
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 98%.
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 97%... //
   

        As the numbers kept plummeting, Kevin realized that this was an accurate simulation of the amount of damage he would sustain from actual Tracker Drones if he kept standing in their line of fire. His task was to take out all the machines without sustaining critical damage. That was the only way to pass the combat training.
   

        Without wasting any more time in thought, Kevin pointed his 6 black barrels at the drones and fired at will. His hits registered perfectly, and the drones fell out of the air and exploded as they hit the ground.
   

        When all the Tracker Drones had been dispatched, a new announcement echoed in the room.
   

        // Initiating Level 1 Hybrid Combat Simulation!
   

            Deploying hostile turrets.
   

            Deploying hostile robots.
   

            Deploying hostile humans. //
   

        "Why humans? What the hell is this?" Kevin cried out.
   

        Before Kevin could figure out what was happening, 3 XL 11 robots stepped out from the farthest room on his right, and 5 automated turrets appeared on the ceiling. He was preparing to target the turrets when two bandits armed with old M16 Carbines ran out from the other two rooms.
   

        The turrets locked onto Kevin and started firing 9mm rounds while the men hit him with short, controlled 3-round bursts from their rifles. The XL 11 robots also started marching towards Kevin from the other end of the corridor.
   

        // Combatant is taking small arms damage!
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 92%.
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 87%.
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 82%... //
   

        Even though it was just a simulation, Kevin wasn't comfortable killing people. The damage numbers were stacking up super fast, and there was no solid cover nearby. He had to think on his feet, or he risked losing this combat simulation.
   

        "Activate Auto-Targeting Laser Rifle!" he blurted out.
   

        Holding his left arm in front of his chest, he deployed an armor flap to protect his core from gunfire. Then he carefully aimed at the ceiling with his right arm which had the laser rifle equipped.
   

        Backing away slightly, he fired a charged laser blast, which exploded as it hit the ceiling, blowing up all 5 turrets at once.
   

        Meanwhile, the XL11 robots had managed to march all the way across the hallway, and were now close enough to fire their grenade launchers.
   

        With just 60% exoskeleton integrity remaining, Kevin couldn't afford to take the hit. His laser rifle was still recharging after firing that charged shot, and his Rapid Firing Gatling Gun had overheated and needed time to cool down.
   

        Kevin quickly retracted his weapons and spoke to his interface. "Activate High-Frequency Signal Scrambler. Target type: robots!"
   

        The XL11 robots had primed their weapons and were about to take aim when Kevin's signal scrambler flashed a green light and put the XL11 robots temporarily out of commission.
   

        Kevin breathed a sigh of relief and checked his damage meter. His exoskeleton integrity had dropped to 50% due to the constant rifle fire from the two humans.
   

        // Rapid Firing Gatling Gun has been cooled.
   

            Weapon ready to be activated! //
   

        Despite having the obvious choice right in front of him, Kevin didn't equip the gun. Instead, he chose to use non-lethal options against the humans.
   

        Pointing his closed right fist at the person standing closest to him, he instructed, "Activate Taser Web!"
   

        // Taser Web activated.
   

            Point your right palm to take aim! //
   

        He immediately opened his fist and yelled, "Fire Taser Web!"
   

        A tiny slit opened in the middle of his right palm, and it spat out a shiny gray pellet at the target. As soon as it hit the human, it triggered an impact sensor inside the pellet, and it opened up into a silver web that wrapped around the man and delivered a powerful shock of 60 kilovolts. It was enough to incapacitate the target.
   

        When his teammate was downed, the other person put his gun away and rushed at Kevin with a chainsaw in hand.
   

        Hearing the frightening buzzing noise, Kevin turned around and cried out in alarm. "What the fuck? How the fuck does it suddenly have a chainsaw now? This is bullshit!"
   

        The guy wielding the chainsaw rushed at Kevin and lunged forward to slice him in half. Just as the bumper spikes were about to make contact with his body, Kevin jumped backward.
   

        "Damn it, dude. I really don't wanna kill you, but you're not giving me a lot of options out here!"
   

        Kevin couldn't use the Taser Web again because it was being reloaded with a fresh cartridge, and he didn't have any other non-lethal options.
   

        "Oh, fuck it!" he sighed, making fists with his hands. "Come on, idiot. I'm standing right here!"
   

        The guy with the chainsaw charged at him. Kevin waited for the very last second before using his piston-powered legs to jump in the air and land behind him. The momentum carried the attacker forward, and he hit the door with his chainsaw, jamming the cutter deep into the wood.
   

        Kevin saw his opening and rushed at him from behind. Before he could pull out his chainsaw from the wood, Kevin landed a heavy chop on his right shoulder, which made him collapse to the ground.
   

        // Auto-targeting Laser Rifle has been recharged.
   

            The weapon is ready to be activated! //
   

        "Ah! Finally!" Kevin breathed out a sigh of relief and turned around. Pointing his right arm at the XL11 robots, he activated his laser rifle. "Game over!"
   

        A charged laser blast shot out from the rifle's barrel and exploded in their faces. The XL11 robots were blown to smithereens.
   

        // Level 1 Hybrid Combat Simulation has been successfully completed!
   

            The user has gained combat experience.
   

            Unlocking additional weapon upgrade system...
   

            Unlocking additional defense upgrade system... //
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 18: The Dark District

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    A few moments later, there was a bright flash, followed by a low beeping noise. Slowly, the simulation disappeared and the actual interior of the simulation lab re-appeared. This was immediately followed by a pop-up screen opening mid-air.

    // Combat Training score: 70/100

    Developer Mode 1 unlocked!

    The user can now craft custom weapon modules!

    Developer Mode 2 unlocked!

    The user can now craft custom defense modules!

    Combine multiple modules to create a new one. //

    Kevin was super hyped to see this notification. Unlocking the ability to design weapon and defense modules opened a whole new world of possibilities. He could now craft unique modules to suit his various needs by tinkering with several different types of modules.

    This new feature would allow him to experiment with different things and perhaps craft something more powerful than all the other existing modules. He wished he had some modules on him to test it out, but unfortunately, he had already equipped his previously acquired Local Hacking Module.

    Kevin wasn't too put off by the fact that he couldn't craft something immediately. He was planning to go to the surface that night, and that would be the perfect opportunity to destroy some machines and get his hands on some brand new modules.

    After a while, the door of the simulation lab opened behind him, and Suzy greeted him with a smile. The pop-up display was still there for her to see. "Not bad, Kev. 70/100 is a pretty good score on the first attempt."

    Kevin smiled back and stepped outside. There were a lot of questions in his mind, and he was glad that Suzy was still waiting there. The first thing which came to his mind was the developer mode. If gaining combat experience was a way to unlock it, he should have been able to do it right after his fight with the drones.

    Darting his eyes towards the pop-up screen, he asked, "Why wasn't I able to unlock developer mode after my first fight in the tunnel?"

    "Developer mode is a hidden feature of your interface. To unlock it, you needed to submit yourself to a test. When you were fighting those drones outside, the lab's AI wasn't there to analyze your combat behavior. But when you passed this combat simulation inside this room, the AI was able to collect data and analyze your behavioral patterns. Since you passed with flying colors, it unlocked the special feature for you," Suzy explained.

    "That makes sense." Kevin nodded. "But why were there humans in the simulation? I'm gonna be fighting machines on the surface."

    "The humans were added to this training to test your response and see if you'd kill them or try to find some other way to overpower them. Like I said, the lab's AI doesn't just analyze your combat skills, but also your behavior and choices."

    "It sounds like you people are still having a hard time trusting me." Kevin didn't seem too pleased to know that his morality was being questioned by an AI.

    "It's really not like that, Kev. This is just a behavioral assessment to prepare you for critical situations."

    Kevin didn't pay any attention to Suzy's justification. It wasn't hard for him to tell that people didn't really trust him. It reminded him of Cassandra's words.

    On his way back to the elevator, Kevin asked Suzy a few more questions about the simulation lab. He was quite intrigued by the whole arrangement. What was most impressive was the fact that the lab hadn't been damaged in any way even though Kevin had fired live ammunition.

    Suzy revealed to him that the lab's interior had a special shielding device which activated just at the start of combat simulations. It protected all the internal LED screens and panels by absorbing all damage caused by conventional firearms and laser weapons.

    Kevin would have liked to try another combat instance, but Suzy told him to rest for now. The level 2 combat instance that she had programmed was a long one and required quite a bit of exploring. With his current power supply, he would run out of power halfway through the simulation.

    As they walked down the corridor, Suzy pulled up a holo-display of the security tunnel subsection D-1. It had been re-armed with automated turrets, and the walls had been repaired.

    The breached tunnel doors through which the drones had entered, had been replaced by much stronger titanium doors, and more sandbag barriers had been set up in the tunnel.

    "Looks like the defenses are all set," Kevin remarked. "Tyler seems like a nice guy. I'd rather have him guarding Subcity than that prick Shane."

    "Tyler is in charge of general security, but he mostly just watches the tunnels and deals with security issues in the Research District. Shane doesn't let him interfere with the Residential District." Suzy zoomed in on the security tunnel feed and held it in front of Kevin. "I'm not concerned with Shane at the moment. We have a bigger issue on our hands."

    "You're still trying to find out how the drones got here?" Kevin asked.

    "I have a wild theory, but I'm pretty sure no one would believe me."

    "I'm all ears."

    Suzy didn't want anyone to overhear her, so she didn't reveal anything right away. Instead, she led Kevin to a utility elevator hidden behind a wall on the left. With one press of its neon green button, she confirmed the choice of sub-surface level 3.

    Two levels below the main labs lay the living quarters for the lab personnel. Unlike the living quarters in the Residential District, the one here wasn't made of cramped capsules stacked on top of each other.

    There was a wide central passage illuminated by circular LED lights affixed to the ceiling at regular intervals. On either side of the passage, stood 8 steely grey doors with miniature cameras mounted on top of the door frames. Each of them opened with a fingerprint scan and had neither a handle nor a knob.

    Suzy walked down the passage and stopped in front of the door marked, '1.03.2.' She pressed her left hand against the scanning terminal and waited for the green light to confirm her identity.

    // Lab resident: Suzy Wang.

    Access granted.

    Welcome back. //

    The door opened automatically, sliding inside the right wall and a green light flashed on the doorway.

    "Come on in." Suzy gestured for Kevin to enter as she stepped into her room. "Welcome to my place. Make yourself at home."

    Kevin was amazed by how clean and organized Suzy's room was. It was almost twice as big as his room upstairs and contained a queen-sized bed levitating a couple of centimeters above the ground. The sheets on it were spotless white and it was decked with 8 sky blue pillows stacked on top of one another to form a little triangle.

    The other pieces of furniture in her room were a white aluminum desk, a bright yellow bean bag with googly eyes, and a cylindrical stainless steel cupboard.

    "Two chairs please," Suzy called out.

    Immediately a couple of cushioned cubes popped up from under a panel on the floor.

    'Not these weird chairs again,' Kevin thought as he tried to balance his butt on the wobbly floating cubes.

    "Shut the door and soundproof walls," Suzy spoke again.

    // Privacy protocols active.

    Shutting the main door...

    Soundproofing walls...

    Would you like to dim the lights and play 20s love songs? //

    "Nope! That will be all," Suzy blurted, embarrassed by the AI's interpretation of her actions.

    "Yeah, AIs are weird," Kevin chirped awkwardly. "So, what did you want to tell me?"

    "Right, I wanted to talk to you about the drones. I think I know how they got in the tunnels." Suzy pulled up her holo-display again and showed Kevin a blueprint of Subcity.

    Kevin was a bit confused to see a total of 15 subsections instead of 12. Just behind the security tunnel D-1, there were 3 other sections that no one had told him about. "Is that a part of Subcity?"

    "Unfortunately, yes," Suzy replied. "These 3 subsections make up the Dark District. The name may sound kind of mysterious, but it's nothing so special. The Dark District still runs on conventional sources of energy, which is why it doesn't have electricity for more than a couple of hours during the day, hence the moniker. It is home to some of the vilest scum in existence. I'm talking about rapists, murderers, junkies, arsonists, and even a few former colleagues who fell out with dad."

    This piqued Kevin's interest, but he still couldn't understand how this was relevant info in this situation. "How is this connected to the drones breaching tunnel security?"

    Suzy leaned closer to him and replied, "I don't think these drones were from the surface. I think this attack was orchestrated by the raiders living in the Dark District. They've been trying to get in for many months now. A few weeks ago they even tried to blow up the tunnel door with dynamite. Luckily, the turrets stopped them dead in their tracks."

    "I thought all the machines were being controlled by an android. Why would the drones take instructions from humans?"

    "It's true that the Prime Android controls the drones, but you already know they can be hacked. If those drones were from the surface, they would have already notified the Prime Android of our location. She would've sent in a much larger attack force to clear the subway system. But that didn't happen. Which means it was an isolated attack."

    "Why don't you tell Tyler about this? He is the head of security after all."

    "I'm pretty sure Tyler suspects as much as I do, but we don't have any proof. Most people over here think these were just rogue drones who suddenly wandered into the subway system. But we checked all the entrances. They are all sealed shut. There's no way they could have come from the surface."

    Kevin thought about it for a while and then exclaimed, "Are these raiders fucking stupid? They should be rallying together to fight the machines, not trying to kill other humans!"

    "Our ideologies don't match. And that's why they hate us," Suzy replied. "We still believe in morality, law and order, and the difference between good and bad. But these shitheads just want to throw all rules out the window and create a lawless society of psychopaths."

    It sickened Kevin to even think that people could still keep fighting among themselves in the middle of an apocalypse. The chances for humanity's survival looked bleak.

    Suzy placed an arm on Kevin's shoulder, bringing him back from the sea of thoughts. "Don't overthink it. We'll cross that bridge when we get to it. Just focus on training for now. We have bigger things to worry about."

    Kevin stood up from his seat and looked at her. "I'm ready to go to the surface."

    "No, you're not," Suzy replied, shaking her head. "When you go to the surface, you will be accompanied by a team. Going alone is suicide. We are currently designing a batch of exosuits for the resistance fighters. That'll help them even the odds a bit."

    "How long till they're ready?"

    "About a month or so."

    Kevin didn't make any reply, but the annoyance was clear in his expression. He didn't have the patience to wait for a month. AISHA was still out there, and he was not going to rest easy till he'd found her. He was a cyborg now. He didn't need a team to support him.

    Tonight, he was going to meet up with Cassandra and sneak out to the surface all by himself. He had to see the new world with his own eyes.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 19: When a stranger calls

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        If Suzy knew about Kevin's intentions, she would've tried her best to dissuade him from going to the surface all alone. So Kevin walked out without divulging his plans and headed back to the Residential District. 
   

        There were still a few hours to go before midnight and Kevin just couldn't bear to stay cooped up in his room for so long. His thoughts were already starting to drive him crazy.
   

        To pass the time, Kevin decided to take a solo tour of the Residential District and familiarize himself with the different locations. It was the best way to relax his mind and keep his anxious thoughts at bay
   

        As Kevin strolled across the passage running through the living quarters, he felt several pairs of eyes on him. People dressed in blue track pants and frosty white, high-collared jackets were staring at him from the corner of their eyes.
   

        Their clothes were all made of neolineum, an artificial fiber with self-replicating properties. This meant that any wear and tear on their clothes would be automatically mended in a matter of hours. These were the perfect clothes to wear in a world where resources were scarce, and people didn't have the luxury of being fashionable. 
   

        Kevin noticed that none of them had any Zen watches and only wore the most basic communication bracelets which didn't even have the group call feature. These Zigma-10 bracelets had been launched 20 years ago and had fallen into disuse after the launch of Zigma-20, which boasted crystal clear audio quality and remote holographic conferencing (holo-con).
   

        Most people in the Research District used the Zigma-20, and some like Dr. Stacey even had the Zigma-30 Pro, the latest one.
   

        The people in this part of Subcity seemed to hate all modern gadgets and accessories. Part of it was due to the fact that they were difficult to repair, and the other part of it was because most fancy gadgets came with an assistant AI. They were far too paranoid about robots and AIs to have these things just lying around.
   

        After glancing around for a few minutes, Kevin exited subsection C-1, where his room was located, and entered C-2. 
   

        Subsection C-2 was the recreational zone and consisted of a fully equipped gymnasium, a small music shop selling earpods and headphones, and a library of sorts. It was a quiet place with little compact fluorescent bulbs hanging from the ceiling and a clean tiled floor. 
   

        Beyond C-2 lay subsection C-3, containing the military barracks and ammunition depot which were strictly off-limits to all civilians. It was here that the resistance fighters spent most of their time, either training or simply reminiscing with their fellow fighters. 
   

        Kevin wanted to explore this part as well, but the door was guarded. There was a burly, black-haired woman at the door, armed with an old Heckler and Koch UMP—an SMG that had last seen active service 50 years ago. 
   

        As soon as she spotted Kevin, she put on her meanest face and turned him away, almost shooing him like a dog. Kevin couldn't help but let out a slight chuckle. She was clearly in no shape to run, much less fight the robots on the surface.
   

        As Kevin continued exploring the other areas of the subway system, the AI beeped in his head, and a new set of notifications flashed in front of his left eye.
   

        // Environmental assessment active
   

         Using exploration data....
   

         Digital map of living quarters is now available! //
   

        "That's useful," Kevin mumbled.
   

        Since the Residential District was going to be his new home now, it definitely paid to have a map of the region. Though it wasn't exactly a huge district like the ones above the ground, it had its fair share of surprises. Having a digital map of the area would help him get familiar with this place and learn more about what it had to offer.
   

        Walking away from subsection C-3, Kevin made his way to the agricultural sector, taking his own sweet time observing all the 3 greenhouses and storage facilities. Luckily, people here were too occupied with their work to stare at a cyborg who was just minding his own business.
   

        Having completed his short tour of the agricultural zone, he headed towards the market. Immediately, another pop-up appeared before him.
   

        // Environmental assessment active
   

         Using exploration data....
   

         Digital map of the agricultural zone is now available! //
   

        Kevin entered the market through the narrow tunnel on his left and was quite surprised by what he saw. There were toy stores, cafes, bookstalls, clothing stores, utility shops, street food stalls, and even a retro-themed restaurant with old wooden chairs and tables.
   

        The chief attraction of this place was an arcade featuring all the old-school classics. There was also a movie theatre right next to it, but it didn't seem like any show was playing at the moment.
   

        Most of the people here were busy browsing new clothes, munching on potato chips, and haggling with the utility items vendor for better prices on their aluminum utensils.
   

        Seeing all this made him feel like he had been sent into the past. He had only seen the hustle and bustle of the old markets in period dramas. While individual shops and stores still existed in some places, in most regions of Technoria, they had been replaced with self-checkout marts and fully automated shopping malls.
   

        If he still had a human body, he'd have loved to try some good old ramen and potato chips. But alas! He no longer needed such kind of nourishment. Still, he enjoyed looking at the others enjoying their steaming bowls of soup and noisily slurping down noodles.
   

        Though he couldn't eat, there were plenty of other things to try out here. He was especially interested in buying one of those shield sunglasses. They'd not only make him look a lot cooler, but also hide his bionic eyes.
   

        Since they'd stopped using tangible currency long ago, money was not an issue. Kevin still remembered his social security code, and he knew he had more than a few thousand credits in his digital account.
   

        He was about to walk up to the accessory store when he noticed that people weren't actually spending social credits but using some type of triangular yellow tokens for payment.
   

        Kevin distinctly remembered that Suzy had used credit points to purchase the omelet back in the Research District. He thought that would probably be the standard currency underground, but he couldn't have been more wrong.
   

        People in the Residential District had very little faith in digital modes of payment. Thus they had switched to the old system of using tangible currency.
   

        Though the Research District and the Residential District were both a part of Subcity, they were poles apart. The researchers still trusted modern technology and made full use of AIs and robots, but the people living in the subway had all gone back to the old methods, relying more on men than machines.
   

        As Kevin stood there soaking in the sights and the scenes, his system displayed another pop-up notification.
   

        // Environmental assessment active
   

            Using exploration data…
   

            Digital map of the market square is now available! //
   

        All Kevin needed to do to complete the digital map of the Residential District was explore the security tunnels. This, however, wasn't the best idea right now, since the guards were already busy strengthening security measures for the Research District and fortifying the tunnels which had been breached by the drones.
   

        His thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the steady beeping of his interface.
   

        // Incoming communication request...
   

         Auto-declining after 10 seconds. //
   

        Thinking it was probably someone from the lab, Kevin accepted the call without hesitation. The voice on the other end, however, sounded completely unfamiliar.
   

        "They're rounding us all up. Men, women, children, even our fucking pets! I think they're gonna kill us...I hope they kill us. I don't want to end up like those damn puppets! If any of you resistance fighters can hear me...don't fucking come to the surface!"
   

        "Who are you?" Kevin asked. "Hello? Who's rounding you up? What's happening on the surface?"
   

        "Mhmpey mhmpre.....mpmpurn...mhmpombies!"
   

        "What? You're breaking up! Hello!" Kevin kept shouting at the top of his voice, but couldn't get through to the other person. The signal was breaking up and all he could hear was an annoying buzzing noise. And then suddenly, the call disconnected, ushering in a disturbing silence.
   

        "Reconnect to the last communication channel," Kevin instructed his AI.
   

        // Last communication channel has shut down.
   

         Unable to reconnect. //
   

        "Fuck! Perform a damn trace. I need to know where the call came from."
   

        // User doesn't have Communication Tracker equipped
   

         Unable to trace the call. //
   

        "Damn it!"
   

        The disturbing call left Kevin agitated. His system didn't have the necessary tracking equipment to trace the call, and there was no way to identify who the caller was. All he knew was that the communication request came from the surface and those people out there were in some grave peril.
   

        The stranger's desperate plea for help reminded Kevin of his own situation a few months ago. He had also been begging to be saved, to be rescued from that nightmare. No hero had swooped down to protect him and his friends, but now he had the chance to make a difference in someone else's story.
   

        Getting to the surface became Kevin's top priority now. He wondered if anyone else in the Residential District had picked up that communication request or whether it was just him. The guy on the other end of the line had mentioned resistance fighters in his cry for help. Perhaps, he also used to be a part of the resistance or had close ties with them.
   

        Kevin decided to inform Dr. Stacey about the communication he had just received from the surface. He walked back to the elevator to reach the armament lab, but the elevator door didn't open. Access to the Research District had been restricted due to the recent security breach. He no longer had authorization to enter the elevator.
   

        "What the hell is happening? I am not a security threat!" Kevin punched the elevator in frustration and tried to force its doors open.
   

        He was immediately greeted by the Research District's assistant AI.
   

        // Warning! Warning! Warning!
   

            Security threat detected!
   

            You have 15 seconds to move away from the elevator. //
   

        All out of options, he tried to use his Local Hacking Tool to override the elevator controls but failed miserably. His simple hacking tool didn't have the ability to get past a level 4 security protocol.
   

        // Using lethal force in…
   

             5…
   

             4… 
   

             3…. //
   

        Just as the countdown timer was about to hit 1, Kevin backed away, retracting his hacking tool. Instead of trying to break into the elevator, he decided to contact Suzy.
   

        "Hey, cyborg AI, I need help. I want you to connect to Suzy's communication channel."
   

        // Communication request acknowledged.
   

            Connecting to Suzy Wang…
   

            Failed to establish stable connection.  
   

            Please try again later. //
   

        None of this made any sense to him. First, his access to the service elevator had been revoked, and now he couldn't even get through to Suzy. He was about to blow up the elevator door with his laser rifle when he received another communication request. It was Dr. Stacey on the other end.
   

        "What's going on out there? Someone just triggered the elevator's defense protocol."
   

        "That was me," Kevin replied. "I need to talk to you. This is about the surface. A few minutes ago, someone from the surface contacted me. Something terrible is going on out there. We have to save them!"
   

        "Kevin, you need to relax. People can't contact you from the surface. We are several miles below the ground and the communication bracelet's signals can't penetrate these reinforced walls. It's the reason why the machines haven't been able to locate us yet."
   

        "I'm not lying!"
   

        "I'm not saying you're lying." Dr. Stacey paused to catch her breath and then continued in a much softer tone. "I think it's some kind of a trap. Someone's trying to bait you. Whatever happens, don't even think about going out there."
   

        Kevin didn't know who to trust at this point. Dr. Stacey knew a lot more about the surface than him, but he couldn't ignore the stranger's desperate plea for help. It didn't sound like he was lying. 
   

        "Kevin, are you there?" Dr. Stacey asked for the second time.
   

        "Yes, I'm here," he replied at last. "I want to know why my elevator access has been restricted."
   

        "We are debugging the Research District's security systems. You can access the elevator a few hours later after the system diagnosis is complete. Right now, only the supervisors have access to it." There was a long pause, after which she added, "I'm trying to make arrangements so that you can join us in our living quarters from tomorrow. You're not alone here. Just give me a little time."
   

        Kevin breathed out a heavy sigh and apologized for his rash behavior. "I'm sorry. I got a little carried away."
   

        "It's okay. I understand how you must be feeling. Just don't do anything rash. You have my communication code now. If you are worried about anything, just ping me."
   

        "I'll stay out of trouble," Kevin promised. "And thank you for everything. See you tomorrow."
   

        After disconnecting the call, Kevin set an alarm for midnight. Dr. Stacey hadn't been of much help, but he wasn't ready to give up so soon. He had other options. Cassandra had promised to meet him outside the arcade at midnight.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 20: A meeting at midnight

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        After a while, Kevin returned to his room to get some rest and prepare for his trip to the surface. But despite his best efforts, he couldn't catch a wink of sleep.
   

        The disturbing call that he'd received from above kept him awake all night till his alarm went off at midnight, indicating it was time for his departure.
   

        The surface was a dangerous place, crawling with machines. It had been 4 months since anyone in Subcity had seen the sky. Going to the surface was strictly forbidden.
   

        Though Kevin's cyborg system had been designed to counter the machine threat, he was still too inexperienced and ill-equipped to be allowed to venture outside. Dr. Stacey would've never agreed to it if she knew, but Cassandra had readily agreed to help him.
   

        Kevin knew he was taking a huge risk by going outside without informing Suzy or her mom, but he was tired of just waiting there and biding his time. AISHA was still out there, and he wasn't going to rest till he found her.
   

        The machines had taken everything away from him—his friends, his family, and even his humanity. He was a boy with nothing left to lose except his pathetic life, and this made him throw all caution out of the window.
   

        AISHA's smiling face flashed before his eyes, and he clenched his fists to stop his anger from boiling over. "I'm gonna tear you to pieces, you fucking bitch! I'm coming for you!"
   

        Re-checking all his systems, Kevin headed for the market to meet Cassandra outside the arcade.
   

        Cassandra was already waiting outside the arcade when Kevin arrived. This time, however, she wasn't wearing her flashy red gown, but something far less conspicuous—a plain black tee paired with laser threaded grey jeans and a pair of aero-lite sneakers. It almost looked like she was out for a morning jog.
   

        As soon as she spotted Kevin, her face lit up with a smile, and she casually put an arm around his shoulder. "I was almost beginning to miss you," she whispered in his ear. After a brief friendly hug, she pulled away from him and added, "I heard what happened outside the hardware lab. I've revoked Shane's elevator privileges."
   

        Kevin wasn't even thinking about Shane misbehaving with him. He had already taught that arrogant son of a bitch a lesson he'd never forget. Right now, Kevin was more worried about the person who'd made that call from the surface.
   

        Pulling up his communication channel history, he showed it to Cassandra. "Someone from the surface tried to contact me. It sounded like he and his companions were in danger."
   

        Cassandra knitted her eyebrows and set to work, checking out the call details. It was an audio call from the surface, but the device used wasn't a communication bracelet. She couldn't track the location of the caller or find out his name, but she managed to dig up something interesting.
   

        "All calls made via communication bracelets display a 5-digit alphanumeric code, but this one has just 3 letters and one number."
   

        "What does that mean?" Kevin asked.
   

        "It means that this guy was using military-grade hardware. The call was made using an old satellite transponder. Only resistance fighters use that."
   

        "So, this guy who called me is a part of the resistance, right? But what's he doing up there? Aren't all resistance fighters supposed to be hiding from the machines?"
   

        Cassandra nodded meaningfully. "You're partially correct. Most of the resistance fighters came here to seek shelter, but a few chose to remain on the surface to blend in with the civilians and spy on the machines. They used to send us detailed reports, up until 3 months ago, when they abruptly cut all communications."
   

        "So there are people living on the surface? And the machines don't attack them?"
   

        "Life on the surface is worse than death. The people living outside are nothing more than slaves. They have to obey every rule laid down by the Prime Android and follow a specific routine every single day without fail. Even the most minor violations lead to severe punishment."
   

        "I don't get it," Kevin said. "Why didn't the machines just kill everyone on the surface? It's not like they have morals."
   

        "It's because the Prime Android wants to govern them. She thinks people should be subservient to the machines."
   

        "So, killing the Prime Android should fix this, right?" Kevin asked.
   

        Cassandra chuckled inwardly and put her hand on Kevin's shoulder. "You're getting way ahead of yourself. The Prime Android isn't just some stupid robot. She is smart, cunning, and equipped with state-of-the-art weapons. She controls not just the robots, but all the androids on Technoria. Her eyes are everywhere on the surface."
   

        Kevin listened quietly as she went on to describe in vivid detail what life on the surface was like. The world had changed completely, but it took time. Six months had rolled by since the day of the first attack. But for Kevin, only a couple of days had passed since his brain had been in the cryopreservation chamber all this time.
   

        The resistance fighters and the researchers in Subcity had some idea about what was happening on the surface, having seen many things firsthand. However, all Kevin could rely on were second-hand accounts. For him, the world out there was completely unknown.
   

        After carefully listening to everything Cassandra had to say, he finally spoke again. "I guess I need to go out there and see for myself."
   

        Cassandra nodded wistfully. "The surface is a dangerous place, even for a cyborg. If Suzy and her dad find out that I helped you go outside, they're gonna be livid."
   

        "I don't care about Dr. Zhao. I've already repaid my debts by taking out that Neutralizer. I don't owe him anything."
   

        "Dr. Zhao can be a hard-ass sometimes, but Suzy really cares about you. She'll be super mad at you when she finds out that you went to the surface without telling her," Cassandra replied. "Are you sure you wanna do this?"
   

        "She doesn't have to know," Kevin answered. "I really want to do this. I wanna see what's out there."
   

        "Alright, if your mind's made up, I won't try to stop you," Cassandra said. "Come, there's a secret maintenance shaft inside, leading to the surface. It's already 12:25 am. You don't have much time."
   

        Kevin followed her inside the arcade and she quietly led him to one of those old pinball machines attached to a plastered green wall. "Come on now, I can't move this thing alone, hon."
   

        "I got this. You don't need to strain yourself," Kevin hurriedly replied, grabbing hold of the machine with both hands.
   

        Cassandra dusted her hands and backed away smiling. "Ah, a chivalrous young man, in this day and age! You must be a keeper."
   

        Kevin blushed slightly but continued pulling the pinball machine. It was loosely secured to the wall by two thick wads of black double-sided tape, one at the bottom and the other at the top. Since he had mechanical arms, it took him little effort to detach the machine from the wall, ripping out a good chunk of the plaster along the way. He moved it over to one side and cleared the way for Cassandra.
   

        Cassandra stepped forward, holding out a device that looked almost like a flashlight, but with a much pointier tip. When she pressed the little red button in its middle, a concentrated red laser beam shot out from the device and burned a deep hole in the wall. She continued tracing a large rectangular perimeter with it, moving her fingers artistically, as if she were holding a delicate paintbrush.
   

        After she had carved out a large rectangle, she turned off the laser beam and walked up to the wall. She tapped the wall lightly with her left palm and it slumped to the ground, leaving behind an opening wide enough for a couple of people to pass through at once.
   

        "All done here. Follow me," she called out to Kevin.
   

        Kevin followed behind her and passed through the opening on the wall. "What was that thing that you just used?" he asked, staring at the laser device in her hand.
   

        "Oh, this is a miniature precision laser cutter. It can cut through, concrete, glass, wood, and even sheets of steel," Cassandra answered, dangling the device carelessly between her fingers.
   

        Behind the wall lay a small, narrow tunnel, with metal grates on each end. This used to be part of the old sewage system which had been closed off a long time ago.
   

        Twisting the ring on her middle finger, Cassandra turned on a concealed flashlight bright enough to light the whole tunnel. Since the tunnel had been closed off long ago, it was clean and dry and didn't have any pests lurking around.
   

        Cassandra led Kevin to a narrow shaft housing a steely grey ladder, which connected the tunnel to the surface. This was the maintenance shaft which was reserved exclusively for the sanitation engineers.
   

        "There's a hatch on top. It opens from either side. The code is 37BA. This is your only way in and out of Subcity," Cassandra explained staring at the titanium hatch. "You have exactly 1 hour and 50 minutes to explore the surface and return. Stay out there a minute longer and you'll be inviting death."
   

        Kevin was a bit shaken up by Cassandra's ominous warning, but he didn't let it show. "I'll try to return within a couple of hours. I just need to track down the source of that communication request."
   

        "There's no trying, Kevin," Cassandra said, looking straight into his eyes. "The surface is a dangerous place for both humans and cyborgs. All those people who're living up there are thralls to the machines. They didn't choose to stay there of their own free will. They now belong to the machines. And if they try to run they'll meet a fate worse than death."
   

        "I'll not let those bastards hurt anyone else!" Kevin exclaimed.
   

        "I'm not letting you go out there if you're just gonna get yourself killed." Cassandra crossed her arms and backed away, frowning. "The deal is off."
   

        Kevin lowered his gaze and apologized. Cassandra was taking a huge risk by helping him sneak outside and his one foolish mistake could ruin everything.
   

        "I won't do anything reckless. You have my word."
   

        Cassandra let out a sigh and wrapped her arms around him. "I really hope I'm not making a mistake. Come back in one piece or I'll never forgive you," she whispered, caressing his locks. "Set a timer and listen to your assistant AI. I won't be able to contact you when you're out there. Stay safe and don't invite trouble."
   

        Kevin acknowledged with a nod and began his climb up the ladder.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 21: A trip to the surface

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Cassandra watched quietly as Kevin ascended the last rung and entered the code on the keypad. The hatch opened on the outside with a swishing noise.

    As Kevin climbed through the opening and pulled himself back up, the hatch closed automatically behind him and engaged its code lock once again. His AI flashed a new set of notifications, welcoming him to the surface.

    // Environmental assessment enabled.

    Scanning environment....

    Location:

    Technoria.

    Solis City.

    Sorus District.

    Recreational Zone.

    Height: 1 mile above sea-level.

    Predominant structural composition: Concrete, wood, and glass.

    Predominant population: robots.

    Ambient temperature: 330K

    Hazards detected: Unstable concrete buildings.

    Structural collapse imminent.

    Weather patterns detected:

    Current weather: Dry with extensive smog cover. //

    A dull brown sky, enveloped in a thick blanket of smog greeted Kevin as he looked up. Neither the moon nor the stars were out tonight and the darkness was only lit up by the floating red glass spheres which lined the pavement on either side.

    These lamps were supposed to emit a bright white glow, but had now dimmed to a drowsy red due to the lack of power. Since they operated entirely on solar power, the smog covering the sky had sounded the death knell for them.

    Kevin looked around and bore witness to the tremendous destruction wrought by the machines.

    Billboards riddled with holes, hovered unsteadily over the dilapidated buildings, threatening to come crashing down at any moment.

    All the buildings in his immediate vicinity lay in ruins, their glass windows shattered to pieces and their wooden doors blown off their hinges. What remained of these toothless old structures were just the shaky foundations and the roofs. Most of the walls had collapsed and the upper floors were slowly crumbling down.

    The city that Kevin had once called home now lay on its deathbed, begging to be put out of its misery. This part of the city was a recreational zone. In its former days of glory, it used to be a popular haunt for young men and women who wanted to while away their time, sipping icy cold cocktails and gorging on exotic culinary delicacies. There was a casino in its heart and several nightclubs and bars scattered haphazardly all around.

    Kevin had only visited Sorus District once with his cousin after turning 18. It was here that he'd tried his first Starglaze shots and danced to the tune of 'Techno Madness.'

    All his memories resurfaced in his mind as he looked at this desolate landscape, which seemed completely unrecognizable now. He slowly walked across the main street and made his way to the floating bar on his left. Its holo display was still active, and it boldly displayed the name, 'Cloud 9.'

    This was the city's only floating bar and was shaped like a Martini Glass. A long narrow stem made of chromium ran all the way up to the top. It housed an express elevator that took the patrons to the top, an open glass roof shaped like a cone.

    Kevin stood under the bar, hoping to see its neon lights flickering, but it was all dark on the roof, and the familiar Digi Beats were no longer playing.

    After staring at the bar and reminiscing about the past, it was time for him to explore the places farther down the road. All the buildings looked like they'd been abandoned long ago, and there was not a single soul in sight.

    Scattered on either side of the road were black electric sedans with flattened tires and solar-powered Sky Rovers which had their propulsion thrusters blown to pieces. People had probably tried to flee the city in their cars, but the robots had shot down the vehicles with extreme prejudice.

    Strangely enough, there were no bodies lying around. Kevin did spot a few blood stains on the cars and gates of the surrounding buildings, but there weren't too many smears on the road.

    "What happened to all these people?" Kevin muttered under his breath.

    Walking down the road, Kevin made his way to the casino, all the while keeping his eyes peeled for any signs of movement. The call from the surface had probably come from another district in Solis City. There were neither robots nor humans in this part of the city, and everything was eerily quiet.

    When Kevin finally reached the casino, he was shocked to see the three-story building sliced in half. It seemed like the front portion of its exterior had been ripped out by some freakish giant. All the Digi-slot machines and clear glass tables were lying on the ground, their screens shattered to pieces.

    As he neared the entrance, he saw the decaying corpses littering the bloodstained carpet. There were bodies everywhere, some riddled with bullet holes, some torn to pieces, and others shot dead by laser weaponry. These people had probably sought refuge inside this building when the machines attacked, but it provided little in terms of protection.

    The reality was morbid, but Kevin tried to keep his hopes alive. Walking up to the building's crumbling exterior, he breathed a heavy sigh.

    "Activate Bionic Scanning Laser."

    // Activating Bionic Scanning Laser...

    Checking for signs of organic life... //

    Kevin's left eye emitted a stream of green laser rays which scanned the entire building for signs of organic life. The bionic scanner was designed to detect heartbeats and muscular movements. If there was any living being inside that building it was sure to identify it. The scanner had a range of 100 meters and was accurate up to the size of rodents and small birds. Even if there were any stray cats or dogs hiding inside, the scanner would be able to pick up their heartbeats.

    The laser light entered every nook, cranny, and crevice, searching for that elusive heartbeat. Kevin hoped to find at least one breathing soul amidst the sea of corpses. After a minute, the AI beeped again.

    // Bionic scan complete.

    No organic life detected. //

    Kevin let out a heavy sigh and slowly backed away from the casino. He wondered what could have caused such devastation. No robot that he'd ever seen was capable of tearing a whole building in half. Using explosives would have left burn marks on the carpet and the corpses would've been blown to bits. It didn't look like the work of the XL11 robots.

    Just as Kevin was about to pick up the pace and check out the nearby club, his assistant AI flashed a timer alert.

    // Timer alert!

    1 hour has elapsed

    45 minutes left. //

    Cassandra had warned Kevin about extending his stay outside. Things could go horribly wrong if he didn't return within the stipulated time, but he didn't want to go back without finding more about what had happened on the surface.

    There could still be survivors hiding in the numerous clubs and motels in the area. And he wasn't willing to abandon them. So far, he hadn't encountered any machines, which was definitely a good sign.

    What really bothered him was the environmental assessment from the AI. It had clearly mentioned that the predominant population here consisted of robots. He thought perhaps the AI had presented an incorrect report due to some internal error.

    Kevin crossed the street again and turned right at the intersection. He was about to check out the nightclub on his right when he heard a mechanical chittering coming from behind. He quickly turned around, expecting to find some malfunctioning Tracker Drone, but what he saw before him made him freeze in place.

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 22: The Reaver

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        The road in front was blocked by a mechanical monstrosity the size of a large school bus. It looked like an enormous black scorpion, with 4 pairs of metallic walking legs and two oversized pincers. Its abdomen was made of several segmented metal plates, stacked from one end to the other at an angle. A pair of dark red eyes glowed on top of its head, which was leveled against the ground. 
   

        While its entire body was painted jet black, its curved stinger was a bright crimson and glowed at irregular intervals. To any observer, it would appear that its pincers and stingers were its only weapons and it wasn't very effective at ranged combat. This, however, wasn't the case here. The scorpion-like machine had two M234 miniguns sticking out of its mouth.
   

        The machine excelled at both close and ranged combat. Confronting such a deadly opponent all alone was foolish. It still hadn't noticed Kevin as he was standing quite far away and the smog cover made it difficult to spot stationary objects. 
   

        Kevin watched the monstrosity searching the adjoining area. It was scanning the lower floors of the nearby buildings, periodically zooming in on one potential point of interest. Both its eyes were equipped with 200 MP lenses, with wide optical zoom, but they didn't have any laser scanning mechanism. It relied solely on tracking its targets through movement. 
   

        Seeing that the machine was busy searching through the buildings, Kevin decided to get into a better position, behind a closed recycling bin. He crouched to a comfortable height, just keeping his head raised above the bin's rectangular lid. 
   

        He was now in close enough proximity to the machine to prompt a response from his AI.
   

        // Artificial assistance enabled.
   

            Threat detected!
   

            Hostile robot nearby.
   

            Analyzing...
   

            Type: Reaver.
   

            Class: Assassin.
   

            Suggest immediate retreat! //
   

        "I'm not going anywhere," Kevin muttered under his breath. 
   

        Though Kevin barely knew anything about this new machine, he wasn't ready to turn tail and run away. He was a cyborg now and this made him overestimate his capabilities. Destroying that Neutralizer in the tunnel had bolstered his confidence and he now felt like he could handle any machine which crossed his path.
   

        Kevin quickly overcame the initial shock of seeing the Reaver for the first time. The machine looked intimidating for sure, but he was ready to face it!
   

        Dismissing the several warning notifications popping up in front of his left eye, Kevin popped out of cover and activated his signal scrambler. He set the target to attack robots and marched ahead fearlessly. It was going to be a walk in the park for him once the Reaver was disabled.
   

        Kevin walked right up to the Reaver and pulled out his Rapid Firing Gatling Gun. He was about to take aim when he noticed that the machine was still moving. It turned around in a flash and focused its eyes on him.
   

        "What the fuck is wrong with the scrambler? Why the hell is it still moving?"
   

        // Autonomous attack robot detected.
   

            Unable to scramble the signal. //
   

        Kevin had made a costly mistake by stepping in so close. The Reaver's eyes were glued to him now, its lenses zoomed in on the new target. Any attempt to run back would spell disaster, so Kevin stood his ground and took aim.
   

        Before the machine could activate its miniguns, Kevin hit it with a blistering shower of lead. The 7.62mm caliber rounds hit with enough force to punch through many layers of steel, but in this case, they simply bounced off the Reaver's armor plates without even denting its body.
   

        The Reaver's abdomen was far too thick to penetrate, so Kevin quickly switched targets and went for its head this time. Since its head was not protected by thick armor plates, it would have been much easier to damage, but the Reaver was well aware of its vulnerable areas. As soon as Kevin aimed for its head, it put its left pincer directly in the line of fire to act as a shield. The high-velocity projectiles kept ricocheting off the pincer's toughened exterior, leaving the Reaver unharmed.
   

        Firing for such an extended duration took its toll on the barrels. Grey smoke fizzled out of them as the gun overheated and sputtered to a stop. Kevin had no option but to retract it and switch to another weapon.
   

        "Activate Auto-targeting Laser Rifle!"
   

        As Kevin's right arm modified itself to assemble the rifle, the Reaver emitted a series of chittering sounds and locked onto him. Both miniguns attached to its mouth spun into action and fired simultaneously at the target in front.
   

        A split-second reaction saved Kevin from being peppered with bullets. He quickly retracted his rifle and took on a defensive stance. Crossing his arms in front of his chest, he held off the gunfire, letting his armored flaps shield him from the 9mm rounds. 
   

        Noticing that it had its target pinned, the Reaver skittered forward, pushing the damaged vehicles out of its way. A quick swipe of its left pincer caught Kevin by surprise. He managed to jump in the air just moments before the scissor-like mechanism could grab hold of him. But then the other pincer came in out of a blind spot and clamped onto Kevin's waist.
   

        The razor-sharp edges curved around him, squeezing his body like a tube of toothpaste. His black t-shirt offered little protection as the sharp, cold metal dug into his artificial skin, scraping against his exoskeleton. Kevin struggled to break free, raining down desperate punches which had no effect on the machine.
   

        Though Kevin didn't have a human body, the pressure sensors on his skin went haywire as the pincer squeezed harder. He felt a sharp pain flaring up in his waist and groaned in agony. 
   

        "Let go off me, you damn bastard!"
   

        Curses and abuses did little to deter the Reaver. It wasn't an android and had no feelings or sentiments. The sole purpose of its existence was to track down and hunt the humans hiding in the ruined buildings. 
   

        // Exoskeleton integrity compromised!
   

            Severe external pressure detected!
   

            Current exoskeleton integrity: 70%. //
   

        "Activate Auto-targeting Laser Rifle!" Kevin grunted.
   

        Luckily, Kevin's arms were still free, and his weapon systems were all online. His right arm quickly reassembled the rifle and gave him a final shot at breaking free. Kevin aimed the laser weapon at the Reaver's face and fired a charged blast!
   

        It tried to shield its head with its other pincer, but the laser blast blew that arm to pieces, leaving it permanently crippled. The explosion rattled its internal circuits, causing a momentary system malfunction. 
   

        Kevin kicked as hard as he could and finally managed to break free from the Reaver's deadly grasp. He fell right through the pincer and hit the ground on all fours. His exoskeleton had suffered extensive structural damage. A couple of internal connecting cables had snapped due to the extreme pressure, which caused his legs to become wobbly and unstable.
   

        While the Reaver was still trying to recover from the attack, Kevin had a narrow window to walk out of its target zone. Since the road ahead was blocked by the machine's massive frame, he had no option but to turn back and take a different path. 
   

        Kevin tried to break off into a run, but his legs gave way almost instantly, and he fell on the dusty concrete. Grunting through his tightly clenched teeth, he pulled himself back to his feet. This time, he walked with measured steps without putting too much strain on his legs. Even then, all he could manage was a limping gait as he hobbled around unsteadily.
   

        Behind him, the Reaver finished rebooting its system and re-acquired its target. The loss of an arm meant nothing to a machine that felt neither pain nor fear.  
   

        A series of shrill chittering noises dinned Kevin's ears as he tried to walk away. His laser rifle was still being recharged and his other weapons were completely useless against such a heavily armored machine. He cursed his own foolish bravado as he struggled to maintain his balance.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 23: Double trouble

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Instead of running away when he had the chance, Kevin had jumped towards the danger. The surface was a hellish landscape controlled by the Prime Android's metal minions. Neither the scientists nor the resistance fighter would be able to come to Kevin's aid over here.
   

        The Reaver moved as silently as a shadow and quickly sneaked up behind Kevin, its raised stinger ready to deliver a fatal strike. Back at school, when Kevin had first confronted death, he had chosen to die fighting, and even this time, he refused to turn his back on his attacker.
   

        "I'm not afraid of you!" Kevin screamed, slowly turning around.
   

        Two glowing red eyes stared at Kevin and he stared back, defiant. This wasn't a hopeless attempt at delaying the inevitable, but a last throw of the die to change his fate. He was analyzing the Reaver's stance and trying to anticipate where the next strike would come from. If he could dodge the fatal blow, he would still have a final shot at taking the machine down. All he needed to do was buy time so that his laser rifle could recharge.
   

        The Reaver was an autonomous attack robot, which meant that it wasn't directly controlled by a higher machine or android. Though it didn't possess human-level intelligence, it wasn't as dumb as the XL11 robots. Its controlling AI had a deep learning function which allowed it to assimilate all combat data on the move and identify common fighting patterns of its opponents.
   

        An ordinary attack robot would simply follow orders from a control hub and fight every opponent in exactly the same manner, completely disregarding their strengths and weaknesses. The Reaver, however, had already recorded Kevin's fighting style. It knew which weapons he had used previously and how he responded to its attacks.
   

        As Kevin stood motionless, staring at the terrifying monstrosity in front of him, he heard his AI beeping once again.
   

        // Auto-targeting Laser Rifle recharged!
   

            Aim to fire. //
   

        The notification was like music to Kevin's ears. This was just what he needed. His laser rifle's charged blast was the only thing powerful enough to damage the Reaver's body. Now that it was recharged, he was ready to turn the tables. The Reaver, however, had other plans.
   

        "Activate Auto-targeting Laser Rifle!"
   

        Before Kevin's right arm could construct the laser rifle, the Reaver grabbed hold of him. This time, its pincer didn't clamp down on his waist but instead locked onto his arm, preventing him from assembling his weapon.
   

        Kevin realized what had happened and he desperately tried to wrench himself free. The Reaver pulled him up by his arm and brought him close to its mouth. The two miniguns pointed at his head, and slowly the barrels started spinning into motion.
   

        In a last-ditch attempt to save himself, Kevin opened the armor flap on his left arm to shield his head. However, his chest was completely exposed. There was no way his exoskeleton could take automatic machine-gun fire at such close range.
   

        Dangling by his right arm, Kevin tried to swing sideways to avoid the gunfire, but the miniguns tracked his movements and adjusted their angle to get a perfect target lock. In the very next second, both guns fired up at once, pelting Kevin with a shower of bullets. Just as he'd expected, the guns targeted his head. Fortunately, the titanium flap on his arm shielded him from the projectiles.
   

        The Reaver simply raised Kevin a bit higher and aimed for his chest this time. A blistering hail of bullets shredded his t-shirt, obliterating his artificial skin. The metal plates on his chest bore the full brunt of the machine-gun fire. His exoskeleton was about to be turned into scrap metal, when suddenly the guns overheated and stopped firing.
   

        Kevin seized this opportunity and tried to wrench free from the Reaver's grasp, but it tightened its grip even further. The Reaver didn't wait for its guns to cool down. Instead it switched to its signature weapon: the curved stinger attached to its tail.
   

        Just as it was about to deliver the fatal blow, a cluster of loud explosions lit up the Reaver, causing it to stumble backward and release Kevin from its grip.
   

        "What the hell?"
   

        Kevin looked up and saw a couple of neon green hoverbikes zooming across the sky, their riders blasting Technopop and cursing wildly, perhaps at the Reaver or perhaps at him. It became clear to him that those two were the ones responsible for those explosions that took out the Reaver's eyes.
   

        Several questions rose in Kevin's mind. Who were those two? Why did they help him out? And how could they roam the surface so freely without any fear?
   

        Only one thing was certain: those two weren't from Subcity since no one over there had permission to visit the surface.
   

        For now, the Reaver's targeting sensors had been disabled and it had no vision of its surroundings. It thrashed around erratically, smashing the artificial palm trees lining the road, but it had no idea where Kevin was standing.
   

        Though Kevin's body had been badly damaged, his internal circuits and chipsets were all intact. The artificial hybrid respirator and blood diffuser were still keeping his brain functional, and his turbo cooling pump was running at max efficiency. He could move all his limbs, and his artificial sense organs were also unharmed.
   

        Thanking his lucky stars, Kevin hobbled away to safety and took a much longer route through one of the side alleys. The timer he had set before leaving Subcity had already run out a few minutes ago and he had no intention of pushing his luck.
   

        Mustering all his strength, Kevin focused on the road before him and slowly made his way back to the secret hatch which connected Subcity to the surface.
   

        // Exoskeleton severely damaged!
   

            Exoskeleton integrity: 50%.
   

            Suggest immediate repairs! //
   

        Without paying any heed to the annoying messages from his AI, Kevin entered the code on the keypad and opened the hatch. Making sure there weren't any machines nearby, he climbed inside and slowly made his way down the ladder.
   

        // Motor functions compromised!
   

            Seek immediate medical attention! //
   

        "Ah, fuck!" Kevin tried to hold on to the ladder as his legs slipped from its rungs. He fell from a height of several meters and landed on his face.
   

        Cassandra was standing just outside the sewage tunnel. She rushed inside upon hearing the dull clamor. Her eyes widened as she saw Kevin's busted-up body lying motionless on the ground.
   

        "Kevin! What the hell happened to you?"
   

        Supporting himself with the help of his arms, Kevin  slowly stood back up and turned to her. "I ran into a Reaver," he replied, covering the dents on his chest plates.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 24: A night to remember

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        [**Technoria**
   

        **Solis City**
   

        **Sorus District**
   

        **Above the surface**]
   

        A pair of hoverbikes raced across the sky, their masked riders cutting through the dense layer of smog while deftly dodging the constant machine-gun fire from behind. They were being pursued by a Phoenix attack chopper.
   

        Weighing over 15 tons, the Phoenix was not the fastest of fliers, but it made up for it with its huge ammunition capacity and heavily armored exterior. This automated attack chopper was quite similar to the older Apache helicopters, but unlike the older attack choppers, it didn't require human pilots. The Phoenix was a much larger variant of the Apache and was controlled by its own AI, which handled both its navigation as well as its weapon systems.
   

        The riders on the hoverbikes had speed on their side, but their vehicles were far too fragile. One direct hit from the chopper's .50 caliber tri-barrel machine gun was enough to put them out of commission. Unlike the conventional miniguns, this one was not prone to overheating since it had an internal cooling mechanism and was powered by electricity. It could keep firing as long as it didn't run out of ammunition.
   

        So far, the Phoenix had a hard time aiming since the bikers were deliberately flying through the smog. Due to the absence of any thermal sensors and advanced RADAR systems, the attack chopper had to rely entirely on its external cameras and its frontal laser designator. The night vision mode of its dual external cameras was effective at scoping out targets in the dark, but it had little utility while flying through the smog.
   

        The thick layer of smog choking the night sky was a mix of natural fog and vehicular and industrial smoke. It was a deadly combination of nitrogen oxide, particulate matter, aerosol paints, and sulfur dioxide. Exposure to this toxic gaseous cocktail was deadly to humans. Fortunately, the bikers were equipped with Z-97 gas masks which could purify all gaseous pollutants. Even their eyes were protected with heavy-duty industrial safety goggles.
   

        As the pair kept speeding ahead, the reduced visibility presented a dangerous challenge. Though their goggles had ultra-high-definition night vision mode, it didn't help with the smog. They had no choice but to turn on their frontal smog lights, even if it posed the risk of drawing unwanted attention.
   

        A wide-open sky lay before them. The concrete towers had been left far behind. Behind them, the attack chopper was firing indiscriminately, despite not being able to see its targets. The situation, however, changed rather quickly. As the duo sped out of the smoke cover, the Phoenix finally acquired clear visuals. Its tri-barrel machine gun buzzed aloud as it peppered the sky with bullets. The bikers followed an erratic aerial path, swerving and spinning across the sky to throw the chopper off target.
   

        Unable to take out the hoverbikes with its gun, the Phoenix switched to its missile system. Under each of its massive metallic wings, was equipped a pair of Ares air-to-air missiles. Each of these missiles had a targeting range of 500 meters and was powerful enough to take out even the most heavily armored aerial targets.
   

        As soon as the hoverbikes were in the open, the attack chopper switched on its laser designator. Unlike the inaccurate spray firing mechanism of the machine gun, the laser had pinpoint precision. The hoverbike on the left made the tiniest of errors by flying in a straight line for a second too long. The Phoenix's laser designator marked the flying target with ease, and in the very next second, two Ares missiles were fired simultaneously.
   

        Hearing the distinctive screeching noise, the biker activated defensive countermeasures. A cluster of miniature drones was ejected from the hoverbike's rear storage compartment, quickly forming a barrier. The missiles followed the straight path to the laser and hit the barrier instead of the hoverbike.
   

        A loud explosion, followed by a shower of shrapnel informed the biker that the danger had been averted. Both the riders immediately took a hard left and suddenly dove towards the ground. To an uninformed observer, it would've appeared as if they were freefalling due to some malfunction, but they knew exactly what they were doing.
   

        The second pair of missiles was already on their tail, and they didn't have any countermeasures left. It would've been game over for most bikers at this point, but these two were experienced riders and managed to pull off the impossible. As soon as their bikes were about to hit the ground, they turned on the dual nitro thrusters and pulled up. Both the missiles continued on their straight path and crashed into the ground.
   

        The Phoenix still had visuals on them, but it had exhausted its supply of missiles. Its front-mounted machine guns fired in vain as the bikers zoomed across the sky at blinding speed. The nitro boost enabled them to get clear and lose the attack chopper in the distance.
   

        Gradually, the ruined city landscape was replaced by a desert as the riders veered off towards the right. The dazzling billboards and flickering neon lights were left far behind. Even the sky changed from a dusty brown to star-studded black. The air here was far better than it was in the city.
   

        As the pair rode across the night sky, a low mound appeared in the distance. It looked just like a sand dune from afar, but as they got closer a few more distinctive features became visible. The mound had a sloping path leading to its entrance. It wasn't a natural formation, but an artificial structure with a metal blast door.
   

        The riders gradually slowed down and turned off the thrusters, bringing their hoverbikes closer to the ground. The flying bikes quickly transformed into ground vehicles. First, the alloy wheels were deployed, followed by the thrusters retracting deep inside. A pair of exhaust mufflers popped out from their rear ends, and then the foot pegs extended outwards from either side.
   

        As they landed their bikes on the ground, the shock absorbers cushioned them from the impact, and there was a smooth transition from flying across the sky to gliding through the sand. They steered clear of the cactus plants and gently approached the sloping asphalt strip, which led to the metal blast door.
   

        Both the hoverbikes came to a smooth halt inches away from the door. A red beacon light blinked on top of the door, and a male robotic voice was heard over the intercom.
   

        // Unknown humans detected.
   

            Trespassing is strictly prohibited!
   

            Please state the purpose of your visit. //
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 25: Lazarus

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Both riders dismounted their hoverbikes and walked towards the door. They were dressed in black biker jackets, zipped all the way to their necks, and wore gray, stretchable cargo pants with deep pockets.
   

        When prompted by the AI, they took off their brown leather gloves and pressed their palms on the scanning screen. After their fingerprints were verified, the AI spoke again.
   

        // Identification successful!
   

            Scrapper 191 verified.
   

            Scrapper 192 verified.
   

            Welcome to Lazarus!
   

            Enjoy your brief stay! //
   

        The blast door opened almost immediately, revealing a wide corridor illuminated with bright yellow lights. The pair tapped a couple of times on their Zen watches, activating the auto drive feature for their hoverbikes. Since both bikes were synchronized to their users, they followed behind at a gentle pace.
   

        Once their vehicles had entered, the blast door slowly slid shut behind them, and the air purifiers turned on. A second later, a red laser grid popped open in front, blocking their path. Their hoverbikes automatically parked themselves on top of the raised platforms on either side and were locked in place, electromagnetically.
   

        The fingerprint scanner at the door was enough to keep out most unsuspecting outsiders, but this laser grid provided an additional layer of defense, just in case some clever douchebag managed to trick the scanner.
   

        As the bikers approached the laser grid, they held up their left arms, pulling back their jacket sleeves. A stream of blue light scanned the silicone chips embedded in their wrists. Once the unique identifying code was confirmed, the laser grid shut down momentarily, allowing them to pass through.
   

        The pair walked across to the other end and stopped before a sliding aluminum door. It opened automatically and they stepped inside a small, dark chamber with a single concealed camera mounted on its ceiling.
   

        // Final Lazarus checkpoint.
   

            Preparing X-ray chamber...
   

            Please wait patiently. //
   

        After a couple of minutes, the X-ray chamber was all prepped up for a scan. The radiography took just a few seconds and was immediately followed by a vitals check. This final checkpoint had been recently installed and served a dual purpose: detecting cyborgs and androids and assessing the physical health conditions of the returnees.
   

        // Scrapper 191: Status.
   

            No cybernetic implants detected.
   

            All vitals stable.
   

            No visible injuries.
   

            Scrapper 192: Status.
   

            No cybernetic implants detected.
   

            All vitals stable.
   

            Minor cut on the left knuckle.
   

            Scrappers are clear to proceed! //
   

        The final door in front opened with a loud swishing noise and the pair walked out of the scanning chamber. On the other side, a bald, middle-aged man with a red tarantula tattooed on his head gave them a seemingly cold greeting.
   

        "You're late. You should've returned an hour ago." Without waiting for them to offer any explanation, he turned away, asking them to follow him.
   

        The pair followed in the man's footsteps, walking down a narrow flight of stairs, faintly illuminated by old, white, mini CFL lights hanging from the ceiling. This steel staircase led to the heart of Lazarus, which housed the survivors.
   

        Lazarus was a state-of-the-art underground fallout shelter built to withstand the impact of the most powerful atomic bombs. Its triple-layered concreted walls had a thickness of 1.5 meters and were filled with lead sheets in the middle to protect the occupants from radiation.
   

        This shelter had been built over 50 years ago, in anticipation of the nuclear attacks during the Soviet crisis. At that time the world was headed for another all-out war, but the Ebola pandemic had crippled every major superpower. The fallout shelter had fallen into disuse long ago since people were too busy dealing with the biological threat.
   

        After the pandemic ended, the surviving nations barely had any reason to wage nuclear warfare, despite possessing entire arsenals of advanced nuclear missiles. A decade of relative peace allowed the nations to make rapid scientific breakthroughs that led to the advancement of technology through leaps and bounds.
   

        Due to the peaceful living conditions, the shelter had fallen into complete disuse. However, when the machines attacked, many military personnel and their families flocked to Lazarus. Since it was located in the desert outside the city, it wasn't a prime target for the robots.
   

        Still, those who ventured outside had to be extra careful about not being followed back. To minimize the risk of exposure, only a select few were allowed to step outside, and that too for a few hours at night.
   

        The Scrappers were those crazy few who had the responsibility of scouring the surface at night and collecting essential resources. Though the fallout shelter had its own food production facilities and water supply, medicines and ammunition were in short supply here. These two commodities were always in high demand, but tonight the Scrappers had been searching for something far more precious.
   

        Climbing down the stairs, they entered a spacious room neatly decorated with foldable stainless steel tables and rickety chairs. This was the shelter's community hall where the people gathered twice a day to have their meals and discuss the current state of affairs.
   

        Currently, the hall was empty, as the last meals had already been served a couple of hours ago. Only a frail, old man in a white night dress was sitting in a levichair that was floating a few inches above the floor.
   

        The levichairs were custom-made chairs for the old and the physically infirm who had difficulty walking. Unlike the old wheelchairs, these had no difficulty climbing the stairs and could be operated with the help of the joystick attached to the armrest.
   

        The old man glided across the room and greeted the two Scrappers with a slight smile. Glancing the time on his watch, he asked, "What took you so long?"
   

        The bikers finally took off their jet-black helmets, and immediately their brightly colored locks spilled out. The one on the right had dyed her straightened hair magenta pink, while the other had wavy blue hair.
   

        Soon after, they removed their goggles and facemasks, revealing their youthful faces. They were identical twins, with no noticeable differences except their hair color. Both the sisters had hazel eyes and russet brown complexions which contrasted with their silver-white nails.
   

        They took their time to catch their breaths and breathe in the sweetly scented air inside the room. Then finally, the blue-haired one spoke.
   

        "You wouldn't believe what happened! A freaking Phoenix spotted us while we were flying over the industrial district. The bastard almost blew me out of the sky. It took a lot of effort to get it off our tails."
   

        The old man furrowed his brow and turned to the other girl. "Is this true, Mira? Or is Cairo spinning another tall tale just to get off the hook?"
   

        The pink-haired girl lowered her gaze and replied, "She's not lying. That chopper chased us for 70 miles."
   

        "And you're sure that you weren't followed back here?"
   

        Cairo sighed despondently. "Of course, it didn't follow us back here. We're not amateurs, gramps!"
   

        "You need to check your tone, young lady," the old man rebuked sternly. "Everyone here addresses me by my last name."
   

        "Jeez! You're really annoying," Cairo said, rolling her eyes. "Fine, Professor Jenkins, I'll keep that in mind."
   

        The man in the wheelchair nodded and turned to Mira. "Do you have the item?"
   

        "I do," Mira replied, unzipping her jacket and pulling out a glass cylinder filled with a viscous blue gel which turned a couple of shades darker when exposed to light. She handed it to the old man and stepped back.
   

        Professor Jenkins' expression changed at once. A faint smile appeared on his lips, and his eyes gleamed with satisfaction. "You've done well. I will overlook your sister's rude behavior this time." With those words, he left the dining hall and headed toward his own room.
   

        "Ugh, this oldie's really starting to get on my nerves now!" Cairo shrugged.
   

        The bald man standing beside them chuckled lightly. "I think you two are made for each other. Not a single day passes without you stepping on his tail."
   

        Cairo raised an eyebrow and scoffed, "He thinks he's some kind of genius, but in reality, he's just a delusional old prick!"
   

        "You really need to watch your mouth, sis," Mira retorted. "He has done a lot for us."
   

        Cairo looked at Mira with an expression of disbelief, before turning to the bald guy. "You hear what she's saying, Kurt?"
   

        "Keep me out of this, girls. I don't want to get kicked out of this shelter," Kurt replied. "I'm not like you two. I won't be able to survive on the surface."
   

        "We don't enjoy our trips to the surface as much as you think we do," Mira responded. "It's really messed up out there. I'm pretty sure we're the only survivors."
   

        "Correction!" Cairo jumped up, raising her hand. "There are definitely other survivors. Don't you remember that guy we just saved?"
   

        "What guy?" Kurt asked.
   

        "An idiot who somehow managed to get too close to a Reaver," Cairo answered.
   

        "I'm sure he's gonna end up dead pretty soon. There are plenty of killer robots on the surface," Mira said. "He should've stayed inside whatever hole he crawled out of."
   

        Kurt remained silent, but this interesting detail had piqued his curiosity. The last humans living on the surface in Sorus District had been exterminated long ago. This new survivor was either from another fallout shelter around here or he had come from a different district.
   

        Though Mira wasn't too concerned about the fate of a complete stranger, Cairo secretly hoped he had made it out alive. Despite coming off as a bratty young girl, she did care about others more than she showed.
   

        After Kurt left, the sisters headed to their shared room. 
   

        Once inside, Cairo climbed on top of the double-bunk bed and stretched herself out. Mira was about to turn off the lights, when Cairo fired a quick question.
   

        "What do you think was inside that glass cylinder?"
   

        "Some kind of experimental growth serum," Mira replied.
   

        "Yeah, but what does it do? I mean why would the professor be so interested in something like that?"
   

        "I don't know and quite frankly I don't care," Mira answered with a yawn and switched off the lights. "Good night, sis."
   

        Mira fell asleep shortly, but Cairo's thoughts kept her awake. Growth serums were mostly used for speeding up physical development in children and enlarging certain body parts in adults. However, these serums only worked until a certain age. The professor was over sixty five. There was no way a growth serum would have any effect on his body.
   

        "What if it isn't a growth serum?" Cairo asked. "What if it's a mutagen? Mira?"
   

        Her questions went unanswered as Mira had already fallen asleep. Unlike her sister, Cairo was quite inquisitive. She could never blindly follow orders, and this was precisely the reason why the professor disliked her so much. 
   

        As the seconds ticked by, Cairo shifted uneasily in her bed. There were too many disturbing thoughts crowding her head. 
   

        'Who was that boy on the surface? Were there other survivors out there? And most importantly, did that sealed glass cylinder really contain a growth serum? Or was it some kind of mutagen from Psionis?'
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 26: [Bonus chapter] System diagnostics

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        [**Technoria**
   

        **Subcity**
   

        **Research District**]
   

        Cassandra had somehow managed to sneak Kevin past the security personnel stationed outside the labs. She had taken him straight to the Research and Development department, located on the lowest level.
   

        Four floors below the subway system, the R&D department was an obscure place, rarely visited by lab technicians. Only the supervisors of different departments came in to check in on Cassandra from time to time.
   

        Cassandra's lab was as big as Dr. Stacey's, but there were no lab technicians or interns here. The ones who assisted her with her research were advanced assistant robots. She had designed them herself and was always happy to have them around.
   

        Kevin's exoskeleton had been so badly damaged that Cassandra couldn't fix it alone. Even if she could repair the dents and cracks, she could do very little to fix the internal damage. In the end, she was left with no other option but to call Dr. Stacey.
   

        Though at first Dr. Stacey had been furious with Cassandra for helping Kevin sneak outside, she gradually simmered down and focused on the task at hand. Kevin was in such bad shape that it would take several hours to patch him up.
   

        For now, they had placed Kevin inside a prototype Advanced Mechanical Recuperation Pod (AMRP) and put him under general anesthesia. The AMRP was designed to detect malfunctions in the helper bots such as the cleaners and the servers, and identify the cause. This pod could handle basic external repairs automatically but required human input for internal problems.
   

        Dr. Stacey finished reading the basic diagnostic report and turned to Cassandra. "It took us over 4 hours just to fix the minor dents on his exoskeleton. But the damage here is far more extensive. Three of his internal power cables have snapped, and over 500 sensory receptors have been severely damaged. You know what that means."
   

        "We'll need to open him up," Cassandra sighed.
   

        "Yeah, we have to unscrew all the bolts, disengage the internal clips and take off his metal plates. If anything goes wrong, he'll end up losing multiple motor functions."
   

        "Come on, don't scare me, Stace!" Cassandra exclaimed. "Nothing's gonna go wrong. We will take it nice and steady."
   

        "None of this would've happened if you hadn't allowed Kevin to go to the surface! He could've just died out there."
   

        "Don't say that!" Cassandra's voice cracked as she tried to hold back her tears. "I never wanted this to happen to him. I sent him out during the Silent Hours. He shouldn't have run into any machines."
   

        "Cassy, we haven't been to the surface in over four months. Did it never occur to you that things might have changed?"
   

        "I was stupid. This is all on me. I'm sorry, Stace. I should never have helped him sneak outside. I was God damn foolish." Cassandra folded her hands and begged, "Please help me fix him."
   

        "We should take him to the Hardware lab," Dr. Stacey replied.
   

        Cassandra shook her head. "If your husband finds out about this, he's not gonna spare Kevin. We have to keep this a secret for now. No one can know what happened."
   

        Dr. Stacey saw that Cassandra had a valid point. Her husband wasn't the forgiving kind, and this exoskeleton was his favorite creation. He never wanted Kevin to have this, and now if he found out about Kevin's midnight escapade, he'd be in deep trouble.
   

        She eventually agreed to keep things under wraps and help Cassandra with the repairs.
   

        "Activate 3D display of subject and bring up the control panels," Cassandra instructed her lab's AI assistant.
   

        A full-scale holographic projection of Kevin's body appeared before them. It was 100% accurate and could be manipulated as per requirements.
   

        Cassandra put on a pair of holo-control gloves and approached the hologram. Kevin looked almost like an XL11 robot without his external covering of artificial skin. 
   

        The hologram allowed both researchers to assess all external damage and check every part of Kevin's body without actually tampering with his exoskeleton.
   

        "I need a quick scan. Give me a detailed report," Cassandra said.
   

        // Scanning new subject...
   

            Type: Cyborg.
   

            Status: Damaged.
   

            Right Arm: 200 sensory receptors damaged.
   

            Left Arm: Artificial flexors partially damaged
   

            Waist: 110 sensory receptors damaged.
   

            Right Leg: Power connections fully compromised.
   

            Left Leg:  Power connections partially compromised.
   

            No chipset damage detected.
   

            No circuit damage detected.
   

            Cooling system functional.
   

            Visual clarity: 100%.
   

            Auditory clarity: 100%.
   

            Current exoskeleton integrity: 70%.
   

            Weapon systems: online.
   

            Defense systems: online.
   

            Tracking systems: online.
   

            Current power level: 35% //
   

        "It's just the internal power cables." Dr. Stacey breathed a sigh of relief. "We can repair the sensors and flexors later. Right now, we need to reconnect the cables."
   

        Cassandra nodded in agreement and used her gloved fingers to manipulate the holographic display of Kevin's body. She gently tapped on its legs to remove the external metal casing. It gave her a clear view of his internal mechanisms. She quickly noticed that three power cables had snapped in half and a fourth one had popped out of its socket.
   

        "We'll have to replace these cables. These can't be fixed," Cassandra declared, bending down to get a better look.
   

        "I'll take off the metal casings around his legs, you attach the cables," Dr. Stacey instructed.
   

        They walked over to the AMRP and consulted one last time, before opening the pod. Kevin still lay asleep inside it. As the glass lid was lifted, the researchers set to work. Dr. Stacey carefully disassembled Kevin's legs, while Cassandra extracted all the pieces of the torn cables. Her assistant bots disposed of the damaged cables and handed her brand new ones they had fetched from her accessories locker.
   

        After a grueling 2 hours of hard work, they were finally able to restore all power connections and re-assemble Kevin's legs.
   

        Next, Cassandra guided her assistant bots and helped them extract all of Kevin's damaged sensory receptors. A few more hours later, they finished installing new artificial receptors, and then the pod took care of the flexors, repairing them within a few minutes.
   

        When they were done, Cassandra brought up the scanning interface again. Kevin's exoskeleton integrity was now displayed at 100%, and there were no more malfunction alerts.
   

        Half an hour later, the effects of the anesthetic gas faded, and Kevin re-opened his eyes. Though he could see everything clearly, he felt a bit dizzy. He was about to step outside the pod when the intercom on the door buzzed aloud.
   

        Cassandra slowly walked to the door, putting on her best fake smile. As she pressed the little green button, the LED screen showed that Suzy was standing outside.
   

        "Dr. Cassandra, is mom there? Kevin's not in his room, and I can't even reach him on the comms. I need your help!"
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 27: A horrific truth

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Cassandra opened the door and greeted Suzy with a peevish grin. "Everything's fine. No need to worry. They are both here."
   

        Suzy was shocked by what she saw next. Kevin's artificial skin was shredded in several places, and he looked all slouchy and dazed. Ignoring everyone else, she walked up to Kevin and looked right into his eyes. "I've been trying to reach you all morning. How the hell did this happen?"
   

        Kevin was still recovering from the effects of the anesthetic. His system was also recalibrating all settings after the recent repairs. It took some time for him to come up with a fitting reply. 
   

        "I...uh, wanted to check out the R&D lab."
   

        "That's not what I asked!" Suzy knit her eyebrows in frustration.
   

        "Right, I wasn't here all night. I...just came here a few hours ago. I just had an accident. It's nothing too serious."
   

        Suzy ignored his reply and turned to her mom. "What the hell is going on? What are you hiding from me? It's almost noon now. Your interns have been looking for you since morning. And I find you in Dr. Cassandra's room with Kevin looking like this!"
   

        Caught between her promise to her closest friend and her obligations to her daughter, Dr. Stacey found herself in a fix. She wasn't a good liar and didn't know what to say.
   

        Fortunately, Cassandra soon came to her rescue. "Suzy, I think it's best if you take a seat. I'll explain everything."
   

        Suzy somehow controlled her anger and slouched into a cushioned black chair. When all four of them were seated, Cassandra began, "Your mom was helping me repair Kevin's exoskeleton. He was in pretty bad shape."
   

        "I can see that. But how the hell did this happen?" 
   

        Cassandra cleared her throat and took a deep breath. "He went to the surface last night. And he had a close encounter with a machine."
   

        "All the surface exits are sealed! He doesn't even know where they're located!"
   

        "I helped him out. I led him to a secret exit located behind the arcade in the Residential District." 
   

        Suzy was stunned by her reply. She looked from one face to the other before finally fixing her eyes on Kevin. Instead of being mad at Cassandra, she tore into Kevin. "Why the hell did you go to the surface? Are you trying to get yourself killed?"
   

        "I wanted to see what's out there. Someone—"
   

        "There are killer robots out there!" Suzy shouted at him. "Do you know how difficult it was to bring you back? Not everyone gets a second chance, and you just want to throw away your life!"
   

        "You didn't bring me back so that I could just stay here and lead a normal life! I was given this cyborg system so that I could fight the machines!" Kevin was furious now.
   

        "We didn't ask you to go out there all alone and commit suicide!" Suzy snapped. "You can't fight the machines without a plan. This is not a video game, Kevin!"
   

        Kevin was about to get back at her when Cassandra cut him off. "Kevin didn't go out there for fun!" she exclaimed. "He received an S.O.S from the surface last night. People out there are in some kind of grave danger."
   

        "Cassy, you know the signals from communication bracelets are extremely weak underground. There's no way it was someone from the surface."
   

        "You're wrong, Stace. The call wasn't made via a bracelet. It came from a military transponder. I checked the code myself."
   

        "It must be a resistance fighter then," Dr. Stacey concluded, leaning closer. 
   

        "Yeah, and it can't be the ones living underground. They all use bracelets except Shane. And I know Shane's communication code. This one's different." Cassandra accessed Kevin's communication logs and showed them the code. It started with the letter 'Z', which meant that it was reserved for the army's intelligence division.
   

        Dr. Stacey realized she had made a mistake by not taking Kevin's words more seriously. She should've tried to investigate the matter. 
   

        "That's still no reason for him to go out there all alone. He is still learning about his cyborg interface and he doesn't have enough combat experience," Suzy pitched in. "Kevin can't take on all the machines by himself."
   

        "His plan wasn't to fight the machines," Cassandra replied. "He just wanted to explore the surface and look for any clues which might lead us in the right direction. I sent him during the Silent Hours. He wasn't supposed to encounter any killer robots."
   

        The 'Silent Hours' Cassandra was referring to was the short span of time between 00:00hrs and 02:30hrs when robotic activity on the surface was at its lowest. During the early days of the machine mutiny, resistance fighters used to visit the surface every week. They all had confirmed that almost all the machines disappeared during these 150 minutes every night. 
   

        Since machines didn't have any human needs, it was strange for them to follow the same routine every night. Some resistance fighters came up with the theory that the robots went into sleep mode during this time. The researchers, however, had come up with a different theory. According to them, the robots spent those one hundred and fifty minutes recharging their batteries. Since the dense layer of smog prevented most of the sunlight from reaching the surface, using solar power for recharging was out of the question. This meant that the robots had to recharge their batteries at special charging stations.
   

        These two and a half hours were a boon for the humans. Whenever the resistance fighters needed to fetch supplies or obtain intel they would visit the surface during the Silent Hours. They had never reported any major machine sightings during this time frame, and that's why these were the safest hours to venture outside.
   

        Kevin's encounter with a killer robot came as a shock to them. It was a clear indication of the fact that things on the surface were changing fast. It had been four months since the resistance fighters had visited the outside world. All the exits had been sealed after an incident involving the Swarmer Drones. To prevent Subcity from being exposed, they had cut all ties with the surface world and shut themselves in this safe haven.
   

        Suzy and the others listened closely as Kevin gave a detailed account of all that he saw on the surface. The more they heard, the more terrified they became. What Kevin described was more horrible than anything they'd ever imagined.
   

        When Kevin had finished, Dr. Stacey was the first to speak. "During the early days of the attack, the robots killed only the military personnel and other armed groups whom they considered to be potential threats. After that, they set up concentration camps for the civilians. The people on the surface had difficult lives, but the machines never attacked them unnecessarily. The Prime Android made several announcements saying that she wanted to govern the humans, not kill them. There should still be people living on the surface."
   

        "You really didn't see anyone? Not a single person?" Suzy asked Kevin.
   

        "Just dead bodies," Kevin answered. 
   

        What shocked them even more was Kevin's account of his encounter with that killer scorpion robot. They had never heard of any such machine. His description of the casino ripped in half and the dismembered corpses on the floor was another cause for concern. Whatever did that was far more dangerous than anything they'd encountered so far. 
   

        After going over all the details in her head, Cassandra arrived at a disturbing conclusion. "We never heard reports of any such robots during the first two months, which can only mean one thing..."
   

        All eyes in the room turned to Cassandra as she whispered, "The Prime Android is designing new machines."
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 28: Shots fired

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        This new revelation came as a shock to all of them. While Androids possessed a high level of artificial intelligence and showed brilliant problem-solving abilities, they weren't very creative. So far, the Prime Android had taken control of all the manmade machines on the surface and even hacked into most of the unprotected AI assistants, but she had never designed something new until now. 
   

        Creating new machines for special purposes was a purely human attribute. No Android had ever displayed such potential for scientific experimentation and creativity. This meant that the Prime Android was learning things from the humans, which made her far more dangerous than before. 
   

        Dr. Stacey knew she had to relay this information to the other supervisors, so she decided to call an emergency meeting. It was a dicey move since Kevin's midnight escapade would no longer remain a secret, but they all agreed the researchers needed to know what was going on outside. 
   

        "Set up a holo-con. Select contacts: Dr. Edna Weber, Dr. Zhao Wang, and...Tyler Brown," Dr. Stacey spoke into her Zen watch and pressed the confirm option.
   

        Suzy and her mom were about to leave with Kevin when suddenly the lights started flickering, and the lab's main door powered down. After a few seconds, all lights automatically turned off, and the AMRP shut down.
   

        "Oh dear, this can't be good," Cassandra sighed, surveying the lab. All the electrical equipment in the room had stopped working, except for the assistant bots. She waited for the power to turn back on, but even after 5 minutes, nothing happened. "The backup generators should've kicked in by now."
   

        "Maybe one of the connections snapped," Kevin said.
   

        "We don't have any power lines inside the labs." Suzy was quick to correct him. "This entire research facility is powered by a modified version of the Tesla Coil—Zeus 1.03. The electricity isn't transmitted through copper wires, but via magnetic fields in the air. All electronic devices which don't have any batteries or internal power supply units, draw power directly from Zeus."
   

        "There could be some local magnetic interference," Cassandra intervened. "I do have a lot of prototype devices in this lab which generate very strong magnetic fields."
   

        "No, it's not your equipment," Dr. Stacey cut in. "I just contacted Edna. She says the whole research facility has lost power. Even the elevators aren't working."
   

        "We should ask the Security Chief to send in a team to investigate," Suzy suggested.
   

        There was a maintenance corridor running from the security subsection D-3 which led to Zeus. The lab technicians had last been there a year ago when the central power coil was upgraded to provide uninterrupted power 24/7.
   

        Dr. Stacey immediately sent a video call request to Tyler. 
   

        A holographic projection of Tyler's face appeared over her communication bracelet as the call was accepted. The Security Chief looked worried.
   

        "The power's down. I'm gonna send a technician up there. I want you to send an escort to accompany him," Dr. Stacey instructed.
   

        "Dr. Zhao already sent someone. My boys are with him. They are inside the maintenance corridor now. Don't worry; we'll get the power back and running in no time."
   

        Just then, the sound of gunfire was heard in the background. Cassandra and Suzy rushed to Dr. Stacey's side.
   

        "Tyler, what's going on out there?" Cassandra asked.
   

        The Security Chief disabled the video and switched to voice only. "Shots have been fired inside the maintenance corridor. I'll talk to you later!" he blurted out hurriedly before disconnecting the call.
   

        Hearing Tyler's words, Kevin became restless. His first thought was that another group of drones had breached the maintenance corridor. "I need to go up there. They need my help."
   

        Before anyone could stop him, Kevin rushed to the door and pulled it open with his bare fists. He marched out of the R&D without giving anyone a chance to call him back. Suzy went after him.
   

        There was an emergency express elevator outside the R&D lab which traveled directly to security tunnel D-3. Since it had an additional backup power supply unit attached to it, the power cut hadn't put it out of commission. Kevin rushed inside, but before he could press the button, Suzy barged in.
   

        "I'm coming with you!"
   

        Kevin had no time to argue so he allowed her to tag along. When the elevator arrived in sub-section D-3, Tyler was getting ready to head into the maintenance corridor with his men.
   

        "I'll handle this!" Kevin shouted from behind, startling Tyler. 
   

        The Security Chief turned around, shining his rifle's flashlight on Kevin and Suzy. After a bit of initial hesitation, he ordered his men to stand down and guard the corridor entrance. 
   

        "Did your team make it out of there?" Suzy asked.
   

        "No, they didn't. And I can't reach them on their communication channels. We tried contacting the technician too, but even he's not responding. The firing stopped just a few seconds ago. I don't know what they ran into," Tyler replied.
   

        "It's probably those damn Tracker Drones again!" Kevin bellowed, clenching his fist. "I'm going in. Ask your men to guard the entrance."
   

        "Hold up!" Suzy pulled out a smart glow stick from her coat pocket and handed it to Kevin. "The power's out. You're gonna need this. Be careful in there. We don't know what attacked them."
   

        "I will," Kevin said, before walking up to the open hatch attached to the wall in front. The guards moved away and took positions on either side of the opening.
   

        The maintenance corridor was a wide tunnel with tiled walls and a slightly arched ceiling. An electromagnetic cart track ran down its entire length. This was used for carrying heavy equipment in and out of the tunnel. 
   

        It was dark all around. Kevin could barely make out what was right in front. Before heading deeper into the tunnel, he twisted the glow stick, triggering a chemical reaction that gave off a bright green glow. It wasn't as bright as a flashlight but covered a much wider area. Kevin could now clearly see his immediate surroundings.
   

        Strangely enough, Kevin didn't hear any noises inside the tunnel. The Tracker Drones always announced their arrival with their distinctive beeping sounds and even the Neutralizer wasn't a very stealthy machine. He was about to call out for the missing survivors when he heard a muffled cry. It came from the other side.
   

        Quickening his pace, Kevin headed towards the darkness. On his way, he passed the flatbed magnetic transport cart and a glowing red sign hanging from the ceiling, indicating the maximum clearance height. With the glow stick in hand, he hurried towards the source of the sound. Nothing could have prepared him for what he was about to see next.
   

        As Kevin crossed the corridor's halfway mark, his eyes made out someone crawling on the ground. "Who's there?"
   

        "Aghh..."
   

        The pained cry came from the lab technician they'd sent in there. He was crawling on the ground, begging for help, his white lab coat stained red with his own blood. Kevin rushed to his side and crouched down to assess his condition. There were multiple bullet wounds on his chest and he was bleeding all over the place.
   

        "I'm gonna get you out of here. Just hold—"
   

        Kevin's words were pushed back into his throat as his eyes fell on the corpses of the two security guards from Tyler's team. Both of them had been riddled with bullets.
   

        Holding up the technician's head, Kevin asked, "What happened here? Who did this to you?"
   

        The technician parted his bloodied lips and pointed at something. "The...wall," he whispered with his dying breath.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 29: Bloodbath

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        Kevin held the man in his arms as he stopped breathing and his body went limp. Though he barely even knew this person, he was gripped by a terrible sense of wretchedness. Horrifying memories resurfaced in his mind as he sat there surrounded by the corpses. He remembered watching his friends die at school and the news of his parents' death.
   

        Tears threatened to gush out of Kevin's eyes, but he steeled himself. This wasn't the time to be weak. Whatever had killed these men was probably still lurking inside the maintenance corridor, and he wasn't going to let it harm anyone else.
   

        "The wall,'' Kevin mumbled, looking around.
   

        With the help of the glow stick, Kevin began scanning the walls. He hadn't noticed anything suspicious on his way in, but then again he was too focused on the path ahead. Kevin backtracked, shining the light on each tile as he slowly walked the corridor.
   

        His initial search yielded no results, so he turned around again. Keeping his eyes on the walls, he passed the dead bodies and continued walking. A few minutes later, the main power coil came to view. It was over 8 feet in height and was surrounded by four tertiary coils.
   

        As Kevin approached the power coils, his attention was immediately drawn to an open vent attached to the right wall. Its grill cover was lying on the ground. All the screws on it were missing, but there was no sign of cutting or burning. It wasn't a forced entry.
   

        No machine would take all the trouble of removing screws and sneaking into the maintenance corridor undetected. This had to be the work of a human. The ventilation shaft was just wide enough for a slim person to crawl through.
   

        Kevin's suspicion was soon confirmed as he found a small piece of cloth lying on the floor. He picked it up and examined it up close. It was not Neolineum, which meant that the culprit wasn't from the Residential District, but an outsider.
   

        Gradually, Kevin put the pieces of the puzzle together. A single person had come in through the vent and tampered with the power coils. His job was to simply sabotage the power supply and get out of there, but he hadn't anticipated the rapid response from the lab and security personnel. What was a bit difficult to digest was the fact that one man had managed to take down two armed guards and a lab technician. Whoever it was definitely had some training.
   

        One thing, however, remained unclear. 'Why would someone from the outside want to cut off the research facility's power supply?'
   

        Kevin was still thinking about the possibilities when he received a communication request from Suzy. He picked up at once.
   

        "Kev, you need to get back here!" Suzy yelled over the line.
   

        "The guards and the technician have been killed, Suzy. Someone infiltrated the maintenance corridor through a ventilation shaft."
   

        "It's the work of the Raiders!"
   

        "How do you know that?"
   

        "Because they have breached subsection D-1 and D-2 and are trying to get into D-3! They cut off the power to disable the auto-targeting turrets and catch the guards by surprise. We need you over here!" Suzy urged.
   

        "I'm coming! Just hold on!" Kevin disconnected the call and ran back at full speed.
   

        As Kevin rushed outside, a loud explosion blew open the door separating D-2 from D-3. Before Tyler and his men could spot the targets, the tunnel filled with smoke.
   

        "Suzy, get back to the R&D lab!" Kevin yelled.
   

        She knew she would be of little help here and took the special express elevator to the lab.
   

        Kevin pointed his left arm forward. "Activate Rapid Firing Gatling Gun!"
   

        Destroying robots was one thing, but killing humans was something far beyond Kevin's imagination. Though he kept his gun aimed at the door, he didn't actually want to fire it. He wasn't a killer!
   

        A series of blinding flashes suddenly lit up the tunnel, accompanied by loud shrieking noises. Tyler and his men became disoriented and dropped their guard. Just then, automatic rifle fire tore through the tunnel, taking them out one by one. The men started dropping like flies.
   

        Tyler had ducked behind a sandbag wall, but the others weren't so lucky. His entire team was massacred in the blink of an eye as the Raiders marched into the tunnel.
   

        Seeing those men getting shot right in front of his eyes, triggered something inside Kevin. It was as if a switch had been flipped in his mind. The world had turned into a cruel and unforgiving place and there was no room for those who refused to pull the trigger when needed.
   

        Even though Kevin couldn't see anything, he started firing blindly into the smoke, yelling at the top of his voice. "Die, you bastards! Bastards, all of you!"
   

        His 'spray and pray' method managed to cause panic in the enemy's ranks. He kept firing indiscriminately, killing all who stood before the barrels of his gun. Blood and chunks of flesh scattered like confetti as he continued mowing down the Raiders.
   

        "Fall back!"
   

        "It's that damn Cyborg!"
   

        The sound of wild screams, mingled with the dull clutter of footsteps, reverberated throughout the tunnel as the surviving Raiders ran for their lives. Kevin kept firing until his gun stopped automatically due to overheating.
   

        A river of corpses stretched out before him, beyond which lay the sea of blood and guts. Empty shells were strewn across the floor, like wilting flowers at a graveyard.
   

        Kevin didn't feel a thing as he looked at the eviscerated remains of the dead Raiders. They all deserved to die! He only regretted not firing sooner. In his eyes, the Raiders weren't humans, but monsters disguised as people. Even in the middle of an apocalypse, all they could think about was killing other humans, instead of fighting against a common enemy.
   

        The Raiders were a disease and Kevin swore to be the cure. His mind was clouded with dark thoughts when his AI made an announcement.
   

        // Artificial Assistance enabled.
   

            Analyzing combat data...
   

            30 hostiles eliminated.
   

            Targets killed: humans.
   

            Affiliation: Raiders.
   

            Raiders added to the list of hostiles. 
   

             Suggest immediate termination! //
   

        As soon as this announcement was over, his right eye flashed a stream of green light on the ground, scanning the corpses.
   

        // Analyzing...analysing...
   

            No resources detected! //
   

        Kevin ignored the AI's messages and walked up to Tyler. He was still staring at the bodies of his fallen brothers. Hearing Kevin's footsteps approaching, he turned around.
   

        "I need you to do me a favor," he said, looking into Kevin's eyes. "Kill those Raiders. Leave no one alive."
   

        "I plan to do just that. Point me in the right direction," Kevin replied.
   

        Tyler darted his eyes forward, towards the gaping hole in the tunnel. "The Dark District lies just beyond subsection D-1."
   

        Kevin nodded and walked off in the pointed direction. He was ready to end this once and for all.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 30: One-man army

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin's world had turned upside down. That 18-year-old boy who loved to play video games and skip classes was now buried somewhere deep inside his mind. And the one who was walking down the subway tunnel was a vengeful cyborg.

    In this cruel new world, mercy and forgiveness were archaic words lost in the pages of an old, discarded dictionary. One had to be ruthless and unforgiving to survive. No place was truly safe anymore.

    The Raiders were always going to be a threat as long as they lived. They would come back some other day with more men and try to finish the job. Kevin had already watched too many people die around him and he wasn't ready to lose anyone else. He knew he'd never be able to forgive himself if something happened to Suzy or her mom or Cassandra. And so he squeezed out his last bit of innocence and filled his heart with hate.

    As Kevin marched through the security tunnels, he only thought about protecting those he cared about. He knew if Suzy had stayed in the tunnel a moment longer, she would've joined Tyler's men. Just thinking about it filled him with rage.

    When Kevin still had a human body and things were normal, he had the luxury of being naive and immature, but now the boy was forced to suddenly grow up into a man, leaving behind all his childish hopes and dreams.

    He remembered Dr. Zhao's words and now it all made perfect sense to him. Kevin was a killing machine and it was time for him to embrace his new identity. It didn't matter how many he'd have to kill to keep them safe. He swore he wasn't going to lose anyone else.

    Stepping through the destroyed gates, Kevin approached the Dark District. Outside subsection D-1 his path was blocked by a makeshift barricade made by lining broken hoverbikes and transport carts horizontally across the tunnel.

    Kevin sniggered at their pathetic attempt to keep him out. Backing away a couple of steps, he pointed his right arm at the barricade.

    "Activate Auto-Targeting Laser Rifle."

    As soon as the rifle was assembled, he fired a charged laser blast at the target, blowing up the obstacles in his path. He walked right through the smoldering pile of metal and made his way inside the Dark District.

    There were no LED lights or even CFL lamps on this side. The Dark District was only faintly illuminated by the headlights of hoverbikes and high-power flashlights hanging from the ceiling. Everything about this place looked chaotic and messed up.

    Kevin's AI quickly performed an environmental analysis and relayed the reports to him.

    // Environmental assessment enabled.

    Scanning environment...

    Location:

    Technoria.

    Subcity.

    Dark District.

    Depth: 0.5 miles below sea level.

    Predominant structural composition: Concrete, wood, and steel.

    Predominant population: humans.

    Ambient temperature: 300K

    Hazards detected: traps and barriers.

    No weather patterns detected. //

    Kevin was about to charge right in when he received a call from the Research District. It was Cassandra on the other end.

    Before she could speak, Kevin cut her off. "Don't try to stop me. I'm not coming back without killing every single Raider in this place."

    "I'm not trying to stop you. I want to help," Cassandra replied. "Last night, we received the lab results for the drones. The Neutralizer and the Tracker Drones which you encountered that day were tampered with. They were being controlled locally."

    "So the Raiders sent them to test our defenses," Kevin remarked.

    "Exactly! They've been trying to get in for a long time. And they would've succeeded that day if you weren't there. This is why they tried to obtain a blueprint of your exoskeleton to learn about your weaknesses. I'm pretty sure there's a mole in the Research District who's feeding them intel."

    "It doesn't matter anymore. I'm gonna kill them all."

    "Have you not been paying attention to anything I've been saying?" Cassandra hollered. "The Raiders already know about you and they have access to drones and possibly other advanced weapons."

    "I'll keep that—"

    "I know you won't keep that in mind! That's exactly what happened on the surface too. You didn't stick to the plan and tried to take on that Reaver on your own," Cassandra snapped, cutting him off. "Don't try to be a hero. Think before you act. I'll be waiting for you to return in one piece, and I swear if anything happens to you, I'll—"

    "I'll come back...I promise," Kevin blurted out, too afraid to hear what she was about to say next. "I won't mess up this time. I got this. No one else has to die."

    With that, Cassandra wished him luck and disconnected the call.

    Instead of just going in all guns blazing, Kevin paused to weigh his options. He didn't have any map of the Dark District, and there was no one to take the lead. But, he remembered he had his AI companion.

    "I need assistance. Can you give me any information about the Dark District?"

    // Artificial assistance enabled.

    Please upload an objective to receive guidance. //

    "I want to take down the Raiders and destroy their little camp."

    // Primary Objective: Eliminate all Raiders.

    Secondary Objective: Destroy the Raider Camp.

    Consulting database and providing feedback...

    The Dark District has an armed human population.

    Preferred weapons: Shotguns, compact submachine guns, and automatic rifles.

    Additional armaments: motion detection mines, grenades, and attack drones.

    Protection type: light Kevlar vests and helmets.

    Activating Bionic Scanner...

    Amplifying laser...

    Scan successful!

    45 unique human heartbeats detected!

    Suggest a stealthy approach.

    Activating full combat mode!

    User has complete manual access to weapon and defense systems!

    Voice command requirement removed! //

    Kevin now had a clear idea of what to expect out here. The basic weapons used by the Raiders posed little threat to him, but he had to keep an eye out for the mines and other traps.

    There were a total of 45 Raiders in the area and possibly some drones as well. When dealing with humans, a stealthy approach was the most effective option, but Kevin had already blown the barricade to smithereens, alerting everyone in the district.

    Crossing the stealthy approach out of his list, Kevin decided to adopt a more aggressive strategy. His eyes didn't have night vision or thermal scanning capabilities, so he had to take it slow and steady. Despite not having the best weapons, the enemy was expecting him.

    As Kevin slowly made his way across the electro-rail tunnel, his bionic eyes twitched and focused on a blinking red light on the ground. Then he noticed another right beside it and a couple more a few feet ahead. If he had to take a wild guess what these were, he'd bet on motion detection mines. There were no Raiders nearby, which confirmed his suspicion.

    Though Kevin's exoskeleton could shrug off conventional projectiles, high-intensity explosives such as landmines and grenades posed a serious threat. He didn't have any mine disabling kits equipped, so he had to innovate.

    Kevin pointed his left arm at the ground and activated his Sonic Amplifier. A circular slot opened up on the surface of his palm and a charging indicator appeared in front of his left eye. When fully charged, he flicked his left thumb, triggering a wide area sonic blast which set off all mines in the area.

    An ear-splitting explosion rattled the tunnel as multiple blasts shook the ground, spraying shrapnel and debris all over the place. Even the electromagnetic tracks buried deep under the ground were exposed as the blast took out the top cover of soil.

    Kevin now had a clear path to the heart of the Dark District. As he made his way down the dark tunnel, he was greeted by a shower of bullets from the other side.

    Someone was firing a mounted machine gun. Kevin couldn't see the person hiding in the darkness, but he had eyes on the flashlight aimed at him. He targeted that light and fired a charged laser blast. The machine gun stopped firing the very next moment.

    With the main defenses out of the way, there was nothing to stop Kevin from powering ahead. The Raiders had fortified an abandoned zap train and transformed it into a gun nest. Kevin walked right into a blistering hail of bullets as he made his way forward. He immediately retracted his laser rifle and deployed his titanium armor flap to deflect the gunfire.

    Shielding himself with his right arm, he assembled the Gatling gun on his left arm and gave them a taste of their own medicine.

    Shrieks and screams echoed in the tunnel as he mowed down the Raiders hiding inside the train. Their light Kevlar vests provided little protection as the 7.62mm bullets shattered the train windows and drilled them full of holes.

    Kevin walked up to the train and climbed onboard. All the Raiders inside were dead, their dismembered corpses laced with bullets. Since both of Kevin's primary weapons were recharging now, he picked up a compact SMG from one of the dead Raiders.

    Traversing the entire length of the zap train, he made sure no one was breathing, before making his way outside through the rear gate.

    As soon as Kevin stepped outside he heard a sharp shrieking noise. He barely managed to jump out of the way as a rocket blew up the train behind him.

    The one holding the shoulder-mounted rocket launcher was a child, barely 10 to 12 years old.

    Kevin stared at the boy in disbelief as he prepared to load another rocket into the launcher. He pointed his compact SMG at the boy and yelled, "Don't do it! Drop your weapon!"

    But the boy continued loading his weapon, completely ignoring Kevin's words. Kevin's fingers lingered on the trigger as he reconsidered his decision.

    This little boy had fired the rocket with the intention of killing him. He would grow up to become another mindless Raider, just like the people around him. And Kevin had sworn to kill them all!

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 31: One-man army (2)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "Drop your weapon, or I swear I'll shoot!" Kevin yelled at the boy.
   

        But his words fell on deaf ears. The boy finished loading a new rocket into the launcher and mounted it on his shoulder once again.
   

        Kevin only had a split second to react. He dropped the SMG and shot a Taser Web at the boy.
   

        Incapacitated by the shock, the boy dropped his weapon and went down on his knees. Kevin wasted no time in thought and rushed to pick up the rocket launcher.
   

        Luckily, the boy had passed out due to the shock, leaving Kevin with one less thing to worry about. He was sure he could never pull the trigger on a child.
   

        For the present, Kevin decided to focus on taking out the other threats. The fate of the child could be decided later.
   

        As Kevin headed deeper into the tunnel, the subway platform came into view. The Raiders had transformed the platform into a shabby slum, with old worn tents arranged haphazardly all over the place. There were also empty sleeping bags lying on the ground, along with stubs of cigarettes and broken beer bottles.
   

        The whole place smelt of piss and liquor and a stale dampness hung in the air. The Raiders clearly didn't pay much attention to personal hygiene or sanitation.
   

        Kevin considered himself lucky that his artificial olfactory receptors weren't very sensitive to foul odors. He somehow suppressed his feelings of disgust as he climbed onto the platform and started searching the tents using his Bionic Scanning Laser.
   

        // Organic life detected!
   

            1. Rodents.
   

            2. Cockroaches. //
   

        Kevin turned his face away in disgust and continued making his way across the platform. On its other end was a ticket counter, whose glass exterior had been replaced by a metal grill. This counter had been re-purposed to serve as a weapon storage room. However, there were no Raiders in sight.
   

        // Environmental Assessment complete!
   

            Digital Map of Dark District is now available.
   

            Tertiary objective added: Search the weapon storage.
   

            Special equipable items and resources detected! //
   

        Kevin was distracted by this surprise announcement. If this weapon storage room contained Core Fragments he could finally upgrade his exoskeleton and improve his chances of survival on the surface. The AI had also mentioned special equipable items, which meant there was a good chance of finding rare modules and augmentations as well.
   

        Breaking into the weapon storage without dealing with the rest of the Raiders was going to be a terrible mistake, so Kevin decided to focus on his primary objective first. 
   

        "Give me a sitrep. And bring up the digital map."
   

        //  Assessing objective progression...
   

            Total Raider population: 45.
   

            Raiders killed: 14.
   

            Raiders incapacitated: 1.
   

            Raiders remaining: 30.
   

            Displaying digital map of Dark District... //
   

        Seconds later, a holographic digital map popped up before Kevin. It wasn't as detailed as he'd hoped it would be, but it gave him a general idea of the major areas in the Dark District. Currently, he was standing on the right platform, just behind the zap train. The rest of the district consisted of one more platform and a utility room on the upper floor.
   

        Having finished studying the map, Kevin dismissed the hologram with a wave of his hand and resumed his search. There were no Raiders on this platform, so he jumped down onto the track and headed towards the other platform.
   

        All of a sudden the tunnel filled with loud beeping noises. Two Neutralizers flew out from the darkness, fixing their targeting sensors on Kevin.
   

        Without even thinking, Kevin mounted the rocket launcher on his right shoulder and fired. What followed was a deafening blast as the rocket blew up one Neutralizer. The other one being in close proximity also sustained critical damage, which impaired its navigation sensors. However, all its weapons were still fully functional.
   

        The damaged Neutralizer hovered unsteadily above the ground, trying to aim at Kevin. Before Kevin could activate his laser rifle, the Neutralizer fired its cannon. The charged shot exploded inches away from his feet. Caught in the blast radius, Kevin was thrown off his feet and flung several meters in the air. He landed on his back, almost breaking his artificial backbone. The skin on his face was shredded by the blast and he lost vision in his left bionic eye.
   

        // Critical peripheral failure!
   

            Visual clarity: 50%
   

            Suggest immediate repairs! //
   

        As Kevin struggled to get his bearings straight, the drone's minigun buzzed into action, unleashing a blistering 900 rounds per minute. Kevin took the bullets straight to his face. He somehow managed to shield his right eye with his hand, but the Neutralizer kept firing, giving Kevin no time to recover.
   

        "Activate High-Frequency Signal Scrambler! Target: attack drone!"
   

        It took just a few seconds for the antennas to pop out of Kevin's chest panel and emit a jamming frequency. The Neutralizer was temporarily put out of commission as its minigun barrels came to a slow spinning halt. Kevin only dared to approach it after its red sensor light powered down.
   

        By this time, Kevin's laser rifle had been recharged and was ready to be fired again. He was about to destroy the drone when a new idea came to his mind.
   

        "Activate Local hacking Tool!" Kevin said, pointing his right index finger at the Neutralizer.
   

        // Hacking successful!
   

            Security protocols overridden
   

            Gesture control active.
   

            User has complete control for 660 seconds. //
   

        "Let's see how you like a taste of your own medicine!" Kevin said, synchronizing his right hand with the Neutralizer.
   

        When he moved his hand to the left, the Neutralizer swayed in the same direction, and when he moved his index finger in a circle, the drone spun around in the same spot. Increasing the Neutralizer's elevation required him to raise his hand higher, and lowering it caused the drone to descend towards the ground.
   

        // 100% movement synchronization!
   

            Weapon access gestures unlocked.
   

            Hold fist for 3 seconds to use laser cannon.
   

            Rotate arm 180 degrees to activate minigun. //
   

        Since Kevin's left eye was badly damaged it affected his ability to aim accurately at distant targets. With his visual clarity reduced to just 50%, he was in no condition to clear the Raider camp on his own. 
   

        Taking control of the Neutralizer changed everything, putting the odds back in his favor. He no longer needed to jump straight into the line of fire as he could now use the drone to scope out fortified positions and take down targets.
   

        Kevin walked slowly, sending the drone ahead to scan for enemies. The Neutralizer kept sweeping the tunnel with its scanning laser, trying to detect organic life. There was no Raider activity on the tracks, but the platform on the left yielded positive results. A group of heavily armed Raiders had set up a defensive position over there. They were waiting behind reinforced steel barricades, holding automatic rifles and wearing Kevlar jackets and helmets.
   

        The Raiders were expecting a Cyborg; hence their eyes were all focused on the train track. They were surprised to see a Neutralizer instead. For a moment, they mistook it for a friendly unit, still being controlled by their leader.
   

        **Organic life forms detected!
   

          Preparing to eliminate threats...**
   

        "What?"
   

        "The drone's malfunctioning!"
   

        "Take cover!"
   

        Immediately, the drone's minigun spun into action, taking out the unlucky five who were standing in the open. The other Raiders ducked under the reinforced steel barricades. One of them started loading a rocket launcher, and two more began setting up automatic turrets.
   

        Their efforts were cut short by a devastating blast that ripped through the steel barricades, blowing up the turrets as well as the gunners behind them. Shrapnel from the explosion was sprayed all around, cutting up all Raiders standing nearby.
   

        With their defenses reduced to shambles the Raiders had nowhere to hide as the drone's minigun buzzed into action. Kevin dragged his upturned right hand across the air, making the Neutralizer perform a strafing run across the platform.
   

        The Raiders tried to run away but were quickly mowed down by the bullet spray.
   

        // Total unique human heartbeats detected: 45.
   

            Raiders killed: 34.
   

            Raiders incapacitated: 1.
   

            Raiders remaining: 10. //
   

        Kevin's strategy had worked perfectly. He had managed to clear the whole platform without exposing himself to direct gunfire. All his weapons were ready to be activated again, but he decided to rely on the Neutralizer for now. There were still 300 seconds left on the override timer.
   

        Using the Neutralizer to scout ahead, Kevin made his way to the main escalator leading to the upper level. It was an escalator only in name. Since the Dark District only had access to electricity for two hours each day, the escalator had been shut down long ago. It was nothing more than a narrow staircase at this point.
   

        Before beginning his climb, Kevin decided to scope out the upper level with the Neutralizer. Raising his arm slowly, he carefully increased the drone's elevation. Just then, a loud shot rang out from above, and the drone came crashing down with a clean hole punched through its midsection.
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦

  
  


  
    
    Chapter 32: One-man army (3)

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin backed away from the escalator, his eyes focused on the destroyed Neutralizer. Only a single shot had had been fired, and that was enough to take down the drone. It couldn't have been a laser weapon because the metal casing hadn't melted around the hole.

    Most conventional weapons weren't powerful enough to take down a Neutralizer in one hit, because unlike the Tracker Drones, the Neutralizers had a special alloy coating on their surface that was capable of stopping all small rounds.

    Only one thing came to Kevin's mind—a sniper rifle. That was the only conventional weapon that had sufficient power to penetrate the Neutralizer's external casing and come out from the other side. This put Kevin in a precarious situation.

    The escalator was a kill zone now. There was at least one Raider waiting on the second floor with a sniper rifle aimed at the head of the escalator. Kevin's exoskeleton wasn't strong enough to stop a .50 caliber round. Even his titanium armor flaps wouldn't be able to deflect it.

    Going up the escalator meant certain death, so Kevin decided to re-assess the situation. He could use his laser rifle to target the ceiling, but the problem was he didn't know where the sniper was holding position. Even if he managed to take out the sniper, there was no telling what the other Raiders had in store for him. For all he knew, the escalator was probably booby-trapped.

    Having just recently acquired the cyborg system, Kevin's options were limited. As he was trying to come up with a plan, he remembered the storage room. There was a good chance that it contained some rare weapon module or augmentation which could help him out.

    "Scan this floor for possible threats."

    // Activating Bionic Scanner...
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    Chapter 33: [Bonus chapter] Let me dismantle you!

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

        "So, you're the lab's new test-tube baby?" a husky voice called out from behind. "I've been hearing so much about you. And to think we'd meet so soon!" 
   

        "Screw you!" Kevin snapped. He tried to turn his head around, but his neck was as stiff as an unyielding block of iron. His sense of hearing was still functional, and his voice box remained unaffected, but he couldn't move a single joint. 
   

        The owner of the voice spared Kevin the effort by coming forward himself. He was still wearing a black iron mask with holes for eyes and a rectangular slit revealing his lips. Unlike the other Raiders, he wasn't wearing the usual combination of laser-cut jeans and a buttoned shirt. He was wearing a blue jean jacket, frayed at the edges, paired with a graphic printed tee and faded brown trousers.
   

        What was really peculiar about this man was that he was wearing his Kevlar under his clothes and didn't have a helmet. Though the rest of his clothes were old and worn out, his gray hiker boots were relatively unsoiled and new.
   

        "You killed all my men as if they were cattle. God damn it! You've made me so lonely now," the man spoke, staring at Kevin. "I really thought we're gonna get into the labs this time. Those grey coats had it coming for a long time. But fuck! You had to ruin it!"
   

        Kevin looked at the Raider as he slowly removed his iron mask and revealed his face. The man had a deep scar running through his left eyebrow and muddy brown eyes. He was sporting a black pencil mustache that curved down along the corners of his lips. His beard hadn't been shaved in a while, leaving behind a dark stubble on his cheeks.
   

        "You don't deserve to live! You're all a bunch of murderers!" Kevin exclaimed, looking into the man's eyes.
   

        The Raider raised his left eyebrow and smirked. "I never thought I'd live to see the day a God damn science experiment will be lecturing me about my rights." He picked up a crowbar from the table on his left, and clicked his tongue in mock pity. "You've got a really ugly mug, boy. Let me fix that for you."
   

        Running the crowbar's forked tongue along Kevin's left cheek, the Raider snickered, "Damn, they must have poured in hours to give you this face. All that effort is just wasted on a sad junk of metal. I'm gonna enjoy dismantling you, freak!" 
   

        A loud metallic clang rang out in the room as the crowbar whacked against Kevin's left ear. His head started spinning as he tried to focus his eyes on the Raider. Another heavy blow struck him right on his forehead before he could recover. 
   

        "Whoo! That feels so good!" The Raider's voice echoed in Kevin's ears.
   

        Pulling his arms back, the attacker gripped the crowbar like a baseball bat and prepared to take a wild swing. "Let's see if I can hit a home run this time! Are you ready, boy?"
   

        Everything suddenly went dark as one last heavy blow rattled Kevin's cranial joints. He suffered from a severe concussion and lost consciousness.
   

        Moments later, he was staring at a knife-edge hammer inches away from his face. His right eye slowly made out the grinning face of the Raider gazing at him. 
   

        "You're finally awake. Good, let's continue with our little game!" 
   

        "They'll come after you," Kevin said, his voice reduced to a feeble whisper. 
   

        "What? I can't hear you, boy!" The Raider brought his face closer to Kevin's. As Kevin was about to repeat his words, the hammer dug into his left eye. "I heard you the first time! I was just playing around!"
   

        "Come on, you damn cyborg! Show me what you got!" Screaming in Kevin's face, the Raider pulled out his hammer's edged head, ripping out Kevin's left eye. "I'm an old-school guy. I don't need fancy laser guns and plasma grenades. The old tools are way more fun!"
   

        A series of error messages flashed before Kevin's right eye as his system went haywire. He could barely read through them all. His head was hurting like hell and he felt like his brain was gonna split in half. The EMP device had crippled every major external function of his exoskeleton. All he could do was sit and watch as the Raider went on rambling. 
   

        Though Kevin had the body of a robot, his brain was still human. With his defenses compromised, a few more blows to the head would be enough to cause severe brain damage. 
   

        As the Raider went on yammering about his rights and how all lab coats were entitled pricks, Kevin used the time to think of a way out of this mess. He tried reaching out to Suzy via his internal communicator, but there was static on the other end. 
   

        // Poor signal quality.
   

             Unable to connect... //
   

        Seeing the notification pop up before his eye, Kevin had a realization. Though his exoskeleton was crippled, his AI was still functional. It wasn't making any verbal announcements anymore, but all the messages were still being displayed as before. 
   

        Just then, Kevin had an idea! 
   

        Though his cyborg body was malfunctioning, his AI was still operational. This meant that he could still ask the AI for suggestions and even perform upgrades.
   

        "I think you're not paying attention, boy!" the Raider yelled at Kevin. "This is what I hate about machines. You can't hear 'em scream when you beat the crap out of 'em." He held up Kevin's chin with his hammer's tip and smirked. "I guess I should try to be a little creative."
   

        Instead of continuing with the hammer, the Raider turned around and started rifling through the old cabinets in the room. 
   

        "Access the exoskeleton upgrade menu," Kevin whispered to his AI.
   

        As soon as the upgrades popped up, Kevin confirmed the last tier 1 upgrade in the list. Luckily, he had just enough Core Fragments for the upgrade. 
   

        // 100 Core Fragments used!
   

             External Repair Bot added! //
   

        "Activate the External Repair Bot. Fix my circuits," Kevin spoke in a hushed tone.
   

        // External Repair Bot unable to perform internal repairs.
   

            Please seek assistance at the nearest hardware lab. //
   

        Kevin was about to curse at the AI when a new notification popped up.
   

        // One spare processing unit available. 
   

            10 Core Fragments needed.
   

            Would you like to replace one damaged Auxiliary Processing Unit (APU)? //
   

        "Yes!"
   

        // Please choose the desired APU for replacement:
   

           1. Weapon System APU.
   

           2. Defense System APU.
   

           3. Tracking System APU.
   

           4. Artificial Locomotion APU. //
   

        "Artificial Locomotion APU replacement!"
   

        Kevin made a quick choice as the Raider returned with his new torture tool. The maniac was now holding an oxyacetylene torch in his hand. 
   

        "I've always wanted to do this," the Raider said as he twisted a knob and turned on the flame. 
   

        Bringing the flame close to Kevin's right eye, he whispered, "I feel like a scientist, myself. Experiment one: checking if a cyborg is flame resistant!"
   

        Just as the Raider was about to shove the torch into Kevin's eye, the AI confirmed the replacement. As soon as Kevin regained his motor functions, he grabbed hold of the Raider's hand.
   

        "What?" the Raider cried in shock. He was about to reach for his EMP device again when Kevin jumped back up and punched him in the face.
   

        A small device shaped like a lighter fell out of the Raider's pocket. Kevin immediately kicked it away. 
   

        "Looks like the tables have turned!" Kevin exclaimed as he twisted the attacker's left arm, forcing him to drop the torch. 
   

        "My arm!" the Raider screamed in pain. 
   

        Cold metal kissed the Raider's face, leaving behind a bloody love bite. Kevin blow broke the Raider's nose and dislocated his lower jaw. 
   

        "God damn it," the Raider cursed, spitting out a blob of blood. "You damn ma—"
   

        The Raider's words were cut short as Kevin finished him off with a right hook to his face.
   

        "Not so tough now, are you?" Kevin yelled at the dead Raider. Looking at the bloodied corpse, filled him with a strange kind of satisfaction. He was no longer that scared high school student who was too weak to fight back. 
   

        As Kevin was standing over the dead man, his AI flashed a new notification.
   

        // Rare weapon mod detected! //
   

        Kevin's system automatically extracted the new mod and displayed its name.
   

        // 1 Penetrator mod extracted! //
   

        Initially, Kevin had thought about destroying the whole Raider camp, but it now seemed like a good idea to get the people in the Residential District to move in here. The Dark District was safe now. All it needed was a bit of cleaning and some basic remodeling. 
   

        Before stepping outside, Kevin tied the hands of the Raider who was still wrapped in the Taser Web. He was sure to have some useful information about the surface, and he could also reveal the mole in the Research District.
   

        On his way back, Kevin came across the destroyed Neutralizers. This time he stopped and picked up the resources.
   

        // 30 Core Fragments extracted!
   

            1 Local Hacking module extracted!
   

            1 Impact Absorbent module extracted! //
   

        Now that Kevin had two modules in his inventory, he could create a brand new module. He was keen on installing all the new upgrades, but first, he needed to make a call and notify Tyler that he'd dealt with the Raiders. 
   

        As Kevin was walking towards the exit, he was met by a group of resistance fighters. Shane Gibson was also among them.
   

        "I've cleared the Dark District. The Raiders are no longer a threat," Kevin announced.
   

        Shane, however, didn't seem too happy to hear it. He looked at Kevin as if he was some kind of criminal and ordered his men to take Kevin into custody.
   

        All the resistance fighters pointed their rifles at Kevin, their fingers ready on the automatic triggers.
   

        "What the hell is wrong with you?" Kevin asked in surprise.
   

        Shane stepped forward and replied, "You're the real threat, Kevin."
   

    ✦ ✧ ✦ ✧ ✦
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    Chapter 34: A killing machine

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin stood there, shell-shocked. For the life of him, he couldn't figure out why these people were treating him like an enemy. He had done them all a great service by dealing with the Raiders, but they didn't seem too pleased with his actions.

    "Come quietly, Kevin. You don't want to cause more trouble than you already have," Shane said, holding a steel handcuff before him.

  Chapter 35: Justice
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 35: Justice

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Suzy rushed to Kevin's side and looked back at Tyler. "I need some help here!"

    "Get away from him. He is a killer!" Shane yelled at Suzy and motioned his men to step in.

    A couple of resistance fighters grabbed hold of Suzy's arms and started pulling her away, ignoring her desperate pleas.

    "Let go of me!" Suzy screamed and kicked the air as she was dragged away from Kevin and dropped to the floor. Her helpless eyes trailed off towards Kevin's disfigured metallic face, with his right eye scraping the floor.

    "You don't understand! Kevin's system needs to be recharged or he will suffer from a brain stroke! The hybrid respirator and blood diffuser will stop functioning without sufficient power. He needs them to keep his brain alive!"
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    Chapter 36: Cyberblitz

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    [**Technoria**

    **Olympus City**

    **Radiant District **]

    Inside an indoor stadium shaped like a globe, a grand sporting event was about to begin. The stadium boasted a massive LED dome that perfectly simulated a pleasant sunny day in fall, and was equipped with artificial ventilation and temperature control. Currently, it was packed to full capacity and the eager spectators were waiting for the announcers to give the green light.

    On a circular, floating white platform 500 meters above the ground, a young girl of around 18 years was standing all alone, holding a spear in her right hand. She had pale white skin and vibrant green hair which was tied into a neat bun, held in place by 9 steel hair clips shaped like black lilies. Her pretty face with luscious pale pink lips and rosy cheeks was something straight out of a fairytale, but what really caught the beholder's attention were her eyes. Her left eye was a cloudy gray, while her right eye was a chestnut brown.
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    Chapter 37: Lightning Queen vs. Cyborg King

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The platform on which Kelly was standing, slowly descended to the ground, and she dismounted quietly. A couple of Medbots rolled in to assess her physical health and check for injuries. These rolling white spheres had bright red crosses painted on their central bulge and moved on three pairs of miniature wheels attached to their underside. People on Olympus relied on these robots for all their basic medical needs.

    Initially, Kelly had been quite wary of these little buggers, since she wasn't used to being treated by robots, but over time she realized that these machines were completely docile and were far more efficient than human nurses.
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    Chapter 38: Dear brother

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Cyberblitz had taken the new world by storm, re-affirming the universal truth that violence was an integral part of every society. Though the Olympians considered themselves to be morally and intellectually superior to the rest of the world, their sadistic interests often proved otherwise.
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    Chapter 39: A new game mode

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The night passed by like a gentle breeze, lulling the players to sleep. Only the organizers stayed awake till dawn, preparing a new arena for the last match in the qualifying round. The top engineers and scientists toiled without any breaks, perfecting the arrangements and performing several quality checks.

    While the first two duels had been quite exciting to watch, the organizers knew people got bored quite easily when the same formula was repeated over and over again, even if it was a hit. So, they had made the sudden decision to change not just the playing field, but the game mode as well.

    Early next morning, the players were met by an official dressed in a black suit and tie, wearing a pair of black aviators and polished black shoes. He informed them about the several changes that had been made overnight and transferred the updated file containing the new rules and regulations to their Zen watches.
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    Chapter 40: From a land far away

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    To make sure the players had no chance of running into each other early on inside the maze, they were made to start at opposite ends. Zane was taken to the northern entrance while Kelly was escorted to the southern gate.

    The maze was divided into two halves, each having an exit that led to the central square. It was impossible for the players to reach the other end without passing through the central fighting arena. This design was simple, but served its purpose effectively.
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    Chapter 41: Where am I?

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    [**Technoria**

    **Subcity**

    **Research District**]

    Inside the R&D lab, Kevin finally woke up after almost two days. However, he didn't find himself perched atop a bed or seated in a cozy chair. Instead, he was suspended in mid-air, his arms and legs stretched out in four different directions, forming a tilted cross. Four powerful rectangular electromagnets were holding him securely in place, severely restricting his movement.

    Though Kevin's vitals were normal and all his peripherals had been repaired, he felt something hammering inside his head as he opened his eyes. He looked around him, hoping to find a familiar face, but all he saw were different gadgets and equipment parts lying on top of the nearby desks. It didn't take him long to figure out he was inside some kind of lab.

    As Kevin tried to move his arms, he felt something holding him back. He looked up, thinking he was tied with a rope but was surprised to see his arms had no binds around them. The same thing happened when he tried to move his legs. After repeated efforts, he looked down and noticed his body floating a couple of feet above the ground.

    Scared and confused, Kevin started panicking. He was supposed to be asleep inside his room, not hanging in mid-air inside a strange lab. His struggles continued for a minute as he looked around frantically, desperately trying to jump down onto the solid floor.

    "Suzy! Dr. Stacey!" Kevin screamed. "Can anyone hear me?"

    Hearing Kevin's frantic cries, Cassandra rushed inside. "You're finally awake. Oh, thank God!"

    "What? Who are you? Why am I here?" Kevin blurted out one question after another, still unable to make any sense of the whole situation.

    "What are you talking about?" Cassandra asked, taken aback by his words. Her initial thought was that Kevin was still delirious after being out for so long. "Hon, you need to relax. It's normal to feel a bit disoriented after the reboot. But you're going to be fine. We've repaired all your internal circuits and fixed your body. Just give it some—"

    "What circuits? I...uh...I don't understand," Kevin stuttered nervously. "Please, just let me go. I don't want to be a part of your experiment."

    Cassandra slowly walked up to Kevin and touched tried to reassure him. "Sweetie, I need you to calm down. We're not going to perform any experiments on you." She waited for Kevin's response, but he didn't even seem to recognize her. He just kept screaming and shouting like a caged animal.

    "Don't you recognize me? I'm Cassy," she asked.

    "I don't know you," Kevin replied without even thinking.

    Cassandra was shocked by his reply. She knit her eyebrows and pulled her lower lip into her mouth. This wasn't supposed to happen.

  Chapter 42: Confessions of a fractured mind
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 42: Confessions of a fractured mind

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Shane was only too happy to follow Dr. Zhao's orders. Before Cassandra or Dr. Stacey could mouth another word of protest, the resistance leader barged into the lab with a couple of his fighters and surrounded Kevin.

    "You're coming with us, Cyborg. Don't try to resist," Shane commanded, waving his rifle in Kevin's face.

    "What? Who...are you?" Kevin stuttered, slowly raising his hands. Looking past the armed guards, he caught a glimpse of Suzy and his mom. He immediately cried out for help. "Dr. Stacey! What's going on? I don't—"

  Chapter 43: The wolf in sheep’s clothing
  

  


  
    
    Chapter 43: The wolf in sheep’s clothing

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    People in the HQ started chattering among themselves. This case was proving to be a lot more twisted than they'd expected. Crammer had to hit the buzzer several times and shout at the top of his lungs to reintroduce some semblance of order in the courtroom.

    "Silence! We are here for a trial, not a parliamentary session!"

    When the people finally quietened down, the judge turned to Kevin. "Young man, you shouldn't lie in a court of law. It will only get you in more trouble."

    "I'm not lying! I don't even understand why I'm here!" Kevin exclaimed. "I didn't kill anyone! You all have gone crazy!"

    "Your Honor, I request permission to speak to you in private," Cassandra spoke up before the judge could respond to Kevin.
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    Chapter 44: Living a lie

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin came back to his senses inside a dark, borderless space, with nothing around him. It was so silent that for a moment he thought he had gone deaf.
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    Chapter 45: Back to the surface

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Just as Kevin and his companions were about to leave the HQ, Dr. Zhao stepped before them, blocking the door. He had overheard their conversation.

    "What's all this about survivors on the surface?"
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    Chapter 46: Shieldmaiden 5000

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    "You're staying right here, Suzy!" Dr. Stacey reprimanded her daughter firmly. "The surface isn't a place for a nice midnight stroll."

    "So that's why you're okay with Kevin going alone?" Suzy retorted.

    "I'm not okay with any of this, but Kevin is the only one who can handle the machines. That place isn't safe for someone like you, Suzy"

    "You know what happened last time, right? That place isn't safe for any of us. I'm not going to let him go alone after knowing everything."

    As the argument threatened to spiral out of control, Cassandra stepped in to de-escalate the situation. "Stace, I think Suzy has a good point. Kevin has a habit of attracting trouble. Plus, he still hasn't gotten used to his cyborg system. He needs someone to guide him and stop him from taking unnecessary risks."

    "I won't repeat my mistake," Kevin cut in.
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    Chapter 47: City of terrors

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin and Suzy carefully made their way out of the blind alley and stepped onto the main street. A paved asphalt road riddled with potholes stretched out before them.
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    Chapter 48: Hounded

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin and Suzy were trapped in a tight spot. On the speedway behind them, stood the saw-wielding death machine, while the road in front was being prowled by a pack of dangerous hunter robots.
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    Chapter 49: The Devastator

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The laundromat had sustained significant damage. All its glass window panes had been shattered, and both its doors had been ripped from their hinges. However, the supporting beams and pillars were still in good condition. The building had strong foundations, which was why it was still standing tall amidst the ruins.
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    Chapter 50: A calculated risk

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    With the Devastator still in hot pursuit, Kevin could see no way out of this mess. He was soon going to run head first into the metal barricade.
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    Chapter 51: The Astoria incident

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    As they approached the subway entrance, something caught Suzy's eye, and she quickly pulled Kevin back. "Hold up. Something's not right."

    "What is it?" Kevin asked.

    "I don't understand why the machines didn't try to breach that door. The subway entrance is right in front of their eyes. No attempts were made to conceal it." On hearing no reply from Kevin, she continued, "Subcity doesn't have any open entrances. You can only enter Subcity via one of the hatches. And they are all camouflaged. They do not stick out like this one here."

    Kevin looked at the titanium door at the subway entrance. Suzy did have a valid point. This reinforced door was sticking out like a sore thumb in the middle of a ruined city. Though every building around the subway had been destroyed, there was not even a scratch on this door.
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    Chapter 52: Crafting the first custom module

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    It now became clear why there was no blood anywhere. The metal canister probably contained a potent neurotoxin which shut down their central nervous system. It was a quick and relatively painless death.

    The unnerving recording left them shaken. The people hiding in Astoria had a chance to surrender to the Prime Android, but they decided to commit mass suicide. Whatever disturbing secret they had discovered about the humans living on the surface was now decomposing with their corpses.

    "Why would they choose to take their own lives?" Suzy gasped. "They could have joined the people in the Settler Camps. I can't believe they decided to end their lives instead of submitting to the machines."

    "Perhaps they knew something which we don't," Kevin replied. "The guy in the suit mentioned that the machines were experimenting on the people living in the Settler Camps."

    "That still doesn't make any sense to me. Humans are hard-wired to struggle against all odds and find a way to survive. These people would still have been alive if they just surrendered to the Prime Android. If you're dead, you can't make a difference. You can't fight for your rights!" Suzy sounded agitated. Committing suicide didn't seem like the wisest thing to do. It was unethical and irrational.

    Kevin, however, understood why the inhabitants of Astoria had embraced death. Closing all the video files, he looked at Suzy. His voice sounded a lot deeper than usual. "Those people committed suicide because they knew they wouldn't be able to make any difference. It's difficult to survive without food or water, but impossible to live without hope. We...could have saved them if we had reached them on time."

    "This is not on us, Kev." Suzy slowly shook her head. "They made their choice."

    "I'm not so sure about that," Kevin huffed. "We get to live safely in Subcity while others die out here. That doesn't seem fair to me. I'm going to find where that S.O.S came from. Maybe we can still save them."

    Suzy was alarmed by Kevin's words. She didn't like where this was going. "We are only going to investigate what's going on inside the Settler Camps. Saving them is not a part of our mission. We are not equipped for such a dangerous undertaking."

    Kevin realized he had gotten carried away by his emotions. He quickly came back to the bleak reality. Fighting the robots on the surface and organizing a rescue mission was a fool's daydream. They had barely survived their run-in with the Devastator, and there were bound to be a lot more killer robots guarding the Settler Camps.

    "You're right," Kevin agreed with Suzy. "We should gather as much info we can and return to Subcity. It's not like the two of us can take on all the machines on the surface. We need a team and a solid plan."

    Suzy was glad that Kevin was finally starting to speak some sense. Though she would have been a lot happier if he decided to call off the mission altogether, she decided not to push him too much.

    "It's past the Silent Hours now. The surface is going to be crawling with robots now. I hope you have a plan, Kev."

    "I do," Kevin said, setting an alarm for 00:00 hours. "We are going to stay here and wait for the right time. Tomorrow, we'll move out during the Silent Hours, investigate the Settler Camps and then return to Subcity. How does that sound?"

    "Sounds good," Suzy raised her eyebrows, hardly able to suppress her sense of surprise. This was the most sensible thing she'd heard Kevin say that night. "Are you sure this place is safe? I mean, it's an unexplored location at this point."

    "Then let's do some exploring. We have all the time in the world," Kevin replied.

    The pair spent an hour exploring the entire subway station and making sure all the entrances and exits were properly sealed. Then finally, they hunkered down inside the utility room for the night. Suzy was dead tired, and Kevin had exhausted 50% of his power.
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    Chapter 53: The good old days

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    The nightly adventure had left Suzy so exhausted that she slept like a log. The Shieldmaiden had automatic temperature control, and its internal padding was so soft that it gave the wearer the feeling of wearing fluffy cotton clothes.
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    Chapter 54: Behind enemy lines

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    Kevin and Suzy spent the rest of the day going over their plan. Suzy drew a rough map of the housing zone based on what she had heard from the scouts, and uploaded a scanned copy to her exosuit's system.
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    Chapter 55: The Settler Camps

    —————✧✧✧✧—————

    As a couple of Overseer Drones flew by, Kevin's A.I. performed a quick analysis.

    //
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