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      “I refuse to accept that the shackles of slavery can ever be stronger than the quest for freedom.”

      

      – Kailash Satyarthi
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      The power whip crackled along the ground as the Chithiid wielding it slowly paced back and forth, dragging the length of solid energy in the dirt. The band on his wrist sprouted the improvised weapon with ease, but it was not intended to be a weapon. It was designed to be used as a tool in the dismantling of salvage and to facilitate the moving of equipment.

      The loyalist on whose wrist the device was worn, however, had other ideas.

      Normally, when someone had displeased the powers that be, a public flogging would take place. It was good entertainment for his men, and it sent a message to the thousands of slave laborers working underneath him. Do as you’re told or face punishment.

      But this was different.

      An example needed to be made of the Chithiid bound to the whipping post before him. More than most. Rather than simply flayed skin, this one would face the stinging impact of the power whip. It would rend flesh, eventually, but more than that, its impact would break the man’s body as well as his spirit, and the workers forced to watch would take that harsh lesson to heart.

      Hellatz stood in the crowd, blending in among those ranks, clothed in slave laborer’s coveralls and dirty from his day’s work. He had never imagined returning to slave life again. In fact, he’d have sworn that he would die first. He was a starship pilot, and a damn good one at that. To be reduced to this? The very thought of a return to an existence as chattel once more was unthinkable.

      The Great War had been hard fought, and millions had perished in their victory. But now, here on this world, he was a slave once more. And he was not alone.

      Goonara, the ship’s science officer, stood far across the punishment square, surrounded by her own work team, all of them watching the beating with a particularly acute feeling of horror. This was even more personal for them than for the others. Not long ago Goonara had been the one tied down for all to see, and while she had only been whipped with a braided length of cordage, her wounds were still weeping through the bandages beneath her clothing.

      It had been horrible for them to witness, and even worse for Goonara to endure, but compared to the abuse this new victim was being subjected to, her trauma seemed almost laughable. The work of the power whip was so much more. More brutal. More painful. And more deadly. In fact, there was a very good possibility that this victim wouldn’t survive the ordeal.

      He was a very sturdily built Chithiid with thick muscle running across his broad shoulders and back, which were clearly visible through his shredded tunic. Each of his four powerful arms had been bound firmly around the thick pole, and his chin was now resting in the notched indentation atop the public flogging post, rolling side to side in agony as the exhausted heads of so many others before him had.

      His upper set of arms were large, even for a Chithiid accustomed to hard labor, as most of those present were, but the bindings were thick and held him fast. His lower arms were substantial as well, but the shoulder joints midway down his flanks were not quite as robust as his upper arms. Regardless, heavy restraints held those in place as well.

      Hellatz watched Goonara’s expression across the crowd as the loyalist meting out the punishment swirled the power whip overhead and brought the length down on the bound man’s back. The impact shook him, sending reverberations through the air like a gunshot. The crowd flinched as a whole in a sympathetic reaction. How the prisoner was even still standing was beyond them.

      Hellatz thought back to the days he used such a tool back on Earth. His was a more modern version, however. More powerful and with a slightly greater reach. The prisoner was lucky for it. The newer model would have undoubtedly done far more damage. And Hel had seen what those whips could do when misused.

      He was a slave then, dismantling a conquered culture and loading bits and pieces onto the Ra’az Hok salvage ships. It was a life of servitude to their alien masters, but he had grown so used to it that he didn’t dare hope for anything more. There were loyalists back then too. Chithiid who burned the markings of their Ra’az masters into their shoulders and pledged fealty. They would do the dirty work against their own kind and without coercion. They did it because they were true believers.

      It was a similar situation to this when he’d seen a man literally ripped to pieces by one of the more powerful devices. He had tried to be stoic, to not cry out, but when his first arm tore free there was no entertaining the idea of silence. He had been lucky, though. An errant swing had severed his head from his body after another arm had torn free and his legs had broken. A more skilled torturer could have made the process last far longer. A quick death in that case was a blessing.

      But this was a different place. A different world entirely, and the man enduring the beating was taking it remarkably well. His body was clearly damaged from the abuse, his flesh cut and hanging in areas, blood slowly seeping out. The trauma of impact caused blood vessels to tighten and stanch the blood flow unlike a cut, but eventually the reaction would fade and the blood would flow freely.

      Goonara winced with every impact. Her own beating was still far too fresh in her mind. Hellatz worried she might try to do something foolish, like running from the spectacle, and that would not go over well at all. Through the countless faces, the scientist seemed to feel the eyes upon her and turned slightly. Everyone was staring up at the stage, but one face was not. He was looking right at her.

      Hellatz and Goonara locked eyes.

      Be strong, he willed to her. Do not give them any excuses.

      He had not spoken a word, but she reacted as if she had heard his thoughts. Seeing her crewmate, her comrade had pulled her back from the precipice. She could do this. She had to.

      A sickening crack echoed out across the square as the power whip impacted right across the prisoner’s lower right shoulder. One look at the unnatural angle it was now at and anyone could see the limb was clearly broken. The arm began twitching, as if its muscle fibers didn’t know what to do with this new sensory input.

      A murmur passed through the crowd. How was it possible this man was still upright? And how had he not cried out?

      The loyalist doling out the punishment appeared to have the same thought running through his mind, only his reaction was not one of sympathy.

      The whip lashed out again, slamming into the damaged joint. The arm twitched violently, then fell limp. But he wasn’t done. With a flourish, he swung the whip overhead and targeted the other side, intending to break the lower left one as well. His blow flew true, and the impact caused the other arm to do the same little dance as the right one until it, too, ceased to move.

      The prisoner finally appeared to have had all he could take, his legs giving out and his body hanging limp in his restraints. The torturer’s whip powered off, its length sliding back into the wrist gauntlet like a piece of deadly spaghetti. He then walked to the unconscious man and gave him a kick in the ribs. There was no response. He turned to his right and looked for direction from the person truly running this show.

      From his shaded seat at the far end of the gathering place, Kaxilla, the Chithiid leader of the loyalist ranks, nodded once, then took a leisurely sip from his chilled beverage while the terrified workforce sweated in the sun.

      The brutal man turned and stepped toward the crowd. “This is the punishment for those who would seek to harm our order. To break our laws. Let it serve as a lesson for you all. Step out of line and this shall be your fate as well,” he barked out. “Now back to work, all of you.”

      Hellatz knew him, of course. Everyone did, and no one wanted any part of him. Orviin was his name, and he was Kaxilla’s right-hand man. A true believer, fanatical in his devotion, willing to do anything asked of him in service of his Ra’az overlords. That he enjoyed harming others, and this job afforded him that opportunity, was just icing on the cake for him.

      The crowd murmured quietly and moved on. Goonara’s group huddled around her and ushered her from the scene. Hellatz, however, stood still a moment longer, observing the bound prisoner, a bubbling rage rising within him. He felt the eyes on him without needing to turn to look.

      “You have something to say?” Orviin called out to him, powering his whip back on with a most unpleasant grin.

      “No, sir,” Hellatz said, lowering his head. He then turned and took a step away, his back fully exposed. He knew the sadist would not strike him for so little an offense, or at least, he felt reasonably confident he wouldn’t, but he felt the tense tingle between his shoulders all the same.

      It had already been one hell of a day, and it wasn’t even lunch time.
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      Barely a week prior, the crew of the deep-space exploration mission in search of a different hostile race of aliens were hard at work preparing for a different sort of mission. One that promised to begin with a very interesting warp to a distant system. Or at least that’s what it looked like, provided their AI ship’s translation of the maddeningly difficult alien code they’d stolen was accurate.

      They had been trapped aboard a massive spacefaring whale of a ship, swallowed up whole along with countless other vessels as the craft moved about the galaxy scavenging for metal ore-bearing asteroids. The hundreds of ships that had been sucked in as well were just unfortunate victims of the process. And worse, the craft’s composite hull was unlike any they’d ever seen before, and was utterly blast-proof.

      Amazingly, they had managed to escape, leaving enemies behind and freeing new allies in the process. It was more alien first contact in just a few days than their planet had managed to accomplish in its entire existence. It should have been a coup for the explorers, and it was to an extent. Yet they were still lost, far from home and no closer to finding the orange-skinned bastards who had set their mission in motion.

      Those unknown assailants had attacked them out of the blue but had perished in a warp accident that had destroyed their ship. But that same unusual warp energy was now helping guide the team, traces of it being used in a novel detection and guidance device that sniffed out similar energy patterns. Unfortunately, that power had also caused a massive malfunction with their own warp drive, sending them flying off into parts unknown. And all in search of a deadly threat to the human and Chithiid alliance.

      But as dangerous as those aggressive aliens were, the bits of information Sadira’s team had managed to discover hidden in the strange code they had stolen from the massive ship that had captured them appeared to be a digital record of another kind of vessel that had been pulled into its clutches many years prior. And that ship was not a mystery. In fact, it belonged to a race the human and Chithiid crew knew all too well.

      The Ra’az Hok.

      “You’re sure, Holly?” Sadira asked their AI ship. “The Ra’az?”

      “As sure as I can be,” she replied, her split mind presenting in her female aspect at the moment.

      Holly had been switching genders since their warp accident abruptly shut them down mid-warp, resulting in a particularly hard reboot. That wasn’t an issue, though, as AIs only really selected a gender to make interaction with their crews simpler. After a few days, even with the frequent switching from male to female and back, Holly was still Holly and the crew quickly ceased even noticing. That is until her personas were truly split, both operating at the same time.

      It was during an emergency power outage following an EMP. A stripped-down version of Holly, who went by the name Lesser Holly, was brought abruptly online to prevent their crash and destruction. He should have then assimilated back into the main mind of the overall intellect of Holly, but for some reason he couldn’t. He remained separate.

      Eventually, he had managed to mostly pull back into their shared mind, but from time to time a little electronic hiccup would boot him out again, leaving the additional personality to spend time with the crew, albeit in his reduced capacity.

      For the moment, at least, he was once more incorporated into their main intellect. And it was that intellect that had determined that yes, the data was almost certainly correct. They had found not only records of a Ra’az Hok ship, but also the corresponding star charts to where it had been taken. Amazingly, the reference points lined up with their current location enough to make a warp jump to the distant system.

      A system that might actually contain Ra’az.

      The Ra’az were a brutally aggressive race and had very nearly wiped out all of humanity with a genetic plague that killed off all but a fraction of a percent of the population of Earth. They then sent their Chithiid conscripts to labor on the surface, dismantling and collecting anything of technological value to send back to their homeworld.

      Ultimately, the human survivors and Chithiid rebels had eventually formed an alliance and overcome great odds to defeat the Ra’az in the Great War, but not without first suffering huge losses.

      It was for that reason that when the ship’s AI verified one of the craft with a recognizable star map linked to the system it was captured in was a Ra’az ship, Captain Sadira Perez deemed that intel to be vital enough to warrant immediately shifting their mission.

      Yes, determining the origin of the aggressive orange aliens—whose color they only knew by the smattering of flesh left behind when their ship exploded in the massive warp drive accident—was still important for Earth and the Chithiid homeworld of Taangaar’s safety, but if the Ra’az still existed? If they hadn’t been utterly destroyed? That possibility was far worse than any new threat they could imagine.

      Corporal Humphries leaned over Sadira’s shoulder and looked at the display screen she was studying. It was the data they had managed to decipher about the solar system they were preparing to warp into, and it was still a bit of a jumbled mess.

      “You know, Captain, if we go blustering in there all guns-a-blazing, things could get really ugly, really fast,” the square-jawed spec ops cyborg said.

      Sadira tapped the metal fingers of her cybernetic hand on the console in an agitated staccato. “I know, Hump. It’s not ideal by any stretch. Don’t think I’m not worried about the lack of information.”

      “I know you’ll do your best.”

      “Thanks. And I do appreciate your tactical opinion.”

      Sadira’s Number One leaned over from his station. “You guys really think we’re gonna find actual Ra’az?”

      Mustafa was a jovial sort on most days, but the thought of encountering the Ra’az again after so bloody a fight to save their homeworld from them in the first place put a dent in his usual upbeat attitude. Even the little pink ball of fur in his lap having her chin scratched failed to calm his concerned mind, though for her part, the animal was utterly unconcerned.

      The humans, on the other hand, were not so at ease. Nor the Chithiid pilot. In fact, they all felt that way. Even Goonara down in her lab was having a hard time concentrating, and that was saying something for the alien scientist who sometimes lost track of not just hours but days when engrossed in her research.

      “It’s a good possibility, Moose,” Sadira said. “If Holly deciphered that code right, we might have just stumbled across one of the last living Ra’az clusters.”

      “But they all died out after the war.”

      “We thought so. I mean, with their homeworld and queen dead there was no replenishing their numbers. But who knows? We might have been wrong. And in any case, we’ve got no choice but to make sure. If this is for real, the people back home will want to know ASAFP.”

      Hellatz leaned over from his pilot’s station. “You would cut our mission short?”

      “Attempt to cut it short, yeah,” Sadira said. “An actual Ra’az enclave would warrant the full attention of our people, along with a giant-ass bombardment.”

      “If we can figure out where exactly home is,” Moose chimed in.

      “Yeah, and that’s a big if,” she agreed. “In any case, it’s going to be a few warps before we hit the final destination. It’s still a fair way to go, and we’ve got prep to do. Better to be overprepared than under, after all.”

      “Wise words, Cap,” Hump agreed. “I’ll be down in the hangar with Ace seeing about fitting him with a couple bits of heavier ordinance, just in case. Having a more robustly armed AI scout ship might do us some good if things get hairy.”

      “Good call,” Sadira agreed. “I’ll come find you in a bit to see what you’ve come up with. Now, let’s all get prepped. We should be ready to make the final warp in a few hours.”

      The team set to work at once, more than a little motivated by the recollection of the death and destruction the Ra’az had wrought back home. If there was any way to prevent that from happening again, they’d jump at the chance.

      Holly set their course for the next in the series of warps that would take them to the mapped location. “Warping in ten seconds,” she announced, then began her countdown, while another aspect of her mind remained focused on their other task. Namely that of cracking the secrets of the alien tech they had stolen from the giant whale ship. Not just their code, but the arachnid-like mech they had disabled and taken in their flight.

      It had nearly killed several of their team, but Holly felt that with the right adjustments it could be rendered safe. Hell, it might even become a tool of their own. Or it could go haywire and start tearing up the ship. Time would tell.
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      “Oh, that’s interesting,” Lesser Holly said as the tiny gripping units at the very end of one of the dozen legs of the inert mech twitched.

      The Chithiid scientist jumped back from the massive spiderlike machine, grabbing anything she could wield as a weapon in all four of her hands. The mech, however, did not move any further.

      “What did you do?” Goonara asked as her pulse slowly began to lower toward normal.

      “I was just attempting to send a ping to the unit’s central processing unit,” he replied. “We have been making some progress deciphering its core coding language. You can put your thermal beverage container down, by the way.”

      “You scared the nixalla out of me,” she said, slowly putting her cup, along with the other items she’d grabbed in preparation for a hasty defense, back on the table.

      “Apologies. I was merely testing a theory. But don’t worry, what I attempted wouldn’t actually activate it. Without its base controller station sending it out on missions, this thing won’t be a threat to us.”

      “So you hope,” the alien said, hesitantly returning her attentions to her work.

      Lesser Holly didn’t seem concerned, however. The reduced version of their ship’s AI had taken a particular interest in the mech they’d captured, attempting to first find a way to access the main body’s systems before dealing with the thousands of small microbots that normally comprised its rippling exterior. Those were all scooped up and stored in bin after bin, utterly inert, as was their four-meter-tall mech host.

      They’d blasted the machine with an unusual version of an EMP rigged to fire through the pulse cannons. The electromagnetic pulse, however, was powered not by their usual core systems but by a strange crystal Goonara had found on an alien world. An organic energy and light source whose odd power somehow overcame the otherwise nearly impervious composite alloy the mech and its larger ship host were made of.

      The result was a deactivated mech, along with its inert swarm of microbots that would normally be able to reduce items of interest to their component pieces for later analysis. Fine for stone and minerals, not so great for flesh and bone. But now it was a silent lump. And it was theirs to study at their leisure.

      Unfortunately, all of the microbots were a bit too small for them to do much with. When they were intertwined and clinging to the much larger mech’s body they acted in unison, transmitting their data and following their master unit’s instructions while also serving as a flexible armor of sorts by the very nature of their structures. Thousands of them, nearly indestructible and linked, meant all manner of impacts and attacks would be harmlessly dispersed among their number, the energy spread between them and shrugged off.

      But now they were just so much detritus piled up in the many bins surrounding the downed machine. Originally the mech and its microbots had all been kept safely stored in the aft airlock, ready to be blown out into space at the first sign of aggression.

      When it became clear the machine was devoid of any threatening behavior, now that it was separated from its homeship, Lesser Holly had deemed it safe to move the units inside to the workshop to better study. And Goonara, while terrified of the machines, also had her scientific curiosity piqued.

      Greater Holly, the fully functional version of the ship’s AI mind, had first been a bit concerned when her intellect broke apart again after seeming to have finally been reintegrated into her main systems. But she supposed it was just a glitch she and her lesser self would get used to and eventually overcome.

      For now, however, tasking a separate version of herself with the research job had actually proven fortuitous, as it let her focus on other things. Things like figuring out the last jumbled bits of the star map that should get them to the system where the Ra’az were last seen.

      That was a top priority, and one that could have lasting repercussions if their intel proved correct.

      “Do you really think we’ll find any Ra’az still alive?” Goonara asked as she fiddled with a small and rather robust wireless transmission unit of her own design.

      “I hope not, for all our sakes,” Holly replied. “But the data doesn’t lie. There was a Ra’az ship captured, that we know for sure. And if we pulled up the right information from the star map, then yes, there’s a very good possibility a pocket of Ra’az might still be out there.”

      Goonara worked silently a long moment, the eyes in the back of her head watching the deactivated mech while the pair at the front focused on the device she was finalizing. “It’s been so long since the Ra’az,” she eventually said. “I never had it too bad, you know. I grew up working support in the loyalist-run shipping hub.”

      “Which makes sense, given your intellect,” Holly said. “You have a natural knack for science. You see things and understand how they work in a manner that most people simply do not. That’s not something that can simply be taught.”

      “I suppose. But people like Hellatz? They were forced to do so much more while under the yoke of Ra’az control.”

      “He’s one hell of a pilot,” Holly said.

      “Now he is. But before becoming free? Before he had the opportunity to be more, it was an existence of hard labor from dawn until dusk, day in and day out. While I can technically imagine that life, at the same time, I simply cannot. How he, or anyone, survived it is beyond me.”

      “I think if you faced the same circumstances you would find a way to make the most of them. It’s how your brain works, Goonara. Like what you’re working on right now, for example. It’s a totally alien bit of tech you’re helping with, and in no way part of your normal skill set, but you’ve already come up with and fabricated a signal interlink device.”

      “Which we do not know will work.”

      “Yes, of course. But still, you’re thinking like a scientist, not a worker drone, which is my point. And speaking of your invention, is it ready to install?”

      Goonara sealed the little case with a click and turned it over in her hands. “As ready as it will be,” she said. “But even if this does allow you to maintain your signal connection across greater distances, it is still an utterly alien code. Do you really think you will be able to crack it? Your other aspect seemed to have some doubts when we were aboard the whale ship. We stole data, but beyond that trickle, she said the systems were nearly impervious to her attempts.”

      “We had issues with that, yes. But that was the operating system of a massive space vessel capable of autonomously capturing and containing myriad ships, and it was only natural it would be robustly protected by not only difficult firewalls but also equally robust coding. This mechanoid, however, is different.”

      Goonara crossed over to the inert machine. Its twelve legs were all tucked close to its lengthy body, but even lying quietly rather than towering over her, it was still an imposing device, although far less bulky minus the sheer mass of all of its microbots clinging to its surface.

      It was that lack of exterior covering that actually allowed Holly to find the one place within its open sample collection hatch that would safely house Goonara’s device. The one chink in its armor. Once the unit was attached to the interior of the mech, its strange composite body would then act as a signal enhancer. An antenna of sorts. Just one of the many properties they had discovered that the unusual material possessed.

      It was all hypothetical at this point, of course, but Lesser Holly believed that due to the very unique nature of the signal link that would be created, a robust connection could be maintained at great distances. Perhaps even a planet away, though they hadn’t been able to power up anything to test that theory.

      The alien moved carefully, all four of her hands working in unison to properly secure her creation inside the machine.

      “I have almost finished attaching it,” she said.

      “Great. I can’t wait to get working on the next phase of the experiments.”

      “But you said the code was robust and difficult.”

      “For their main ship, yes. That was something that would require extensive study to even hope to understand. But our people have been playing with mech designs for ages, and this unit operates on a relatively simple version of their code. Don’t get me wrong, it’s still a mind-bogglingly alien operating language, but since this was just a basic scavenging unit that worked under the initial guidance directives of the main systems, it apparently didn’t require anywhere near the complexity of the ship itself.”

      Goonara stepped back and cocked her head, examining her handiwork. Yes, this would do.

      “Done,” she said, pleased with how well the unit fit. “Now what? Do you override its code?”

      “I haven’t been able to tap into that quite yet. But I’m trying.”

      “Be careful,” a new voice said.

      Greater Holly had entered the chat, and even though the two aspects of the same mind were essentially one being, their inability to fully consolidate had left them ever so slightly different. Plus, Greater Holly was simply operating with countless times more processing power at her disposal.

      As such, she had all of that information readily at hand. Like a general compared to a lieutenant, both were impressive on their own, but one was more seasoned. And also likely to be less impulsive, though that bit was no fault of Lesser Holly’s. He simply didn’t have the same cautionary buffer.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got it all under control,” he replied.

      “I’m sure you do. But we know things don’t always work as planned.”

      “At times, yes. But Goonara is here to provide an extra set of eyes on my work. No offense intended.”

      “I have four eyes, why would I take offense?” she replied.

      “True, that,” Lesser Holly said. “Okay, now the fun begins. Now I try to establish contact.”
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      Command was abuzz, but not with the rush of combat, but the preparatory adrenaline of not knowing what lay ahead. They were about to warp to a new system, previously unknown to the allied Human and Chithiid fleet, far, far beyond the edges of explored space. And they were doing so knowing full well they could very possibly be warping right into a Ra’az stronghold.

      Yes, the brutal alien race had been defeated and utterly wiped from existence, but that was back home, in parts of the galaxy they knew quite well. Here, however, it was possible humanity’s greatest enemy might actually still live on, against all odds. Concern was only natural.

      Their ship, while a long-range study and recon vessel, was also heavily armed and equally well-shielded, which was not the norm for that type of craft. Not usually, anyway. This mission, however, had been to track down a very hostile new race, and the big brains overseeing the fleet would only send the best protected ship they could.

      So, the crew felt confident their craft was as ready for the eventuality of aggressive contact when it finally reared its ugly head. Even so, tracking down an elusive new enemy was one thing, rushing in toward one they knew all too well was another.

      “Holly, are all pulse cannons primed and ready to deploy?” Sadira asked as she surveyed the multiple displays spread in front of her seat in command.

      “Yes, Captain, all are in optimal firing readiness,” Greater Holly replied. “In addition, the railguns have been adjusted to a higher velocity should we find ourselves needing to pierce Ra’az shielding and hull materials.”

      “Good call. What about the shielding couplers? We’d talked about drawing additional power from the warp core to bolster them if things ever got really hairy.”

      “Which we weren’t actually expecting,” Moose added.

      “No, but we knew it could happen,” she replied. “So, where does that stand, Holly?”

      “All systems are operating at optimal levels, and the shielding is ready should we need to adjust.”

      Sadira settled back in her seat a little and breathed a tiny sigh of relief. “Thanks, Hol.”

      “Of course, Captain. All systems are running at optimal.”

      That was it, then. There was little else to do, and no reason to delay the final warp. Everything was as good as it was going to get. It was time.

      Sadira opened shipwide comms so Goonara could hear them as well as Ace, though the AI ship was safely tucked away in the hangar bay. But should they need him to deploy quickly for any reason, such as helping fight off the deadliest enemy humanity had ever known, perhaps, they’d want him ready. Sadira just hoped the need would not arise.

      “Okay, people, you know where we’re going, and you know what we’re doing. Whatever’s waiting for us on the other end of this warp, we’ve got the element of surprise. How long that’ll last we don’t know, so be ready for anything and hold on tight. We’re warping in sixty seconds.”

      Hellatz swiveled in his seat. “Captain, are you sure you don’t want Holly flying when we warp?”

      It was incredibly unusual for the cocky pilot to suggest such a thing. But this was no ordinary approach. They were going to attempt to thread the needle between planets and deposit their ship a safe distance from the target world, all while staying off of any scans. He could handle the flying with no difficulty, but a lot was on the line, and while his reflexes were incredibly sharp, the AI ship’s were faster than his.

      “No, Hel, I want you on the controls,” Sadira replied. “Holly’s going to be scanning a lot of chatter and doing threat analysis of pretty much everything bigger than a toaster within a thousand clicks of us when we arrive.”

      “She’s also a massively powerful AI,” he noted.

      “Yeah, but she lacks something you have. Gut feeling. I’ve flown with you, Hel. I’ve even flown against you. And there’s no one I’d rather have at the controls if we have to make split-second decisions. I trust your instincts, and I know everyone aboard does too.”

      The pilot nodded once. “Thanks, Captain.”

      “You got it. Now get ready. We’re warping in twenty.”

      The two had started off their relationship with a fair bit of tension. Sadira and Moose had been a team for years, and Goonara was an odd duck but easily fit in once she was assigned her lab space. Hellatz, on the other hand, had been a bit difficult. Part was his non-Chithiid attitude. He had spent so many years on Earth that he had adopted some decidedly human characteristics. He was more vocal about his cockiness, for example, and though he was an amazing pilot, no doubt, Sadira was still better.

      Yet when they had crewed up for the mission, she had stepped aside to fill her role as captain. Someone else had to fly the ship, and much as he could be annoying, this cocky Chithiid was the best they had.

      And that was the other issue. His ego. Or at least, it was until recently. He had believed he was better suited for command of the mission, going so far as to question Sadira’s judgment in front of the others. She’d let it slide in the interest of surviving their recent ordeal. And by the end of it she’d won his respect. Not by telling him what to do, but by making the difficult calls he simply couldn’t. People had died, but far more had lived, and that was the sort of decision a captain had to live with.

      Since then the two had gotten along far better, and the smoother interaction helped put Sadira’s mind at least a little at ease as they leapt headfirst into the unknown.

      “Here we go,” she said as the countdown hit zero.

      “Warping,” Holly announced, then the ship blipped out of existence, leaving a crackling blue residue in the space it had so recently occupied.

      Far across the galaxy in a system they only knew about from hacked alien star charts, the ship popped back into space in a little flash. Fortunately, warps, while visible, were not massive events that would draw unwanted attention to those making them.

      “Eyes,” Sadira called out. “What do we see?”

      Moose was glued to his monitors while Turd, the fuzzy little pink creature indifferent to the stress of the event, lay curled up on his lap. She roused a bit and shifted out of the way as he leaned in closer. Fortunately, he’d fed her an extra power cell before the warp just in case she became agitated. A creature that could not only ingest energy but also spray it like a skunk when upset could be a very dangerous thing if not kept happy.

      “I think I see something,” Moose said. “No, wait. That’s debris. It is metallic, but it’s inert. I got nothing, Cap.”

      “Ditto,” Hellatz added. “Clear on my screens. No traffic anywhere near.”

      “Holly? How are we long-range?”

      “I’m scanning the system, Captain. From what I can determine thus far, we have arrived a good distance from the target planet. The star charts appear to have been accurate.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief. The biggest unknown variable had been removed. The charts were right. And that meant that Holly not only guided them to where they needed to go, but also now possessed the first piece to the much larger puzzle of deciphering the encoded alien star maps that might one day even help lead them home.

      But that was a concern for later.

      “It’s beautiful,” Moose said as he admired the magnified blue orb far off in the distance on his display.

      It was a largely water planet, it seemed, but the Ra’az wouldn’t have targeted it if there wasn’t an advanced culture with plenty of valuable tech and ore to strip.

      “Scan complete,” Holly announced. “I detect no craft in the space between us and our destination. Further, there appear to only be two stations of indeterminate function orbiting the planet. I will continue working to learn their purpose.”

      “Distance to the planet?”

      “Approximately forty million miles,” she replied.

      “Not bad. Not bad at all. That’s barely the distance from Venus to Earth,” Moose said, scratching Turd’s purring belly. “Well done, Holly.”

      “Yeah, nice job,” Hellatz agreed. “All right, I’m taking us in closer. Slow approach, keeping the sun ahead and darkness behind us to mask the ship’s presence. Holly, would you please turn off any exterior illumination?”

      “Already done.”

      “Thanks, Hol,” the pilot said as he directed all of his attention on the imposing planet growing larger on their viewscreens. “Okay, here we go.”
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      “That’s a lot of water,” Moose said with a little whistle. Turd looked up from her cozy spot on his lap. “No, sweetie,” he said to the pink ball of fluff. “I wasn’t calling you. Go back to sleep.”

      Sadira glanced up from her screen and chuckled at her burly friend’s pampering of the little animal. “It’s one pretty planet,” she said. “Big, and pretty. Not exactly what I’d expect of a Ra’az stronghold.”

      “I know, right?”

      “And there are some pretty good-sized continents down there too. But I’d have to say the surface looks like it has to be at least eighty percent water.”

      “Eighty-six percent,” Lesser Holly’s AI voice chimed in over their internal speaker system.

      “I thought you were busy working on your new toy,” Hellatz said as he slowed their approach, holding the ship back at a reasonable distance for more detailed scans.

      “Oh, I am,” he replied. “Goonara and I are making some interesting progress. But I didn’t want to miss our arrival here. And I can split my focus rather effectively. AI mind, you know.”

      “Without the full force of my processors behind him, it just requires a bit more effort than I would need,” Greater Holly added. “But we do still share several systems at the same time despite being mostly individual at the moment.”

      Hump shook his head. “I don’t know how you guys do it. I mean, I’m an AI, and having my mind split like that would drive me nuts.”

      “It was odd at first, but we’ve come to understand our situation and the associated issues far better now,” she replied.

      “And we’re not split so much as overlapping aspects of the same person,” Lesser Holly added. “Ooh, now that’s interesting,” he abruptly said. “Hellatz, if you’d please redirect our orbit toward the pole, we’re getting a better reading on the larger of the two stations we noted from a distance.”

      The pilot nodded and changed course, adjusting their flight to take them on a long, looping orbit far above the planet’s surface. The screens filled with a fairly detailed image of an older, banged-up overwatch station. It was similar to what the Ra’az had used above Earth during their initial invasion, but this one was different in a few respects. Older, for one thing. And it lacked the usual accompaniment of battle craft.

      “Odd. It seems like all there is orbiting the planet is that large station over the pole and a pair of smaller survey stations,” Sadira said, studying the scrolling readouts. “Holly, what about satellites?”

      “None,” Lesser Holly said. “Just a few bits of inert debris drifting around out there. Otherwise the skies are clear.”

      “Later stage deconstruction?” Moose wondered. “First use the local equipment for their own purposes, then strip it down.”

      “Could be,” Sadira said. “It’s odd. How about the surface?”

      “Largely devoid of structures,” Greater Holly said. “But atmospheric conditions stemming from the waters of this planet seem to interfere with my optics from this range. I’m not sure what element is present that causes the distortion. I can tell that there are pockets of activity of some sort, but they are spread out over the different continents. Worth noting, I do not see any terrestrial systems connecting them. They appear to be entirely isolated units.”

      “There could always be something like our loop tube system on Earth,” Moose noted.

      “Not likely. I’m not seeing signs of anything that looks like a tube hub,” Holly said. “Though if it was entirely subterranean it could be a possibility. I’d still expect to see some signs, though.”

      Sadira ran her hands through her hair and leaned in closer to the screen. “So, we have some activity down there, and that’s sure as shit a Ra’az overwatch station, but beyond that we’re in the dark. Lovely. Just freaking lovely.”

      “At least we didn’t warp right into a firefight,” Moose said. “Coulda been worse.”

      “My man has a point, there,” Hump agreed. “Never good to be late to a party when gunplay is involved.”

      “So we haven’t been targeted. That part’s great. But we’re not much less in the dark than when we plotted our course,” their captain grumbled.

      A somewhat overly enthused voice joined them over comms. “I’d be happy to fly down for a little recon, Captain,” Ace said. “All of my systems are ready to go, and I’m the ship that is best suited for evasive atmospheric flight of all of us.”

      “If Ace is going to the surface, I’d like to accompany him,” Hellatz said. “I think it would be wise to have a manual backup aboard, just in case there are any defenses that might affect his systems.”

      Most captains would have denied the request simply because of the risk of losing not only an away ship but also their pilot should something go wrong. They were facing the Ra’az, after all.

      But Sadira was a skilled pilot as well, and Ace was a damn talented little ship. There would always be risk, naturally, but, in the grand scheme of things, they were in as good a position as one could expect, given the circumstances.

      “All right,” she finally said. “You two have the go-ahead to make a run. But I want you to use all of your masking tech to deflect any probing signals. Run it to the max until you’re back. That’s a really old Ra’az system floating out there. If the internals aren’t upgraded, you might just be lucky enough to avoid detection entirely.”

      Hellatz was already on his feet. “We’ll be careful,” he said, then was out the door, hurrying to the hangar.

      “Okay, then,” Sadira said as she leaned back ever so slightly but not at all relaxed. “Now, we wait.”

      

      Ace was a rather well-armed and robustly shielded little AI ship. The artificial intelligence was also an exceptional pilot. What he was not, however, was a warp-capable craft. He’d been accustomed to flying support for larger ships, which he was currently doing for Holly, but never traveling long distances on his own.

      It was a trade-off of sorts. The lack of warp systems meant he was limited in range. But it also meant that in atmospheric flight, where weight actually played a role, his lighter airframe made him exceptionally maneuverable. Of course, at the moment, if they wanted to reap the benefits of that design trait, they first had to make it into the atmosphere.

      “Leveling out,” the little AI declared as the first buffeting of the edge of the exosphere shook his hull.

      “We’re close to skipping off,” Hellatz pointed out. “You want to angle us downward a bit more?”

      “Soon,” the ship replied, slowing their descent as best he could. “I’m trying to hit that sweet spot that will reduce the heating of my hull. Shielding takes the brunt of it anyway, but if I can keep us from making much flare, I’d rather not give anyone on the surface a clear view of us making entry.”

      The Chithiid pilot nodded his approval of the tactic. “Good call, Ace,” he said as his eyes ran across all of the ship’s monitoring systems. “Looks like we’re still clear of any targeting. Either we’re really good, or these guys are really sloppy.”

      “I like to think we’re that good.”

      “And I would be inclined to agree,” Hel said with a grin. “So, what do you say we head down lower and see what your optics can pick up?”

      “Sounds like a good plan to me.”

      “Excellent. And, Ace, would you mind if I take the controls for a bit? I’ve missed flying in thermoclines.”

      “Sure thing,” Ace replied, switching flight controls to manual. “Just don’t crash me.”

      Hellatz laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

      The duo slowed their descent even more, slipping into cloud cover to avoid visual detection while Ace ran every scan and counter scan he could think of. If anyone was going to find them, they were not going to make it easy. But that didn’t happen, and the pair’s flight proceeded uncontested.

      Scans seemed non-existent. At least for the moment, that is. As such, that meant that visual detection was more of a threat than electronic, though Ace was still running all of his jamming and signal-shielding equipment at full throttle. When dealing with an enemy like the Ra’az, one could not afford to be careless. That meant there was one more thing they could do to avoid being seen.

      Ace took the helm again and shifted their flight path toward the darker skies where the planet was engulfed in night. With no external illumination and no sunlight to reflect off of his hull, they were as good as a stealth ship from this height.

      His high-resolution imaging array zoomed in on the brighter areas dotting the continents below. What they saw made it clear what had happened to this world.

      “Captain, we’re transmitting up images from our first pass,” Hel sent over the comms.

      “Copy that, standing by,” she replied.

      A moment later a stream began playing across the command center’s monitors. And what the situation on the surface was became abundantly clear.

      There had been cities, but they had long ago been stripped to ruins. Far more than the destruction Earth had seen, these cities had been reduced to mere scraps. Even the framing of most structures had been harvested, and in their footprints the entrances to mines were clear to see. Not in every city, but many. Specifically, those that had been built above ore deposits.

      “I know what this is,” Hellatz said quietly.

      “That didn’t come through clearly. What did you say, Hel?” Sadira asked.

      “This planet is in the very late stages of Ra’az conquest,” he transmitted. “It is no wonder there are no militarized base stations or a fleet of warships.”

      “Because they were all supposed to have died out after the Great War,” Ace said. “Without their queen, the Ra’az genetic line should have ended.”

      Hel shook his head. “No, it’s not just that. The Ra’az have stasis pods and could maintain a small force for some time that way. But this place, just look at it. It’s been harvested far longer than Earth ever was. That explains the lack of tech scanning the skies. They’re wrapping things up here, though that could still take another several decades by the look of it. But the main forces have pulled up stakes and moved on.”

      “Well done, you two. Now come on back,” Sadira said.

      Hellatz switched off the comms. “Ace, you mind if I drive again?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “Thank you,” he said, then switched the comms back on as he began his descent. “We’re just going to go in for a little closer look. We’ll be back shortly.”

      “Negative, Hel. I want you back up here.”

      “It’ll just be a little peek, Captain. We won’t land. Yet.”

      “Hel, get your ass into orbit.”

      “What was that? Your signal broke up.”

      “I know damn well that my signal is just fine. Hellatz? Hel, you answer me.” Sadira turned to the others. “Son of a bitch just switched off his comms.”

      “The fella is pretty unusual for a Chithiid,” Moose said with a chuckle. “Not quite so proper and straight-laced, that’s for sure.”

      Hump laughingly agreed. “Yeah, night-and-day difference between him and Goonara, that’s for sure. He’s sure got a propensity for doing things more the human way, I’d say.”

      “Like disobeying orders,” Sadira said.

      “Well, technically he cut out before you made it an official order,” the cyborg replied with an amused grin. “But naturally, I don’t condone that sort of thing.”

      “Uh-huh,” she grumbled. “He’d just better bring that ship back in one piece, and without an armada of Ra’az Hok on his tail.”
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      It was several hours before the telltale comms signature of their quirky little AI ship flashed back on Holly’s array.

      “They are nearly back,” she said.

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Moose said.

      “Ah, yes. Ace just sent a burst notification on our link. Much more efficient than speaking for us AI, you know. In any case, they should be arriving any minute now.”

      “About damn time,” Sadira grumbled. “I’m heading to the landing bay. Let me know if Hel decides to grace us with his presence on comms before they touch down.”

      “Will do, Captain,” the ship replied.

      Sadira stormed out of command heading straight for the landing area, a dark cloud of anger almost visible over her head as she left.

      Moose turned to his cybernetic friend. “Damn, haven’t seen her that pissed in a while. Poor Hel doesn’t know what he’s in for.”

      Hump chuckled. “Well, captains aren’t known for having a fondness for having their orders disobeyed.”

      “But you said it wasn’t technically an order.”

      “As if that’ll save his ass from being chewed out,” he replied. “And I bet it’s gonna be good. Hey, Holly, would you mind opening up the comms to the landing bay? I wanna hear this.”

      “Eavesdropping is frowned upon, Corporal,” she replied.

      “Well, yeah, but tactical information gathering is a vital part of our mission parameters.”

      “And you can’t help but be curious,” the ship replied with a bit of amusement.

      “You know me so well.”

      “Of course I do. It’s my job. In any case, comms are open. But do try to show a bit of tact.”

      “When do I not?”

      Mustafa snort-laughed. “Dude, you want me to make a list? If you do, give me a heads up, ’cause I’ll need some time to make the flow chart.”

      “Shut it.”

      “As if.”

      “I suggest you both quiet down. That is, if you want to actually hear what’s going on down there,” Holly said.

      “Right, right. Game faces, Moose,” Corporal Humphries said, then turned his attentions to the sounds of the landing ship. The good stuff was about to kick off any minute.

      

      “You were told to come back,” Sadira said with an icy edge as her pilot stepped from the small but well-armed ship. “It was an order.”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, you must’ve cut out before that came through.”

      Sadira stared at him hard a long moment. The Chithiid pilot was a solid seven feet tall, but despite towering over her, it was the captain whose presence filled the room. And she was pissed. Hellatz quickly scrambled to cover his ass as best he could.

      “There was a lot of very important data to gather,” he blurted. “And there was no time like the present to collect it.”

      “You flew in blind. And into a hostile area with undetermined defensive measures. We were still unsure if they might detect you, Hel.”

      “But they didn’t.”

      “And we had no idea they wouldn’t. It was foolish, and it was reckless, and it could have jeopardized our entire crew.”

      The pilot stood quietly and took the tongue-lashing. While he was no stranger to talking back, he knew he had pretty much earned this one. But he also knew the captain, and seeing as he hadn’t come back trailing a fleet of enemy ships behind him, her curiosity would get the better of her. Sooner than later, most likely.

      Sadira’s jaw slowly relaxed, and the angry furrow in her brow began to diminish ever so slightly. “Fine,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “The damage is done and you got lucky. So, what did you see?”

      Hellatz’s demeanor grew more serious. “I think we should review this with the others. They’re all going to want to see this.”

      Sadira was pissed, but she also knew the man, and if he was concerned enough to want to immediately share with the others, she wasn’t about to doubt his motives no matter how ticked off she was.

      “Goonara, get to command,” she said over comms. “We’re all going to take a look at Hellatz’s data, and I want you there too.” She turned to her pilot. “Okay, let’s go. Ace, send the data to Holly to put up for us once we get there.”

      “On it, Captain,” the AI ship chirped, happy to have avoided a reprimand. Or so he thought.

      “And don’t think you’re not in trouble too,” she added, cutting off that moment of relief. “But we’ll talk about that later.”

      Sadira walked fast to command, annoyed, but also curious about exactly what it was Hellatz found. They were dealing with planet killers. Enders of entire worlds. The same genocidal aliens who had very nearly wiped out the entire human race. Whatever he’d come across, it was bound to be bad.

      “Hey, Cap, you’ve gotta see this,” Moose said as she and Hellatz strode into the room.

      Images were already up on the displays, each showing a different series of locations. The continents were exactly as they’d noted from above, namely decent-sized land masses but separated by significant bodies of water and not linked by any visible means. If there had been any bridges or other form of above-ground connection, it was long gone.

      There were cities as well, or at least remnants of what once had been. The Ra’az Hok were nothing if not efficient scavengers, and when they stripped a world they left little behind. So was the case in this instance.

      “What are we looking at?” Goonara asked as she joined the others.

      “The planet’s surface,” Hellatz replied. “You won’t believe your eyes.”

      “Rotate and enhance this one,” Sadira said as she leaned in to examine one of the screens.

      Moose shifted up the image for her. “Pretty advanced progress,” he said. “Looks like they’ve already taken the surrounding areas down to raw dirt.”

      “But what are those?” she asked. “Zoom in closer.”

      He re-centered and shifted in on the groups of living beings clustered around a few dark spots on the image.

      “Holly, why is this image so fuzzy? Ace has a top-notch visual array.”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but it seems at that altitude the particulate matter in the air caused refraction similar to what we’ve had obstructing our view from space. I’ve worked out an algorithm, though. Just one moment while I determine the right spectral filter to use and I’ll enhance the image.”

      A few seconds passed as the massive AI mind processed the solution. A moment later the scene was far clearer, and what they saw was astonishing.

      “Those are Chithiid,” Moose gasped as the four-armed figures came into focus. “Hundreds of them, just like on Earth back when—”

      “Back when the Ra’az were stripping it down,” Hump finished his thought. “And those aren’t buildings they’re tearing up. Those are mines.”

      He was right. The dark spots from a distance were actually the entrances to mining shafts running beneath the ruins of the city. While several of the other screens showed somewhat intact cities being dismantled, this one had been completely leveled to the ground. But the Ra’az, for whatever strange reason, had taken to digging up ore from the ground. It was something they’d not seen on Earth, but that invasion had been stymied long before the planet ever saw this degree of destruction.

      The Chithiid were all wearing variations of the same work overalls they’d been issued on Earth. A captive workforce doing the dirty work of their alien slave-driver masters. And there were so many of them. Hellatz and Goonara both stared in awe at the sheer numbers of their fellow Chithiid. They’d spent so long on free Earth with their human allies that they’d almost forgotten what an entirely Chithiid world looked like.

      But there were no humans here. And the Ra’az always let their loyalist lackeys run the reclamation units. As a result, all they could see were Chithiid spread across the landscape.

      “There’s gotta be some pretty damn valuable ore down there for the Ra’az to send them to do mining work,” Mustafa said. “I’ve never heard of them doing that.”

      “Probably because with the lack of easy transit between land masses it made sense to keep the workforces busy until they’re stuck in stasis and shipped off to the next planet,” Sadira said. “Only, they don’t know the Ra’az were defeated and this is the last stop.”

      Moose began scrolling through all of the images, flipping from continent to continent.

      “What is it, Moose?”

      “It’s weird, Sadi, but I haven’t seen a single Ra’az on any of these. I mean, we know they don’t get their hands dirty, but you’d expect to see at least a few of them.”

      Hellatz nodded grimly. “I noted that while doing the flyovers. And I have a theory. I think this world is run by loyalists.”

      Normally calm and sweet, Goonara spit with disgust. “Loyalists? Loyalists running the entire operation?”

      “It looks that way,” Hellatz said. “I only managed to get a few images of high enough resolution to see the scars on their shoulders, but yes, the markings are there. Ra’az loyalist scum are indeed overseeing the work teams.”

      His and Goonara’s hatred of the Chithiid who willingly betrayed their own people was understandable. It was a deplorable thing to do, to sell out your own race and serve as the strong arm managing the conscripted ranks. But that’s just what many Chithiid had done. They’d seen it on Earth as well, though that group was weeded out and eliminated at the end of the Great War. With malice, more often than not.

      “There still might be Ra’az overseers here,” Sadira said. “Even if the main fleet left, there could still be a few in cryo for all we know. And even if there aren’t, a loyalist force is still a danger to be reckoned with.”

      “We need to free our people,” Hellatz said with a determined look in his eyes.

      Sadira nodded, her anger at him replaced by a new target for her ire. “I agree,” she said. “But we need a plan.”
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      The vibe in the galley was not a lighthearted one as it usually was. Not by any stretch. This wasn’t a time to relax and casually chat about inconsequential fluff. The situation, having now been made abundantly clear, had made sure of that.

      “This is bad, Sadi. Like, I’m talking really bad.”

      Moose was so distraught he almost lost his appetite. Almost.

      “I know, Moose.”

      “Really, really bad. We just fought an all-out war to end all wars to save our planet from extinction,” he continued. “And we almost didn’t come out on top. That’s how you got that hand. That’s how I got this leg,” he said, rapping his knuckle on his cybernetic replacement limb. “And now we find out the Ra’az aren’t all gone? I’m kinda freaking out a little.”

      “I noticed,” she replied. “And I’m with you. This is no bueno for sure. But you saw the images. This world is way more deconstructed than ours ever was. It’s in the advanced stages. Really, all that’s left is the dregs, for the most part.”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said, not comforted one bit, then let out a pained chuckle. “You know, here we are, out searching for the new hostiles that threatened our people, but instead, we found the old ones, still up to their world-destroying games. Our luck is decidedly shit.”

      Hellatz shifted in his seat. “Let’s not forget, there are hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions, of my kind down there living a life of slavery. And overseen by our own people. It’s more than bad luck. It’s unacceptable. Something has to be done.”

      Sadira nodded her agreement, as did the others. But it wasn’t as simple as they’d like. For one, they were lacking any sort of backup. During normal operations they could have simply warped back home to rally the troops, but out here? Here they were on their own. On their own and lost in space with no means to call in reinforcements even if they wanted to. And they wanted to, most definitely.

      “What we need is intel,” the captain said. “And I’m talking on-the-ground, first-hand intel, not some flyover images that we don’t have any background information on.”

      “I can’t provide any better data,” Greater Holly chimed in. “My apologies, but the particulate in the atmosphere is playing merry havoc with my scanning arrays, even with my adjustments to recalibrate. I can provide a lot of information, but I’m afraid when it comes to detailed intelligence, my systems will come up short.”

      “No sweat, Hol. We’ll figure something out,” Moose said, then turned to his AI friend. “So, Hump, you wanna gear up and make a run to the surface?”

      “You know I’d love nothing more,” the spec ops cyborg replied. “But there’s just one glaring problem.”

      “Yes, there is,” Hellatz chimed in. “You are human. Well, you’re not, but you both look human, and on a planet inhabited solely by Chithiid, you’ll both stand out like a sore thumb. Or, more accurately, your lacking two additional thumbs will,” he said, waving all four of his arms at them to drive home his point.

      “He’s right,” Hump said. “Much as I’d love to get my game face on, we look nothing like our Chithiid buddies. A foot too short and minus a pair of arms, for starters. And before you say we should just wear a long coat, you know that wouldn’t cut it.”

      Moose grumbled, but ultimately, he reluctantly agreed. He knew the real score, and it was not in his favor no matter what he wanted it to be. “Fine. But this isn’t something we can do from space. We need actual intelligence.”

      “On that we agree,” Hump said, his gaze shifting over to Hellatz. “So, what do you think, big guy?”

      Their pilot paused in thought a long moment. “I have a way,” he finally said. “My shuttle is modified and has long been used as a Chithiid transport. But underneath all of those tweaks and adjustments, at its core it’s still a Ra’az vessel.”

      Corporal Humphries nodded in appreciation. “So, if we pull out the modifications and make it look as much like its original configuration as possible, you should be able to fly right in there without raising any eyebrows. I like the way you think, Hel.”

      “Of course, we will be unable to strip out many components that are now essential to its flight and communications,” Greater Holly pointed out. “But I think with a bit of work we can modify their housings enough to withstand a basic inspection.”

      “That’s all we can ask,” Hellatz said. “I worked labor crews on Earth before the war, and, from what I can tell, these people are sequestered in pretty much the same configurations as they were on Earth. Should make it relatively easy to get in and get out without raising any suspicion.”

      “You really think you can fit in?” Moose asked.

      “Look at me. I’m a Chithiid. So far as the Ra’az are concerned, we pretty much all look the same, save for the loyalists. And as for them, so long as the workforce does as its told, they don’t really pay much attention to us if we don’t raise a fuss.”

      “Oh, I think we’ll raise more than just a fuss before this is over,” Moose said.

      “If it frees my people, I hope so,” Hel replied. “In any case, it looks like I’m going down to the surface. This is going to be interesting, to say the least.”

      “I agree,” Goonara said. “And I want to come with.”

      “No way. It’s way too dangerous.”

      “I’m with Hellatz on this,” Sadira agreed. “We can’t put you in jeopardy on some random away mission.”

      Goonara shrugged off the objection. “Nonsense, we all know full well that more eyes on-site will accomplish our goal faster. And time is not something we have a great deal of.”

      “But you’re a scientist, Goon, not a soldier,” Moose said. “This isn’t going to be like a simple planetary survey mission. This could get really hairy.”

      “And I didn’t volunteer because I wanted to stay safe,” she replied. “I appreciate your concern, but I know the risks and gladly accept them. My job may have been technological support for the Ra’az and loyalist infrastructure during the occupation on Earth, but out here? In this time and place? Here, I can do more than just fix equipment and watch idly as they ruin yet another world. Here I can make a difference, and maybe even help save my people in the process.”

      Hellatz looked at her with surprise and a bit of unexpected admiration. He had to admit, seeing Goonara get so riled up was refreshing. She was always so engrossed in her lab work that he had wondered on occasion if there was anything at all that might pry her out of her shell. It seemed the enslavement of their fellow Chithiid was that something.

      “You realize it will be difficult, right? We’ll have to be around our people and let them suffer if interfering gets in the way of our mission. You have to be able to do nothing even if you want to do something to help, and it’ll suck. A lot. Do you think you can do that? Ignore the individual for the good of the group?”

      Goonara sat up straighter in her seat. Very recently she’d witnessed the sacrifice of several good people to save their comrades, and it had made an impression. It had been a vital task that they had no choice but to see to completion, and this one was just as important, if not more.

      “Yes, I can,” she finally said. “You can count on me.”

      Sadira looked at her pilot in silent conversation. Both seemed to reach the same conclusion at the same time.

      “Okay, then,” Sadira said. “Pack your things, Goonara. You’re going on a trip.”
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      The stripping down of Hellatz’s transport ship took a bit longer than anticipated, but given the nature of the situation he and Goonara would be flying into, it was far better to be safe than sorry.

      He was a pretty smooth character, for a Chithiid, and likely able to talk his way out of just about any situation they might find themselves facing. That is, unless alien tech was found aboard his ship. There’d be no explaining that away. So they would do all they could to avoid that happening in the first place.

      All they would carry on them were the bone-conduction comms patches worn behind their ears, silently transmitting communications through microvibrations in their heads. Holly had made a pair that would blend with their skin tone, though not exactly perfectly. There was only so much she could do on short notice.

      Of course, the entire plan was to land a distance from the populated area they had selected and walk in on foot, leaving the ship in a hidden location where its discovery was unlikely. If it did happen to be stumbled upon, it would look like any other ship the Ra’az might have their lackeys employ, and thus likely to be left alone, if not ignored completely.

      If things went as they hoped, no one would ever notice their ship at all.

      “Do we have to pull out the cannon?” Hellatz griped. “It’s in a retractable housing. And it blends in with the hull perfectly.”

      “That thing’s Earth tech. You know we have to,” Hump said as he removed the weapon.

      “Come on. Captain, can’t we at least leave something for defense? I mean, if anyone digs into the hull hard enough to find that, we’re pretty much screwed anyway, right?”

      Sadira shook her head. “Not a chance. We’re making absolutely sure you don’t raise any eyebrows if things do go wrong. And speaking of which, you know you’ve been living with humans a pretty long time now.”

      “Ever since the end of the war,” he said, flashing a little grin. “But don’t worry, though your cooking may be lacking compared to food back on Taangaar, the company is pretty decent.”

      “And there it is,” Sadira replied.

      “There what is?”

      She stopped working and gave him her serious face. “Look, Hel. You’re a kick-ass pilot and a valued member of our team, so don’t take it the wrong way when I say this.”

      The Chithiid stiffened slightly. “I’m not going to like what you have to say, am I?”

      “Look, you’re a great guy, but the thing is, you’ve gone a bit native.”

      “I’m sorry, I’ve what?”

      “You’ve adopted some human habits and speech patterns,” she clarified.

      “I have not!”

      “Dude, you totally have,” Moose chimed in. “Not that it’s bad. But you do talk kinda like a human sometimes.”

      “Yep. One of us,” Hump agreed with a chuckle.

      “What’s that even supposed to mean?”

      “It means try to take a cue from Goonara and speak in a more Chithiid kind of way,” Sadira said. “You know, more formal-like.”

      “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation,” Hel griped.

      “Yeah, well, neither can I, but I got an anomaly crewing on my ship, and I’d rather not have his cover blown when he goes all Earth slang on some loyalist.”

      “I would not go all Earth slang on—”

      “I know, I’m just making a point,” she interrupted. “Look, just pay attention to it is all I’m saying. I’ve got total confidence in you. I know you can do this.”

      Hellatz’s proverbial hackles lowered a bit as he continued his work. “Of course I can. I’ll blend right in. It’s how I’ve always operated in the work camps.”

      Moose and Hump shared a quick glance but said no more. Of course they were curious about their pilot’s former life of labor, but that was the sort of thing someone brought up on their own, and they were certainly not about to ask that uncomfortable question.

      “Hey, no tech,” Moose said as Goonara tucked a small scanning unit into her go bag.

      “But this is the smallest unit I possess,” she said. “In order to best provide data to Holly, I will need at least something with which to take readings.”

      Moose flashed a look at Hellatz. “See? More formal.”

      “Shut up,” he groused. “And it’s not formal. It’s nuanced and articulate.”

      “Sure it is.”

      “Like you’d know nuance, you shameless heathen,” Hel joked.

      Sadira crossed over to where Goonara was working and took a good look at the unit she was attempting to pack. It was small, no doubt, but it still looked distinctively human. And if she was caught with that, there was no telling what kind of a mess they’d be in.

      “Holly, is there anything smaller you can give her?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m afraid not. That is the smallest unit we have that will do the job.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” Sadira sighed. “Okay, I’m going to allow it, but you stash this thing the second you see anyone even remotely near you, ya got it?”

      Goonara nodded her head. “Of course. I think I can conceal it in a tool housing to avoid detection, but I will remain alert, I promise.”

      Given her recent brush with a hostile alien race because she’d been anything but alert, Sadira was fairly confident that terrifying experience had made a strong enough impression to actually sink in.

      “Okay, then. Holly, how are the coveralls and work pouches coming?”

      “Fabricated and ready.”

      “Excellent,” Sadira said. “All right, now everyone down there seems to be wearing more or less the same thing, so you two should blend in just fine. But keep in mind that from a distance, and especially with our optics experiencing issues from the atmospherics, you will both be almost impossible to pick out of the crowd if you need us. So let’s try to avoid situations that might require an emergency evac, okay?”

      “That is the last thing we want,” Hellatz said. “Especially if there are Ra’az anywhere nearby. We know there are loyalists in abundance, but it is the Ra’az we truly have to be wary of.”

      “Yeah, what’s with that anyway?” Moose asked. “I mean, usually they were only ever present in really small numbers back on Earth, but we haven’t seen a single one yet.”

      “I am hoping they are all dead,” Hel replied. “But, as this mission makes abundantly clear, there is only one way to find out, and that is firsthand.”

      Goonara glanced nervously at her fellow Chithiid. She had spoken with confidence of her desire to do right by their people, but now that the moment was at hand, the reality of the situation was a tangible threat rather than a hypothetical.

      Hellatz noted the shift in her mood but played it off. They needed Goonara to be calm and collected. Once they touched down on the surface, there would be no room for error.

      “Hey, Goonara. Could you help me with this?” he asked.

      “Oh, of course,” she replied, quickly moving close to assist in whatever he needed. “Is there a problem?”

      “Not a problem. It’s just been so long since I’ve handled any of these,” he said, fumbling with the few tools Holly had manufactured for them. They were Chithiid-standard items, the same kind used for disassembly of structures on Earth back in the day. Of course, Hellatz knew full well where they went and what to do with them, but Goonara didn’t know that.

      “They are good copies,” the scientist said.

      “I agree, but do you know how they would be stored in the work pouch? I don’t recall the exact configuration,” he said, catching the knowing look Sadira flashed his way with the eyes on the back of his head.

      Yes, the captain knew what he was doing, and she very much approved. For all of their head butting, the mutual respect between them had only grown since they launched, and though she wouldn’t say it to his face, Sadira thought the Chithiid pilot would make a fine captain one day.

      But not now. This was her command and her mission, and she was damn well going to make sure it ran smoothly.

      “You two do your final dialing in. I’m going to hit command and run over the data one more time before you launch,” she said.

      “You’ve been over it a dozen times,” Moose said.

      “And now it’ll be a dozen and one,” she replied as she stepped out into the corridor and headed for the command center.

      In less than an hour her team was going to insert themselves into a hostile environment to gather intel on a potentially hostile enemy, the same enemy who had damn near wiped out her species. As such, she was leaving nothing to chance.

      It was going to be an interesting day, that was for sure. She just hoped it would be interesting of the good variety.
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      “Oh, I do not like this one bit,” Goonara said as the little transport ship spun and twisted around the small pieces of debris in its path as it hurtled toward the blue planet’s atmosphere.

      “Relax,” Hellatz said. “We’ll be fine. Once we hit the atmosphere all of the little bits of orbiting debris will have burned up and we’ll have a smoother ride.”

      “But does it have to be so rough? The artificial gravity—”

      “Can only do so much when we’re moving around like this,” he cut her short. “Look, when we’re flying relatively straight it’s not a problem, but creating an artificial gravity bubble within the ship requires a fair bit of computing power, and since this baby’s been stripped down to the basics, that’s a luxury we are now lacking. Hence the restraint harnesses.”

      Goonara was looking a little green as he flipped upside down around a chunk of metal stubbornly in their path. That her skin was not normally that color was a little concerning. But they were nearly to the middle of the debris field that had unexpectedly drifted into their path. Most of the airspace had been stripped clean, but it seemed the Ra’az, in their haste to wrap things up, had more or less abandoned a few patches of space junk.

      The resulting floating obstacle courses were just one more unpleasant reminder of the Ra’az occupation. But it was no matter. In short order they would be through it and safely beginning their descent.

      Alarms blurted out a shrill cry in the cockpit.

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re being targeted!” Hel said and immediately spun into a series of defensive maneuvers.

      “Captain, we’ve been targeted,” he sent over comms. “Can’t see what’s locking on to us, but they’re lighting us up!”

      Back in command, Sadira was watching the whole event unfold from her screens. “I see it. Holly, what do we have out there?”

      “Unknown. It seems a previously dark object powered on and is now in pursuit of the transport.”

      “Dammit, they have to be Ra’az defenses. Hel, can you get out of there? Can you abort?”

      “No can do, Captain. I’m already at the halfway point. I have to say, that cannon would really come in handy right about now.”

      Sadira let that one fly by as she racked her brain for a solution.

      “Cap, he’s defenseless out there,” Moose said. “With no guns, he’s a sitting duck.”

      “That’s it,” she said as an idea flashed through her head. “Ace, how quickly can you get to them?”

      “Already depressurizing the launch bay. I should be there in less than a minute if I burn hard. You want me going in guns hot?”

      “No. No weapons at all.”

      A silence hung in the air a moment. “Uh, I’m sorry. Did you say no weapons?”

      “That’s exactly what I said.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. If we use weapons they’ll know we’re here and the whole mission will be blown.”

      “So what do you want me to do? Launching in five seconds, by the way.”

      “I want you to grab as much debris as you can from the nearby junk field and throw it right at them.”

      “You want me to take out a Ra’az defensive satellite with rocks and space junk?”

      “No, I want you to throw it at Hellatz.”

      Another silence.

      “My, that’s clever,” Lesser Holly said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Very,” Greater Holly confirmed.

      “What am I missing here?” Moose asked.

      “By creating a bombardment of debris, Ace will trick the satellite into thinking it has been targeting part of a meteor shower. And by not firing any weapons, they’ve managed to remain in a lower-tier engagement protocol by sheer luck. Had they fired at it, all bets would be off.”

      “Exactly,” Sadira said. “Ace, how long?”

      The little ship was flying like the wind, though technically there is no wind in the vacuum of space. But for the sake of the analogy, he pretended there was as he snatched up every decent-sized bit of junk and rock in his path that he could grab on the way. It was risky, given the speed at which he was traveling, but with an AI mind making the calculations, he only came close to shearing off something vital twice. All in all, he thought that was a pretty good result.

      “Twenty seconds, Captain,” the little ship replied.

      “You hear that, Hel? Hang on for twenty and we’ll get you out of this mess.”

      “I hear you, Captain. But do hurry, things are about to get very uncomfortable in here.”

      “Shit, did they pierce your hull?”

      “No, nothing like that. But Goonara is not faring well with the—”

      The sound of violent retching filled the airwaves as the scientist emptied her stomach onto the deck.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Mustafa said.

      “At least they have artificial gravity keeping it mostly in place,” Hump noted.

      “Always finding the silver lining.”

      “I try.”

      “Boys, shut it. Ace, how close?”

      “Arriving on-scene now. Deploying in three, two, one.”

      Ace gave one final push then reversed his drive system, backing out of the area in a flash, the cluster of debris masking his retreat. The tracking satellite picked up on the rapidly approaching chunks and took evasive maneuvers, pulling back as it scanned them all in passing.

      “Come on, you bastard,” Sadira said as she watched it on their screens.

      Ten seconds passed. Then twenty. Then, quite abruptly, the satellite fell dark, drifting silently as it had been just a few minutes prior.

      “Did it work?” Moose asked.

      “Looks like it,” Holly replied. “All power systems are off; only a trickle is detectable. Hellatz, you are safe to make your descent now.”

      “Copy that,” the pilot said as his ship began pushing through the exosphere. “And, Ace, thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” the AI ship replied.

      “Great. Come on back, Ace,” Sadira transmitted.

      “Affirmative. Smoke me a kipper, I’m heading home.”

      Sadira let out the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. That had been entirely too close. “Holly, how the hell did we miss that thing?”

      “Easy, Captain. The unit was entirely inert when we scanned it. So there’s that. Also, it appears to be self-contained. No communications signals in or out. It would seem to be an automated defensive unit, and a very old one from what I can tell. Rather beat-up by the looks of it.”

      “So it was just floating around out there, waiting?”

      “More or less. Though from what I can see, it looks as though it’s been waiting a very long time. Also interesting is that it does not seem to have been sending any form of signal to the surface, and yet, its original base station is no longer in orbit.”

      “That’s odd.”

      “Yes, it is. I would be willing to posit that this was a derelict unit that was abandoned to burn up in the atmosphere when it finally failed.”

      “Only it managed to not fail.”

      “It seems that way,” Greater Holly agreed. “And not only that, but it somehow stayed active as well.”

      “Well, I’m going to pull us back a bit so you can run another survey of the bits floating in orbit around the planet. A very, very detailed survey. We don’t want any more surprises like that.”

      “Agreed. And now that we know what to look for, I think we’ll fare much better. I noted a few very beat-up older satellite units drifting, but all were so far gone there was undoubtedly no point salvaging them after years of space debris strikes.”

      “Swiss-cheesed?”

      “For the most part. But I’ll look them over again, Captain.”

      “Do that, Hol. I’m willing to bet that they were left in place to protect the surface operations. The only question now is, what exactly remains down there?”
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      The outcropping of scrap not valuable enough for salvage was piled high, a cluster of ruins abandoned by the very people who had rendered them so. It was a place for the undesired leftovers, and in Hel’s eyes it was perfect.

      His ship was more than amply prepared to fit in should it fall under scrutiny, but he felt rather confident that it would remain undetected and unmolested in this particular location. And if someone did happen to find it? Well, it wasn’t like they would just start automatically ripping apart one of their own ships. More likely than not it would be written off as unworthy of further note, and above the finder’s pay grade.

      Of course, nearly all of the residents of this world were conscripted slave labor, so their pay grade was a non-existent one. And as for the loyalist scum who oversaw them, they liked to keep their hands clean more often than not. The likelihood of one of their kind wandering into this sort of place was next to none.

      “It won’t be much farther,” Hellatz said, shifting his tool pouches across his shoulders.

      He had almost forgotten the constant discomfort they caused. It had been years since his time laboring for the Ra’az back before Earth was freed. And given his druthers, it was something he’d just as soon have left unremembered. But here they were, trekking into the proverbial lion’s den. And willingly at that. He must’ve been crazy to think this was a good idea.

      “I don’t mind the walk,” Goonara said, taking in the sights with wonder. “I’d seen a bit of deconstruction before, but nothing nearly so complete as this.”

      “Yes, the work crews have made a lot of progress on this world,” he replied, well aware of her less demanding job in their prior life. “With a strong enough whip arm, a motivated group can accomplish quite a lot.”

      “I’m sure,” she said, oblivious, the meaning behind his comment flying over her head so fast there was almost a sonic boom as it passed by. “Remarkable how thorough they were. Look at the attention to detail. Every useful bit was stripped until only the parts even the Ra’az don’t want were left.”

      “Well, it is the job,” Hellatz said with a little sigh. “All right, keep your eyes open, and try not to keep staring at your scanner. It may be pretty well disguised in that housing, but you’re gonna draw attention to yourself if you’re only focused on the thing in your hands.”

      “But we are still a little way from the center of the city. The part not yet deconstructed.”

      “Yeah, but where do you think they’ll all be working?”

      “The periphery.”

      “Exactly. And look around. There’s still salvageable material in these parts. We’re getting closer. Any time now we’re going to come across a work party or two.”

      Goonara fumbled with her scanner as she took in the sights with a bit more attention. It was an unusual architecture—that which remained, that is—with more curved and flowing lines than most cultures. Whoever had once lived here must have been a fairly advanced civilization to build in this manner.

      The Chithiid work teams were efficient, though, and even the seemingly seamless buildings had come apart all the same once they got their hands on them. A lifetime of servitude tearing down other cultures had made them quite skilled at the task.

      “Do you think they’ll notice us?” she asked, suddenly a bit more concerned about their disguises despite their preparations.

      “Of course they will. Two of us out walking around not on a work assignment? Yeah, we’ll stand out. But I’ve already thought up a story, so just stick with what I planned and we’ll be fine.”

      Goonara looked around, expecting to see staring eyes of her fellow Chithiid on all sides. But they were still alone. For the moment, at least. Without further hesitation she raised her scanner a bit higher until the signal with Holly was a steady lock. She then transmitted the data she’d been recording since they’d landed.

      “I just sent you an air reading, Holly,” she said over her bone-conduction comms patch. “Did you receive it?”

      A few seconds passed before a reply reached her.

      “Yes, I just received it,” Holly said. “Processing now. Please stand by.”

      It was Holly’s female aspect this time, the two halves seeming to have settled into their Greater and Lesser roles, at least for the time being. It was odd, though. Technically, Lesser Holly was a separate version. A stripped-down emergency backup. In theory, the original should not have been affected by his powering on.

      But for whatever reason, Greater Holly had stuck with the female aspect. Goonara felt pretty confident, however, that when the two were fully assimilated once more the AI would return to its usual gender swapping proclivity. Not that it really mattered so far as the crew was concerned. Once they got used to their making the switch they almost ceased to notice it.

      “Ooh, this is interesting,” the AI said over comms.

      “What is?”

      “I recognize some of the genetic material in the air. Similar to what wiped out Earth. It appears to be the faintest trace of the plague used to eradicate whatever the native race of this planet was.”

      Hellatz threw his hand over his mouth. “It’s still here? What do we do?”

      “Do? Why, you carry on, of course,” the AI replied. “This is a targeted plague, genetically designed to attack a very specific life form. Chithiid are clearly not the intended targets. And, if I recall correctly, your kind became enslaved in the first place specifically because your adaptive physiology rendered your race immune to the underlying contagion they employed.”

      Hellatz lowered his hand. He felt a little foolish. Of course he was immune. It had just been so long since he’d even thought about it, the reaction came from pure instinct. And Holly was right about the conscription of his race as well. When the Ra’az found they couldn’t simply kill the Chithiid inhabitants of their home world with a plague, they changed tactics, brutally crushing their will and enslaving their people.

      Mostly they had done so by strategically separating females and young from the males. They then made an example of quite a few, executing them publicly to force the others to work. Resist and your family died. That was how it started. But generations later, the younger Chithiid had never even known freedom, and some sided with the Ra’az because they didn’t know any better.

      Stasis travel between worlds had kept the older workers viable, though, and the memory of what had happened to their homeworld was still part of the workforce memory. And much of their culture had been retained as well. Spoken traditions, ways of addressing elders, even the songs of the families, each of them telling the key parts of their lineage and history.

      Even the young knew their family song, and no two were the same. And despite years and years of oppression and slavery, they maintained this tie to their old ways. When the humans had fought alongside them in the Great War, the similarities between what the Chithiid faced and what some evil humans had once done to their fellow men and women were apparent.

      Having overcome that horrible past, humans felt a natural urge to step up and fight even harder to help their new allies regain their freedom. Slavery of any sort was abhorrent, and those who had supported it on Earth had been driven to extinction centuries ago. They hoped to do the same for the Ra’az. And it had worked.

      But this was a new planet and a different workforce. And this one didn’t know their overlords had been defeated. They were free, but at the same time not. A distant world out of the loop.

      Hellatz bent and scooped up a handful of dirt and smeared it on Goonara’s coveralls.

      “Hey! What are you doing?”

      “I see people,” Hellatz said, doing the same to his clothing. “We’re too clean.”

      “Oh.”

      “All right,” he said. “Come on. Captain, we’re going to make contact. Comms on this end will be silent for a bit.”

      “Good luck,” Sadira sent back. “And be safe.”

      With that the line went quiet.

      “Well, they’re in it now,” Moose said. “Hope they don’t have any problems. I just wish we could be there with them.”

      “The genetically-targeted plague that wiped this place out wasn’t aimed at humans, and the air’s breathable,” Sadira said. “But we’re not seven feet tall with four arms and grayish skin. We might stand out just a wee bit.”

      Lesser Holly had been listening in while working on his project, and interesting possibilities had sprung up in his AI mind.

      “Actually, Captain, since your initial discussions about the mission and Hellatz’s observations of surface life, I’ve been working on a little engineering concept that might be of use to you.”

      “What do you mean, Holly?” she asked.

      “I mean, I have an idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Since the existence of the Ra’az survey and overwatch station was discovered, both Hollys had been thinking about the possibility of several scenarios involving Ra’az and Chithiid playing out once contact was made. And now they had a plan.

      “As we know,” Lesser Holly said, “the Ra’az are an enormous race. Towering hulks of muscle.”

      “And terrible manners,” Moose noted.

      Hump grinned. “To say the least.”

      “Well,” Holly continued, “we discussed it a bit among ourselves, and I then decided to shift a bit of my focus from just fighting toward something that might be of use in a situation like this. Something that might allow humans to infiltrate as well.”

      Sadira cocked her head at the very thought. “But you just said it. The Ra’az are huge. No way we could impersonate one of them.”

      “Obviously. Simulating their physique would not only be impractical, but also impossible, given the somewhat limited fabrication systems aboard. But the Ra’az aren’t the only ones down there. And Chithiid are only about a foot taller than humans.”

      “Yeah, but again, we come to the whole four arms thing,” Sadira replied.

      “Oh, I know. And there’s something I want to show you. Would you mind coming down to my fabrication workshop?”

      Moose and Hump shared a glance with the captain.

      “New toys?” Hump asked. “I’m game.”

      Sadira was definitely curious. “Come on, boys, let’s see what Holly’s whipped up.”

      

      “Holy crap. Is that what I think it is?” Moose gasped with barely contained glee.

      “If you think it’s a modified battle armor rig adapted to house a mechanical assistance armature rather than its usual weapons array, then yes, it is,” Hump said. “You just came up with this, Holly?”

      “I’ve been working on the captured mechanoid, as you know, and as I’ve examined its structure, the way its legs were attached and controlled by the main unit gave me an idea. And this is it. Well, the third go-around. The first two iterations didn’t quite come out the way I had hoped.”

      It was an impressive piece of engineering. The battle armor was something that had been tucked away in the cargo hold as a just-in-case measure, but they had hoped they would never actually need it. The plan was to identify the homeworld of the aggressors who had attacked them and then so inconveniently exploded, then fly home with the information. Fighting was not in the cards.

      But Murphy loved to pay surprise visits, so the powers that be had deemed it important to load up a few of their more advanced toys should the need arise. And apparently the need just did, only not as they might have expected.

      The battle armor was a bleeding edge spec ops system designed to not only provide the wearer with a great degree of chest, back, groin, and abdomen protection, but also an integrated weapons system that would carry and deploy an interesting array of goodies while leaving the operator free from having to dig them out of pouches or backpacks if the need arose.

      It was light, self-powered, and very slim in profile. Gone were the days of bulky armoring. Now a reactive microcrystalline Newtonian fluid buffer was embedded in a ceramisteel shell, effectively shielding the wearer from impacts from both projectiles as well as some levels of pulse weapon fire.

      Of course, armor was no longer needed after the Great War, so the design had been more of a fun project for the AI designers to occupy themselves with than a real necessity. But the spec ops teams got the newest toys regardless, and this had been one of them.

      “Two arms, located midway down the torso,” Holly said. “Fully integrated with the system and capable of carrying significant loads while keeping your real arms free.”

      “Impressive, Hol,” Sadira said. “Really, it’s a nice bit of work. But how does this help us? Even if we wore long sleeves, operating a second set of arms would make us stand out. Not to mention us not looking like a Chithiid in all the other respects.”

      “Oh, this doesn’t operate manually,” the AI replied with obvious glee. Lesser Holly had done something exceptional, and he was enjoying showing it off.

      “If not manually, then what do we do?” Moose asked. “Just walk around all dead-armed?”

      “Not at all. This unit is designed to function via interface with a modified neuro-stim headband.”

      Hump perked up. “It’s a wireless synaptic relay?”

      “Precisely.”

      “Oh man, this is awesome.”

      “Uh, Holly? Corporal? What are you talking about?”

      “Sorry, Cap. What Holly was saying is, it’s mentally operated. Think and it’ll do what you want.”

      “Using neuro-stims?”

      “Yeah. I mean, it makes sense. They’re designed to feed information into your minds in sleep and stasis, and that has to be done at a pretty slow rate to avoid schizoid embolisms.”

      “Which nobody wants,” Moose noted.

      “Right. Anyway, if I understand Holly’s mod correctly, he’s reversed the polarity and is now reading your signals rather than sending them.”

      Sadira couldn’t help but be impressed. Even if they didn’t work perfectly, these devices could still prove useful for many other purposes one day.

      “It will take some getting used to,” Holly noted. “There will need to be a practice and fine-tuning period before they can be utilized in a real-world setting.”

      “But Chithiid are seven feet tall,” Moose said. “I mean, even if we could somehow hide this in long sleeves and gloves, and maybe wear a cloak with a hood, we’d still be a good foot shorter than they are.”

      “That’s actually an easier one to remedy,” the AI replied. “We already have cybernetic leg extensions for working on elevated systems.”

      “The repair stilts?”

      “That’s not their technical name, but yes. They adjust from one foot up to five feet in additional height.”

      “Yeah, I’ve used them before. Takes a little getting used to at first, but they sure beat using a ladder,” he said.

      “And at their lowest setting they should bring you to right about average Chithiid height,” Holly said. “You would have to wear baggy pants to hide your feet on the platform, but devising a simple padding system to disguise the outline of your feet should be relatively easy.”

      “He’s got a point,” Hump said. “Most would notice the arms, but folks really don’t ever look down at a person’s pants. At least, not in a hard labor situation.”

      Sadira had to admit, it was an impressive and audacious idea. To make themselves not only as tall as Chithiid, but also give them four arms as well? They could almost blend right in. Almost. There were, however, still a few drawbacks remaining.

      “Even if we could cover up head to toe, the neuro band would still be visible, and our faces look nothing like Chithiid. And let’s not forget the eyes on the back of their heads. I don’t think any of them would wear a hood for precisely that reason. It’d be like willingly putting on a blindfold.”

      “A valid point, Captain,” Holly said. “But I hope we can perhaps come up with a solution that would make this viable.”

      “We don’t look like Chithiid,” Moose said. “I really don’t see how we can make it work, even with all the padding and clothes in the world.”

      Corporal Humphries cocked his head ever so slightly, as was his practice when pondering something, though his AI mind didn’t require it in any way. The quirk simply made him fit in with his human colleagues back in the day, so the habit stuck.

      “Huh.”

      “What is it, Hump?” Sadira asked.

      “I just had an interesting idea. A bit out of the box. Well, a lot out of the box. But if we can modify Holly’s protein replication systems and re-route the output to the lab, it just might work.”

      “You want to fiddle with our food replicators?” Moose said. “Dude, you know better than to mess with a man’s chow.”

      “I’m not going to ruin your food, Moose,” Hump said with a laugh. “Just repurpose the system for a day or so.”

      “Okay, I’ll admit, I’m curious. What do you have planned?” Sadira asked.

      “I think I know,” Holly said. “And we do have samples on hand. We have samples from all the crew in our medical database.”

      “Guys, some clarification, please,” Sadira said.

      “Well, if we can make it work,” the cyborg said, “I think we can replicate a version of what they make for us cyborgs. A modified, and more robustly structured, flesh covering.”

      “You want to grow Chithiid skin?” Moose blurted.

      “Not just skin. A meat suit with connective tissue supporting the living flesh on the outside. It would cover everything and make you look like a real Chithiid.”

      “But our faces.”

      “Covered in a thinner layer,” he replied. “And a micro-cooling network running beneath it all to keep your body temperature normal.”

      “That’s an impressively original idea,” Holly said. “I’ve already begun initial fabrication tests. It will take a bit of time, but I believe this is actually possible.”

      “Awesome. Thanks, Holly,” the cyborg said. “If this works, it’ll be the first time humans have been covered like us cyborgs are. I have to say, I’m kinda looking forward to seeing how this all works out. I just hope Hel and Goon don’t go and free the whole planet before we get down there.”

      Moose and Sadira shared a disgusted look.

      “We’re going to have to wear meat suits?” Moose grumbled. “This is going to suck.”
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      The first work crew Hellatz and Goonara came across picking through the debris was a rough and weathered bunch. These were the outskirts, after all, and only those with the most grit and experience could pull the valuable bits of salvage from the dregs. And even then, only those who knew what they were looking for would be able to find them in the first place.

      It was an unusual way to wind down one’s time in the conscripted workforce. Normally, years of service would eventually be rewarded with a cushy position in which to finish one’s days of labor. But not with the loyalist overseers. To them, you did your job, period. And if you were good at it, they might send you to some new shit hole so you could bring up the standards in that area.

      Productivity was all they cared about, and if a faithful servant would suffer in the pursuit of meeting a quota, so be it. As a result, the haggard men the two Chithiid came across didn’t really much care about the two younger workers walking past. Whatever their reason for being so far out from the central harvesting area was of no concern to them. They just wanted to finish the day’s labor, get some food in their bellies, then get a good night’s rest before going and doing it all again tomorrow.

      Hellatz did call out a greeting to one of them, however, much to Goonara’s horror.

      “Hello, brother,” he said. “Much success?”

      The older Chithiid looked at him with the eyes on the back of his head, not even bothering to turn around and face him. “Another day in the service of our masters,” he replied.

      “As we are to do,” Hel agreed. “There appeared to be an untouched bit of salvageable materials just around that bend, beyond that rubbish heap,” he added. “In case that is of interest to you, of course.”

      The older Chithiid stood up and turned to face the newcomer. “You say there is untouched salvage?”

      “Yes. Some of the discarded waste seemed to have toppled on it. I can see how others might have overlooked it. Perhaps it might improve your day, if only a little.”

      A curious look settled into the man’s face, then a slight softening around his eyes. “Thank you, brother. How is it you are so skilled at this sort of work? One as young as you should be working the inner sections.”

      “Here, perhaps,” Hellatz said. “But we are recently transferred from across the water. Things are far more deconstructed over there, so I have seen this sort of thing before.”

      “You came from Noorgal?”

      “Yes, Noorgal,” he replied, happy to have successfully gathered their first bit of useful intel on this mission. “We only just arrived, though, and seem to have gotten turned around. Which way is it back? We wouldn’t want our work crew to worry about us.”

      The older man studied him a moment, assessing the newcomer. “That way, perhaps a thirty-minute walk,” he said. “Did your work crew have a flyer?”

      “No, we were on foot,” Hellatz said, hoping it was the right answer.

      Apparently, it was. The older man nodded knowingly. “Always skimping on the little things that might make our lives a bit easier, aren’t they?”

      “It seems some things are the same wherever you find yourself,” Hel replied. “We really should be heading back. Thank you for your assistance.”

      “It is my pleasure. And thank you for yours. I will tell the others and make sure to gather up that salvage. What is your name?”

      “I’m Hellatz. She is Goonara. And you?”

      “Exaal,” he replied. “Good to know you, Hellatz.”

      “Likewise, Exaal. May your day’s labors be fruitful and your nights calm.”

      The older Chithiid nodded, then turned his attentions back to his work as the two newcomers continued toward the central area. When they were out of earshot Goonara finally spoke.

      “Why did you approach them? We are trying to be unseen if possible.”

      “Yes, but we will be seen, and now we have established the name of the place we supposedly came from, as well as a little insight as to how the work shifts are treated around here.”

      “But they could have been loyalists.”

      “Out alone without any support craft to fly them back? Working in the sun on a hot day like this? And at that age? No, they were definitely not loyalists. Of that, at least, I am certain.”

      Goonara hadn’t experienced the same life of servitude as her friend, and the loyalists she had dealt with had all been aboard ships and in technology hubs in the Ra’az infrastructure on Earth, so in this instance, she would just have to take his word for it. When it came to actual labor, Hellatz was far better versed than she was.

      “Very well. But what now?”

      “Now? Now that we have the piece to our cover story that we needed we get in close and find out what’s really going on down here.”

      “You want to approach more work crews?” she asked.

      “No. We got lucky with these old-timers. But I think we’ll be better able to avoid any real scrutiny if we arrive at the barracks before the work crews return.”

      “But the barracks will be full of people when the day’s shifts end.”

      “Yes, but we’ll be in and out before that happens if we hurry. There are always shift changes, so there will be some people around, and we can use the absence of the other crews to cover for us. Just say we got lost and will join our work crew again later when we find them.”

      “You want us to play dumb?”

      “We’re new here. The newcomers are always given a tiny bit of slack. At least they were on Earth, but I can’t imagine it’ll be any different. We’re the dumbasses who don’t know how things work around here, and that plays to our benefit.”

      “Watch yourself, Hellatz. You are slipping into Earth dialect again.”

      He realized she was right. It was force of habit by now. Slang and a sloppier way of speaking were just one of the things he had picked up in his time since the Great War. Spending so many years with humans had made an impression, but out here, he had to put that all behind him.

      “Come on. Let’s get this done. I want to be well clear of the central zone when the work crews start coming in from the later shifts,” he said.

      Exaal had been accurate in his estimate. It was barely a half hour when they finally approached the looming building that had been converted into one of the workers’ barracks. They had passed a few groups on the way, but this close to the center of things they just sped their pace and walked with purpose, as if they had somewhere to be.

      It was an age-old trick, and it worked more often than not. Act like you belong and people just go with it. It was with that same confident bluster that they strode into the cooler air of the largest of the barracks buildings. And it was then that Hellatz realized he might have made a mistake in judgment.

      “What is it?” Goonara asked.

      He looked at the facility, taking in the vast rows of low-stacked bunks, divided into different areas. This wasn’t laid out like Earth’s facilities had been. Back there they had all slept as a unit in towering bunks that stretched almost to the ceiling. But this? This was different in layout, if not height, and he had no idea how this system worked.

      “Are you okay?” a soft female voice asked from nearby. The woman had been sitting on a bottom bunk so quietly that neither of them had even noticed her.

      “Uh, yes, we’re fine,” Hellatz replied.

      “You do not seem fine. Is everything all right?”

      Hellatz realized he couldn’t bluff his way out of this, at least not as easily as their earlier encounter. But he could use that prior conversation to their advantage.

      “We’re new here,” he said. “Just transferred in from Noorgal, across the water. We seem to have gotten separated from our work crews, so we thought we’d come here to reconnect with them at the end of the shift.”

      “Do not let the loyalists see you slacking off,” the woman said. “That will not go over well.”

      “But you are here,” Goonara said.

      “I am sorry, you are?” the woman replied, shifting her attention to the female.

      “Goonara.”

      “Hello, Goonara. I am Miklaah. And you?”

      “Hellatz. A pleasure to meet you, Miklaah.”

      “Likewise,” she replied. She then lifted her right leg. “And to answer your query, Goonara, I am here because I was injured the other day. The overseers have placed me on a reduced work schedule to ensure the wound heals fully. They frown upon inefficiency and want me back at full strength as soon as possible.”

      “Wise leadership,” Hellatz said. “Overworking the injured is a sure way to keep their productivity low for an extended period, whereas a little rest goes a long way toward getting them back to work.”

      “Exactly,” Miklaah said, smiling at him warmly. “But tell me, how did you come to be transferred here? The overseers never shift us around like that.”

      Goonara fought to keep her expression neutral as Hellatz launched into an improvised line of utter bullshit. She just hoped Miklaah would buy it.

      “Oh, really?” he said. “I didn’t realize. But then, perhaps things are done a bit differently over in Noorgal. And you know we go where we are told. I can’t even begin to guess the motives of the overseers.”

      “But who sent you?”

      “I do not know. The direction was passed down to us by one of the loyalist work bosses, and we simply loaded onto the transport and came as soon as we were told.”

      “So, you just showed up here? Without any other instructions?”

      “You know they don’t like when we ask too many questions,” he replied. “Our place is to work, not to question.”

      The Chithiid woman cracked a little smile. “Spoken like a good worker,” she replied. “But we both know that is not always how we feel,” she added with a conspiratorial wink, resting a warm hand on his arm. “In any case, it is a great pleasure to meet you, Hellatz. I for one am glad they sent you here.”

      Hellatz felt a flush rise to his cheeks for the first time in he couldn’t remember how many years.

      “Ah, yes. Uh, I too am glad,” he said.

      Goonara was staring at him hard, her eyes silently urging him on.

      “Oh, and now that I think of it,” he added, “since we are new here, and since you are conveniently not tasked on a work detail at the moment, perhaps you could fill us in a little more on how things are run. It would smooth our transition greatly and be much appreciated.”

      Miklaah smiled brightly and hopped to her feet. She quickly shifted her weight to the good leg, resting some of her weight on the arm she was still holding.

      “I would be delighted. Come, let us get some fluids. I will show you where the dining area is. I am sure you are both parched, given the weather.”

      “Thank you,” Hellatz said, rather enjoying the little flutter in his belly. “That will be a pleasant interlude indeed.”
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      The walk to the dining area was a short one, but it took a bit longer than one might expect with Miklaah using his arm as a makeshift crutch. Hellatz, however, was not about to complain. And the slower pace of the walk served an additional purpose, in that it allowed them to take in the sights in a more leisurely manner.

      That Miklaah was a familiar face meant that the newcomers would escape notice for the time being. It was even better than the usual trick of blustering your way into a place by sheer force of will and confidence. Having someone who actually did belong leading you opened all doors with ease.

      The conversation in the mostly empty dining facility was lively and quite refreshing. Not at all what Hellatz had expected of this recon mission. Miklaah had proven to be a most charming woman, and their talk provided far more intelligence than a whole day of surreptitious sneaking about could possibly have yielded. She was a local, and quite happy to share what she knew with her new friends. Even Goonara soon warmed to her, though by no means to the extent her teammate had taken to the friendly new face.

      Despite matching their skin tone, Miklaah had noticed the little patches the newcomers were each wearing behind their ears, but Goonara quickly improvised a line about them being for nausea due to the rough ride on the transport. It seemed she had accepted the explanation without a second thought, but this would have to be addressed. Hellatz gave his friend a subtle nod of appreciation, then dove back into their conversation. And it was a fascinating one.

      From what Miklaah had said, it seemed that the Ra’az had stepped back from the daily oversight of operations some time ago, leaving the loyalist Chithiid in full control in their stead. It was both good and bad news. Good in that the Ra’az were terrible creatures, and the less of them they might encounter the better. Bad in that the loyalists were true believers, and in that regard they could be even worse than those they served.

      “More than fifteen years since the Ra’az left?” Goonara asked.

      “You didn’t notice?”

      Hellatz quickly covered for his friend. “Over in Noorgal we never much dealt with them ourselves. I understood that the Ra’az spent their time overseeing the larger deconstruction operations, such as this one. Why, I can’t remember the last time we actually saw one of them in person. Back in our old home, that is.”

      “Oh, well, I suppose that does make sense,” Miklaah said. “We saw them so rarely even here, after all. With things as deconstructed as they are on this world, I imagine they find it more pleasant up above in their ships.”

      The two new arrivals knew there were no ships. Not even a few. Just the two remaining functional overwatch stations, and those appeared to be running on autopilot. They wisely held their tongues, however. There was no way for a lowly worker to possibly know that bit of information.

      “It would make sense,” Hellatz agreed. “Though it is a bit odd they haven’t been seen in so long.”

      “I am sure Kaxilla and the other leaders are still engaging with them regularly,” Miklaah said.

      “Kaxilla, he’s the loyalist leader here, is he not?” Hellatz asked.

      His gamble paid off.

      “Yes, he heads all operations here, though it is Orviin, his second-in-command, who handles much of the day-to-day oversight.”

      “Hmm, of course,” Hel replied. “As is the usual manner of things.”

      This was precisely the sort of information that they were looking for. Not just the layout of the facilities and number of workers, all of which they’d learned in their casual conversation with Miklaah, but also the detailed mechanics of how things worked behind the scenes. That sort of intel was not something you could just suss out at a glance. It required tact and subterfuge. At least, it usually did. But with this unwitting ally they had gained nearly all they needed.

      Hellatz almost felt bad about using her like this, but there would be no repercussions for Miklaah. They would take this information back to the others and plan their next course of action. Whatever it was that came next, it would not be traced back to her.

      It was still relatively early in the afternoon when they stepped back out into the fresh air and headed back toward the largest barracks. Soon they would need to make their exit and head back to their ship before the work crews returned for the evening. Hellatz, however, was almost reluctant to leave.

      “You seem to be walking a bit better,” he said as they crossed the courtyard area, Miklaah’s hand firmly on his arm once more.

      “Yes, once it warms up the muscles loosen a bit, and walking becomes easier,” she replied. “And pleasant company to walk with does not hurt, either.”

      He smiled and decided to allow himself these few minutes to simply enjoy the moment. Soon enough they would be leaving this place and settling back into the business of dealing with whatever remaining Ra’az were lurking around.

      They reached the barracks shortly and returned Miklaah to her bunk.

      “I think it would be wise if Goonara and I attempted to reconnect with our new work teams,” Hellatz said. “Though our absence was accidental, I can’t help but worry there will be repercussions if we don’t find them before shift’s end.”

      Miklaah nodded. “Yes, that would be wise. But I do hope that we can see one another again now that you’ve transferred here,” she said with a hopeful look in her eyes.

      “I would very much like that,” he replied.

      “For the moment, however, we really should be going,” Goonara interjected. “We would not wish to upset our overseers unnecessarily.”

      Hel reluctantly agreed. “Of course, you are right. Miklaah, it was a pleasure.”

      “Likewise. I hope to see you again soon.”

      He smiled at her and walked from the building, his rear eyes watching her as they stepped out into the sunlight, leaving her behind.

      The pair made quick time out of the centralmost area. The earliest shift workers were just beginning to filter back in, so their timing was spot-on. Any later and it would have been uncomfortably close.

      “They don’t know the Ra’az have been defeated,” Goonara said as they headed toward their ship. “They have no idea the loyalists are enforcing the will of a dead race.”

      “We can’t just tell them,” Hellatz replied. “For one, the loyalists control all of the weapons. They also control the means of communication. That leaves us with no way to push the issue, and without proof there is no reason for anyone to believe us. Not with the risk of both the Ra’az and their lackeys hanging over them.”

      Goonara realized that despite her desire to spread the word to the passing workers that they were actually free, Hellatz was right. They were but two people, and with no weapons and no proof that what they were claiming was true. They needed to get back to the others and devise a real plan. One that might put an end to their people’s life of servitude.

      “Give me a minute,” she said, pausing to adjust her scanner. “I need a few more readings before we go.”

      “There’s no time.”

      “It will only be a minute, and it may very well be crucial to our next plans.”

      “All right. I’ll scout up ahead and make sure the way is clear. But keep your eyes open, Goonara.”

      “Of course,” she replied, already staring intently at the little device in her hands.

      Hellatz quietly moved forward past the ruins of a small building and the debris piled around it. No one was near. It was safe to talk.

      “Captain, do you read me?” Hellatz said over his comms.

      “There you are,” Sadira replied. “We’ve been worried about you. What news do you have?”

      “We infiltrated the main encampment here and have learned that it seems the Ra’az left this place some time ago, as we thought. It’s the loyalists who are running things for them now.”

      “Well, that’s still bad news, but better than we’d hoped for. How are they on weaponry?”

      “I didn’t see anything beyond a few pulse rifles and some power whips on the loyalists as we made our way out. I think the Ra’az likely took all of the good stuff with them when they bugged out.”

      “Makes sense. Leave their followers just enough to maintain order but not enough to cause any real damage if someone got any cute ideas.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      “All right. Get your butts back up here. We need to plan.”

      “We’ll be back shortly. Goonara is just gathering her final set of readings.”

      At that moment he heard Goonara’s cry of surprise loud and clear. Someone had found her. Hellatz raced back toward her location. She was just around the corner, and if it was only one person he could take them out and hide the body. Carefully, he peered around the debris. What he saw was bad.

      A loyalist work boss and a dozen of his crew stood around the scientist. Far too many for him to engage.

      “Why are you out here on your own?” the loyalist asked.

      “Oh, uh, I got separated from my crew. I was just looking for them. I think they’re just over that way,” she said, attempting to walk away.

      Rough hands grabbed her arms. “Which work detail are you with?”

      “I’m new here. I don’t recall their names. But they should be just over there.”

      “Idiot. You never wander off from your work detail,” the man growled as he pulled her along. “Come. You’re being placed on a punitive assignment.”

      “But.”

      “No buts,” he shot back, pushing her ahead of him. “What is this?” he asked, noticing the flesh-colored patch stuck behind her ear.

      “Just a remedy for nausea,” she said.

      The man ripped it roughly from her skin and studied it a moment, then tucked it away in his pocket. “No unauthorized contraband. You know the rules. Now get moving.”

      Hellatz watched helplessly as she was dragged along back toward the central zone they had just left. Apparently, the disguised comms patches weren’t so disguised after all.

      “Shit. Captain, Goonara’s been captured.”

      “She what? How the hell did that happen?”

      “A visit from Murphy,” he replied. “I’m following from a distance, but I think she’s going to be taken in with the others. No way for me to grab her right now. I’ll check in later. I have to go quiet for now.”

      “Do it. And don’t let them spot you.”

      “I don’t intend to. I’m going to try to stay clear of the inside perimeter. I’ll likely only be able to snatch her when she’s sent out with the work teams in the morning. Until then, all I can do is watch and wait.”

      “Be safe down there.”

      “It’s all I can do,” he replied, then set off after his friend.
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      Most of the returning workers were already in the dining halls when Goonara was ushered through the central habitation zone. She scanned the few that were milling about, hoping to spot the only familiar person she knew, but she didn’t see Miklaah anywhere.

      She supposed it was for the best.

      While a friendly face would be quite welcome right about now, that could lead to a cross-examination of her story, and it might not hold up to scrutiny. It would also lead to a search for Hellatz. That would only compound matters.

      Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on how one looked at it, she was being taken right past the common areas where the others were congregating, heading instead toward a squat, round building with a smaller level on top, almost like a cherry on a dessert. But in this case, it was not so sweet.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “To see Yergin,” the man replied.

      She wanted to ask who Yergin was, but as soon as they stepped into the building, it became abundantly clear what he was, if not whom. The loyalists staffing the facility all showed their identifying brands burned into their shoulders with pride. There was no skulking around for this lot as some had done on Earth. These wore their allegiance on their sleeve. Or lack of sleeves, to be precise.

      “This way,” she was told as the strong grip on her arm led her toward a wide flight of stairs that curved up and around the central chamber to the upper levels.

      She had almost expected to see functional lifts here. The centralmost buildings were still intact, after all, and the loyalists would not deny themselves the creature comforts if they were to be had. But it seemed the Ra’az had stripped the electronics for that system before they departed, leaving their loyal servants to walk up the flights of stairs.

      The loyalists didn’t complain, though. To merely be in the service of their Ra’az masters was a great reward in and of itself. If only they knew what had befallen that terrible race.

      “In there,” the work boss commanded, shoving Goonara toward an open door.

      The faint aroma of well-seasoned food wafted out as she drew close. Not the slop they were feeding the lower-class workers, surely. This was something altogether different. She stepped forward and pushed open the door.

      Sitting at an immaculately clean and organized table was a middle-aged Chithiid male. He was clearly very high in rank, judging by not only his offices, but also the clothes he wore. They were different than what she’d seen the top echelon wear back on Earth, but the styling was similar enough to be unmistakable. Yergin was an elite. A loyalist of the highest level. And she had just interrupted his dinner.

      “Yes? What is so important it cannot wait?” he called out with a frustrated groan.

      “Apologies, Yergin,” the work boss said. “It is just a matter that I thought warranted your attention.”

      “Oh?” he said, leaning forward to better see Goonara. “A runaway?”

      “Not so far as I can tell, sir. But she was away from her work team. Says she was lost.”

      “Lost? I do not find that terribly likely. What were you up to, little one?”

      Goonara most certainly did not like being condescended to, and little one? No one had called her anything so base since she was but a child. However, it was abundantly clear that Yergin was an Alpha leader of the ruthless variety. She’d encountered enough of them in her former tenure working on their technology and had seen what happened to those who were foolish enough to open their mouths to them.

      “I got separated from my work detail,” she said. “I was trying to find them when I was brought here.”

      “She had this on her,” her captor said, pulling the comms patch from his pocket and handing it over to his boss.

      Yergin studied the little patch a moment, turning the sticky disc over in his hands with curiosity.

      “What is this?” he finally asked.

      “Just an herbal stick-on patch,” she replied. “It is for nausea. I explained this to him already.”

      He ignored his lackey and kept his focus on the woman standing before him. “And where exactly did you get this?”

      “It was a piece of adhesive I found while performing my salvage duties. I trimmed it to hold the herbal essence in place.”

      Yergin stared at her, unblinking. She had seen others use the same trick before to cause people to slip up, but even knowing what he was doing, the result was the same. Unsettling. At least she now knew better than to let her discomfort get the best of her. If that happened, she would probably start rambling on until she’d accidentally given up the entire mission. And that was simply not acceptable.

      The commander turned and stuck the patch to the side of his desk then shifted his attention back on his guest. There was something about her that didn’t sit quite right but he couldn’t put his finger on what the issue was.

      “You say you were separated from your work team? How could you be so careless?”

      “It was an accident. I was disassembling a bit of scrap, and when I turned to look the others were gone. I tried to find them, but then I was brought to you.”

      Yergin sat silently a long moment. Finally he spoke. “This sort of negligence is utterly unacceptable. The how and why do not matter. What does matter is that you were lax in your duties, and your work team suffered reduced productivity for it.” He turned to the man who had brought her in. “This one goes to Baggusta’s crew. Make it so.”

      The man nodded once. “I will see to it immediately.”

      Yergin did not deign to reply, simply turning his attention back to his meal and utterly ignoring the woman being led from his office. Only once they were out in the hallway and a fair distance from his door did her captor speak.

      “Well, now you have put yourself in a difficult situation,” he said as they walked back down the stairs. “Perhaps this will provide you with the motivation to not slack off in your duties and be so careless with your team’s productivity again in the future. That is, if you ever go back to them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are being demoted,” he replied. “Sent to reconsider your mistakes while toiling among the lowest of the low. It will be hard work. Unsatisfying work. And you will not enjoy one moment of it.”

      “I do as I am instructed,” she said, parroting the lie Hellatz had used earlier.

      The man grabbed her wrists abruptly and held her hands palm up. He snorted with contempt and released them.

      “As I expected. No callouses. You let others do the work for you. This is not the way things are done, and with Baggusta you will not be allowed such leeway,” he said with a mean-spirited laugh.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You shall find out soon enough. We are almost there.”

      “Where?”

      “You are going to meet your new work team.”
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      The barracks Goonara was led to sat a fair distance past the usual units containing the thousands of other workers in the area. Those other barracks were mostly clustered around the center, housing the workforce in relatively comfortable quarters. It was where she and Hellatz had first wandered into this place, and where they’d made their first friend.

      Unfortunately, the lower-tier workers and rejects appeared not to warrant the same treatment. Where Miklaah and her crew lived in a facility with relatively good airflow, space to move, and most importantly, climate control, Baggusta’s lot were relegated to what could best be described as the boondocks by comparison. And worse, this place was a dump.

      “This way,” the guard said as they stepped into the pungent dampness of the barracks.

      The hot, humidity within hit her like a moist slap to the face. It wasn’t just the reek of sweat and dirt, but the still, uncirculating air that clung to her skin like the wet air just before a thunderstorm. In short, it was disgusting.

      There were roughly two hundred Chithiid workers present, all of them a lot grubbier and rougher looking than the ones she and Hel had encountered previously. Most were laid out on their grimy bunks, the rows of simple beds stacked uncomfortably close together for her taste. The barracks arrangement where they’d met Miklaah was far more spacious, with the bunks never climbing anywhere near as high as these.

      That had been a surprise, given what she had been accustomed to in her prior days as a slave so far away from this world, though even back on Earth, where the bunks were quite tall, they at least had more room than this. This was warehousing those who did not warrant any expenditure or effort, but who might still be of just enough use to keep alive, she realized.

      “Baggusta!” the man at her side bellowed. “Your presence is required.”

      A large male with thick scars crisscrossing his body rose from the thin mattress on which he was reclining and walked toward them. He had a lowermost bunk, Goonara noted. The air was a fraction cooler down there, and no climbing was required. He was obviously one of the more important men in this unit.

      “What do you need, boss?” he asked with a deep, rumbling voice.

      “This is Goonara. She’s been assigned to your team.”

      He looked at her, sizing her up in a glance. “This one does not look like much of a worker.”

      “Precisely why she has been sent down here to join the dregs. She is your problem now,” the guard said, then abruptly turned and walked away without another word.

      “That was rude,” Goonara muttered.

      “What did you say?”

      “Oh, uh, I just commented that he was very rude just now. I am Goonara, by the way,” she said, extending a hand.

      “What’s that?”

      “A greeting. In old times it showed you did not have a weapon in your hand.”

      “Old times? Not on this planet,” he said, eyeing her suspiciously.

      Goonara realized the foolishness of her comment, but it was too late.

      “Come here,” Baggusta said as he pulled her toward him and began roughly tugging at the fasteners of her coveralls. Goonara froze out of utter shock. There were so many others around, was he truly assaulting her like this in front of them all?

      The burly man yanked her coveralls down over each shoulder and held her at arm’s length, examining her unblemished skin. He nodded once, then pulled the material back up and released her. Goonara realized what he had been doing and was frankly a bit surprised by it. He hadn’t been assaulting her. He was checking for the burned marking those loyal to the Ra’az bore on their shoulder.

      “You thought I was a loyalist?” she asked. “Do I strike you as one of that sort?”

      He looked at her a moment. “You are an odd one, Goonara,” he replied. “And one can never be too cautious. They have eyes everywhere.”

      “I can assure you, I am no loyalist,” she replied.

      “Maybe so. But you will still have to pull your weight. We work hard and we salvage little. Did they tell you why they call us the dregs?”

      “No.”

      “Because that’s all we are allowed to dig through. We are sent to the areas already tapped out of the most valuable salvage.” He gestured to a series of bins along the far wall. “That is all they provide us to aid in our work. So, you see, Goonara, there is no advancement from here. Once you’ve fallen this far, it is here you stay.”

      She walked over to the bins and looked at their contents. Most of the equipment was damaged or entirely broken, though there was a fairly decent array of gear. Along the wall hung well-worn tools, all of which had also seen better days. It was as if someone had raided a trash bin and had outfitted an entire segment of the workforce with what they’d found.

      There was no wonder these men and women were so unproductive. They had no other choice. It was obviously incredibly inefficient this way, picking for valuable bits in rubble and wreckage without the proper tools for the job. It would be impossible to make their quotas, and that’s why they always remained at the bottom of the barrel.

      And given the priority loyalists always placed on productivity, it was clear to her that this wasn’t so much a work detail as a punishment crew. And she’d landed right in the middle of it.

      “Come with me,” Baggusta said. “The others have almost finished their meals by now. It is our turn. And you will need to eat well to build your strength for what’s ahead.”

      “Why are we relegated to go last?”

      “Priority is given to work teams based on productivity. The best and freshest food goes to the top producers,” he said. “Where exactly are you from that you are unaware of this?”

      She launched into the story Hellatz had concocted, telling him of her recent transfer from Noorgal. Baggusta just shrugged it off as if he didn’t really care one bit. And honestly, he didn’t.

      “We do things differently here,” he said, then headed out with the others.

      Goonara followed them to the dining hall. She wondered if she would see Miklaah there, but she assumed she was with one of the high-producing teams and had finished her meal by now.

      The food was not the least appetizing thing she’d ever had, but it certainly came close. Goonara forced herself to eat, however. It had been a trying day, and she hadn’t realized just how hungry she was.

      It was common for her to miss meals aboard Holly when she was engrossed in a project, but this was different, and her body gratefully accepted the nourishment.

      The walk back to the barracks was pleasant, as the air had finally begun to cool a bit. Of course, that all changed when they walked through the doors. That same stagnant, muggy dampness hit her senses in a most unpleasant way.

      “Your bunk’s up there,” Baggusta said, pointing to a towering stack of beds. “We’ve got a few empties up there, so take your pick.”

      “Are we going to bed so early? We have only just finished our dinner.”

      “Trust me, you’ll need the rest,” he replied. “You’ll see in the morning.”

      With that he trudged off to his own bunk and flopped down on it with relish. Goonara looked up at her sleeping place. The lights were on, and she had a sneaking suspicion they would not be extinguished for the night. That in mind, she selected a row a bit farther from the light source and climbed to the very top.

      The heat increased with every inch, and by the time she reached her bunk she wondered if its previous tenant hadn’t just melted away. She collapsed onto the warm, thin mattress, staring at the patterns of ducts and conduits running along the ceiling. She’d always had a thing for patterns, and the way they intersected was pleasing to her, though they were all caked with years of dirt and dust.

      She had those patterns running through her mind when she finally drifted off to sleep, and her dreams continued processing what her waking eyes had seen. It was the blessing and curse of her scientist’s brain. She couldn’t shut it off, even when she slept. But in this case, it just might provide her with a most unusual revelation.
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      While their Chithiid compatriots drifted off to restless sleep on the planet below, the spacefaring members of their team were hard at work up above. It wasn’t late for them unless they wanted it to be, and that was just an arbitrary choice to set their clocks by. In space, after all, there really wasn’t any such thing as night and day. Just waking and sleeping hours.

      Sadira and Moose had actually played around with multi-phasic sleep schedules on a few of their prior tours, integrating far shorter waking and sleeping periods until they were effectively operating on three hours of sleep at a time but then only working for five or six hours before dozing off again.

      It was an unusual existence, and they agreed that it would likely not go over so well back on a terrestrial timetable. But for what they were up to—namely, flying around in deep space looking for signs of alien life—it was actually quite efficient.

      But they had given that up when this mission to seek out the hostile orange-skinned race had begun. Earth-standard twenty-four-hour clocks were to be used, and that was what they’d become accustomed to.

      In any case, they were quite awake and active as their friends slept, working hard on their new infiltration disguises. Both of Holly’s aspects were fabricating the finalized iteration in tandem, the two of them playing off of one another with dizzying speed as they problem-solved the final mechanical issues they had been facing.

      Simultaneously, they were also directing a portion of their powerful intellects toward the biological aspect of the project. That was a bit trickier, not because they were not skilled in the requisite protocols, but rather, because living flesh was simply far more complex than metal, circuits, and wires.

      The others were gathered in the hangar bay, doing what they could to prepare for the eventual away mission. Packing supplies, studying the images Ace had captured on his initial flyover. And disguising whatever of their gear they could.

      That was one task Sadira was finding surprisingly relaxing despite the reason they were working on it. To focus on a single task, regardless of complexity, was something of a relief for her. Being captain always meant thinking about so many things at once. This bit of Zen busy work was a welcome change.

      “What do you think?” she asked, waving what seemed to be an ordinary Chithiid prybar and spanner tool.

      “Nice, Sadi. Now you can take apart buildings with the best of ’em,” Moose cracked.

      “Ha-ha, very funny. Look closer. See that seam?”

      “What seam?”

      “Precisely. Damn, I’m good,” she said, then slid her finger along a portion of the tool’s underside. She pointed it at Moose. “Holly, what do you see?”

      “Mildly elevated blood sugar levels, moderate blood pressure, low resting heart rate. Propensity for familial pattern baldness—”

      “Hey! Invasive much? Not cool!”

      Corporal Humphries, on the other hand, was quite interested in her camouflaging technique. “Mind if I take a look at that?”

      “Be my guest.”

      He turned the device over in his hands, admiring the way in which she had disassembled a biological scanning unit and reconstructed it into a totally different physical shape while retaining the same electronic functions as its original form. Best of all, it seemed the thing would actually hold up to being used as the tool it was disguised to look like as well.

      “Nice work, Cap.”

      “Thanks. At least this is one piece of kit we won’t have to stash before making contact. And who knows? It might come in handy tracking down where the Ra’az might be hiding out.”

      “Man, that’s a real head-trip,” Moose said. “Seeing the Ra’az again, all the way out here? They should have all been dead. We won the damn war.”

      “I guess nobody told them,” Sadira said. “And let’s not forget the Chithiid loyalists. I mean, the rest of their people are allies now, but them? They’re as bad as the Ra’az, if not worse in some ways.”

      “But the people down there are conscripts,” Moose said.

      Hump shook his head. “Sorry, my man, but until they’re all freed and we’re sure the Ra’az are gone for good, any one of them can still be an enemy. We saw it on Earth, so don’t you forget it.”

      “Believe me, I won’t,” Moose said, patting his artificial leg.

      Hump nodded and let it go at that.

      “It’s weird, though,” Sadira said. “No Ra’az oversight to be seen anywhere. And the lack of battleships entirely really does make me wonder if they’ve totally abandoned this planet.”

      “Could be,” Hump said. “I’d have to—”

      An alarm klaxon sounded out, echoing throughout the hangar bay. A moment later, Lesser Holly’s voice came over comms.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a bit of an emergency. My apologies, but you all need to evacuate the ship at once.”

      Sadira jumped to her feet. “Hang on one second. My ship? You’re telling me to get off of my ship?”

      “It should only be a temporary measure,” he replied.

      “So we hope,” Greater Holly chimed in. “Please, it will be safer for you all, Captain.”

      “What exactly is going on here, Holly?”

      “A little problem with the mech,” Lesser Holly said apologetically.

      “What exactly do you define as little?”

      “I will gladly fill you in once you’re safely aboard Ace. He’s been alerted and is already prepped for emergency launch. Really, you should waste no time.”

      “Yep, ready when you are, Captain,” the little ship said from across the hangar.

      “Sonofa… Okay, everyone load up. But Holly, don’t you dare break my ship.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      The trio raced into the waiting craft and took off mere seconds after their butts were strapped into their seats. “Hang on, we’re gonna bust out of here a bit hot,” Ace said, then punched it, taking them out into the inky black at far above recommended speeds.

      Once they were safely outside of the ship, Ace looped back and settled into a trailing flight pattern, keeping a bit of distance between himself and the much larger ship.

      “Okay, Holly. We’re out. Now spill. What the hell did you do to my ship?”

      “Technically, nothing. At least, not yet. But the mechanoid I have been studying? Well, Goonara installed a command module that we hoped would allow me to communicate with the unit.”

      Sadira rubbed the bridge of her nose and groaned. “Let me guess. You fired it up then lost control, right? And now there’s a massive spider-like mech tearing through my ship.”

      “Oh, nothing like that,” Lesser Holly replied.

      “Really? Oh, thank God. I was worried that—”

      “It’s the swarm of smaller bots that I’ve lost control of.”

      Sadira felt her blood pressure rising, but out here, there was nothing she could do. Hell, back aboard the ship even. This was on the AIs running the show. They would either fix it, or she and the others might be spending a long, long time as the only humans on a planet full of Chithiid.

      It was not an ideal situation.

      “Uh, Captain?” Ace said.

      “Yeah?”

      “I was just thinking. Given our current location in orbit, it’s not a terribly far detour to go take a look at the larger of the Ra’az orbiting observation platforms. Would you like to go check it out?”

      “We can’t risk being seen, Ace. You know that.”

      “Oh, of course. But I’ve already taken the liberty of looping their scanning signal to bounce back at them. It’ll give us a pretty nice blind spot to make an approach. That is, if you want to.”

      “You did that? How did you figure out how to do that?” Moose marveled.

      “Easy, actually,” the ship replied. “I mean, I may not be as impressive as Holly, but I am a pretty sophisticated AI, you know. And this thing is old Ra’az tech. I mean really old. And the AI collective on Earth had plenty of time to pick apart their tech back on Earth after the war. This one’s a little different than what we had back home, but if anything, it’s even easier to crack.”

      Sadira allowed herself a moment of cheer in the clusterfuck of their current situation. At least while they were stuck outside of her own ship they could make the most of the circumstance.

      “All right, Ace. Why the hell not? Take us in for a little sneak and peek.”
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      The relatively large station orbiting the pole was the more impressive of the pair left behind when the Ra’az pulled up stakes and moved on from this world. But even so, as Ace flew in closer, it was clear that the facility had seen better days, and those had been quite a long time ago at that.

      The exterior still possessed basic shielding, but nothing so robust as a warship or command station. This was a minimal unit that merely protected the station from random debris strikes and the occasional meteor shower.

      However, judging by the scorch damage visible on a few sections of the station’s skin, it appeared the shielding was not exactly perfect. Whatever had hit it had broken up on contact, so at least the defensive structure was functioning, but it had apparently been a large enough object to have still retained some mass even after passing through the shield.

      The damage, however, was superficial, and the station itself appeared to be active, though barely. It was dark for the most part, and the few windows it did possess were barely illuminated. But Sadira wasn’t about to take that for granted.

      The plan was to run a carefully masked circuit around the station, gathering whatever information they could while maintaining a safe distance and flying with their ship entirely blacked out of any exterior illumination.

      If Ace did it right, and Sadira was quite confident he would, they should be able to fly almost right up to the station without being detected if they wanted. But for now at least that was off the table. Better safe than sorry was a saying she lived by. Or more accurately, it was the one she continued to remain living by.

      “Looks pretty quiet,” she said as they followed Ace’s signal-blocked trajectory. “But I don’t know. That’s a pretty decent-sized station. And just because it’s dark doesn’t mean it’s uninhabited.”

      “You really think there’s anyone up here?” Moose asked.

      “No way to tell. But given what we’ve just walked into, who knows? I mean, anything could be lying in wait. A skeleton crew of Chithiid loyalists, maybe? Or worse, there could even be a full contingent of Ra’az Hok stored in stasis pods. We just don’t know.”

      “I can try to help with that,” Ace said. “Hang on just a sec.”

      His screens flashed to life as myriad signal probes began scanning every aspect of the Ra’az station. There was a lot of information on those screens, but for the moment nothing that stood out as particularly useful.

      “Be careful, Ace. Don’t get pinged back,” Hump said.

      “Don’t worry,” the AI replied. “I’ve got this. I’m always using multiple firewalls. Plus, the station seems to be running some really old code. Like, way before the stuff we were up against during the war. I don’t think it could ping me even if it knew I was here.”

      “But you can still decipher it, right? Find workarounds?” Moose asked.

      “Oh yeah. We captured a ton of Ra’az data back then. The only issue is this is so old that it’s actually a little tricky to decipher. Might take a while.”

      “I thought you just said you captured a bunch of their stuff after the war.”

      “We did. But this is actually like upgrading to an entirely new operating system. Or downgrading, as this case may be. And let me tell you, after this many years, the stuff they’re using is not exactly what we’d call plug-and-play compatible, if you know what I mean. Hang on, I’m going to take us around for a closer look.”

      The ship banked slowly as he adjusted the blind spot he had created in the station’s scans as he changed course. Within less than a minute they were on a trajectory that would take them in a curving pass around the far side of the orbiting unit. It seemed that there was no landing bay aboard the craft, but rather a series of docking airlocks spaced out around the entire satellite.

      It actually rather made sense, given the nature of the Ra’az fleet. Normally, there would be enormous warships along with transports, smaller craft, and even massive cargo ships, some carrying salvage back to their homeworld while others transported millions of stasis-locked Chithiid conscripts to their new work planet.

      Having the overwatch station configured in a manner that would allow any of those craft a means to dock rather than limiting themselves with a transit shuttle requirement left the Ra’az with a more functional design. And given the changes in the designs of ships over the years, this allowed both large and small, new and old, to connect to it if they so needed.

      “Damn,” Ace grumbled.

      “What is it?” Sadira asked the AI.

      “The internal systems seem to be air gapped from the external sensor ones I’ve managed to tap into. We’re connected, but we’re still blind.”

      “Ya know, there might actually be some useful stuff in there,” Moose said. “I mean, if this thing’s been sitting up here just watching all this time, it probably contains traffic patterns for the ships that came and went. And you know what that would mean.”

      “A way to figure out the direction to the Ra’az home system,” Hump said. “And if we had that bit of information, we could then establish a rough direction home with it. Figure out where the hell we are in relation to everything else while we’re at it.”

      “Yep. And more than just a log of vessels. I mean, they could have actual star maps in there. And they wouldn’t just be this system. I mean, this Ra’az outpost is so far out from our own areas of operation that we could conceivably even find other places that we had no clue existed. The war is over now, and the Ra’az can’t propagate as a species without their homeworld, so who knows? There could be a whole bunch of places out there just waiting to be set free and brought into our alliance.”

      Sadira liked the idea. It would be fantastic to forge new relationships with others who had been oppressed by the Ra’az. But from what they’d seen so far, all but the Chithiid had perished at the hands of the custom-tailored plagues they utilized on every world they conquered. More likely than not, it would only be Chithiid slaves they freed.

      Of course, that was reason enough. The Chithiid were allies, and close ones at that. Neither race could have defeated the Ra’az without the other.

      “What do you say, Cap? How about we go in and take a little look around?” Moose asked.

      Sadira shook her head, though she wanted to give the go-ahead. “Sorry, Moose, but we can’t risk going in cold like this. Without any intel on what’s really in there, we just can’t risk it.”

      “But it’s a dormant station.”

      “It looks like a dormant station. But for all we know there could be people aboard. Hell, if we docked and did a little recon in there and happened to run into a Ra’az, or even a Chithiid, we’d stand out like a sore thumb. And looking like we do? There’d be no chance of our bluffing our way out of that tight spot.”

      Hump nodded. “I really want to find out what’s in there too. But as much as I hate to agree with the captain on this one, she’s right. We just can’t risk it.”

      Moose’s face fell a little, but he knew the odds were not in his favor even as the suggestion left his lips.

      “I hope you are all enjoying your flight,” Greater Holly’s voice said over their comms.

      “It could be worse,” Sadira replied. “How are things going over there? Tell me my ship isn’t being torn apart by a swarm of tiny alien bots.”

      “You’ll be happy to hear that no tiny robots are destroying the ship,” Holly replied. “In fact, it is now safe to come back aboard. The situation is under control.”

      “Finally, some good news,” Sadira said with a sigh of relief. “You hear that, Ace?”

      “Of course. It is my internal comms system, after all.”

      “It was rhetorical, ass,” she snarked back at the impetuous little ship. “All right, turn us around. We’re going back home.”
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      “Dammit, Holly. Really?” Sadira groused as she plucked yet another tiny scurrying bit of metal from her hair and flung it across command. Turd lunged at it, chasing and batting the little machine with infinite glee, as she’d been doing for hours. “I thought you had this shit under control.”

      The large mechanoid was sitting quietly in the hangar bay, utterly immobile, though now active and connected to Goonara’s linking device. That bit seemed to be somewhat functional at least. The swarm of thousands of tiny clamoring sampling bots, however, was in no way under control.

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but we’re making progress.”

      “You said that an hour ago,” she replied with an exasperated groan.

      “It should have worked. The recall and power-down signal should have brought them all back to the main mech to reassemble to their dormant state on its platform.”

      “Yeah, that’s obviously not what happened,” Moose said, pulling a pair of the curious little machines from the sandwich he was about to take a bite out of.

      Foolishly, he’d left it sitting on his console for longer than a few minutes. More than enough time for the microbots to discover this new thing to examine. He was just glad he’d remembered to check before biting in. This time. At least he hadn’t chipped a tooth on the last ones, but he was more concerned with swallowing one than dental trauma.

      “You’re sure these things are harmless?” he asked yet again.

      “I’ve told you repeatedly, Mustafa, they are no longer acting in any aggressive capacity. Minus the original ship’s mainframe directing them, they are completely harmless.”

      Moose shuddered. “I’ve seen what these ‘harmless’ things can do to a body, so pardon me if I take that with a grain of salt large enough to keep a deer busy for a week.”

      “I understand your reticence, but they pose no threat.”

      Sadira let out a sarcastic chuckle. “Yeah, sure. I damn near slipped on a bunch of them on my way to command. Like little marbles with legs.”

      “Indestructible marbles,” Moose added.

      “Seriously.”

      “You know, I stomped on one earlier, just to see if anything would happen to it. You know what? Little bastard just walked away as if I hadn’t done a thing.”

      “They are made of the same composite alloy from the alien ship,” Holly said. “I haven’t figured out its precise molecular structure yet, but I can tell you this much, it is as close to indestructible as any material I’ve ever come across.”

      “Great. So these invincible little things are all over my ship,” Sadira groused. “Very not cool. You need to fix this, Hol.”

      “And I am working on it, I assure you. We both are.”

      “Yep, it’s a tag-team project,” Lesser Holly chimed in. “But just keep in mind that while the microbots may be an inconvenience, they’re no longer receiving a search-and-destroy order to their collective from their original mainframe back on their ship. They’re cut off, but curious.”

      “Curious?”

      “Well, for lack of a better word, yes. At the moment, they’re simply operating at their most stripped-down base code level to study everything they find, but that’s about it. While they are not an AI, nor is their main mech carrier, I think you could liken the impulse to search for new things as curiosity, wouldn’t you?”

      Much as she hated to admit it, Sadira also knew the logic backing the AI’s statements was true. They had an annoying swarm of tiny microbots wandering all over her ship getting into damn near everything, like space weevils, or maybe those obnoxious little dust mites that absolutely killed her allergies back on Earth, but at least these were hypoallergenic and relatively harmless.

      “What the hell is that?” Moose said as he jumped to his feet.

      The towering form standing in the doorway to command looked like a Chithiid. Well, sort of. The exposed metal kind of gave away the trick.

      “Hey, guys,” Hump said, strolling in on the extended stilt legs, waving all four of his arms, the flesh-covered ones and the exposed metal set jutting from his armor rig.

      He had complete control of the additional appendages, it seemed, and had no problem whatsoever in making the transition to using four arms instead of two. He also walked on the stilts strapped to his feet and calves like a natural. Of course, he was a cyborg, with an advanced AI brain, so for him it really was. Multi-tasking came as easily as breathing—something else he didn’t actually need to do.

      “Damn, man, that’s pretty impressive,” Moose marveled.

      “I know, right? And we’ve almost got the flesh covering figured out. If we can get it fabricated to anywhere near the specs of my own body, it should be able to go without needing any nutrients for at least several days. Maybe even a week if we can get it really dialed in.”

      “Well, how long can you go without whatever it is that keeps your body fed?”

      “Oh, I’m a special ops unit, so I’m designed to be a lot more robust than normal cyborgs. Extended missions in hostile environments and the like, where we need to blend in sometimes for long periods under duress. So, realistically, mine can probably last a month, but it’ll start to sag a bit around week three.”

      “But the stuff you’re working on now should last close to a week?” Sadira asked.

      “Yeah, it should. But to be fair, if we’re still down there after that long, it means we’ve got bigger problems than drooping skin to deal with.”

      Sadira had already had that thought run through her mind more than once. What they were planning wasn’t just audacious, it was utterly unheard of in the history of special warfare. To disguise oneself as a member of an opposing force was one thing, but to change the appearance of your very physiology to this degree with mechanical enhancements and replicated flesh was way beyond the realm of any conflict humans or Chithiid had ever encountered.

      But if the repurposed food replicator units could actually succeed in making a stable form of Chithiid flesh that could be durable enough to survive their task, and if the weakest links, the humans, could actually manage to learn to mentally control the extra set of arms without setting off alarms by their unusual movements, then they would have to further blend in by speaking only in Chithiid.

      The language was not a pretty one to human ears, but it was at least comprised of sounds that a human mouth and vocal cords could replicate. All they had to do was be fluent in an alien language to the point of blending in as if they were one of them.

      Fortunately, Chithiid language had been fed to every human over the age of eighteen via neuro-stim after the Great War, and the combination of a constant slow drip of knowledge and working alongside the aliens for prolonged periods had made most of the fleet quite bilingual. Fluency, however, was the trick. Not only making the sounds of the words, but mimicking the speech patterns and word choices.

      “Moose, how’re you feeling about your Chithiid?” Sadira asked.

      “It’s pretty good. Could always be better, I suppose, but I’m satisfied with it. We’ve practiced enough over the years, right?”

      “True, that,” she agreed.

      It had been a fun way to pass the time on long flights, switching between English and Chithiid. A means to amuse themselves with a most unusual form of wordplay. Once, they even tried to compose haiku in Chithiid, though the five, seven, five structure didn’t really flow with the alien tongue.

      Corporal Humphries wasn’t a concern. He was a cyborg and had vast data stores of linguistics information tucked away and ready to bring up at a moment’s notice. But the two humans? They had a solid knowledge of the language and were technically fluent, but the act of speaking it in social settings could be a different beast.

      “Well, this could be fun,” Moose said.

      Sadira let out an amused chuckle, but she was also wary of the pending mission.

      “Sure, it’ll be fun,” she joked. “But let’s just hope they don’t speak some strange dialect we’ve never heard before.”
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      It had been hot. It had been sticky. And it had been malodorous. One word pretty much summed up Goonara’s first night in the rough barracks structure that had fallen into such a state of disrepair. Miserable.

      But as the new day started and the other workers shuffled out to wait their turn for a breakfast meal, the newcomer stayed behind. A few had taken note of her odd behavior. Namely, how she was standing up on top of her bunk and stretching toward the panel in the ceiling over her head. A mass of jumbled wires had been left there, dangling down like some sort of flying spaghetti monster.

      Goonara was not concerned. For her it was just another little puzzle to figure out. She clambered down from her towering perch, following the dirt-crusted conduits and cable housings with her eyes, tracing their path to a series of boxes and panels that had seen better days.

      She gathered up her tools and pried one open. It was a mess. A mess, but at least the wiring inside hadn’t been burned to a crisp or weathered down to bare metal. She leaned in closer, taking note of the order and color of wires and which adjacent panels and mysterious control units they fed out to. It was a jumble, but it was almost making some sense. And she had spent her last miserably hot waking hours the prior night and her earliest ones this morning pondering this problem.

      “What are you doing?” Baggusta growled in his deep, rumbling voice. “Do not waste your time with that. You should be getting your breakfast with the others. You will need the energy. Do you hear me? It is time to eat.”

      Goonara looked up from her work, fingers dirty from twisting wires and reconfiguring connections.

      “What? Oh, I must have lost track of time,” she replied.

      It was her way. Losing herself in a project. But here, on this world, she could ill afford to slip into her usual ways. She was not aboard Holly, and this was most certainly not the safety of her lab. Even so, she had found pleasure in solving the little problems that were now presenting themselves to her. She couldn’t help it. Her mind just worked that way.

      “I will be fine,” she said. “I believe I have almost figured this out.”

      Baggusta was rather taken aback. “You do not want food? What are you thinking?”

      “I am almost done.”

      “That is beside the point. Whatever foolish thing you are doing, we have a job to do. And to do it, you must be well-nourished.”

      “I will be okay. Go without me.”

      He grabbed her shoulders and spun her around. “Listen to me. If you do not eat, you will fall behind as we work. And if you fall behind, our productivity will decrease. If our productivity decreases, we will all be punished. So, you must come eat. Now.”

      “But you are here and you head your team. Why are you not eating?”

      “Because I look out for my crew, that is why. I make certain all of those who work on my team are prepared for the day’s labor. To do otherwise would be unthinkable. Once they are taken care of, then I eat.”

      Goonara looked at the man with a bit of surprise, along with a new degree of respect. He may have been a burly and scarred beast of a man, but beneath that rough exterior was someone who apparently cared deeply for his workers and who was willing to put their well-being ahead of his own.

      Leaders, she mused, could be found in the most surprising of places.

      “Very well,” she said, closing the panel and adjacent wiring box. “I think I have it finished enough anyway. It can cycle through while we eat and labor.”

      “Finished what?”

      “This,” she said, then flipped a deeply crusted switch on the side of the larger control box.

      A rumble and whine echoed throughout the barracks, shaking the very walls.

      “What have you done?” Baggusta asked.

      The spray of dust showering down from above answered his question. Moments later, bits of crusted dirt started falling as well, shaken loose by the process.

      “Oh,” was all Goonara managed to say before he grabbed her and raced outside.

      Fortunately, everyone else was already at breakfast, but when they returned from work, finding their barracks filled with dust and dirt would likely enrage every last one of them.

      Baggusta was furious as he brushed the dirt from his head and face. “Idiot! What were you thinking?”

      “I, uh—”

      “You have just earned the ire of not only me, but all who reside here. When we return you shall clean the entire barracks,” he growled, then stormed off to the dining hall, a trail of dust following in his wake.

      Goonara watched him walk and couldn’t help but wonder if she hadn’t just made a terrible mistake.

      

      The walk to the distant outskirts where Baggusta’s work crew was sent to sift through the dregs of the already salvaged areas was a long one, and his team made it entirely on foot. None thought they were worth the use of any shuttle to get there, and none really cared how inconvenient the extra-long walk was for them.

      Ultimately, the additional time spent getting to and from their worksite only added to their lack of productivity, their workable hours cut down significantly by the lengthy walk. Goonara, however, did not seem to mind. At least, when the others weren’t razzing her for her foolish mistake. She did appreciate the meal she had been forced to eat. Baggusta was right, she would need the energy.

      “You will be up all night cleaning,” a young male named Ixnaal said with an amused grin. “I do not know what you were thinking.”

      Goonara, however, was more or less impervious to his and the others’ cracks at her mishap. She was an odd one, and she accepted that. And besides, it was only a bit of relatively benign grief they were giving her. In any case, she was far too engrossed in her newest project to care.

      Her hands were busy as she walked, a blur of activity as they fiddled with the seemingly random pieces she had dug from the bins of scrap and damaged tools in their barracks. The components were covered in dust, of course, courtesy of her mishap, but she didn’t pay any attention to that. She had an idea.

      “What are you doing, dragging around bits of junk with you?” Baggusta asked as they finally drew near their appointed jobsite. It was a relatively barren and tapped-out wasteland of stripped building remnants and piles of debris.

      “I am seeing if I can combine these units,” Goonara replied. “To help streamline things.”

      “It is garbage, fool. You should have left it in the bin. Just do your job and find as much salvage as possible. We have work to do and not a lot of time to do it, so get to it.”

      From a short distance away, Hellatz watched as his shipmate appeared to be taking a bit of a tongue-lashing from a rather rough and burly fellow. He was too far away to make out their words, but from the look of it, Goonara had managed to piss him off, and it was only her second day on the planet. He was not surprised.

      “Captain, I found Goonara, but she is rather problematically embedded with a work team. Getting her back is going to be a bit of a chore, I fear,” Hellatz transmitted. “I will send an update when I have one.”

      He turned his attention back to the predicament his shipmate had managed to get herself into. At least the scarred Chithiid wasn’t beating on her, so she had that going for her. But it looked like the entire work team was not pleased with her. Not one bit.

      “Oh, Goonara, whatever have you done?” he mused, then settled back into his hiding place to continue to watch and wait.

      The hours passed slowly, especially with the rapidly increasing heat as the sun crested in the sky above. The work detail dug and stripped and salvaged as best they could, but it was not only the lack of any decent salvage but also the oppressive temperature that slowed their progress.

      Even compared to them, however, Goonara was moving at a glacial pace.

      “What is your problem?” Ixnaal asked. “You move as if you have never used a spanner before.”

      “Admittedly, disassembly is not my strong suit. I have always been far better as a sorter.”

      “A sorter? We have not had any of those working around here in years.”

      “Oh?” she said, realizing she was risking blowing her cover. “Well, uh, back in Noorgal there were still a few places that needed sorters,” she replied, hoping her lie would suffice.

      “No wonder you are lagging behind,” the youth said as he turned to the others. “She was a sorter,” he called out with a laugh.

      The group let out a chorus of remarks, none of which were terribly flattering.

      “We are here to work. Less chatter,” Baggusta said to his crew, then turned to Goonara. “And you. I do not care what your tasks were before. Work hard and you will be fine. Slack off and there will be repercussions.”

      With that he turned his back on her and set to his tasks, sifting through the debris and scavenging the skeletal remains of the buildings in hopes of finding some dregs of salvage. Goonara tucked her project into a pouch and began as well, wondering what fresh hell she had fallen into.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Hellatz was warm but not uncomfortably so in the shaded hiding place from which he had decided to observe Goonara’s labors. And laboring she was, hard at work dismantling what little bits of salvage she could find that might hold some value to the loyalist overseers. But as Baggusta had said, the area they were sent to work in was quite picked over.

      She seemed to be holding up all right, though she also did take frequent breaks to fiddle with something in a pouch at her side. What it was Hellatz could only guess. He was close enough to see her clearly, yet safely far enough away to avoid accidental detection should one of the group happen to wander his way. Most importantly, though, he was near enough to be able to swoop in and grab her and make a run for it if and when the opportunity arose.

      Unfortunately, a little before noon things took a turn for the worse.

      From his vantage point, Hellatz could see the shadow in the distance growing larger quickly. A small work skiff was heading their direction, and by the looks of it, the craft was coming to pay them a visit.

      Sure enough, the little open-topped vehicle soon arrived, passing overhead in a circle, then setting down amidst the work crew. A pair of clean-clothed Chithiid stepped off to survey the team’s progress. They were clearly loyalists, judging not only by their clothing and vehicle, but also the power whip gauntlets worn on their wrists.

      Strong enough to move large objects into salvage vehicles, the tools were rarely handed out to any but the most loyal. And that was precisely what this pair seemed to be, given the deference shown to them by the workers.

      Hellatz could not hear what was being said, but by all appearances the group was receiving a harsh talking to. About what, he could only guess.

      As for Baggusta and his team, there was no guesswork.

      “This is pathetic,” the senior loyalist said with obvious disdain. “You have been out here since morning, and yet this is all your team has managed to produce? You disappoint me, Baggusta.”

      “I am sorry, but if perhaps we were to be redeployed to a less picked-over location we might prove more productive,” the man replied.

      “You are the dregs, Baggusta. You have to earn the right to work prime salvage. And by the looks of it, your team will never achieve those ends.”

      “I would think you would want greater productivity,” Goonara said, oblivious to the shocked stares of her new teammates at her speaking out of turn like that. “These are strong, skilled workers. Perhaps if you sent them to—”

      The loyalist’s power whip lashed out, its crackling length of energy wrapping around Goonara painfully as it yanked her close.

      “You dare speak to me? Who do you think you are?”

      “She is new to our work team,” Baggusta said. “Please, she meant no harm, I am sure. She is merely unfamiliar with how things are run here. I will inform her and make sure it does not happen again.”

      The loyalist shifted his gaze to the work boss, then back to the pathetic woman held fast by his whip. With a mental command the device released her, its length of energy retracting into the cuff.

      “See to it, Baggusta. Your team reflects upon you, and this one does not reflect well at all.”

      With that the pair of loyalist overseers boarded their skiff and lifted off, zipping across the dusty ruins to check in on the other teams.

      “What were you thinking, speaking out like that?” Baggusta yelled. “You could have gotten yourself killed.”

      “I meant no disrespect. And I really do not think they would kill me for merely suggesting something that—”

      “You could have gotten us harmed as well,” he added, slowly reeling in his anger.

      From where he sat, Hellatz could see Goonara had drawn the ire of pretty much everyone she’d met. While it did not surprise him, he was not at all happy to find her now firmly in the middle of a group of hostiles. It would make secreting her away that much more difficult if the unlikely opportunity happened to present itself.

      For now he would have to watch and wait, but as they all went back to work, Goonara seemed distracted, focusing on the contents of her pouch rather than searching for salvage like the others. It was worrisome to say the least. If she didn’t shift her attention back to her task, there was a very real possibility the others might beat her. Or worse.

      Fortunately, whatever she was doing seemed to only partially divert her attention, and she soon wandered off, staring into the pouch as she walked through the ruined structures and mounds of debris. Of course, there was also the very real possibility that she was so engrossed with whatever it was she kept toying with in the bag that she had fallen into that Goonara state of obliviousness he knew all too well. And if that happened, there was no telling what the repercussions might be.

      Goonara continued walking, shifting course and heading beyond Hellatz’s line of sight behind a crumbled building. He wanted desperately to continue his observations, but there was no way he could move to a better position without exposing himself. He would just have to sit and wait and hope for the best.

      Behind the building’s ruins Goonara was pulling up chunks of crumbled stone and an old plaster-like substance the long-dead indigenous race had used to affix frescoes to their walls.

      “What is she doing now?” Ixnaal asked.

      Baggusta turned and saw the woman digging in the wrong place and stormed over to her. “What do you think you are doing? We are to salvage valuable materials, not stone and plaster. Are you actively trying to make things worse for yourself?”

      “Oh, but there is a pocket of untouched technological salvage here,” she replied.

      “Nonsense. This area has been picked clean long ago. If there was such a valuable find, it would have been removed.”

      “I do not think so,” she said, looking into her bag again.

      “What is that?” he demanded, snatching the pouch from her and pulling out its contents.

      The device was a motley assembly of componentry from the scrap heap, but to his surprise, it seemed to have power. And more than that, it was flashing some sort of reading.

      “What is this thing? What does that light mean?”

      Goonara gently took the device from him and pointed it at the area she had been digging. The reading flashed steady, indicating a directional fix.

      “I wanted to help the team be more efficient,” she said. “So I tried to build a detection apparatus that would locate different types of valuable items. It is currently set to detect technological salvage, but I think it should work for raw metals and ores as well, though I haven’t had the chance to test that yet.”

      Baggusta scoffed at her and strode to the rocks, confident there would be nothing there. He began pulling up stones and tossing them aside, throwing plaster as well in the process.

      “You see? There is nothing of—” He stopped in his tracks as a gleam of metal glinted where he had removed the plaster. “Impossible,” he said, pulling more aside, exposing what appeared to be a massive wall unit of display and processing technology, along with who knew what other marvels.

      “How did you—”

      “I told you. I built the detector,” she said. “This is the sort of thing we are supposed to find, is it not?”

      “Ixnaal! Get the others, quickly!” Baggusta shouted out.

      The youth jumped into action at once, running off to get the others. They raced over to where Baggusta was beckoning them.

      “Quickly, help dig this out,” he commanded.

      The work crew did as he said, removing the stone, dirt, and plaster that had been concealing the cutting-edge systems. It was an incredibly valuable haul the likes of which they rarely even found in the central areas. But here it had been overlooked, as the system itself had been hidden in plain sight, the fresco covering it from view. When the others came through and stripped the buildings, this looked like any other wall. Worthless and of no interest whatsoever.

      “This is amazing!” one of the crew said. “How did you find this, Baggusta?”

      “It was not I,” he said, turning to their newest member. “Goonara devised this machine to find hidden salvage. She is responsible.”

      It was a massive coup for the team, and such a large salvage that they even had to call in for not one but two transport skiffs to carry it all back. And at the end of the load out, their team was even given a ride rather than having to walk the entire way back to the barracks. It was a good day indeed, and they had the strange new woman to thank for it.

      

      From where Hellatz was hiding the scene had played out quite differently. To his eyes it looked very much like Goonara had somehow managed to piss off her entire team this time, the way all of them came running to her location like that. And when a pair of skiffs landed a short while later he made a hasty retreat to a more secure spot, where he’d not be seen from the air.

      Goonara had messed up royally. Or so he thought. Little did he know the truth of the situation.

      “Captain, there has been a bit of a development down here.”

      “What is it, Hel?” Sadira replied over comms.

      “Goonara is in trouble. I don’t know how much trouble, but I’m going to try to sneak back into the barracks to find out.”

      “It’s too risky, Hel. Stay back, and let us help come up with a plan.”

      “No time, Captain. She could be dead by then. I’m going to go off comms for a bit. They spotted her comms patch when they captured her, so I can’t risk the same happening to me. But I’ll try to be back in touch shortly.”

      He then pulled off his comms patch and tucked it in his pocket.

      “Hel? You are to do nothing of the sort, do you hear me? Hel?”

      “The line has gone dead, Captain,” Holly said.

      “Seems to do that a lot,” Hump noted from his seat in command.

      “Yeah, he does. And when we get him back, we’re going to have a little talk about that,” Sadira replied. “For now, we need to accelerate our plans. Hump, Moose, meet me in the lab.”

      She was angry, but more than that, she was concerned. Her science officer was a captive, and her pilot had put himself in harm’s way to go after her. It was rash, and foolhardy, and just plain impulsive. Of course, had Moose been taken, she would have likely done the exact same thing and she knew it. The question now was, what kind of trouble would Hel get into down there, and could they get to him in time to help?

      As for Hellatz, he trudged toward the central zone once more, stopping to stick his comms patch to a very distinct building, where he would be able to find it again. Then he continued on with no trace of off-world tech on him. It was dangerous, and he felt the butterflies of nerves in his belly begin to flutter.

      But another sensation was growing as well. A warmer one. He would be seeing Miklaah again. It wasn’t exactly the circumstances he’d hoped for, but there was little else to be done for it. In any case, seeing her again was a silver lining to this otherwise dark cloud hanging over their mission.
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      “What’ve you got for me, Holly?” Sadira asked.

      “I’m running the scans one more time based on the prior surveys of all orbiting objects and will have the results for you momentarily,” Greater Holly replied.

      “Okay. Just keep at it and let me know.”

      “Of course.”

      Sadira sat uncomfortably in her seat. Her leg had been bouncing out a steady staccato beneath her console as she scanned her readouts. When Goonara had been captured she’d felt a deep concern for her science officer but felt relatively confident they would be able to retrieve her without too much difficulty. So long as she managed to keep her head down and her mouth shut, that is.

      But now it looked like Goonara had gone and put herself squarely in the overseers’ crosshairs, and worse yet, Hellatz was now rushing headlong into the lion’s den with no real plan whatsoever to try to save her. And he’d taken off his damn comms.

      For the captain, it was stressful, to say the least.

      “He’ll be okay, Cap. Hel’s a pain in the ass sometimes, but he’s no fool.”

      “He ditched his comms, Moose. And we have no way to find either of them now. It’s thousands of Chithiid, all dressed the same, all packed in there, and even if we knew roughly where he was, we can’t even get a clear visual from up here because of the atmospheric issues.”

      “I know, I know. But it’s like taking a kid riding without training wheels. Eventually, you have to trust them and let go.”

      She raised an eyebrow sarcastically. “Most kids crash the first time, you know.”

      “Well, yeah. Fine. That analogy sounded better in my head. But you get the gist.”

      Sadira pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head with an exhausted sigh. This was not going the way she had hoped it would. Things were getting messier down there, and with her people in jeopardy among the alien ranks, the humans were still stuck far above in orbit, unable to do a damn thing to help them.

      “I have the data you requested,” Lesser Holly said.

      “Switching it up on us, Hol?” Moose asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing. Just, it was the other you a minute ago.”

      “We are still the same mind, Mustafa, simply operating in different aspects at the moment. I can have her relay the information if you prefer.”

      “No, it doesn’t matter. I was just saying—”

      “Guys, please. Focus,” Sadira grumbled.

      “Oh, right. Sorry. So, what’d you find, Holly?”

      “I have completed my scan for all Ra’az, as well as other manner of orbiting technology. There are, of course, the two remaining overwatch stations orbiting at the poles. We already had a fair amount of information on them, which Ace’s flyby helped bolster, but I have now conducted a more focused analysis. From what I’ve noted, it appears the larger of the pair is the most functional. In fact, it seems to have suffered only superficial damage in the years it has been left here without the Ra’az fleet. I posit that it now serves as the lone control hub for the remaining transport vessels on the surface that will be carrying the last loads of cargo back to the Ra’az homeworld.”

      “Which we destroyed,” Sadira said.

      “Yes, indeed. In any case, that is its purpose in all likelihood. The smaller station, however, is a mystery, as all of its external arrays appear to be down. In fact, it does not appear to be functional at this point. The hull integrity is compromised in multiple areas, and it is leaking radiation from its power core. If any were aboard, even in stasis, they’re long dead, from the radiation if not loss of atmosphere.”

      “Weapons fire?”

      “No, Captain, it seems more in line with debris strike. The station appears to have been left in a rather vulnerable state. I believe the Ra’az pulled the more powerful of its shielding apparatus when they departed.”

      “Why would they do that?” Moose asked. “Seems kind of shortsighted.”

      “The time and effort to repurpose the unit was likely not worth it to them. It was already at the end of a centuries-long life cycle and would still function here for however much longer it lasted. But as this planet was winding down in terms of being a productive salvage source, they likely decided to take the most valuable pieces that could be repurposed, as is their way, and then leave the rest to function until it finally gave out. Perhaps they were planning on having it collected by the final cargo ships to leave this system. I really cannot say. But my guess is they didn’t anticipate a meteor storm to take it out of commission. They are fairly rare occurrences, after all. At least in any severity great enough to punch through the lesser shielding.”

      “Okay, we get it. The big one is running, the small one is toast,” Sadira said. “But what else? What about that attack satellite? Are there more?”

      “Ah, yes, those.”

      “Those? You mean there are more of them?” she asked.

      “There are. However, the only one still active was what targeted Hellatz on his descent. The others, and there are only three, by the way, all appear to be no more than mangled hunks of debris at this point. The remainder of the metallic items in orbit are fragments of ships and space stations from the initial defense of this world.”

      “Like what happened at Earth,” Moose said.

      “Precisely, though the remnants appear to have been stripped of anything of value long ago.”

      “So everything still running up here is solely to control shipping?” Sadira asked.

      “It seems that way,” the AI replied. “And the satellite was the lone remaining defensive unit from what I can tell. I see no signs of external weaponry on either of the orbiting stations.”

      “Again, the Ra’az not leaving anything of tactical value when the main fleet moved on,” Sadira said. “Fits their operating procedures. But that would have had to be ages ago. And if they pulled out to this extent, is it possible there are no Ra’az left here? Could it really be just loyalists running the show?”

      “That I cannot say,” Holly replied.

      “Whatever the case, our friends are down there, and we need to get them back,” Sadira said.

      It was a tough position to be in. Sitting in the dark. And as they waited for the final touches of their disguises to be ironed out, all they could do was wonder just how bad it was for their friends on the surface.
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      The joyful smiles and raised spirits of the workers who shared the run-down barracks with Baggusta’s team was a bit unsettling. Every one of them he had passed had shared that cheerful demeanor, despite having worked hard on such an uncomfortably warm day.

      They were the dregs. Their lives were the hardest of those in the entire workforce. This was quite an anomaly, and despite his elevated spirits following Goonara’s surprising find, it was downright unsettling.

      “What is with them?” Ixnaal wondered as they walked home from the cargo unloading area after sending their haul to the salvage logistics hub facility.

      “I do not know,” Baggusta admitted. “But I am admittedly most curious.”

      A few blocks later they rounded the corner that led to their barracks and were greeted by an even stranger sight. Outside of their building all of the thin mattresses and other items were laid out, each of them being beaten or wiped free of the layer of dust that had sprayed down upon them that morning.

      Baggusta saw this and increased his pace, the rest of his team in tow.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded of the men and women cleaning but with cheerful smiles on their faces. “This is her job,” Baggusta said, gesturing to Goonara. “She made the mess, now it is hers to clean it up.”

      “Oh, no, Baggusta, you do not understand. We are happy to do this. The new one, she made it wonderful. Go and see!”

      “Did someone drug their water?” Ixnaal asked. “This is not normal behavior.”

      “No, it is not. Come, let us see what it is they are babbling on about.”

      They walked to the barracks door and braced themselves for the inevitable moist-hot misery of the place, but before they even set foot inside the cool, fresh breeze flowing out tickled their skin. Baggusta was flabbergasted.

      “What did you do?” he asked as he strode from the hot exterior into the building’s cool and refreshing environs.

      The others followed him inside, their demeanors immediately shifting to absolute joy, just like the ones who shared this home with them. Their barracks was no longer a place of uneasy and restless, hot sleep. It had been transformed into an oasis for them to rest their weary bodies at the end of the day.

      “Oh, good. It worked,” Goonara said with a pleased grin as she glanced around the place.

      “Goonara, what have you done?” Baggusta asked again.

      “When I was lying in bed last night I found myself staring up at the ceiling as I could not sleep. But as I did so, I noted that some of the ducts were merely caked shut from inactivity and disuse, but the rest of the system seemed to be intact. So, this morning I fixed the air circulation regulator. Well, I didn’t really fix it. The unit was burned out. But we had some compatible parts in the scrap bins, so I used those instead.”

      “You repaired the entire system with junk?”

      “It wasn’t junk, per se. Just cast away items that could still be repurposed. And I didn’t have to repair the whole thing, just what had broken. It was a relatively easy modification. All it needed was a little attention to the mains, and redirection of the supply feed control systems to the unit I put together. Really, I am surprised no one thought to do so sooner.”

      Baggusta breathed in the cool air and let out a laugh. Quite possibly the first true, happy laugh he’d had in ages. This strange, troublesome woman had just solved a problem that had plagued not just his work team but the entire barracks for years. And she’d done it in but one day. With scrap parts, no less, just as she had managed with the salvage detector.

      And better yet, despite spraying dust all over the barracks, every single Chithiid worker who stepped inside after their long day of work was more than glad to help clean up the mess she had caused. In exchange for a blissfully cool place to sleep? It was well worth a little labor at the end of the day.

      Goonara had just made everyone’s life significantly better. And she was part of his team. This elevated their status significantly, and the others would owe them a debt of gratitude, at least for a little while. She was an odd one, no doubt, but Baggusta was thinking maybe this woman wasn’t such a bad addition to his team after all.

      The team savored their post-work showers more than usual on this day, for when they finished rinsing, this time they would not immediately suffer the discomfort of humid stink clinging to their bodies. It was the most refreshed any of them had felt in ages, and it was thanks to the newcomer.

      “Come, Goonara,” Baggusta said when the freshly washed team reassembled. “Let us go to the dining hall. Perhaps with today’s haul we will be moved forward in the line.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “You have performed admirably today, though I will be the first to admit I had my doubts at the beginning. What you accomplished, however, was impressive. Well done.”

      “Thank you, Baggusta,” she said, falling in behind him as the team made their way to the rear of the dining hall line.

      “Is that Orviin?” Ixnaal asked as they took their place behind the others. “What is he doing here?”

      “Orviin?” Goonara asked.

      “You know, Kaxilla’s right-hands man.”

      “Oh, yes. Sorry, I misheard you.”

      “It is strange to see him out here with the rest of us, though. They don’t usually leave their big compound at the edge of the central zone. Someone must be in trouble.”

      It was looking like that was the case as Orviin and his security detail of armed guards made their way down the line, looking over the men and women assembled. Goonara noticed that the guards were loyalists to a one, all of them with the same identifying scar burned into their shoulders. They were also wearing power whip gauntlets, though she doubted this lot ever used them for their intended purpose.

      They were work tools, not weapons. But in the right, or in this case wrong hands, just about anything could have its purpose bastardized. And seeing Orviin, the second-in-command of all loyalist forces, wearing one confirmed her suspicion. There was no way he stooped to manual labor. Not when he had an entire workforce to do his bidding.

      Orviin eyed the workers as he walked the length of the line. The teams toward the front were all better clothed and of an overall more impressive appearance. Obviously, the perks of better accommodations and top-tier food had been paying off for them. In proximity like this, Baggusta and his people looked almost like street urchins compared to them.

      But it was at that team of run-down-looking workers that Orviin stopped. One of his aides whispered in his ear.

      “You are Baggusta, are you not?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      “Your team performed admirably today. In fact, the salvage you uncovered is one of the richest finds in years. How did you manage it? Your leadership is most impressive.”

      Baggusta swelled with pride but then did what a true leader would do. He gave credit where credit was due.

      “Thank you for the kind words, Orviin, but it was not I who is responsible. Goonara, the newest addition to our team, was the one who discovered the find. All credit belongs to her.”

      Orviin shifted his attention to the suddenly self-conscious woman standing beside her scarred team leader. “And you would be Goonara?”

      “Yes, I am,” she replied, managing to not run her mouth for once.

      “Your performance today was exemplary,” he said, turning and speaking loud enough for all to hear. “This woman single-handedly out-performed all of you today. And in the dregs, no less. A place picked over more than once by many of your teams.”

      The men and women in line shifted uncomfortably on their feet. They did not like the sound of that. If Orviin thought they were slacking, it could make for a very unpleasant time for all of them.

      “That means some of you have overlooked valuable salvage in your cockiness,” he continued. “And yet this one female has managed to accomplish what all of you could not. You should take her initiative and success as an example and strive to be better. To do more. For as you know, with success comes reward. And our great leader, Kaxilla, is very pleased with your success.”

      Orviin nodded to his aides, who swarmed Baggusta’s team and ushered them to the front of the line. It was highly unusual. In fact, for the lowest of the low to be afforded such an honor had never happened so far as anyone could recall. But today was different, and the scavengers of the dregs were afforded the honor of eating first.

      In addition, Orviin’s staff presented the team with new work clothes to replace their worn-and-tattered garments. They would become dirt-stained and ragged soon enough, given the grueling nature of their work, but for a brief time at least Baggusta’s team would look good as they labored.

      More than just that, the public display Orviin had just put on would also motivate the others to step up their game. It was all about productivity, after all, and even the top performers were on notice. Do better, or maybe, just maybe, your standing might fall.

      “What do we do now?” Goonara whispered to Baggusta.

      “Smile and say thank you,” he whispered back. “And then? Eat better than you have in years.”
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      The meal had been all right, but by no means did Goonara find it anything special. Yes, it was worlds better than what she had been served the previous night when her team was still the lowest of the low, but even the top-tier food here was just okay.

      Back aboard Holly they had the most state-of-the-art food processing and protein replication units available, and to say they ate well might be considered an understatement. Still, it was nice to have a pleasant meal at the end of a hot and dusty day.

      Baggusta and the others, however, were beside themselves at the feast spread before them. Most had been in the dregs so long they had all but forgotten what the good stuff tasted like. And now, not only had they returned to a climate-controlled barracks, but they were eating well. Better than well, they were the best and were being rewarded accordingly.

      “I have to admit, I had my doubts about you joining our work team,” a middle-aged woman named Yannta said. “You didn’t seem like much of a worker, truth be told.”

      “Yes, I rather had the same initial impression,” Ixnaal said. “No offense intended.”

      “None is taken,” Goonara replied with an amused grin. “And I am used to this type of impression. I am not entirely oblivious, you see, and I have long been a bit of an odd sort, by our people’s standards. But I must say, I am quite happy to have been able to use my skills to help out in this instance.”

      “Help out?” Baggusta blurted with a chuckle. “Goonara, you did more than help out. You led us to the biggest find any team has uncovered in years. And on your first day with our team. And then, when it seemed you had already done the impossible, you repaired the climate system of the barracks. With junk and scrap, no less.”

      “Anyone else would have done the same.”

      “No, they would not, and that is what makes what you have done so appreciated,” he replied. Baggusta then raised a glass and looked at the others on his team. “To our newest member. Goonara.”

      “Goonara,” they all replied, raising theirs in unison then downing the contents.

      Of course, they were only drinking juice and water. No alcoholic beverages for the workers here. Only the loyalists partook of those treats, and only the highest-ranking ones at that. And this night among Kaxilla’s top aides there was talk of the impressive work produced by the dregs, of all things. It was something to marvel at. And something they hoped would be replicated in the future.

      The Ra’az were sure to return soon, and when they did, Kaxilla wished to have the most impressive of cargo loads ready for them to take back to their home planet. And if salvage of this caliber continued, his superiors would be pleased indeed.

      As for Goonara, she was blissfully oblivious to all of the machinations going on around her. She was simply doing what she always did. Seeing a problem and doing her best to fix it. There was no ego in her work, nor the intent to upstage anyone or reap rewards. Her scientific mind simply saw a problem and began working on a solution. It was why she would disappear for days sometimes back aboard the ship when some discovery really caught her attention. Here, however, her labors had a more immediate result.

      The device she had built was a rather stripped-down and basic version of what she’d wanted to construct, and truth be told, she was not even sure it would work, given the rush she had been in trying to get it functional. But there were a lot of scrap pieces back in their barracks, and Baggusta had been very glad to offer her as much time as she needed to dig through them for any other bits and bobs that might help boost their efficiency. It was a tantalizing offer.

      “If you don’t mind, I would like to return to our quarters to sort through some of those salvage bins,” she said.

      “Of course. Enjoy yourself, Goonara.”

      “Thank you, Baggusta. I am sure I will,” she said, as she rose and gathered up her tray.

      “Leave that here. We will take care of it for you,” Ixnaal said.

      It was an odd sensation, having others cleaning up for her, but Goonara knew better than to turn down the offer. It was simply good manners, and she had no desire to offend her new friends.

      “Thank you,” she said, then headed outside into the warm evening air.

      She was just rounding the corner of the dining hall when a young, muscular man approached her.

      “Are you Goonara?” he asked.

      “I am.”

      “I understand you helped Baggusta’s team today. I was wondering, could you possibly help me with an issue I am unable to fix?”

      Goonara was intrigued. Another problem to solve? Today appeared to be her lucky day.

      “Of course, it would be my pleasure,” she replied.

      “This way,” the man said, then headed off between a pair of low buildings heading back toward the main barracks area.

      She had just stepped into the shadows when strong hands roughly pulled her into the empty equipment storage facility. Empty but for what appeared to be a very displeased work team.

      “So, you are the one called Goonara,” the apparent leader of the group said with a sneer. “The newcomer.”

      “Yes, that is me. But what is it I can help you with?” she asked.

      “Help? You have done quite a lot already,” he replied. “We were made to eat lower-tier slop because of you. What did you do out there today? We are the best work team. Whom did you bribe to take our place?”

      Goonara was more than a little shocked. To think that she would stoop to bribery just to get a slightly less mediocre meal was absurd.

      “I bribed no one, I can assure you,” she said.

      “Oh? Then how did you manage to surpass us? Orviin speaks of epic salvage, but the dregs are sent to the leftovers. There is not a thing of value out there.”

      “But there is,” she replied. “You just need to know where to look.”

      “There is no way you could know that. No one can.”

      “I did not know where the salvage was. I simply constructed a scanner to aid in our search for valuable components and materials.”

      The man sneered. “You went to all that trouble just to beat us?”

      “No, I do not even know who you are.”

      “That is Morguus, leader of the best work team on the continent,” the muscular decoy said. “You shall address him with due respect.”

      “My apologies, I had no idea of your position. But that does not change my statement. I was not intending to beat you. I did not build the device with the plan to beat anyone. It was just science. A project to improve efficiency where I saw it lacking. It is what I do.”

      “So, you admit it. You use secret tricks to defeat us,” Morguus said.

      “It is not a secret at all,” Goonara replied. “I would be glad to share, if you wish. I was just heading back to our barracks to see what other useful items we might have in our salvage bins, but if you bring me suitable components, I can make you a unit too, if you wish.”

      A murmur swept through Morguus’s workers.

      “Silence!” he hissed. The team fell quiet immediately. Morguus looked at Goonara with suspicious eyes. “Why would you just give us this technology? To freely assist us knowing we will reclaim our rightful position atop the rankings?”

      Goonara looked at them all, lingering on each a moment before settling her gaze on their leader. “Because, we are Chithiid,” she said with a warm smile. “We are kin. We are all in this together. What is good for our people is what matters. The Ra’az enslaved our race, but it does not become us to fight amongst ourselves. Leave that to the Ra’az and their loyalists.”

      Morguus was taken aback at her bluntness. All of his people were, in fact. But there was not a hint of deceit in her tone. This one was speaking in earnest. He thought a long moment, then his features softened ever so slightly.

      “Very well. You shall build one of these devices for our team as well.”

      “I would be delighted,” she replied. “And since we were not properly introduced earlier, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

      Morguus didn’t quite know how to respond to that, especially not in front of his people. So he did what many would do in that situation. He acted gruff and angry.

      “Whatever,” he growled. “You had better deliver, or else.”

      “Of course.”

      “Good,” he said. “Now, tell us what you need.”

      “It would be easier if I could just dig through the bins in your barracks. I’m more visual like that. Would that be okay?”

      “Well, I—”

      “Excellent!” she said. “Please, lead the way.”

      Morguus had no real option but to do as she suggested lest he look like a fool. And that he had no desire of.

      The team stepped from the dark path and headed toward the nicest of the barracks, the group of Chithiid leading the way blocking Goonara from sight of those in line for the dining hall. And one of those standing there, waiting, was a familiar face.

      Hellatz had made it into the ranks and had reconnected with a rather charming dining companion. In fact, Miklaah was one of the first faces he’d come across upon his return. It was an auspicious start to his rescue attempt. Now he just had to find his friend.

      After dinner that is.
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      Hellatz had been extremely cautious in his infiltration of the workforce, sliding into the masses returning at the end of their shifts. Goonara had been taken back earlier, and aboard a flyer no less, but if she had caused an alarm of any sort to be raised he would have to make a much stealthier approach than their visit the prior day. One under the cover of the thousands of workers. As such, he was forced to wait until teams began to filter back in at the end of their day’s labors.

      It was excruciating, but he had no choice but to sit nearby in hiding, wondering what torture his shipmate might be undergoing while he was unable to provide any assistance. Of course, he was unarmed, as this was supposed to be no more than a quick recon mission, and their ship was stripped of any armaments because of it.

      Even if they had brought arms, he was no commando. He was a pilot. And while he had engaged many enemy in the heat of battle in space, on land and with only his bare hands he was at a very distinct disadvantage. Corporal Humphries was the soldier among them, but he was in orbit far above and quite unable to provide his specialized assistance.

      That meant it was up to Hellatz to do all he could to help their friend, whatever that might entail.

      When the workers finally began to trickle back in at the end of their shifts, Hel noticed that some came back aboard Loyalist flyers, their bounty secured to the transit beds of the small, open-top craft. These would be the top producers, he deduced. If this setup was anything like the one he had worked on Earth during his prior life as a conscripted worker, the Loyalists would not afford such a luxury to any but the most valued of slaves.

      As they were open to the elements and all could see who was aboard, he thought it highly unlikely that the work teams were loyalist spies. They were visible to everyone, after all. Most likely, it was a perk for the more productive teams. Whatever the case, those were workers he could not just blend in with, so Hellatz was forced to wait for the crews returning on foot before making his surreptitious entry.

      His plan was a simple one. He and Goonara had already seen the basic layout of the central housing and processing area on their earlier visit. Fortunately, he had spent much of his life living in Ra’az labor camps, and as such, he knew how they worked. This world would be not much different, even with Loyalists running the show.

      All he would have to do was find a barracks to slip into and then take over the empty bunk of someone who’d either moved to a different unit or died in the field. In either case, he would simply claim it as his own and bluff his way into the teams.

      Unfortunately, he had no idea where she would be held. And if she was allowed back with her crew after being punished for whatever it was she had done, which barracks building she would be in was anyone’s guess. There were thousands of Chithiid workers, and finding her would take a bit of doing. And with stealth, at that.

      He followed the largest group when they passed his hiding place. It seemed many of the salvage teams had joined up into one unit as they walked back home from their day’s labors. It was perfect. With so many different teams intermingled, no one would even think to question an unfamiliar face.

      Hellatz slid into step with them and made his way into the middle of the group as they walked. He had spread dirt on his clothing as he waited, and he now looked like just another tired worker heading home at the end of a long day. His silence was not out of the ordinary at all. Many were quietly walking as he was, looking forward to a shower, food, and glorious sleep.

      The group made its way into the central zone a good half hour later. It was a relatively relaxing walk, all things considered, and Hellatz used the time as an opportunity to better map out the specifics of their surroundings.

      “Where is your friend?” a voice beside him asked.

      Hellatz was taken by surprise, but he kept his shock in check and simply turned slightly and looked at the man speaking. Someone knew what he was up to. But how? It was impossible. It took a moment, but he realized he recognized the man. An older Chithiid. The one he and Goonara had encountered when they first arrived.

      “Oh, Exaal, it is you,” he replied.

      “You remember my name. You have a sharp mind, Hellatz.”

      Hellatz grinned. “As do you, my friend. It is good to see you again. Are you well?”

      “Laboring, eating, sleeping. All in all, the same as always. But you are without your companion. Did you not rejoin your new work team?”

      “Ah, yes, that,” Hellatz said as his mind raced for an appropriate response. “You see, Goonara and I wound up being placed on separate work teams once we returned.”

      “Oh? That seems odd, seeing as you had both only just arrived,” Exaal said.

      “I agree. But it is not ours to question,” Hellatz replied.

      “Of course. Spoken like a good worker,” the older man said. “But curiosity is one of the few joys of our lives, and once you reach my age, occasionally, you find you wish to give in to the urge.”

      Hellatz chuckled. He liked this one. And if he could do anything about it, hopefully he’d see him freed one day.

      “Admittedly, I am curious, no doubt. But I am also cautious with my tongue,” Hel said, glancing at those around them.

      “No worries, lad. These are good people. No loyalists in the hard-working teams on the outskirts. There would be no need to embed them with us.”

      “And they prefer more comfortable lives,” Hellatz dared.

      Exaal smiled. “Exactly. Well, this is my barracks up ahead. It is good seeing you again, Hellatz. May your nights be restful and your days bountiful.”

      “You as well, my friend. I hope to see you again soon.”

      The older Chithiid simply nodded his agreement and trudged off with the rest of his work team as they peeled off from the group. The ranks were thinning quickly now that they were back in the central zone. Hellatz realized he would have to make a move soon lest he be awkwardly out walking by himself while everyone else went to their buildings.

      A familiar figure caught his eye, sitting on a bench near a building not far away. And they would be walking right past her. This was the opportunity he needed to extricate himself from this group without drawing attention.

      “Miklaah,” he said, stepping away from the others to greet the woman in what seemed a perfectly natural manner.

      She looked up, her features warming into a welcoming smile when she realized who was speaking.

      “Hellatz, it is wonderful to see you again so soon.”

      “And you,” he said. “I was hoping to run into you after today’s shift.”

      She studied his dusty clothes and nodded. “A busy day, then?”

      “Productive,” he replied. “And better now.”

      Miklaah blushed slightly and rose to her feet. “Your timing is excellent, Hellatz. I was just about to head to the dining hall. Will you accompany me?”

      “I would be delighted. But perhaps I should clean up first.”

      “There is plenty of time for that after. And if we line up early, we will get a fresher meal.”

      “There is no arguing with that logic,” he replied. “Lead the way.” Miklaah began walking, and Hellatz quickly offered her his arm. “You seem to be moving better,” he noted. “Is your leg mending well?”

      “As well as can be expected,” she said, her balance faltering a bit, forcing her to lean into him.

      Hellatz could not help but notice that the additional contact seemed somewhat intentional. He kept his smile to himself, however. This was a wonderful dance they were playing, and he intended to savor every bit of it as long as he could.

      The line to the dining hall was a bit longer than Miklaah expected when they arrived. Apparently, some Dregs crew had been bumped up to the front. And Orviin had even come to commend their work. It made for interesting chatter among those waiting, but she had other interesting conversation to be had.

      “Have you ever wished to just fly away?” Hellatz asked as they ate their meal.

      “Fly away? You mean ride one of the transit sleds? Of course. It makes the workday much easier.”

      “No, I mean really fly away. Off of this world. To another planet, another solar system.”

      Miklaah paused, thinking about what he’d asked. “I suppose the concept is pleasant. But we are workers, and while we may be taken to a new world at some point, there is still much to do on this one. I do not think the Ra’az will move us for a long time. Likely not before we have achieved old age.”

      “But what if you could go now? Without the Ra’az telling you where to go or how to live.”

      “Oh, Hellatz. Such a dreamer, you are. It sounds like a wonderful thing, but that is not our life,” she said. “But why do you ask? Is this a game?”

      He grinned and reeled back his enthusiasm. There were others around, and it was too soon. But hopefully in the near future, he might pose the question again, but in a far more enticing manner.

      “Yes, just a game,” he said. “Something I’ve thought of over the years. But enough about that. Tell me, what do you dream of when the lights are dim?”

      She smiled warmly and did just that.

      It was the most delightful conversation Hellatz had enjoyed in longer than he could remember, and by the time he finally made his way to a nearby barracks and found an empty bunk to claim as his own, he was thoroughly smitten.

      That night, as he lay his head down to sleep in a Ra’az Hok barracks for the first time since before the Great War, he was nevertheless content. More than that, he was happy. And as he drifted off to sleep, it wasn’t Goonara on his mind, but someone far different.
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      “Hot damn, this is awesome!” Moose said as he ran through the hangar bay atop his leg extension stilts. “Sadi, you’ve gotta try these.”

      “Gimme a minute, will ya? It’s not like putting on shoes, you know,” she said as she adjusted the settings on her own pair.

      The devices were snugly secured to his feet and lower legs by pressure-adjusting a physio-sensitive cushioning gel that not only held everything in place, but also increased or decreased its firmness depending on the stress load placed upon it.

      In addition, the devices would also massage the calves and feet when not in use, keeping blood flow and joint comfort in optimal ranges. They were built to be worn for extended periods of time in a difficult work environment, but their creators had undoubtedly never intended them to be used in this manner. All of the little comfort elements they’d incorporated, however, would be very well appreciated regardless.

      The units were designed to extend from a minimum height of just one foot, and that was where he had them set. Just the right amount to bring him to Chithiid level. Towering over the roughly seven-foot aliens would just make them stand out as much as being notably shorter. Now all they had to do was get comfortable wearing them. And Moose definitely was.

      “Don’t go tripping into the equipment racks,” Sadira chided her friend as he ran another lap with a ridiculous grin on his face.

      “Not going to happen. I’m aweso—” he began to say, then lost his balance and tumbled into Ace’s hull.

      “Moose, you should at least buy me a drink first,” the AI ship joked.

      “Sorry, Ace.”

      “No worries. Just giving you grief. You know I’m far too sturdy for that to cause any damage. Now, an asteroid? That might pose a problem.”

      “Or a bunch of pulse blasts from Ra’az weaponry,” Sadira added, getting up onto her extended feet. “Whoa, this is a bit weird.”

      “Give it a sec, you’ll get used to it,” Hump said as he rolled a large cart into the hangar bay. Metal arms jutted from the pair of armor harnesses it carried. “Just like a child, you’ve gotta walk, then run. But skip crawling. I don’t think they’ll make that bit any easier.”

      The cyborg was wearing his own fitted and refined version of the armor harness along with the leg extensions and seemed to be having no issues with either at all. In fact, if not for the bare metal of his additional limbs, he could almost pass as a Chithiid. Except for the whole human male thing.

      Moose ran over to the cart like a kid in a candy store, his excitement clear in his eyes. “These are so cool.”

      “Yeah, they are. But they’re not a toy,” Hump said.

      “Who said they were?”

      “The ridiculous grin on your face, for one.”

      “Bite me,” he shot back with a laugh. “So, are they ready to go?”

      “Holly thinks so, but now’s the moment of truth. Let’s see how you are with them.”

      “Cool,” Moose said, reaching to pick one up.

      “Hang on. Shirt off,” Hump said. “You aren’t going to want too much in there or you’ll overheat even with the cooling suit regulating your temperature. And more layers will chafe. Trust me, I know.”

      “But you’re a cyborg. You’re not supposed to care about those things.”

      “Hey, just because I can turn off pain sensors doesn’t mean I want to damage my body any more than I have to. And I know first-hand from leaving them on just how uncomfortable chafing can be.”

      “Why would you do that to yourself? If I could turn that off, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      “Because when you’re in the shit with your squad, you want to be part of the team. Feel what they’re feeling. Bitch about the same things. It’s a war thing, Moose.”

      They’d all been so used to working with the cyborg that they’d forgotten just how old he was. While the war against the Ra’az had been relatively brief, hundreds of years prior he had been out on combat missions alongside his human teammates. Of course he would do everything he could to be one of the guys. It was how he developed his little tics and habits. All to seem more human at first, and now so ingrained in his subroutines that they might as well have been human all along.

      “Here, put this on first,” Hump said, handing Mustafa and the captain their modified neuro-stim headbands. “The longer these are on, the stronger the connection will be, so you may as well get them primed while you suit up.”

      “Sweet,” Moose said, slipping the band onto his head and adjusting it to fit just right.

      Sadira did the same, then walked around the hangar on her new legs. “These aren’t so hard.”

      “Told ya,” Moose said as he picked up the armored harness tailored to his build and slipped it on.

      The weight was as minimal as Holly could manage given the components available aboard the ship. The armor itself was quite light, and the newly installed attachment points for the arms, despite their relatively large size, had been manufactured out of the least dense ceramisteel possible while maintaining strength and integrity. Those joints would still take the bulk of the load, so they had to be a bit more robust by their very nature.

      The arms, however, were a combination of alloys and composites, making them strong enough for just about any task, but keeping them light enough to not throw the wearer off balance when they moved them. Despite looking like a Chithiid, they were not as muscularly dense and heavy, after all. Swinging an overweighted arm too fast might very well topple them over.

      “Here, let me help you,” Hump said, his new mechanical arms working in unison with his original pair as easy as breathing.

      In just a minute he had his friend fully secured in his harness and ready to rock. He powered on Moose’s rig then turned his attention to the captain. “You ready to suit up and give it a go?”

      She walked over to the cart and surveyed the apparatus. “Yeah, let’s do this.”

      Hump repeated the process for Sadira, helping her secure the armor and lock all of the pieces in place. The design was intended to protect the wearer, originally, but also for them to be ready for rapid removal in case of trauma. That meant a lot of quick-release componentry melded into the robustly protective framework.

      When not being attacked, the unit was quite comfortable and even flexible in many parts, but once impact was detected, it shifted Newtonian state and hardened, transferring the impact across a larger portion of its structure, thus diminishing the load.

      “You seem to have the walking part down pretty well,” Hump said.

      “Been doing it my whole life,” she replied.

      “Yeah, but not on stilts,” he chuckled. “Anyway, you’re powered up and good to go. Just take it slow and see how it feels. That goes for you too, Moose. Don’t overdo it at first.”

      Mustafa was walking like a drunk, but not for lack of balance; but rather because his arms were swinging around quite randomly, throwing him off-kilter. He stumbled to his left, recovered, then off to his right, nearly falling in the process. His right arm reached out to brace himself, but the secondary arm attached to his torso by the armor lashed out first, impacting the wall with a clang.

      “Hey, don’t you go breaking my ship,” Sadira said.

      “Did you see that? It kept me from falling!”

      “Yes, Moose. That’s the neuro-stim kicking in,” Hump said.

      “But it wasn’t working just a minute ago.”

      “It’s working, but you’ve been trying to consciously control it. That’s why the arms aren’t working. It’s like when you pick up a glass or scratch your head. You don’t think, ‘Arm, scratch my head.’ You just do it because it’s a part of you. That’s how you have to treat these new arms. Holly’s matched your suit to your neuro profile from the brain patterns in your neuro-stim databanks, so once you get that initial connection, it should start to feel more normal and almost second nature.”

      Moose pushed off the wall and reached for a wrench on the work table. The arm whipped out, knocking it, and everything else, to the floor.

      “Dammit, why won’t it listen to me?”

      “Relax,” Hump reiterated. “Control your mind. I know it feels odd, but just let it flow. Feel the arms like they were always a part of you. Let the link between you and the arms integrate. You should sense them and make your mind accept them as part of you.”

      “They don’t want to do what I’m telling them.”

      “Because you’re fighting them. Relax, Moose. This is easy, see?” Hump said, moving all four arms as if he’d been born with them.

      “Yeah, easy for you. You’re a cyborg,” Moose grumbled as he slowly began to gain some semblance of control over his new limbs. “Some of us can’t just jack in to new hardware.”

      “I don’t know,” Sadira said, using her new arm to take a drink of water from her cup. “It doesn’t seem so hard.”

      “No fair, you do all that yoga meditation stuff.”

      “I’ve invited you to join me on countless occasions,” she said with a grin. “Maybe you’ll take me up on it now.”

      Moose stared at his friend and took a deep breath as he let his face go slack. Then, ever so slowly, his new right arm lifted, and the metal hand slowly extended its middle finger.

      Hump burst out laughing. “That’s the way, buddy!”

      Sadira cracked a grin. “Yeah, nice work, Moose. But do me a favor once we’re down on the surface, will ya?”

      “Fine. What?”

      “Try not to go flipping off every Chithiid we see. That would just be rude,” she said, then turned to Hump. “Okay, what’s next?”
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      “This is so gross.”

      Hump laughed at his captain with a good-natured grin. “It’s not so bad once you get used to it.”

      “I am never going to get used to this,” she replied as she slid her arm up inside the living flesh of her artificially grown Chithiid meat suit. “It’s warm, Hump.”

      “Well, yeah, of course it is. They’re alive, after all.”

      Even Moose looked a little green as he examined the disguise Holly had fabricated for him. “I swear, I’m going to have nightmares for years about this,” he said as he jiggled the grayish flesh.

      “Just think of it like a Halloween costume,” Hump joked as he began sliding into his disguise.

      Moose shook the meat suit again and shuddered. It had taken Holly a full day to fabricate the three Chithiid disguises and bind them with the nutrient layer that kept them viable and alive. That bit was then fastened to a base layer that would mesh with the thin cooling suits they would wear beneath it all, keeping the artificial meat from slipping around when they moved.

      Not only would the cooling apparatus keep the humans from overheating, but it would also make it possible to wear the false flesh for days, if not longer, should the mission require it. Once they were on, the Chithiid skin jobs would stay in place until they were done. There would be no ins and outs.

      “Well, no time like the present,” Sadira said, cinching her neuro-stim band underneath the thin hood over her head.

      She then picked up what anyone not in the know would think looked like the result of some serial killer’s handiwork. An alien who had been skinned from the hips up. Truth be told, it was more than a little disturbing, and she was glad Goonara was not watching this. She began carefully sliding her arms into the empty body like pulling on a hoodie, one arm at a time, the topmost human ones first, followed by the lower mechanical ones.

      Turd’s fur slowly stood on end. The little creature was not amused by this. Not one bit.

      “Hey, it’s okay, buddy,” Moose said, tossing her an energy cell treat. “It’s still us. Don’t freak out.”

      Turd’s hair relaxed as she drained the energy cell, but she still watched the trio with a wary gaze. Something strange was going on, and her human friends were starting to look like the taller crew of the ship. Fortunately, despite the outfit, Moose was able to calm her down, and she shifted from a nervous stare to her usual curious one.

      All of them were wearing their armor harnesses, and after a full day of practice even Moose had gotten the hang of operating it. The key was to let the neuro-stim unit do its thing and not fight it, but rather let it connect as if it had always been a part of your body. It took some practice, and there were sure to be the occasional hiccups, but the two humans had finally become proficient with the additional limbs.

      At first it had been a bit odd. Neither of them knew what to do with their hands. It was like a first-time actor on stage who was suddenly acutely aware of their hands for the first time ever, as well as the fact they were not using them. To say they looked awkward as hell was an understatement.

      Holly—both of them—told the humans to just act normally, but having four arms instead of two was anything but normal. It was Hump who had finally come up with the breakthrough, taken from, of all things, an acting lesson stored in his memory. Something he’d picked up during an infiltration class for his human counterparts way back in his soldiering days before the Great War. Back when they were up against other factions of humans rather than alien invaders.

      The lesson had helped his human squadmates back then, and it seemed to work for his new team as well. He had simply suggested they try carrying a tool around with them just to give the extra limbs something to do. And amazingly, after a few false starts, it worked.

      “Power me up, Holly,” Hump said as he rolled all four of his shoulders and swung his arms around to settle the disguise firmly in place.

      “Activating your connections,” Greater Holly said.

      The Chithiid had four eyes, and while the front of the suits had openings for the team to use their own eyes—with modifying contact lenses, of course—the eyes at the rear were completely fabricated from scratch. The humans had no way to mentally handle an additional set of eyes looking behind them. They just weren’t wired that way.

      Hump, on the other hand, was a top-tier spec ops cyborg, and his AI systems could more than handle the additional data. As such, his rear-facing eyes had micro-cameras embedded in them, which linked to his main systems. It was just like tying in to a drone or weapons system for him. One more set of data from which to work.

      “There it is,” he said, moving his head from side to side, the rear eyes blinking and looking around. “Yeah, they’re working great, Holly. I’ve got full three-sixty vision.”

      His lenses were slightly fish-eyed to allow him to see a bit wider from the rear than Chithiid’s eyes normally saw. They had a small blind spot right in the center, but it was minimal. Hump, however, possessed no such thing. It was a small tweak, but he and Holly had decided it might be a useful, if minor, tactical advantage.

      Sadira was next. She suppressed the shudder of disgust struggling to rumble across her body as the warm snugness of the flesh disguise slid over her like a wetsuit. For a second the claustrophobia of slipping her own head into the Chithiid one was almost overwhelming, but once she got past the tightness of the neck everything moved into place easily.

      Being able to see and breathe normally made a huge difference, and though her own ears were covered now, the comms patches stuck to her skin behind each ear were tied in to not only her teammates, but also the minute microphones mounted in the false head.

      “Hey, how does this look?” she asked, moving her lips and cheeks around in an exaggerated way.

      “Looks great, Cap,” Hump said. “But tone it down a little. The suit’s amplifying your movements to compensate for the layers, so ya don’t wanna go looking like you’re having an aneurysm.”

      “Noted,” she replied with a little chuckle as the freaky sensation of the fake body slowly began to feel normal. A moment later, she smiled, and for all intents and purposes, it looked just like any other Chithiid grin.

      The faces were a thing of wonder, carefully fabricated by Holly to house not only flesh, but also a complex network of micro servos that tied in to the movements of the face below as well as the neuro-stim-linked intentions of the wearer. The result was a face that though alien would move and react just as if it were a normal Chithiid.

      It was more than a luxury feature, though. In the earliest design stages Holly had realized the necessity for the addition. A new arrival walking the grounds could be easily ignored, but if that Chithiid also wore a blank stare, it would not only be creepy, but would also draw a lot of unwanted attention. And that was most definitely not desired.

      As for the rear-facing eyes on the humans’ suits, they did not possess cameras like Hump’s, but there were basic sensors that tied in to their neuro-stim bands. They would not transmit images, exactly, but they would serve to relay movement and proximity. The humans might not be able to process the additional images, but they could be given a sensory heads-up to turn their heads and look with their real eyes.

      “This feels so weird,” Moose said with an exaggerated grimace as his own head covering slid into place. “How long exactly do we have for this meat to stay viable?”

      “Long enough for us to get down there, do what we need to do, and get back,” the corporal replied. “If it takes longer than that, we’ve got bigger problems than our disguises.”

      “And what if I’ve got to piss?” Moose asked as he stepped his leg extensions into the bottom half of the Chithiid worker coveralls Holly had fabricated for them all.

      “You go piss, dude. We’re not manufacturing any lower body parts since we’ll need to keep our pants on to cover our leg extensions anyway. So just whip it out and do your thing. Just don’t let anyone see. That could be awkward.”

      Moose pulled his pants up but left the torso exposed so he could watch his movements in the new disguise. “This is so weird,” he said as he adjusted the waist tighteners. “We’re seven feet tall now, though we’re shorter than the Chithiid are inside our pants.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Hump shot back with a wicked grin.

      “Dude, you’re a cyborg.”

      “Your point?”

      “Do you even have—”

      “Fellas, please,” Sadira said with a sigh as she fastened her coveralls. “We need to go find our people.”

      “Right, sorry,” Moose said. “Ace, you ready to hit the surface?”

      “I am,” the ship replied over their comms patches.

      “Great. We’ll be aboard shortly.”

      “Actually,” Sadira said, “there is one thing we have to do first. Ace, fire up the engines. We’re taking a detour.”
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      On the hot and dusty planet’s surface, the Chithiid workforce had been hard at work disassembling the remnants of the conquered alien planet and loading the valuable bits into the flying transport craft that ferried them to the main logistics hub.

      Those flights had grown fewer and farther between in the last several years as the frequency of quality salvage had been reduced to a trickle. The planet was just about tapped out, and the loyalist overseers shifting to mining for raw ore was a symptom of that shortcoming. When their Ra’az superiors returned, they wanted to have a bountiful collection for them. And if that wasn’t possible, they at least hoped an additional wealth in ore might lessen their rulers’ displeasure.

      But strangely enough, the quality of salvage was beginning to see a little uptick since the dregs’ discovery. Safe in his compound, Kaxilla confided to Orviin and his other close aides that he had hopes they might even approach their original target quotas for the season, though he also doubted their good fortune would last so long.

      The surprise find the other day had warranted morale-boosting praise, but if productivity faltered once more, he would have no choice but to lead with the stick rather than the carrot. The loyalist ruler had found that a good, hard reminder of whom they truly worked for was enough to drive the workforce to improve their production more often than not.

      Morguus had seen a fair increase in his team’s already solid productivity, and though Kaxilla did not know it had been Goonara’s scanning apparatus that had helped the group, their ruler was pleased with the results. As for the unlikely scientist in their midst, Goonara had found herself slowly becoming a welcome part of the work teams as whispers of her assistance spread through the ranks. Other work leaders then quietly sought out the mystery woman, asking what exactly it was she was doing, and if she could help them as well.

      Goonara was more than happy to assist, but she didn’t have enough parts to fabricate proper scanning apparatus for the other teams. She did, however, devise a few tools that would make their jobs somewhat easier, and every little bit counted in a life of hard labor. Some of the work team leaders even brought her more advanced pieces of technological salvage for her to work with. It was all on the down-low, of course, but Goonara felt she was actually making friends.

      Hellatz was unaware of her situation, though, and search as he might, among the tens of thousands of Chithiid workers inhabiting the area, he had still not found his shipmate. The teams went out early in the morning and came back to camp late in the day as the sun set, and the only communal gathering times were breakfast and dinner.

      There was one bright side, however. For the time being, as he was unable to locate Goonara, he had been enjoying each of those meals in the company of a particularly pleasant new friend instead. If not for the back-breaking labor during the day, it would be the most enjoyable shore leave he’d had in ages.

      “You are an unusual one, Hellatz,” Miklaah said with a coy grin as they finished their morning breakfast. “There is such a confidence about you. As though you were above all of this work of ours.”

      Hellatz chuckled. “There’s nothing to be confident about. It’s just, mindlessly gathering scrap isn’t that much of a challenge, if you know what I mean.”

      “I do not. This is all I have ever known. We work, and we sleep. That is life for us,” she said, placing her hand on his. “Though on rare occasion, there are little pleasures to be had.”

      Hellatz was getting quite good at keeping his blush reflex under control, but he felt his heart beat just a little faster for a moment. “Life is too short to neglect ourselves,” he said, flashing her a warm smile. “We should enjoy what we can.”

      “I could not agree more,” she said and gave his hand a little squeeze. “Well, it appears to almost be time to begin our day,” she said reluctantly.

      “Yeah, I know. It’s always something, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose it is.”

      Hellatz began gathering up their trays. “You go on. I’ll clear these for us.”

      “Thank you, Hellatz. You truly are a most considerate man.”

      “I do what I can, given the circumstances. One day, however, I’d like to take you on a proper date. If you would be amenable to one, that is.”

      She looked at him with a curious grin. “A date? You are ever the optimist. But Kaxilla will never grant us a day off, as you well know.”

      “Oh, right,” he covered. “Of course. I was just playing.”

      Miklaah reached out and touched his arm. “If only we could. But thank you for the thought. It will keep me in good spirits throughout the workday.” She then turned and walked for the exit.

      “Stupid, Hel. What were you thinking? A date? Gotta be more careful than that,” he chided himself as he cleared their trays and placed them in the washing rack.

      It had been a bit difficult keeping his humanized reactions and speech patterns in check, but for the most part, he felt he’d done a pretty good job. He was supposed to be blending in, and even if that meant going out and doing manual labor stripping buildings for the first time since the Great War, he would damn well do it.

      Goonara was still out there, and she needed his help. But in rescuing her, the possibility of perhaps taking Miklaah with them when they departed was also dancing around in the back of his mind. Or the front of it. If he was honest with himself, he’d have to admit that perhaps his missing crewmate was slipping in the priority ranking a bit as time went on.

      Hellatz chuckled at himself and made for the exit. It was so ridiculous, finding romance here, of all places. Life, it seemed, worked in very mysterious ways.

      He stepped outside and headed for his barracks to pick up his tool kit and join up with the work team he had managed to talk his way into. It hadn’t been too terribly hard. They were always glad to have an extra set of hands, and his were actually proving to be quite skilled at the job.

      Muscle memory of his years of hard labor on Earth had not left him, it seemed. And now it was actually paying off.

      Up ahead, between two of the side buildings, something caught his attention. A pair of men were having a rather heated discussion with someone. He couldn’t make out their words from this distance, but from the look of it they were not happy. Not one bit.

      But this wasn’t his fight, so he continued on his way. That is until he heard the sound of a familiar voice sharply replying to them.

      “Miklaah?” he said as his attention fully shifted to the confrontation.

      It was her. And the two men looming over her were obviously agitated. Without a second thought he shifted his course and walked straight toward them with a quick stride.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked as he approached, his head held high and shoulders back, hands seeming relaxed but ready for a fight.

      All of his time fighting and later training with his human allies had given him a rather robust martial arts background, and while he hadn’t sparred in a little while, he was quite sure he could take these two despite their size. The two men were quite taken aback by it, as the confidence on his face was clear as day.

      “This has nothing to do with you,” the larger of the two said. “Move along.”

      He ignored the man and shifted his gaze to Miklaah. “Are you okay?”

      “I am fine,” she replied, though he could see she was putting on a good show for his benefit.

      “Like we said, move along,” the man repeated.

      Hellatz turned his full attention to the man, ready for action. But rather than striking him, he simply fixed him with a disquieting stare. “My friend here is required at her work detail,” he said. “It would be unfortunate if you were the cause of her delay. Productivity might be impacted, after all, and we know that is frowned upon.”

      The men looked at one another, utterly shocked and unsure what to do. It struck Hellatz as rather odd that such a relatively small bit of bluster should cause such a reaction. Then he noticed the scars on their shoulders. The way they had been standing when he arrived had put them out of his line of sight, and in his concern for Miklaah, he hadn’t noticed them until now.

      These men were loyalists. And he had just inserted himself into whatever shakedown they were attempting. This was decidedly not good.

      But Miklaah needed his help, and it was too late to change tack now. He would either ride this encounter out as he’d started it, or he’d back down and surely face consequences.

      “My friend is right,” Miklaah said, sensing the precarious tension rising. “I really do need to get to my work party.”

      The men looked at one another but didn’t move. Neither, however, did Hellatz. Finally, Miklaah was the one to break the impasse.

      “I would not want all of us to get in trouble for lessening productivity,” she said with a show of courage. “I will be going now. Thank you for the interesting conversation.”

      With that she took Hellatz by the arm and began walking away. To Hel’s surprise and relief, the two men watched them go but did not pursue. A moment later they turned and walked the other direction.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “What were you thinking? Do you realize who they are?”

      “Loyalists, by the look of them.”

      “And you threatened them.”

      “I did not. Not openly, anyway,” he said. “You were in trouble, what was I supposed to do?”

      She looked at him a long moment, the anger in her eyes fading. “Thank you for your concern,” she finally said. “It was foolish, but is nevertheless appreciated.”

      “My pleasure,” he replied. “Now, you mind telling me what that was all about? They seemed pretty worked up.”

      “Just the usual,” she replied. “The one you spoke with has sought my affection for some time and does not appreciate rejection.”

      Hellatz felt a flare of anger toward the man. And what was that? Was that jealousy?

      Miklaah saw the emotions cycle across his face. “It is not reciprocated,” she said. “It never has been.”

      “What you do is your business,” he replied as calmly as he could.

      “It is,” she said with a confident grin. “And what I would like is simple. I wish to go to work before my tardiness is noted.”

      “I should think you are not late yet. There is time to—”

      “And then, I would like to come back from my shift, bathe, and eat a hearty dinner.”

      “Of course,” he said. “I shall leave you to it, then,” he said, turning to go.

      “I’m not finished,” she said. “I wish to eat a hearty dinner tonight. And if you are free, I would very much like you to join me.”

      Hellatz felt a warmth in his belly but did his best to keep his cool. As smooth and calmly as he could, he turned back to face her. “As you wish,” he said, then headed off to his own day of hard work, but with a pot of gold at the end of that particular rainbow.
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      “This is awkward,” Mustafa said, his voice emanating from the tall Chithiid’s mouth.

      “We’re almost there,” Sadira replied from within her own meat suit disguise. “Just hang tight and you’ll get to stretch your legs in a few minutes. Ace, how’s it coming? You closer to getting us in to dock with that thing?”

      The AI ship’s course never wavered as they flew directly toward the large orbiting overwatch station. “No worries, Captain. Like I said, it’s an old system, and the historical ident codes from the war archives that I’m squawking are Ra’az, not Chithiid. It’ll see us as one of the boss ships coming home to roost, not worker drones.”

      “So, you’re sure those will work? You said these stations were older tech,” Moose asked, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

      The addition of just one foot of height had suddenly made him unable to fit the way he was used to, and while the seats were fully adjustable and Hellatz had no problem finding a comfortable position for flight, Moose was simply not used to his new body yet. And crammed in the cockpit, wrapped up in a snug, bulky Chithiid suit, he couldn’t help but feel a little claustrophobic.

      Ace zeroed in on the target docking hatch and spun into position, approaching belly-first rather than sideways. If he needed to pull away quickly, it would position him for a more efficient egress. The crew would just have to make their entry from the bottom access and adjust accordingly, but the captain had agreed it was the safest way.

      Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be activating any alarms as they approached. Just as the AI had promised. The ship settled into the docking hatch with a gentle thud and engaged his clamping seal and air-tight umbilical.

      “See? I told you we were fine,” Ace said. “I’ve connected to the station’s docking system. From what I can read, the atmospherics inside are good, and we’re safely docked. The station sees me as a friendly Ra’az ship.”

      “Though you’re far smaller,” Hump noted, perfectly at home in his own Chithiid disguise.

      “Well, yeah. But this place is pretty old-school. All it reads is the signal, not the mass of the vessel transmitting it. A pretty serious flaw, really. But we know how overconfident the Ra’az were.”

      “And dangerous,” Sadira said as the connection to the station pressurized and the hatch spun open. “Hump, you take point. We don’t know who’s home in there, so we need to try to blend in before we resort to shooting, got it?”

      “Oh, believe me, I don’t want to open fire unless I have to. Quiet infiltration is so much less work,” the cyborg said as he moved into the hatch in the floor and slid into position at the connecting door.

      It was a large accessway, and Ace had barely been able to expand his umbilical to seal around it. That had been one unforeseen hitch in their plan that they wouldn’t have had a way around if Ace hadn’t been able to work with what he had. But fortunately the little ship managed to make a seal. Barely, but it was holding.

      The issue stemmed from the fact that the Ra’az were a much larger race and the station had been built for them and their ships. But this band of humans wasn’t about to try to make themselves look like those towering beasts. Chithiid was as big as they’d dare attempt. Fortunately, the Ra’az always had loyalists and slaves around, and so as long as they looked Chithiid, their odds of blending in increased exponentially.

      Even so, they were not about to go in unarmed. Their entry would be the most vulnerable moment for them. Fortunately, Ace had been able to shift the gravity in the connection to allow the team to enter upright, even though they’d exited his ship through the belly.

      “Okay, stay behind me,” Hump said, charging his weapon and holding it low but ready. “If we get into a firefight, remember to try to direct your shots toward the center of the station until we’re away from the exterior walls. One stray shot the wrong direction when we’re in that layer and we could accidentally punch a hole from the inside out, and that would suck.”

      “Yeah, it’d suck all right. All of the air right out of the damn place,” Moose joked. “Lucky you, you don’t need to breathe.”

      “The joys of cyborg life, my friend,” Hump shot back, his new Chithiid face making a wry grin that was uncannily like the expressions of their friend inside it.

      Holly had done an exceptional job with the microservo facial controls, they had to admit, though Hump did have a far superior connection to them due to his being an AI and all.

      “Going in three,” he said, then settled into his ready position.

      The hatch slid open seconds later with a hiss of cool air. Corporal Humphries strode through the hatch as if he belonged, his Chithiid-looking form moving as though he’d been born with those extra appendages. He glanced to his left and right, taking in data from the rear camera-eyes as well as his own.

      “All clear,” he said in Chithiid, as they’d agreed.

      Sadira and Moose were a bit rusty in their Chithiid, but years of neuro-stim uploading had left them quite fluent. All they needed was more practice using their mouths and vocal cords in the way the language required. If they wanted to blend in, it was going to be crucial.

      “Looks quiet,” Sadira said, the strange language rolling off her tongue easier than expected.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” Hump replied. “This way. We sweep the outer sections first then move toward the central command area.”

      He led them quickly down the tall, wide corridors, their footfalls echoing off the walls in the disquieting silence of the place. The Ra’az had built the station for their considerable bulk, so for the smaller intruders it felt absolutely spacious. The lack of anyone else only added to that sensation.

      “Empty,” Hump said as he popped his head into the first chamber they reached. “Storage and supplies. Nothing there. Let’s move.”

      They progressed through the subsequent compartments on the outer areas quickly, finding each of them likewise empty, as were the more central areas.

      “Looks like a ghost ship,” Moose commented after the umpteenth unoccupied room.

      “It’s one of the last overwatch stations after the Ra’az left, Moose. What do you expect, a full contingent of crew and support staff?” Sadira asked. “But they’d likely keep a skeleton crew somewhere, just in case.”

      “Yeah, but we’ve come up empty. They’ve gotta be around here somewhere.”

      “Maybe they’re all in command,” she said.

      “I think you’re both wrong,” Hump said. “I’ve seen no sign of food or drink. Nothing to show this place is occupied at all, in fact.”

      Sadira looked around, but she already knew he was right. She’d noticed the same thing, in fact. The station was too clean, even for a minimal crew.

      “They wouldn’t just abandon it, though,” she said. “Not unless they were truly done with the planet, and we know they’re still stripping the last bits.”

      “Stasis,” Moose said. “I bet they’ve got the emergency crew in stasis pods.”

      It made sense, and the humans had long used a variant of that technology for their own crews before warp travel was discovered. But if that was the case, there could be not only Chithiid workers in cold storage aboard this station, but also Ra’az. And those could be incredibly dangerous if awakened.

      They moved quickly down the corridor, getting closer and closer to central command. And somewhere right by that area was where whatever cryo pods the craft had would be located.

      “Ace, do you still copy?” Sadira transmitted.

      “Yep, just monitoring the utter lack of transmissions out here. What’s up?”

      “We’re drawing a blank in here too. No life signs anywhere. Can you pull up the system’s internal scans from where you’re at?”

      “I’ve been trying to tap them, but it’s all locked down. I can’t get in.”

      “Shit. We’re walking in blind here. The place is a ghost town, and we need some answers. For all we know there are still Ra’az aboard. Reach out to Holly and ask if—”

      “Captain, you want to see this,” Hump said, poking his head out of the next chamber.

      “Stand by, Ace,” she said as she and Moose hurried to see what the cyborg had found.

      The air in the chamber was colder than the corridor, and Sadira immediately saw why. Seven very large stasis pods were on one side of the compartment, and two smaller ones sat against the far wall. The large pods were open and empty, and for a long time by the look of them. The smaller ones, however, were not.

      “What happened to them?” she asked, staring at the desiccated Chithiid inside.

      “Looks like the Ra’az bailed on the station and abandoned these two,” Hump said. “Probably when their ships left the system.”

      “But why kill their helpers?”

      “I don’t think it was intentional,” the cyborg replied. “From what I can see, it looks like there was some sort of power surge and reset that caused these to shut down and reboot.”

      “But wouldn’t there be a backup power source? It seems so unlikely—”

      “Not if they were yanking valuables from the station. They probably took everything they could in the process, including all but the most basic of backups. My guess is these two were just unlucky casualties of the process. Careless victims of Ra’az haste.”

      Sadira and Moose looked at the dried-out husks of the two dead aliens. It was a horrible thing, dying in a stasis pod, but at least they had likely not been awake for it. And if they had been, if anyone had deserved it, they had. Judging by the scars still visible on their withered skin, they were clearly loyalists. Traitors to their own people.

      “I think it’s safe to say this place is empty,” Hump said. “This place looks like it’s entirely automated. Just one more area to clear.”

      Sadira nodded. “Command.”

      “Yep,” the cyborg replied.

      “Well, then. No time like the present,” she said as they stepped out of the stasis pod room and into the corridor.

      The next door had to be command. This was it. She raised her weapon to her shoulder and stepped to the side of the doorway and turned to their resident commando.

      “Corporal, will you do the honors?”
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      The command center was a surprisingly stark facility given the overall mass of the orbiting overwatch station. Only a trio of seats, clearly intended for Chithiid workers, and one much larger seat for a Ra’az overseer, were in the room.

      Hump quickly scanned the chamber, but when he announced the all-clear the others had already come to that same conclusion. The place was abandoned.

      “Will you look at that,” Moose said. “They had a Chithiid running the show for them it looks like. See those seats? Bastards were just watching and letting the help do all the work.”

      “Well, there is one seat for a Ra’az,” Sadira noted as the trio walked around the chamber studying every bit of tech they could see.

      Moose was unimpressed. “Yeah, but look at the displays and gear that seat’s hooked up to. Totally bare bones compared to the other one. Nope, it really does look like the Chithiid were operating the whole shebang.”

      “And from what I can tell, these systems are all designed to run fully automated. So why did the Ra’az even bother having one of their lackeys up here with them?” Hump wondered.

      “I’d bet it was a way to streamline communications with all of the terrestrial loyalist overseers,” Sadira said. “It was a thing they did on Earth a lot. Having a familiar face of one of their own relaying info to the Chithiid. And if they did it on the surface, it only makes sense they’d want to keep that continuity between the station and loyalist bosses. The Ra’az did not like speaking Chithiid, after all.”

      “Yeah, they felt it was beneath them, I remember,” Moose said as he slid into the smaller seat. In his Chithiid disguise, he fit perfectly.

      “You think you can pull up anything useful?” Sadira asked.

      “Hang on a sec, it looks like they’ve got the whole thing on a locked-down automation cycle. I’m gonna need a minute to—aww, hell.”

      “What?”

      “They’ve got authentication code backups. Biometric.”

      “You mean—”

      “Yeah. We need the guys in the stasis pods,” he grumbled. “Hey, Ace. Can you patch me through to Holly?”

      “Sure thing. Just one sec,” the ship said. “Okay, she’s on.”

      “Heya, Hol,” Moose said as he attached a remote command relay to the control panel’s access port. “I’m looking at a mess of a system here and really don’t want to have to go chop off some dead guy’s hand to make it work every time I want to do something. You think you can override the security locks for me? Ace tried, but it’s a bit beyond his skill set.”

      “I’d be glad to try,” Greater Holly replied. “And how are your disguises feeling?” she asked as the control panel began flashing as her hack commenced.

      “Not bad, actually, once you get used to it, I suppose. Sadi, how’s yours feeling?”

      “About the same. I mean, I’d rather not be traipsing around in a meat suit on stilts, but given our circumstances, it could be far worse.”

      An alarm blared out, and the lights abruptly began to flash.

      “There appears to be a hard-wired security countermeasure,” Holly said. “I’m afraid it has triggered a systems lock-down and cannot be overridden remotely.”

      Moose leapt from his seat and took off running, sliding out the door just as it began to shut.

      “Where the hell are you going?” Sadira called after him. “Shit, Hump, Holly, what’s the status? Do we have defense systems coming online?”

      Hump quickly scanned the readouts, his AI mind processing the data in a flash. “Nothing I can see here, Cap. But the main controls seem to be doing a countdown of some sort.”

      “Holly?”

      “I’ve noted the same. While I’m locked out of the systems, I can detect a partitioning of the compartments. Ace has verified, each is sealed shut and will require a manual release to pass.”

      “So, you mean we’re trapped in here?”

      “I’m afraid so,” the AI replied.

      “Well, that’s just great,” she grumbled. “I suppose it could be worse.”

      “Don’t go tempting Murphy,” Hump said.

      As if on cue, a hiss filled the room.

      “Oh, come on! Don’t tell me they’re using poison gas on us.”

      “No, Captain, it’s not that at all,” Corporal Humphries replied. “It’s not pumping something into the room. What you hear is it being sucked out of it.”

      “They’re voiding the chamber?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Sadira felt a very real panic begin to fill her gut. She could handle a lot of adverse situations, but not having oxygen to breathe was not one of them.

      “How long?”

      “I’d estimate two minutes, tops.”

      She looked at her weapons. “Can we blast our way out?”

      “Not without massive damage,” the cyborg replied. “It’s reinforced in here, and the ricochets would tear both of us up. I could survive it, but you—”

      “Yeah, not so much,” she said as she scanned the room frantically for any kind of option. “Shit. Think, Sadi, think. There’s got to be something. Wait, is there any way to block the vent that’s pulling the air out?”

      “I already thought of that, but the chamber has multiple suction locations across it, and we just don’t have the time or equipment to block them all.”

      Sadira felt herself getting light-headed. The oxygen levels were dropping dangerously fast. Another minute and she’d pass out. Maybe less, even.

      “A grenade,” she said, pointing to the door.

      “I can’t. You know what it would do.”

      “At least there’d be a chance. Otherwise I’m a goner.”

      Hump assessed her status with his onboard spec ops analyzers and had to agree. The captain’s blood oxygen levels were dropping fast, and her heart rate was through the roof trying to compensate for it. Something had to be done.

      “Okay,” he said, pulling a small grenade from his pouch. “I’ll try to shield you as best I can. But there are no guarantees.”

      “Just do it,” she gasped.

      Hump didn’t hesitate, rushing to the door and crouching down low. He would have just one shot at this, and if he could place the grenade right at the seam, it would not only stand the best chance of forcing the door open, but it would also possibly direct some of the blast outward, saving them from additional shrapnel.

      Just as he was about to depress the timed trigger button, the door abruptly slid open with a whoosh, and a knee caught him right in the cheek. Hump was a solid man, however, and one made of a significant amount of ceramisteel alloy at that, so he only wobbled slightly from the impact.

      His AI sensors immediately registered the intruder as a friendly, keeping his weapon lowered.

      “Moose, what are—”

      “No time!” the running man replied as he threw himself back into the command seat.

      He banged out a command on the control panel, then slapped a dark and disfigured thing against the small screen beside it. The unit lit up, scanning, then beeped once. The flashing lights stopped, and the alarm went silent. More importantly, the atmosphere quickly returned to normal.

      Sadira sat up, sucking in lungfuls of air. “Moose, what did you do?”

      He spun in his seat and waved the hastily amputated hand at his friend with a Chithiid grin. “Hi. Glad to see you were able to hang on.”

      “Is that a hand?”

      “Yep.”

      “You have a hand. A chopped-off, disgusting hand.”

      “Yep.”

      “Moose—”

      “The system required a biometric override, and this Chithiid suit may be genetically correct, but only a loyalist assigned to this station would have any access authority.”

      “Nice thinking,” Hump said, clapping him on the shoulder. “But you didn’t have a knife on you. How did you get that hand off?”

      Moose held up his lower arms. “Mechanical hands are stronger than meat ones, my friend.”

      “You snapped it off?” Sadira asked.

      “Yep. Not the prettiest surgical procedure ever, but I don’t think our desiccated friend felt it.”

      Sadira rose to her feet and took a deep breath. “So, the alarm’s been shut off and we have access. Good. We can have Holly—”

      “Sorry, Cap,” Moose interrupted. “I’m afraid Holly can’t link in. If she does, this whole place will lock down even harder, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to override it.”

      “What are you saying?”

      He leaned back in the seat with a sigh. “Well, it looks like accessing this thing’s systems, transit logs, and star charts will all have to be done old-school. I’m going to have to stay and do this manually.”

      “But we’re going to the surface.”

      “Yeah, you two are. But we need this data, and the only way is for me to stay here and do it by hand. Hands, actually,” he said, waving his additional appendages. “Just leave me some food and drinks and come back for me.”

      “That’s silly. I can do this,” Hump said. “I don’t require sustenance, and if the oxygen goes out again—”

      “No, you need to go down with the captain,” Moose insisted. “You’re a freaking spec ops cyborg warrior. There’s no one better equipped to cover her back down there than you are. Up here your skills would be wasted, and believe me, I want everyone to come back in one piece.”

      Sadira knew he was right, but she was nevertheless not pleased with the options on her plate. She could order him to come to the surface, but Hump really would be a bigger help down there. Or she could abandon the station entirely for the time being and all three could go down to rescue their friends.

      But, again, there was a pressing matter at hand. The station might very well contain not only shipping data and directional logs that would give them an idea which way the Ra’az homeworld was, but it might also contain proper star charts. And if it had those, then plotting their way through this uncharted part of space would suddenly become a cinch.

      Either way, this station might hold the key to finding their way home.

      “All right,” she said reluctantly. “You can stay. But keep your comms link active.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And check in with Holly regularly. Tie her in to this thing if you can find a way.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And goddammit, be careful, Moose.”

      His disguised Chithiid face flashed a broad grin. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Sadira turned to her commando companion. “All right, then. Looks like it’s just you and me, Hump. We’re going to get our friends back.”
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      “You tracking that satellite?” Sadira asked, shifting in her seat. “I don’t wanna get shot down and die wearing this stupid thing.”

      Ace chuckled. “For the third time, yes, I am tracking the defensive satellite, and we are nowhere near its effective range of detection. And besides, even if we were, I am more than capable of taking it out.”

      “No weaponsfire,” Hump said. “We talked about this. We’ve gotta go in absolutely stealthy. Even if the overwatch station is ours now, there’s no telling if the satellite transmits its readings to the surface as well. And we don’t know what kind of weaponry the loyalists might still have up their sleeves.”

      “And about that,” Sadira said. “Holly, you’re certain that compound on the far edge of the central habitat zone is loyalists?”

      The AI, listening in over their comms at all times, did a quick quadruple check of the data Ace and Hellatz had brought her after their little recon trip a few days prior.

      “Traffic patterns indicate only flying units coming and going. Very little foot traffic at all. This seems consistent with the requisition of those conveyances for loyalist use. So, to answer your question, I’d give it a ninety-nine percent likelihood that I am correct.”

      Sadira leaned back and forced herself to take a deep breath, clearing her mind of all the stresses of leadership for a moment. For the duration of this descent, at least, she could let it go. That is, unless the shit hit the fan at great velocity. Then she’d have one serious mess to clean up.

      “Don’t worry, Cap. We’ll get ’em back,” Hump said.

      “I know. It’s just we’re going in somewhat blind, and incredibly outnumbered. And even if the Ra’az really are gone, we’ve still got loyalists to deal with, and they can be just as bad in their own way.”

      “I remember,” the cyborg replied. “Killed quite a few of them in the Great War, in fact, and wouldn’t mind adding to that tally.”

      “But not yet. This is a stealthy insertion and retrieval run. We get Hel and Goonara and get out of there.”

      “Of course,” he said, patting the bag of weapons on the floor beside him. “But I just want you to know, if things go sideways, I’m ready. We’ll get ’em back one way or another.”

      “I know we will,” Sadira said.

      Wrapped up in an actual living meat costume, wearing a mechanical set of false limbs, she couldn’t help but have doubts. She felt terribly out of her comfort zone. And it was about to get worse.

      Ace slowed his descent and transitioned to the part of the sky still partly lit by the planet’s sun. The goal was to enter the atmosphere right at sunset, using the light to disguise their entry. He’d keep them from glowing orange as best he could, but every little bit helped, and even if they avoided scan detection, the mission could be blown if the wrong set of eyes saw them on approach.

      The ship only trembled a little as it passed the exosphere, and in just a few moments it had made it into the thin air at the edge of the world.

      “We’re in atmosphere,” Ace notified them. “I’m going to have to take a slightly longer approach to keep the sun at our back, but we should be able to drop low and make the final run to the outskirts in about twenty minutes.”

      “Perfect,” Sadira said. “The work teams will either be back at their barracks or on their way by the time we make our move. Ace, I want you to stay close by, but not too close. Just be sure you can make it here fast in case we need an emergency evac.”

      “Will do, Captain. I’ll also boost your signals back to Holly. With the weird atmospherics, there’s always a chance they might crap out otherwise.”

      “Appreciated,” she said. “All right, take us down as close as you safely can.”

      “Flying map of the Earth,” the ship replied. “Well, map of whatever this planet is called, I mean.”

      Ace was a capable pilot, and now that he was through the disruptive layers above he had full readouts of the terrain below. And as an AI, he had no need for eyes to see where he was going. He switched his infrared scans to maximum as he lowered down to just above the surface, looking for any living heat signatures as far ahead of them as he could. If there happened to be any stragglers out there, he certainly didn’t want to buzz over their heads.

      Fortunately, the approach was quiet, and the only signs of life were small animals that still lived on the stripped surface of the world. While the Ra’az disassembled and salvaged an entire civilization, the wildlife and flora were of no interest to them. Only what could be used to further their expansion, fueling their homeworld.

      “I logged Hel’s transport ship,” Ace said. “We just passed over it. Looks like it’s been buttoned up tight and is pretty well hidden. No intrusions from what its logs say. He did a good job picking that hiding spot.”

      “Good. We don’t want to lose that ship,” Sadira said. “We’ll retrieve it once we’ve busted them out.”

      “Of course. By the way, we’re coming up on our landing site. Fair warning, it’s a bit hot out there,” Ace said as he quietly settled to the ground just a few miles to the central zone. “Air tests perfectly safe, though. And there are no bogies between here and your destination.”

      “Not yet, anyway,” Hump said, checking the charge on his rifle. “Ya never know when a patrol might go a-wandering.”

      “Patrol? But why? This place is not only thoroughly conquered, but also entirely devoid of any threats to their operations.”

      “I know, Cap, but they thought the same on Earth, and look how that turned out for them. Point is, while it’s unlikely, Murphy could still pay us a little visit, so it’s always good to be prepared.”

      “Valid point,” she said, slinging a pack full of weapons and explosives. It was all gear they hoped not to use, but as Hump had noted, better safe than sorry. “Pop the cork, Ace. No time like the present to get this show on the road.”

      “Copy that,” he said, unsealing the airlock hatch.

      The blast of air was indeed warm, especially compared to the comfort of the climate-controlled ship. But with the automatically adjusting cooling suit inside her disguise, Sadira only felt it for a moment, though the neuro-stim linked to her brain did still register the heat, but more as an abstract notification than a sensation. Still, it would keep her from damaging her skin suit from too much exposure.

      “See you guys soon,” Ace said as he sealed his hatch and lifted off, quietly flying back the way he came to take up a monitoring position a safe distance away. In just a minute, he was out of sight.

      “Comms check,” Hump transmitted.

      “All good,” Ace replied. “Holly, you getting the relay?”

      “I am,” she replied.

      Sadira adjusted her pack and started walking. “Then we’re good to go. Come on, Corporal, it’s time for a nice walk on the beach.”

      “Only there’s no ocean nearby. Just a shit-ton of sand,” he joked.

      “Well, if you want to nitpick,” she replied with a chuckle.

      They made good time with Hump using his specialized optics package to scan the route ahead. It had been far too long since he’d needed to break out his bleeding-edge toys, but finally he had the opportunity to use them, and it felt good. Every detail stood out clear as day, his night-vision and infrared picking out not only the terrain, but also clear signs of which worksites had most recently been utilized.

      More than just that, he was able to detect traces of faint electronics signatures buried in the dirt as they moved into the less stripped-down areas. Salvage the workers had missed. Of course, they lacked the eyes of a spec ops cyborg at their disposal, so he couldn’t really blame them.

      “This looks like a good spot,” he said when they were about a half mile from the perimeter of the habitation zone.

      “All right, then. Where?”

      “Right here seems a secure location,” he said, taking off his pack and stowing it beneath a piece of plasticene debris covering a hole in the floor of a ruined building.

      He pushed dirt over the top of the bag then covered the hole back up again.

      “Just one more spot,” Sadira said, nodding toward her own pack.

      “Coming right up,” he replied. “I think I see the perfect location.”

      The squat structure he directed them to had been some sort of vehicle depot at one time, and as such it had been one of the first buildings to be stripped bare. All that remained were the base walls, which were made of some sort of concrete-like composite. Nothing to salvage here, and that meant a safe place to hide the second bag of weapons.

      They hoped they’d be able to make their escape without drawing attention, but if that didn’t pan out, at least there were now two caches of significant firepower should they need them. They stashed the second pack and stepped back out onto the ruined roadway leading to the center of activity.

      “Well, this is it,” Sadira said in Chithiid, getting ready for the mental drain of only speaking in that alien tongue. “You ready?”

      “No weapons, crazy disguise, walking into a buzzing hub of hostiles where we’re incredibly outnumbered? Yeah, this is gonna be fun,” Hump said with a laugh. “We’ve got this, Cap. We’ll get ’em back.”

      “We damn well better,” she replied.

      They started walking their final approach. It would not be far now. Soon they would be past the point of no return. Sadira comforted herself with the knowledge that no matter what a mess they might be getting themselves into, at least Mustafa was safe and sound far above, and hopefully procuring a whole lot of useful data in the process.

      “Moose, you copy?” she quietly transmitted, her signal boosted by Ace’s nearby ship.

      There was silence a long moment.

      “Yeah, I copy.”

      Sadira allowed herself a little smile. “We’re safely down and about to head in. I just wanted to touch base before we go off comms for a while. What’s your status?”

      “Working on the systems. All good, though. You guys be safe. I’m gonna have to get back to you, I’m a little busy,” he said, then jumped off the line.

      “Okay, then. Looks like this is it,” she said to her commando in disguise. “Moose is safe and sound. Time for us to get to work.”

      Hump nodded, and the two strode toward the illuminated area ahead.

      

      Though he’d managed to sound calm and cool, far above, Moose was most definitely not safe and sound. Not by a long shot.

      He had mastered using his leg extensions in the vast corridors of the space station. He’d had no choice, as he was running quite literally for his life. It was the ultimate motivation.

      The station’s automated defensive systems were cycling through protocols while he tried to override them all, but he had entered one too many wrong codes in his haste. The result was the release of a very nasty surprise. One he remembered from his time in the Great War. One that had already cost him his leg and very nearly his life all those years ago.

      He pushed his cybernetic leg and his flesh-and-blood one faster, running down the corridor as quickly as he was able, searching for a safe refuge. Yes, he could have told the captain his true situation, but he didn’t want to freak her out. She needed to focus, and besides, there was nothing they could do for him anyway. They had a mission to complete, and worrying about him would only hinder it. And with that pair running the op, he felt confident they would come out on top.

      He just hoped he would survive to see their success.
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      Mustafa had not bothered to ask exactly how fast someone could run wearing the leg extension rigs. When they were suiting up and spitballing ideas, that was one aspect that simply hadn’t come up. They’d do their jobs and get their friends back, all while in damn near perfect Chithiid disguises.

      Only now he was faced with a very different scenario. One that made him wonder if he could move any faster without breaking the apparatus. They had been made to allow workers to reach high places easier, not run at top speed while performing evasive maneuvers. So far, they seemed to be holding up at least, so that was a win.

      The hunter-killer drone buzzing through the station’s corridors like a deadly bird of prey, however, was not.

      He had first encountered the automated death machines in the earliest days of the Great War. He’d been young and dumb and more than a little overconfident. The drone that took his leg from the hip down and slaughtered nearly half of his squad before it was taken out quickly snapped him out of his cockiness to face a harsh reality.

      They were autonomous death machines, employed as a sort of guard dog for the Ra’az Hok when they didn’t wish to waste resources on live patrols. And as a bonus, they were equipped with a wide range of both scanners and weapons, rendering them particularly proficient at tracking down hiding prey and doing away with them.

      In time, the human and Chithiid forces figured out the weaknesses the machines possessed, but not before a lot of good men and women died under their relentless assaults. They were quick, they were merciless, and they never grew tired.

      This one, all these light years away from that gone-but-not-forgotten battlefield, was clearly an older model. Slower, and less robust. That fact was the only thing that had allowed Moose enough of an opportunity to avoid its attacks and put distance between himself and the machine. They were able to pivot their weapons and attack quickly as they flew, but the older ones had one crucial design flaw stemming from Ra’az aggression transcribed into their coding.

      The guns and flight controls conflicted, and so long as the weapons were tracking they had difficulty pivoting in place, and the weapons were hot more often than they weren’t. As a result, the drones required space to bank and change the actual direction of their flight.

      It was that transition that the humans and their allies had used to take out the drones in the war. Lure them into a narrower space, then draw their attention from the opposite direction. The multi-point turns they wound up attempting would have almost been comical, had it not been for the friends killed by the damned machines.

      Moose had used that design flaw to his advantage when the unit first attacked him. Normally, he’d have been working in tandem with another person to blast it out of the air while it was shifting course and preoccupied trying to track its prey. But he was all alone up here, and even if he wanted to shoot it, he simply couldn’t. To do so would very likely activate other drones from elsewhere aboard the station.

      As it was, he was lucky that only one had been triggered. Any more, even these older models, and he’d have been a dead man.

      He raced a tight circle around the death machine, jumping up with his powerful new legs and slamming into the wall, his additional set of arms helping him scramble up high until he pivoted over the drone, landing hard mid-stride, already racing in the opposite direction.

      The additional arms had actually worked just as if they were a part of his own body. In his panic he hadn’t even consciously thought about them. It was just like Hump had told him when he was first struggling to make them work. He simply had to not think, but instead act. To move as if he fully expected the limbs to do what he wanted, just like his own arms. And it finally worked. Unfortunately, it was in a rather precarious circumstance. Celebration would have to wait.

      “Come on,” he grunted as he forced the code panel on one of the compartments to give him access. It was a minor bypass, and nothing the drone would note, but it should buy him at least a little breathing room while the killing machine searched compartment by compartment in all of the unlocked areas.

      Another design flaw he would use to his advantage. It would seek out an intruder in the places one would most likely have access to. That meant accessible areas. Sealed compartments, however, would be for authorized crew use only. At least, that was the logic behind its flight path.

      Moose, however, was most certainly not authorized. But he did possess the skills to override these relatively primitive lock systems. But eventually the drone would find him, and he had to either deactivate it or lock it somewhere it couldn’t break free. Ideally, option one was the goal. The question was, how?

      “Stupid hand,” he groused, placing the severed Chithiid appendage on the nearest counter while he looked for anything he might be able to use to sway things to his advantage.

      Unfortunately, this compartment had been stripped clean, like pretty much all of the other ones aboard the station. The Ra’az had been thorough when they left, and there was simply nothing lying around that he could use to disarm or disable the drone.

      He looked at the severed hand. It had been great for accessing files, to a point. Then the security protocols had locked him out and sent a killer after him. Just freaking peachy.

      But the hand did give him an idea. He was wearing one hell of a disguise, after all. He had four arms, just like the Chithiid who worked for the Ra’az, and if he could just make the drone think he was one of them, he’d be able to resume his work without a sneaky little ball of death lurking around the corner waiting to kill him.

      “Okay, so, biological signatures are obviously out,” he mused, pacing the room. “First thing I tried was using the hand to make it stand down, but that was a no-go. Makes sense, I suppose. Older tech and likely not tied in to any genetic scanning systems. Even if there had been anything like that aboard, the Ra’az likely took that too when they cleared out. So what’s left for me? What can I use?”

      He went to the door and cracked it open. From the look of it, the corridor was clear. That could be the case, or the drone could simply be in standby mode nearby waiting for him to show his face. And that face wasn’t enough to stop the attack. Even if his fake Chithiid head looked exactly like one of the dead crew in their stasis pods, the drone wouldn’t stop for that.

      “What am I supposed to do?” he groused. “Use harsh language at it?”

      A light bulb went on in his head.

      “Oh, shit. Language. There’s got to be a verbal reset code. The newer ones had them, and I doubt this one would be all that much different.”

      A little smile began to spread across his lips. Then, as quickly as it appeared, it faded. Sure, there was a voice command. Likely the only safety measure the Ra’az had built into them. If things went awry one would only have a few seconds to react, and a verbal command was all there would be time for. But he had absolutely no idea what in the hells that command was.

      “Think. You look like a Chithiid, and the loyalists on the crew undoubtedly had a kill command for this kind of situation. So what would it be?”

      He knew what he had to do. He just was not happy about it. Not one bit.

      “Only one place to find it, and that’s not here,” he said, psyching himself up for what was surely going to be a precarious race for his life.

      Again.

      “Just need to get to a functional terminal and access the ship’s crew roster logs. Once I’m in those, I can start looking for an ident code and security authorization.”

      He looked around the room one more time, but it was already clear this was not a room possessing the linked-in systems he required. Moose was going to have to make a run for it. He gathered up the severed Chithiid hand and jammed it in his pocket, then he moved to the lone access point.

      Slowly, he opened the door wide enough to slip out into the hallway. He paused, ears searching for any sound that might give away the drone’s location. All was silent. That meant the drone could be in either direction. He might be running away from it. But he could also be heading right for it.

      “Well, only one way to find out,” he said, then took off at a slow and careful jog, stepping as quietly as he could.

      The additional speed would help him avoid targeting if the drone saw him coming. Its weapons tracking systems were good, but not as good as the ones he’d faced before. And with a little element of surprise, he just might get lucky.

      A four-way intersection lay directly ahead of him. It was one of the riskiest spots to pass, but he had no choice. He was closer to what he thought were some of the engineering and support services compartments, and while command would have been best for his purposes, those just might do in a pinch.

      As soon as he stepped into the open he realized they’d have to.

      The drone was there, off to his left about thirty meters away. But it was facing the other direction, its weapons playing back and forth as it scanned for any sign of its prey. He knew it would pick up his footsteps now that the bulkhead was not shielding the sound, so Moose did the one thing he could. He ran.

      He heard the drone’s pitch shift as it changed direction to investigate. He only had seconds with which to work and a trio of doors from which to choose. Whichever it was, that was likely where he’d be stuck for the foreseeable future. He just hoped he chose wisely.

      Moose barreled into the second door on his left and sealed it tight behind him, activating the electronic locking system. Getting out again would now be a whole new challenge of its own, but it was worth it. The drone would likely race the length of the corridor once before returning to survey each room.

      Hopefully, he’d have what he needed by then. But as he looked around the compartment, he wondered just how likely that was.

      “Well, shit,” he grumbled.

      It was a maintenance materials storage room by the look of it. And it had been cleaned out a long time ago. There were no high-tech consoles from which he could dredge up the information he needed. Just one far lesser system used to facilitate service requests.

      “It’ll have to do,” Moose said, then set to work slowly accessing file systems one by one, hoping he’d get lucky and stumble upon a roster log for the Chithiid crew.

      It wasn’t ideal. Hell, it downright sucked if he was being honest about it. But even manually working one file system at a time like this had a bright note—at least he wasn’t dead. Not yet. And there was hope.

      “Okay, Moose. Time to get crackin’. Let’s see what you can find in this mess.”
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      Lurking in the ruins near the Chithiid camp, Sadira and her commando sidekick were unaware of the perilous circumstances their friend found himself facing far above aboard the Ra’az overwatch station. And that was a good thing.

      The distraction would not have been a useful one given what they were coming up against. Moose had been right to keep it from them, even if Sadira would give him hell about it later when she found out.

      For the moment at least, the captain was one hundred percent focused on just one thing: Finding her two missing crewmembers and getting them the hell out of there. This was to have been a simple recon mission, but the two of them had managed to get themselves in the thick of it, and now it was up to her and Hump to get them out.

      It was going to be something of a crapshoot locating Hellatz and Goonara. They knew this was the site the two had been taken to, but beyond that they had no idea which barracks they were in, or which work team they’d been conscripted to. And without their comms patches to make contact, there was no way to find them other than the slow and time-consuming one. They’d have to spend time moving through the ranks, doing so as casually as they could so as not to raise any suspicions.

      They both suspected it sounded easier than it would actually be.

      “I swear, when we get them back to the ship, we’re going to have a few words about just what exactly a stealth recon means. Namely, stealth. As in not getting caught.”

      “I don’t mean to speak out of order, Cap, but you have to admit, where Goon’s involved, there’s always bound to be a bit of oblivious wandering. It’s already gotten her into a scrape more than once.”

      “And that’s also going to need to be addressed when we’re all safe and sound.”

      “Go easy on her, though. She’s just not cut out for this sort of thing,” the cyborg said, then nodded to a building. “I pinged Hell’s comms patch signal just now. Looks like it’s stuck to a wall over there.”

      “Well, at least we know it’s still functional and within his reach if he feels like gracing us with a check-in.”

      “He had his reasons for taking it off. Our comms are hidden under our disguises, but with his visible, he could have gotten in a lot of hot water if they spotted them,” Hump said as the two of them moved closer to the inhabited zone.

      Sadira hated to admit it, but he was right. It was just so damn frustrating having him go offline and straight into the lion’s den like that. But Hump’s other point was also valid. His comm unit was still active, so hopefully Hel would come use it to check in. If he did that, they could at least start the process of reuniting the team.

      Little did they know, Goonara was not all that far from their location, and more than that, Hellatz was also much closer than they realized, having just come from a surprisingly lovely meal with a fellow conscript. He and Miklaah were slowly strolling back toward their barracks, enjoying the cooling night air before separating for the night not far away at all.

      Though they were close, they might as well have been miles away, for among the throngs of milling Chithiid workers heading back to their barracks after their evening repast, spotting either of them would have been a miracle, even for Hump’s state-of-the-art eyes.

      “Look at all of them,” Sadira said as they drew closer to the general population. “I haven’t seen this many Chithiid in one place since my last trip to Taangaar.”

      “Only this isn’t their homeworld. It’s a work camp.”

      “Yep. And we need to find a way to get in there without raising anyone’s attention. But how do we do it while staying invisible?” Sadira wondered.

      Hump took one look at the place and formulated a plan. “We don’t,” he said. “Hiding will make us stand out more, so we simply blend in. Come on, follow my lead.”

      Sadira may have been the captain, but Corporal Humphries was the tactical cyborg who’d been on countless combat missions hundreds of years before she was even born. As such, she gladly deferred to his superior skill set and fell in behind him.

      “I count at least five barracks buildings,” Sadira said quietly as they walked.

      “Seven, actually,” Hump corrected. “Two more over past that squat structure, though they seem to be in a state of pretty significant disrepair. I’d think we want to stick to the other ones. It’d be more likely we’ll find them there. More room to blend in and whatnot.”

      “Right,” Sadira said, watching the thinning ranks of conscripted workers filing into their barracks for the night.

      “You there! What are you doing out here?” a gruff voice called out.

      Sadira and Hump turned to find a loyalist guard had been lurking in the shadows. He was carrying a pulse rifle, but judging by the look of it, he hadn’t fired it in a very long time. More importantly, he hadn’t raised it at the two intruders.

      “Just heading back now,” Hump called back to him, not surprised by his presence. Of course, the commando had spotted him even in the dark.

      “You know no one is allowed to exit the central zone after lights out,” the man shot back. He didn’t raise his weapon, but his hand did tighten on the grip.

      Hump turned to fully face him, reaching down and moving his hands as if refastening his pants, making it look like he was doing it as subtly as he could while also still making his motions clear to the guard.

      “I know, friend. But we were, uh, just getting some fresh air. I am sure you understand,” Hump said with the slightest of grins.

      The guard caught the smile and turned his gaze to Sadira, sizing her up rather lecherously. Judging by the obvious leer, it seemed that Sadira’s disguise made her into quite a looker, by Chithiid standards. The guard flashed a little grin at the male of the duo.

      “Just try to be subtle next time. After all, a Poxaanis unseen—”

      “Is a Ketraltzi in the green,” Hump finished for him. “Of course, you are quite right. We will be more cautious in the future. Thank you, friend.”

      The guard chuckled and walked back to his hidden post, leaving Hump and his captain to continue on their way.

      “What the hell was that?” Sadira asked when they were out of earshot.

      “Just a little Chithiid saying,” Hump replied.

      “Where did you learn that? It wasn’t in any of my neuro-stim files, and I’ve been updating my Chithiid for years now.”

      “Oh, it’s a kind of obscure colloquialism. I served with a few Chithiid badasses in the war. Good men, those. Anyway, you spend enough time drinking with people, you pick these things up.”

      “But you’re a cyborg. You can’t get drunk.”

      “So? It’s more about the bonding than the intoxication anyway. But seeing how well that worked with the guard, I’m going to get you set up in one of the barracks, then I’m going to do a little night recon.”

      “But if they see you—”

      “Captain, it’s what I do. Trust me, they won’t be any the wiser. And if I’m able to play my cards right, this could be an interesting opportunity,” he said as they strolled into the nearest barracks.

      They made small talk in Chithiid as they walked past the men and women unwinding from their day. Inside their heads, however, the bone-conduction comms allowed them to communicate surreptitiously as well.

      “I see a series of empty bunks three rows ahead,” Hump sent wordlessly to Sadira’s comms. “The top ones are unoccupied. I already zoomed in and made sure. If you climb up there like you belong, no one’s going to question your being there.”

      It was a little uncanny how he could be carrying on a conversation out loud but also sending something very different into the tiny unit that vibrated the bone behind her ears, sounding as if he was speaking right into her head. But then, he was an AI, a cyborg. Of course he could do things like that. Honestly, it was one of the least impressive of his skills.

      “I’ll find you tomorrow to regroup, but I’ll have my comms on at all times, obviously. If you need me, just call. Otherwise, try to get some sleep.” Hump then walked right past those bunks and out the far door into the night, leaving Sadira to wonder just what the spec ops warrior was up to.

      She guessed she’d find out soon enough. For now, she’d do as he suggested. Sadira used all four of her arms and climbed up to the first empty bunk then slid into it, flopping down with an exhausted sigh. She hadn’t been working the salvage teams all day as the others had, but her body was tired nonetheless. Stress had a way of doing that. Of course, it also had a way of making sleep anything but easy.

      “Yeah,” she muttered. “Get some sleep.” But she knew it wouldn’t happen like that. Sure, get some sleep—while surrounded by Chithiid, wearing power armor, and covered in a living flesh suit. Oh, Hump, you make it sound so easy.

      But, amazingly, the neuro-stim unit actually helped her disconnect a bit from her stress, and soon enough she drifted off to sleep. And as she slumbered, the unit processed all of the data it had collected from her day’s activities and used it to enhance her control of her false limbs. Come morning, she’d wake refreshed and better dialed in to her extra arms, thanks to the little device.

      Everything beyond that, however, was still on her.
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      Waking up wrapped in a blanket of living alien flesh was surprisingly not quite as claustrophobic as Sadira had thought it might be. Perhaps it was the cooling suit she wore beneath the meat suit that kept her from feeling overwhelmed, or maybe it was the neuro-stim doing its work, making the ersatz body feel as though it was her own, at least somewhat.

      Whatever the reason, she met the morning with resolve.

      Okay, Sadi. This is it, she thought just before swinging her feet to the rungs leading down to the ground. Time to put on those acting shoes and blend in. She didn’t allow herself to hesitate any further. It was shit or get off the pot time, and she really didn’t have an option.

      “You are new here,” a wiry male said as soon as her feet hit the floor. “We have not met. I am Vormiin.”

      Of course someone would be hitting on her first thing in the morning, she lamented. But then she saw the situation for what it was. Beyond being annoying, that is. It was an opportunity.

      “It is good to meet you, Vormiin,” she replied with proper Chithiid grammar, as she’d practiced for years. “I am Sadira.”

      “When did you arrive? I did not see you with any of our teams yesterday.”

      “That is because I was a late transfer,” she replied, seamlessly slipping into the story she had begun fabricating as soon as their infiltration looked like it would become a reality. “But I was given poor information,” she said, placing her hand on his arm. “Perhaps you can be of assistance. I was told a work team had lost someone and I was to come bolster their numbers. But I cannot determine which group they meant.”

      Sadira wasn’t entirely sure how well her microservo-controlled face would relay the expression, but she flashed him what she hoped was a smile. Judging by Vormiin’s slight blush, it had worked. She just hoped she hadn’t overdone it.

      “Oh, that is fortuitous,” the man said. “It was Naamik’s team that fell short one worker.”

      “Fantastic. Can you point me in their direction?”

      “I can do one better than that. I also work with Naamik. Come, let us get breakfast, and I will introduce you to the others.”

      Sadira couldn’t believe her good luck. And now she would get to see just how awkward eating with a fake face on would be. That, and how bad the local cuisine was on this world. Given the Chithiid were normally herbivorous on their own planet thanks to the extremely high protein content of plant life there, she was hopeful that even if the food was not terribly exciting, at least it would not cause gastric distress. That was the last thing she wanted to start her infiltration.

      Fortune was smiling upon her that day and the food was both satisfying and easy on the stomach. More than that, Naamik seemed thrilled to have received a replacement worker so quickly. Apparently, it sometimes took weeks, if not months to fill a vacancy, and productivity quotas were not adjusted even if your team lost a member.

      Sadira quickly memorized the names of everyone on her team to the best of her ability and then followed them out to gather up their tools and begin the day’s work.

      “Hump, where the hell are you?” she transmitted when she had a moment of privacy. “You didn’t come back last night.”

      “Sorry, Cap. I’ve got something better in the works, and I had to source some new threads. Also couldn’t risk having anyone recognize me from the barracks, so I spent the night under a burned-out building.”

      “That sounds miserable.”

      “I’m a machine, Cap. Miserable doesn’t really bother me.”

      Sadira chuckled. Hump behaved so much like a normal guy, it was easy to forget he was truly not human. Not in the slightest. But, of course, that was why he’d been designed like that. To fit in. And now he had some plan to fit in with the Chithiid.

      “Have you seen our people?” she asked.

      “No, not yet. How about you? Anyone in your barracks? Or maybe at breakfast?”

      “I hate to admit it, and I don’t want to sound racist here, but surrounded by thousands of Chithiid, all dressed exactly the same, well, they really do all kind of look alike to me.”

      Hump’s rumbling laughter filled her head. “Oh, don’t worry, Cap. You’re not the first person to make that observation. But then, I know a few of them have said the same thing about us from time to time. People generalize.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess I’m just a dick, then.”

      “Nah, you just aren’t attuned to the little details yet. Go live immersed with them on Taangaar for a year, you’ll be able to spot a face in a crowd in no time.”

      “I’ll take you up on that idea if we survive this,” she said. “Hey, my work team is coming. I’ve gotta go. Be careful out there today, whatever it is you’ve got up your sleeve.”

      “Always,” he replied, then cut the comms.

      “So, Sadira,” Vormiin said as he approached, “are you prepared for our shift?”

      “Ready and waiting,” she replied. “I look forward to a productive salvage.”

      

      The trek out to the salvage area assigned to Naamik and his team was actually quite pleasant once Sadira got past the whole slave-labor-deconstructing-a-world-for-evil-alien-overlords thing. The air had cooled off nicely overnight, and it felt ridiculously good to get out there and get her muscles working.

      On top of that, Vormiin was a surprisingly pleasant conversationalist. And with his obvious attraction to her, Sadira was able to practice her Chithiid on a willing subject who would be more than ready to overlook any little grammatical errors. All she had to do now was not allow that infatuation to grow into anything with expectations. That could be awkward, and she had no intention of making out with a Chithiid, no matter how it might help her cause.

      The team walked for about a half hour before arriving at their designated worksite. A few other teams were nearby, each of them pulling apart structures and piling up whatever useful salvage they could find. It was a fairly relaxed work environment, all told, and the different crews engaged in good-natured banter as they performed their labors.

      It seemed the mid-tier crews were all quite content in their place within the hierarchy, and so long as they weren’t the bottom performer they were content to chug along without the over competitiveness found among the elite work teams.

      Those groups were possessive about their salvage and did not look kindly upon others anywhere near them for fear some bit of value might be snatched out from under them, lowering them in the rankings. That would mean slightly lesser quality rations, and with so few pleasures on this world, that was something they would not abide.

      But with the relaxed environment of the lesser teams, Sadira found herself picking up on the cadence and word choice of the locals with increasing ease, even adding a little bit of slang to her vocabulary in the process.

      She was walking to get a drink of water from the communal filling container located at the worksite when an unusual speech pattern caught her ear. It was Chithiid speech, but she’d know that oddly human way of speaking anywhere.

      Hellatz was chatting with one of the other workers while loading his salvage aboard the parked flying rig, its open-top cargo bed slowly filling with the most valuable bits of scrap. The larger pieces of lower worth were simply piled up by work crew designation for later pickup by one of the other teams whose sole task was to haul all of that painstakingly collected material back for further sorting.

      He looked to be in good shape, from what Sadira could tell. No signs of beatings or anything of that sort. In fact, he seemed to be in good spirits, though Goonara was nowhere to be seen. She slowly made her way closer and watched as he finished loading his salvage and turned to return to work. For a few moments, at least, he would be out of anyone else’s earshot.

      “Hellatz,” she said quietly.

      He turned and looked at her, not recognizing this new face.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me. Act normal.”

      “I’m sorry, why wouldn’t I act normal? Who are you?”

      “It’s Sadira,” she replied. “And you need to stop slipping into English speech patterns. It makes you stand out.”

      Hellatz’s mouth actually fell open a little as the realization sank in. “Captain?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Hump’s down here too, but he’s off running his own op.”

      “But, how? I mean, you’re a Chithiid. What did you do? You’re taller, you look like one of us. And four arms?”

      “I know. Pretty cool, right? Holly came up with the arms and leg extensions, and Hump helped reconfigure the protein fabricators to make the rest.”

      “It’s not just a costume? It’s living flesh?”

      “Yep, like I said, Hump helped with that. Kinda handy having a cyborg on the team at times.”

      Hellatz reined in his shock, but seeing the captain disguised like this was still enough to make his head spin. The sheer effort it must have been to create this disguise was incredible. And it looked so real that, even now, knowing she was not a real Chithiid he still could not see any seam or trace of the human within.

      “Hel, focus,” Sadira said, snapping him back to reality. “Where’s Goon?”

      “She was taken. I tried to join up with her work team, but they are the Dregs—”

      “Dregs?”

      “The lowest of the low. They are sent to work the outskirts, where things have already been picked over. It makes her quite hard to reach, as our shifts do not overlap aside from a brief moment around mealtime.”

      “But she’s okay?”

      “So far, yes. But I have been unable to join up with her to make an escape.”

      Sadira shook her head slightly. “Yeah, what was that, Hel?”

      “What was what?”

      “You went chasing after her rather than getting help. It was impulsive and foolish.”

      “She’s one of ours,” he replied. “And besides, you would have done the same.”

      “I would not. I—”

      “You just made yourself look like a Chithiid and inserted yourself in a loyalist run work camp to come after us both.”

      Sadira paused. “Well… okay. Point taken.”

      Both shifted their attention when a loyalist overseer lashed out with his power whip and lifted a large load onto the transport. He used the device to place the salvage with the other collected items, then turned his gaze back to the workforce, scanning the lot as they labored.

      “We need to get back to work,” Hellatz said.

      “Damn loyalists.”

      “Yes. But do you know the job?”

      “I’ve loaded a ton of neuro-stim history on Chithiid servitude since the war. A hobby of mine.”

      “A morbid fascination, Captain, but I am glad for it right about now. We will catch up further later. For now, back to work for us both,” Hellatz said, giving her a little nod then heading back to his worksite.

      Sadira did the same, walking back to continue her labors with her new team.

      “Your friend there, she is new here,” the older Chithiid helping sort piles for loading noted as Hel walked past. “And I know everyone.”

      “Exaal? What are you doing here?”

      “I was shifted to speed the reclamation here. I’ve worked with logistics for years, and the uptick in higher value salvage these past few days has seen the bosses needing experienced help.”

      “Good for you. I’m sure this is a more satisfying work station than your previous one.”

      “It is, though temporary in nature. But you haven’t told me who your friend is.”

      “Just another recent transfer, like me. I told you the other day, remember?”

      “I’m old, not senile, of course I remember,” he grumbled. “So many new faces. It’s not normal.”

      “Ours is not to question,” Hellatz began.

      “Yes, yes, I know. Spouting the loyalist line.”

      “You don’t sound approving.”

      “At my age one stops putting on airs,” Exaal said. “We work for them, but that does not mean we have to like them.”

      “Well put,” Hellatz said. “Say, you mentioned an increased workload getting things loaded and to the logistics hub. Do you need a hand?”

      Exaal eyed him a moment. “It would be appreciated. But why would you help me? You have other tasks to perform.”

      “Yes, but this one seems more urgent, does it not? And if the bosses are happy, all of our lives are easier.”

      The older man nodded his agreement. “Well said,” he replied. “All right, then. Help me sort these. I will show you how.”

      Hellatz set to work, putting an idea in motion. One that might help free them all.
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      Across the central zone in a work site far across the ruined city, Baggusta and his crew found themselves in the unusual situation of enjoying relatively easy salvage. They had been rewarded for their productivity with a better work assignment, and as a result, they’d been hauling up far more valuable material than they were accustomed to.

      Even without Goonara’s scanning device they would have had no problem finding salvage here. But with it, they were able to focus their attentions even more, bypassing the seemingly high-quality items for the hidden ones that required a bit more work to recover but were many times more valuable to their work overseers.

      It was not lost on Goonara that the very thing that had made them of use to the loyalists—namely, pulling a boon of quality salvage from the dregs—had led to this situation. But now that they were here, she almost felt her device was unneeded.

      Of course, she still used it. The better the salvage, the happier her new friends were. But it struck her as an unusual flaw in the system that the better performing teams were given the easiest areas to work in while those who labored and toiled sifting through the scraps were relegated to the worst of areas. It was as if the system was weighted toward those in cushy positions so they would never have to really work for their keep anymore.

      She had learned by now that keeping her mouth shut about such revelations was likely the wisest thing to do. All it had taken was one foolish comment for the normally sweet and friendly Yannta to quickly provide a quiet but harsh warning to keep that observation to herself. No one on their team wanted to go back to digging through the wasteland that was the dregs. They’d had a taste of the good life, and they’d damn well do all they could to continue their good fortunes. And that meant not rocking the boat.

      Goonara, fortunately, took the hint.

      More than that, she redoubled her efforts to assist in finding the absolute best, most valuable salvage in their new, fertile hunting grounds. With the mostly intact buildings and infrastructure to dig through, it was more a case of finding the best in a selection of good options.

      “Goonara,” a muscular man called out as he approached.

      It was a familiar face, which was odd for a woman who had only just arrived on this planet. But this one had made an impression, albeit in a somewhat terrifying way at first. A man named Doovin, she had learned after their encounter. One of Morguus’s men. The fellow she had first met during their initial encounter after her own team had supplanted his own for the top spot in the salvage teams.

      “Doovin, I am surprised to see you in this sector,” she said. “Are you not working in your usual area today?”

      “We are, but Morguus asked me to visit you. I have brought you something from him.”

      He dug out a wrapped parcel from his work pouch and handed it to her. Goonara opened it with great curiosity. She always did enjoy surprises. At least, those of the pleasant kind. And judging by this interaction, this would likely be of that sort.

      “Oh, this smells wonderful,” she said as the wrapping parted to reveal a sweet pastry of a variety she’d never seen before.

      “Morguus has them baked special for his people. And while you are a member of Baggusta’s team, your help has not gone unappreciated. Call it a token of thanks for the device you fabricated for our team.”

      “I am glad to be of help,” she replied, wrapping the pastry back up, not wishing to be rude by eating it in front of him.

      “There is more.”

      “More?”

      She was not particularly hungry at the moment, but Goonara was not about to turn down delicious treats from her new friends. But the next item Doovin pulled from his pouch was not an edible one, and it was far more precious to her than any snack.

      Components. More specifically, unbroken, quality components the likes of which she’d said would be useful in constructing a proper scanning apparatus. Goonara had mentioned which pieces she pulled from the scrap bins would have been useful if only they were not damaged or broken, and, apparently, Morguus had been paying closer attention than she’d realized. It was no wonder he ran the most successful of the work teams.

      “How did you manage to acquire these?” she asked.

      “That is of no concern to you. Morguus wished for you to have the parts you said would be needed to make him a proper scanning apparatus. One even better than the one you constructed for Baggusta. Will these suffice?”

      “Oh, I am sure they will,” she said, her eyes quickly looking over the nearly pristine salvage.

      She had no desire to be on Baggusta’s bad side, and working to put Morguus back atop the salvage rankings would likely not sit well with him. However, his work team was being treated better than they had in longer than they could remember, and she didn’t think dropping from number one to number two would upset him terribly much. Especially if her labors bought them all the goodwill of Morguus.

      From what she had heard, despite the positive turn their initial encounter had taken, he was a man who could make your life difficult if he truly wanted to. Keeping herself on his good side, and Baggusta and their team as well by association, was a wise choice.

      “I will see what I can do with these,” she said, configurations of the components already beginning to make themselves clear in her mind as she looked them over.

      “Good. Morguus will be pleased,” Doovin said, turning to leave. He paused a moment and looked back at her over his shoulder. “Goonara, though Morguus’s pride will not allow him to say it directly, he appreciates what you are doing. We all do. Sometimes we forget that we are all Chithiid, and though we may compete for ranking, we are nevertheless all in this together. Thank you for reminding us of that.”

      “Of course. It is a great pleasure to be able to help my fellow Chithiid. As you say, we are in this together.”

      Doovin smiled and nodded, satisfied, then walked away.

      Goonara waited until he was gone before opening her pastry and taking a bite. The flavor was wonderful. Far superior to what they’d eaten in the dining hall. Apparently, Morguus had some sway with the kitchen staff, and she was reaping the benefit.

      “What’s that you’ve got there?” the loyalist work boss overseeing Baggusta’s crew asked as he walked to where Goonara was working.

      “Nothing. Just a little snack.”

      “This is not break time,” he said, looming over her.

      His eyes skimmed across the components she had been given, but the pastry in her hand was what truly caught his attention.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “It was a gift.”

      “Not likely. These are not for your kind,” he replied, snatching the treat from her hand. “Now get back to work. You have a quota to meet.”

      Goonara took a deep breath as he walked away, hiding the pain she felt at something so simple as the loss of a little baked treat. It was inconsequential in the grand scheme of things, but it had been such an unexpected joy in this place, and there were so few foods that truly brought her pleasure, she felt its loss more acutely than she’d have thought. In any case, it was gone now, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      There was one bright side to the encounter. Fortunately, that was all the work boss had taken. Had her components been scooped up and added to the day’s salvage, she’d not have been able to build a new device for Morguus. And she had a feeling that regardless of the reason, including loyalist interference, he would not be pleased with that outcome.

      Goonara set to work assembling the bits into a new scanning unit at once. It would take a bit of work to get it dialed in properly, but she wanted to do it right. If her efforts put her in Morguus’s good graces, she, and her fellow teammates, could see their status improve among the teams. And that would be a welcome thing.

      She set her attention back to her project, fiddling with the pieces while also gathering her salvage. Multi-tasking was second nature to her, after all, and in no time the gears of creation in her head had put the loss of her treat far out of her mind as far more exciting things took its place. She was building something for Morguus, and it was going to be magnificent.
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      Moose leaned back in his seat in the Ra’az overwatch station’s command module and took a deep swig from his pouch of electrolytes. He’d worked up one hell of a sweat, what with running for his life and all, and even with the cooling suit within his disguise, he’d managed to dehydrate himself a bit.

      The headache was one of the telltale signs. As was the dry mouth. When he finally felt the urge to relieve himself, the dark urine he produced further drove home the message. He needed to hydrate. Of course, he’d been more than a little amused at the sight of himself holding his junk with not one but four hands vying to help him do his business.

      The amusement ceased abruptly when he realized that his artificial arms could rip things off quite easily if his concentration slipped, and that was certainly not something he wanted to have any part of. He switched to his own hands for the shake and tuck, then went back to work.

      It had taken him far too long sifting through the personnel files until he managed to find a verbal override command for the killer drone buzzing around this part of the station looking for him. It should have been relatively easy to find under normal circumstances, but it was looking like the Ra’az really did strip down just about everything in the station when they left, and that included the backup files and memory systems.

      Fortunately, they hadn’t pulled the Chithiid work logs and basic tasking apparatus, and that was where the override was tucked away in case of an emergency, though he doubted anyone ever expected one of quite this nature to arise. A human in a Chithiid suit working with a cyborg who had helped defeat the Ra’az? Yeah, it was probably the farthest thing from their minds.

      The death machine had responded to his command, much to his relief, and had quietly glided back to wherever the hell it had popped up from. With the right override in hand, Moose was able to breathe a sigh of relief. He might be stuck up there for the time being, but at least he didn’t have to worry about a drone killing him on top of his other problems.

      Problems like the utter lack of any useful star charts or shipping manifests from which to determine their location.

      “Come on, you bastards. You had to leave me something useful in here,” he said as his fingers flew over the controls to the data storage systems still intact. “Oh, are you freakin’ kidding me? They pulled the star charts too? Seriously, why would they do that? Their ships already had them on board,” he grumbled.

      It was an increasingly frustrating task trying to find any useful information in the scattered files that remained. What was clear was the Ra’az had taken just about everything of any use or value when they left.

      All that remained was the most basic traffic control relay system for incoming and departing salvage ships. But from what Moose could see, departures were very few and far between, and there hadn’t been an arrival in years. It was crazy, but it really looked like the loyalist rulers down below were cracking the whip and stockpiling growing stores of salvage for a cargo ship that would never come.

      Backtracking the dates, he realized it actually somewhat aligned with the end of the war. Of course, there was a delay due to the distances traveled. The Ra’az did not possess the most robust of warp technology, and as a result, it took them a lot longer to get from point A to point B than their human and Chithiid adversaries.

      And that was partially what helped win the war. But that was old news. What he needed was something relevant to the here and now. Like anything that could tell them where they were, where the cargo ships had come from, or where they were going back to.

      “Dammit. There’s nothing here,” he griped. “Just a few smaller cargo ships awaiting orders down on the surface, but nothing substantial. Poor bastards, they don’t even know the Ra’az won’t ever be coming back for them. Hang on, what am I saying? Poor bastards? Screw them. They’re loyalist scum and deserve far worse than just waiting around.”

      He looked at the fragments of manifests he could access from his terminal. It was hard to believe, but he had to accept the truth of the situation. All of his work on the overwatch station, including near death by drone, was a bust.

      “Hey, Holly?” he called out over comms. “It’s looking like there’s nothing we can use here.”

      “Have you tried to manually search the shipping manifests?” Lesser Holly asked.

      “Manifests, crew rosters, even food resupply logs. All of it’s either wiped clean or lacking anything we can use. I’m telling you, they didn’t leave us shit up here. Not a single star chart anywhere to be seen.”

      “That is disappointing,” the AI said. “I wonder, though, might there be some transit guidance protocols for the few ships they do still possess?”

      “I already thought of that,” Moose said. “Unfortunately, it looks like whatever directional orders they may have received, they’re not stored up here. Everything is down on the surface.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah. There’s still an interlink between the loyalist commanders and this station. It doesn’t seem to have been used in years, but it’s still active.”

      “Do you think you can access it?”

      “Not from up here. I may need you to send Ace to come and pick me up. If it’s safe for me to fly down to the surface, I think I might be able to tap into the main systems on the ground.”

      “Those would be within the loyalists’ compound,” Holly noted.

      “Well, yeah.”

      “And guarded.”

      “I know. Jeez, I didn’t say it would be easy. But if Sadi and Hump are doing half as good a job down there as I expect, they should be able to arrange that for me by the time I land.”

      “I’m afraid you are going to be stuck waiting a little bit longer,” Holly said. “Ace is currently on standby for emergency evac protocols in the event things go poorly for the captain and the others. Once they are in a less precarious situation he will be free to make a run to retrieve you. Possibly this evening, once all of the workers have retired for the night.”

      “Too bad you’re too big to swoop in and get me yourself,” Moose joked.

      “Indeed. But Ace is the one with the small enough profile to be able to squawk those Chithiid ident codes. I’m afraid this ship is simply too great in mass to be able to use that blind spot trick effectively.”

      “Yeah, I know. But hey, it’s the thought that counts, right?”

      “Whatever you say, Moose.”

      “Well, Hol, what I say for the moment is, I guess I’d better make myself at home. This could take a while.”

      “Again, my apologies.”

      “No worries. It happens. Hurry up and wait is part of our vernacular, after all,” Moose said, taking another sip from his electrolyte pouch. “I just hope Sadi and Hump are having better luck than I am.”
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      The mechanical arms attached to the form-fitting armor harness within her Chithiid disguise were operating as though Sadira had always possessed them. It had taken a little work, but sleeping with the device attached had really allowed the neuro-stim unit to thoroughly connect the additional limbs with her mind. At this point they felt as natural to use as her own.

      As a lovely bonus, the arms were extremely strong, capable of bending metal if it came right down to it, though the flesh covering them would likely tear if she were to try something so extreme. But the important part was they were able to do the tiring work of disassembly without putting undue strain on her human body.

      She used her own disguised arms, of course, all four working in unison as she labored with her work crew, fitting in and making small talk with Vormiin and the others. They were really a rather pleasant group, all things considered, and for a group conscripted to labor and toil on a world far from their own, they were in good spirits for the most part.

      When the lunchtime respite arrived, however, Sadira was grateful for the opportunity to sit down and ease the strain on her poor legs. It was one thing to operate the additional set of arms with her mind, but her legs and torso were carrying the extra load of not only the salvage she was pulling apart, but also the armored rig she was wearing beneath her meat suit.

      It was lightweight, considering what it was capable of. A composite ceramisteel alloy mix that reduced its overall heft to that of no more than a full battle pack. But a person could take off their pack and gain some relief. In this circumstance, it was on 24/7.

      The rig rode on the support straps and load-spreading rods that connected it to structural strong points on the torso, hips, and lower back, but even so, it would eventually become a heavy burden on the legs especially. There was no extension or powered armature to ease the strain there, and while Sadira kept herself in good shape, this was a bit out of the normal realm of her physical activities.

      “This is really gonna hurt in a few days,” she sighed as she sat down in the shade of a twisted wreck of a building and downed a cup of water. “Nothing like delayed onset muscle soreness to really add some spice to a mission.”

      She was out working her butt off, and she now knew where Hellatz and Goonara were, though she hadn’t actually seen the latter. It was progress, but not enough, and she still had no idea what her cyborg friend was up to.

      “Hump, you copy?” she quietly asked over comms.

      “Hey, Cap,” he replied in her head. “All good out there?”

      “Yeah, just toiling away with the rest of our new friends. But I found Hel. He’s working one of the nearby salvage teams. He’s all right.”

      “And Goon?”

      “She’s apparently embedded with a group called the Dregs. I guess she irritated someone and was sent to work the outskirts to help pick over the scraps.”

      “Goonara, irritating someone? Say it ain’t so.”

      “Yeah, I know. In any case, we need to get to her. Let her know we’re here and working on busting her and Hellatz out. Hang on,” Sadira said.

      Something tickled her senses. A blur of motion approaching from behind somehow registered in her head. In her exhaustion it took a moment to realize it was her rear-facing eyes detecting someone behind her. Of course, her extra eyes couldn’t actually see who it was, but they didn’t know that.

      Sadira turned casually, leaning her lower elbow on her leg as she did. It seemed like a perfectly normal thing to do. It also let her see who it was with her real eyes.

      “Vormiin,” she said, her comms still open, allowing Hump to listen in.

      “Hello, Sadira. Would you mind if I join you for our rest period?”

      “I would welcome the company,” she said. “I hope you have been maintaining your hydration levels adequately.”

      “Of course. It is one of the vital things to do if you wish to make it through the day, especially in this weather.”

      He was right, it was more than a little hot out, but the cooling suit inside her disguise was doing a fantastic job at maintaining a comfortable core temperature.

      “You think you can get some intel from this guy?” Hump’s voice quietly asked in her head.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      Vormiin cocked his head. “Yes?”

      “Yes, it is important to remain hydrated,” she covered. “But tell me something, Vormiin. You have been with this work team a long time, have you not?”

      “Indeed, I have.”

      “What of the other continents? This one seems to still possess significant salvage, but the others are picked over. And the mining? Was it the Ra’az or the loyalists who started that? It seems such an unusual thing for the Ra’az to do.”

      “You know that was Kaxilla’s doing,” the Chithiid replied. “When the salvage began to run thin, he shifted some work details to finding valuable ore as well. All the better to please the Ra’az. I, for one, have never worked a mine shift, though.”

      “Yes, I would think surface salvage is the far preferable task.”

      Vormiin pulled a piece of high-protein vegetable jerky from a pouch and offered half to Sadira.

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” he said, taking a bite and chewing slowly. “Tell me, where was it you said you transferred from again?”

      “Oh, you know that. I told you earlier,” she lied, hoping beyond hope that Hump picked up on her need.

      “No, I do not believe you did,” Vormiin said.

      “I could have sworn I told you,” she replied with a little grin, sipping on her water to buy a few additional seconds of time.

      “Noorgal,” Hump’s voice said. “It’s the second-largest salvage operation. It’s across the water on another continent.”

      “Noorgal is where I was transferred from,” Sadira said. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For being interested, of course,” she said. The words, however, had been meant for her teammate on the other end of her comms link.

      “No problem, Cap. I’ll keep standing by if you need me.”

      Vormiin nodded as he chewed his jerky. “I have heard that Noorgal can be a rough place to work.”

      “It is not so bad,” she replied, “though times could be difficult, of course. But that is how it is in any work location, is it not?”

      “Wise words.”

      “Just stating the reality of our lives. But I must admit, it truly is nicer here. More civilized, if that makes sense.”

      “Oh, it does. This is the crown jewel of the planet. The center of all operations and command. All significant salvage and reclamation eventually makes its way here to be processed and moved to the appropriate storage facilities until it is ready for shipment.”

      “Yes, the cargo back to the Ra’az homeworld,” Sadira said. “All flowing through this one hub.”

      It was something of a revelation. In their targeting of the most intact of regions, they had also managed to unwittingly place themselves in the middle of the one location that might actually have the data they needed. And from what Holly had relayed earlier, Moose was having a rather bad go of it in the station above. If he couldn’t find any information there, it was likely indeed that it would be here if anywhere.

      Sadira and Vormiin chatted for the remainder of their ten-minute break before getting back to work. She had been careful to be delicate in her questions, not wishing to raise any suspicions, but Hump did nudge her to ask a few things he felt might be of use to him in his own pursuits. And Sadira did have one unusual question of her own.

      “No, I do not recall any orange-skinned races encountered on this world,” Vormiin said. “But then, this planet has been devoid of advanced life for centuries. Long before my time, that is certain. But why?”

      “Oh, I thought I overheard one of the loyalist guards say something about an orange-skinned being. I must have been mistaken,” she said, covering her true motive.

      There was an alien race of that description out there somewhere, and they had attacked her and Moose, along with the rest of their exploration fleet. Sure, this current situation had nothing to do with them or their original mission to locate the hostile race, but it didn’t hurt to ask. After all, you never could tell when you might stumble upon something useful in the unlikeliest of places. But it seemed this was not one of those occasions, and the pair parted ways to return to work.

      Once they were back at their labors, Corporal Humphries’ voice whispered in her head.

      “Captain, from what I can make of it, this loyalist hub seems to be the main information collective on this planet. It could very well be our best opportunity for intel.”

      “If that’s the case, I agree,” she quietly replied, unable to transmit silently like the cyborg could. “What are you thinking? Are you going to infiltrate one of the top-tier work crews?”

      “Oh, I’ve got something much better in the works,” Hump replied with a little chuckle. Sadira was amused that he’d added the affectation to his digital transmission, seeing as he was not actually speaking aloud.

      “Dare I ask?”

      “You dare. And I think you’re gonna like it.”

      “What are you up to, Corporal?”

      “Now that I’ve got the information I need compiled in my head, I’m going to infiltrate the loyalist ranks. In fact, I’ve already procured some appropriate attire, and I’m just putting the final touches on now.”

      What she couldn’t see, or smell, for that matter, was the burning flesh of his shoulder where he was carefully branding himself with the loyalist mark, then healing it to an aged scar thanks to a few tweaks from the portable med kit he had recovered from their stash of supplies.

      He stopped short of completely healing the flesh. It just had to look old, not be removed entirely. Hump looked at his handiwork and smiled. This would do nicely. He then re-hid the med kit and headed back out, his scanning array running full-tilt as he avoided any contact returning to the central area.

      “I’ll keep you in the loop, Cap, but I may be running silent for a bit. No telling what sort of tech they have inside their facilities, and I wouldn’t want to transmit until I’ve mapped their scanning systems. You’ll need to tell Hellatz what’s up verbally since his comms are still off.”

      “I’ll handle it. You just be careful.”

      “Always,” Hump replied, then the transmission went silent.
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      Adjusting her work to allow for a quick bit of communication with Hellatz had been easier than Sadira had expected. While the top work teams were rather protective of their salvage areas and actively discouraged others from interloping, all of the groups in the middle just went about their work, stressing far less and focusing instead on getting the job done and going home for the day.

      That meant getting to Hel simply required a quick detour as she stepped away to deposit her armload of salvage onto the pile to be sorted. The message had been passed quickly and quietly, and the Chithiid pilot was now up to speed on the situation, as well as the craziness their cyborg friend was up to.

      “We need more information,” he said when he heard the plan.

      “Yeah, I know,” Sadira replied. “And it really looks like there are no Ra’az left here at all.”

      “Fortuitous, if true.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Hellatz thought a moment. “You know, if there aren’t any Ra’az to back up the loyalists, that changes the situation down here entirely.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” his captain said.

      “Hmm. I have an idea. We’ll reconvene later. I need to go talk with one of the old-timers.”

      “Do what you’ve gotta do, Hel. Just be safe.”

      “As safe as one can be on a Ra’az-conquered world run by fanatical loyalists, that is,” he replied with a little grin.

      “Exactly.”

      Sadira turned and walked back to work, their entire exchange having taken under a minute. No one would suspect a thing.

      Hellatz, likewise, went back to work, but when he brought his next load of salvage, he shifted his routine, depositing it directly with Exaal. The older Chithiid looked up at him from his sorting duties, a bit surprised.

      “Hellatz, why did you bring this to me?”

      “I thought it was a particularly good bit of salvage,” he replied. “Also, I saw you working over here and thought you might want a little bit of help loading and transferring the good bits to the logistics hub.”

      The older man studied him a moment. “You know that is done toward the end of the shift. It would mean additional work time for you if you accompany me.”

      “I know. But it seemed to me you could use the help. Unless, of course, you prefer to do the work alone.”

      “No, no, I never said that. It is just a bit odd, is all. Most younger workers tend to avoid extending their workday if possible.”

      “As would I, but this is not a daily thing, just lending a hand, is all.”

      Exaal nodded his appreciation. “Well, then. Meet me back here in a few hours and we will load up the best of the haul onto the reclamation hauler and take it to the logistics hub.”

      “Fantastic. I will see you here shortly,” Hellatz said, then went back to work.

      On schedule a few hours later, he took his leave of his team and joined Exaal to load up the flying transport. The loyalist operating it used his power whip to help load the larger items, using the powered beam to lift them onto the platform while the two men manually loaded the smaller pieces. In short order, the vehicle was full and ready to fly.

      “Last chance to call it a day and go join the others,” Exaal said.

      “I told you I would help, and I intend to make good on that offer.”

      “Very well, then. Climb aboard.”

      The two seated themselves at the back of the cargo load, far from the loyalist piloting the open-top craft. For two lowly workers to even think of sitting with him up front would be laughable. But that was a fortunate thing and played right into Hellatz’s plans.

      He had a good feeling about Exaal. He had known Maarl and other Chithiid elders on Earth, and almost to a one they were feisty and tough, and bearing no affection for their loyalist overseers. They also had a vast network of friendships and connections forged over their long lives, and the eyes and ears they shared could be an incredibly helpful tool. He hoped this man was similar.

      They chatted casually as the loyalist checked the vehicle one final time before lifting off. Having the load shift and cause him to crash would be blamed on the workers, but the ultimate responsibility for the safe return of the transport was on the pilot. Hellatz, a pilot himself, knew this perfectly well. It also afforded him a little more time to establish a comfortable rapport before prodding into more delicate subject matter.

      “So,” he said when they lifted off and the wind noise fully blocked any last traces of their conversation from the pilot’s ears. “I heard a rumor the other day and was wondering if you knew anything about it.”

      “Oh? What sort of rumor?” Exaal asked.

      “The kind we don’t talk about to just anyone,” Hellatz said. “But I trust you, Exaal.”

      “Thank you, Hellatz. I hope I am worthy of your trust. Now, what was it you heard?”

      Hel leaned in close. “I heard rumors that the Ra’az are gone. I mean, not just from this region, but from the entire planet.”

      Exaal nodded. “It is no rumor. The Ra’az have left the planet. They are off world, doing what they do, expanding onward to the next planet, I would think. But they will be back. They always come back.”

      “But what if they are really no more? We would be left to our own devices.”

      “The loyalists are running things in their absence.”

      “But what if it’s only the loyalists running the show? What if there are no Ra’az supporting them anymore?”

      Exaal cocked his head and looked at his young friend with a curious gaze. “What exactly are you getting at?”

      Hellatz gauged the man’s stare and decided it was do-or-die time. He would either be receptive to what he had to say, or not. There was only one way to tell.

      “What I’m saying is, if it’s just the loyalists on their own, well, there are so many more of us than them—”

      “That is treasonous talk, Hellatz. Be careful.”

      “It’s just a hypothetical,” he replied. “I’m just making conversation.”

      Hellatz studied the man a moment. He had reacted as one would expect when the subject of rebellion was broached, but he had that look in his eye that said he’d considered it as well at least once, if not many times.

      “Tell me, Exaal,” Hel continued. “Do you miss Taangaar? Its beautiful seas, the forests?”

      “You have been to Taangaar? You are so young. I had no idea our kind were still being brought from our homeworld.”

      “Oh, you would be surprised,” Hellatz said.

      “Perhaps I would. But I have never seen it. I was born in servitude several planets ago then placed in stasis to move on to the next. The expertise of age made me valuable, though it also has its limiting factors. But the Ra’az had use for me.”

      “And the loyalists.”

      “Yes, them too.”

      “Controlling their own people willingly,” Hellatz said with clear distaste.

      Exaal said nothing but nodded his agreement. Hellatz could see from his expression that the man shared his sentiment. Finally, after a moment’s reflection, he spoke. “We have no choice but to live this life of servitude, my young friend. I would that it were not the case, but this is our lot in life.”

      At that moment Hellatz made a decision. He would trust this man. Trust him with the greatest of secrets. And in so doing, possibly set in motion the rescue of an entire world.

      “What if I told you it did not have to be that way?” Hellatz asked. “What if I told you I was from far away?”

      “Noorgal is indeed far.”

      “No,” Hel said with a knowing grin. “Somewhere a lot farther than that.”
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      The logistics hub was not nearly as impressive as Hellatz had expected it to be. The way it was talked about as the central repository for the most valuable salvage pulled from the remaining sites on the planet, he had expected some massive facility with giant cargo ships the likes of which he was accustomed to helping fill back during his days as a slave laborer on Earth.

      They were enormous things, each capable of carrying damn near a city’s worth of material in a single load. Each could take months or even years to pack full, depending on how rich the salvage was.

      These, however, were far less impressive. And the hub itself, while still clearly a vital center for the reclamation of valuable scrap and even ore, was a fraction of the size Hellatz was used to back in his own days of conscription.

      Of the three cargo vessels parked there, only one appeared to be nearing any level of fullness, and that ship was tiny compared to what the Ra’az used during a full-scale scrapping of a world. It really was down to the last dregs here, it seemed. Of course, that would explain why the Ra’az had left the loyalists to handle the operation for them when they left all of those years ago. No sense wasting their valuable time and efforts on a dying world when they could be seeking a new one.

      Little did they know their entire race would be wiped out shortly after they departed. And without their world, hive, and queen, the soldiers and workers of their race would soon fade to dust, even if they managed to escape the final battle of the Great War.

      “Impressive facility,” Hellatz said as the craft flew into one of the empty offloading slips.

      They were almost all empty, of course, and what had once been a bustling operation had now clearly wound down to just a shell of its former self. And more than just that, when the Ra’az left, several key components of the facility had been disassembled and brought with them as they moved on in search of their next conquest.

      It had rendered the place more than a little shorthanded, but since it was just their minions doing the cleanup work after they’d gone, the Ra’az didn’t much care.

      “It was something to see back in its time,” Exaal replied. “Though the operation on Bamindus was many times larger than this ever was.”

      “Bamindus?”

      “The world I was serving on prior to coming here,” the older man replied. “But that was a long, long time ago.” A man, tall, even for Chithiid, was slowly making his way to the pair. Judging by his gait, he was even older than Exaal, who was smiling at his approach. “However,” he continued, “my dear friend Forjiix was transferred with me, and it has been a great source of comfort having so trusted a man in my company. He also happens to run this entire facility, though the loyalists like to believe they are the ones who do.”

      “Exaal, it is good to see you,” the tall Chithiid said as he drew near. “I had not expected you to be making a return visit so soon. And with a new helper, I see.”

      Hellatz nodded his head in polite greeting. “I am Hellatz.”

      “Many bountiful days, Hellatz,” Forjiix said, returning the nod.

      “And many restful nights,” Hel replied.

      Now that they were face-to-face, he could see that Forjiix was even older than Exaal. One might even call him bordering on elderly, though his slow gait appeared to be more for effect than an actual physical disability.

      More than one Chithiid had learned early in their life that showing too much physical prowess would not only draw unwanted attention, but may very well also result in additional work duties. And often the variety that would break lesser men. Those rugged enough to endure it would almost always see their productive years shortened by the strain.

      Forjiix, however, appeared quite spry behind his façade, though his physical act had likely played some part in his being assigned to the logistics hub, away from the heavy lifting. And he worked the loyalists masterfully, getting his fingers in every bit of the operation both here and around the world.

      His network reached every logistics center, and his friendships and contacts spanned the globe. He had positioned himself to become not only indispensable to the local loyalists, but also the linchpin to the whole logistics operation. Job security of the highest order. He was a wise man, indeed. And if he had been a friend of Exaal for so many years he was surely a good man as well. One of the few he could trust.

      “It has been a long and productive day,” Exaal said as the loyalist unloaded the heaviest piece of cargo with his power whip onto a rolling cart beside them. He then headed off to the private lounge while the lower ranks did the dirty work. “I am rather parched. Would you mind if we procured a beverage while your workers begin the offloading without us?”

      Forjiix didn’t react in any way out of the ordinary, but he got his friend’s gist.

      “Of course. Maanx, Kribiin, please begin the process. We shall return to you shortly.”

      The two workers who had joined them once the loyalist had departed nodded once and set right to work. They were young and strong. Precisely the types well suited for the particularly straining task. While salvage workers had occasional bits to carry, this pair lifted heavy all day every day. And by the looks of their rippling muscles, every day was leg day.

      “Please, this way,” Forjiix said, leading the pair to a little break area he knew would be empty at this time of day. “So, a bit parched, are you?” he asked as he handed each man a tall glass of water. “Or is there something you wished to tell me, eh?”

      “You’re a quick one,” Hellatz said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, boy, you would be surprised,” Forjiix said with a laugh. “But tell me, why the secrecy? Obviously, you wished to speak free of prying ears, though the loyalists do not frequent the work areas if they can at all avoid it.”

      “I know,” Exaal replied. “But this was a delicate enough topic I felt a bit more caution would be warranted.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. My new acquaintance here has some news. Fascinating news, to say the very least. World-shaking, if I’m to be totally honest.”

      “My curiosity is indeed piqued,” Forjiix said, shifting his attention to the newcomer. “So, Hellatz, what is this amazing news that has so shaken my dearest friend?”

      Judging by the reaction he’d gotten from Exaal, Hellatz decided to just jump right in headfirst. “There was a war against the Ra’az,” he said.

      “Obviously. There have been many wars fought against the invaders.”

      “No, not like that. This war was different. And we call it the Great War.”

      “We?”

      “I am not from here,” Hellatz said.

      “I noticed your different manner of speech.”

      “Yeah, I’m working on that. But before you say something about Noorgal or some other worksite, I’m talking about another planet. One the Ra’az had thought conquered.”

      “Thought?” Forjiix asked. “What madness is this one speaking of, Exaal?”

      “Hear him out,” Exaal replied.

      “It’s a planet called Earth, and it is where I spent most of my life, working in the Ra’az labor teams. That is, until the Great War. An uprising between the surviving few of that planet’s original inhabitants, a race called humans, and the Ra’az Hok queen herself.”

      Forjiix blanched. “They fought the queen?”

      “We fought her,” Hellatz said. “The Chithiid rebelled against the loyalists and Ra’az and took the planet from them, then brought the fight to their homeworld itself.”

      Forjiix seemed shocked, as well he would be given the implications. He turned to his friend. “Exaal, what do you make of this?”

      “He knows too much for a mere worker his age to be making this up.”

      “He’s right, you know. I really couldn’t make this up if I tried,” Hellatz said. “But the most important thing is that it was a war to the end. And it was brutal. But now Taangaar is free. Our homeworld is liberated, and the Chithiid no longer serve the Ra’az. Their queen, their hive, and planet are destroyed. And that means we are free. We are all free.”

      “But that’s impossible. You’ve seen how things—”

      “The loyalists run things,” Exaal interrupted. “We have not seen an actual Ra’az in many years. And from what Hellatz has said, the timeline of their disappearance roughly coincides with the end of the war. Prior to that, additional Ra’az would visit from time to time. But since the time he says they had their war? Not a one. It seems too great a coincidence, does it not?”

      “Well, perhaps it is because this world’s operations are winding down. It has been nearly entirely harvested of resources, after all. I would think years would pass without contact.”

      “But this long?” Exaal pressed. “Think about it. It makes sense.”

      Forjiix stared at his friend in disbelief. If what he was saying was true, then their entire world had just been turned upside down.

      “If the Ra’az truly are gone, then we labor for no one. We labor for the loyalists alone.” He gestured at the facility around them. “All of this is pointless. These ships will never leave. Never return to the Ra’az homeworld.”

      “We labor for traitors to our race who live like kings off of our sweat and blood, waiting to be put into stasis and taken to oversee another world after this one,” Exaal said with disgust. “But we toil for nothing.”

      Hellatz had seen this before, but from a different perspective. As a younger conscript working for his overseers in an Earth work camp. But this time he was playing a different role. That of liberator.

      “Taangaar is free,” Hellatz said with conviction. “And this world could be as well. There are many more of you than there are loyalists.”

      “But they have weapons,” Forjiix said.

      “Not nearly enough to stop you. The Ra’az are not backing them any longer. They are on their own but don’t even know it yet.”

      Forjiix nodded slowly as he mulled over the shocking tale. “This is fascinating news, indeed,” he said. “But the question remains, how would we overcome the loyalists?”

      Hellatz smiled. He’d been hoping for this question. It meant Forjiix was on his side, and with him, his entire network spanning the globe.

      “A revolution only requires a spark to ignite it,” Hellatz said. “And I have not come to your world alone. And let me tell you, the people I travel with love playing with fire.”
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      Far across the region on the outskirts of the inhabited zones, a newcomer in fine garb walked through the empty roadways, right up to the gates of the compound belonging to Kaxilla, the Chithiid overseer of not only this particular slice of the continent, but the loyalist operation worldwide.

      His arrival was noted when he was still a fair distance away, but the sight of armed guards manning the ramparts and flanking the entryways did not seem to deter him one bit. The unknown Chithiid simply carried on, walking tall and confident, and utterly alone.

      To say the guards did not know how to handle him would be an understatement.

      Little did they know, the impressive specimen of Chithiid masculinity walking right toward them was actually a human-looking cyborg wearing a living meat suit over his normal visage.

      “Your leader,” the newcomer said. “Kaxilla. Bring me to him.”

      “Identify yourself and stand your ground,” the senior most guard warned, blocking his path and brandishing his pulse rifle.

      “Oh, that is quaint. But you and I both know your weapon only contains a minor charge.”

      “You know not of what you speak. This is a fully loaded pulse rifle.”

      “And you know that is a falsehood. And while lies may suit you with the commoners, they will not fly with me. Now, bring me to your leader. Or would you rather explain to him why you kept me waiting at his doorstep?”

      The guard was torn. This strange man spoke with the particular accent of those accustomed to spending a great deal of time around the Ra’az. The overlords’ speech patterns tended to seep into those in their proximity over time and exposure, as was normal with languages. That subtle little item pushed the guard to a decision.

      “You will submit to a search prior to entry.”

      “You will not lay your hands upon me and live,” the man replied, though he did open his overcoat, showing no concealed weapons. “Now, do your duty and bring me to Kaxilla.”

      The guard summoned over several additional men to flank the newcomer. This was already an awkward situation, and far above his pay grade. It was a damned if you do, damned if you don’t scenario, but he figured he would rather face the potential displeasure of Kaxilla than an unknown entity. At least his lord had known him a good many years and was aware of his loyal service all that time.

      If this one did turn out to be trouble, he felt at least a bit confident he would only face minor punishment.

      “Very well. You will come with us. Do not deviate from the course or you will be shot.”

      “Shot? Oh, that is amusing. But very well. Whatever you require to feel confident, I suppose.”

      With that, the guard took what bit of authority he still possessed and led the lone man into the compound, having first sent ahead word to Kaxilla that a strange newcomer was requesting to see him. They walked through the lush courtyard area, crossing to the largest and most ornate of the buildings. Compared to the deconstructed city outside the walls, the place was an Eden.

      Of course, one would expect no less of the leaders who ran the whole planet. Loyalists may have been fanatical servants of the Ra’az, but that did not mean they did not also indulge their own desires, and more often than might be expected. And with the Ra’az away, the loyalists had upped their game, it seemed. But for Hump, that worked out just fine. Better than fine, actually, it played right into his plan.

      “Who exactly do you think you are, demanding an audience like this?” the man standing to the side of the seated Chithiid asked.

      It seemed clear that this would be Orviin, the right-hand man of the loyalist leader. In this case, literally standing at his right side while Kaxilla watched from a seat that might as well have been a throne for the way he emanated confident power from it.

      Hump stepped forward, but a line of armed guards took aim from the sides of the chamber. He quickly scanned their weapons with his enhanced spec ops visual array and noted that, quite surprisingly, this lot had fully charged weapons. An anomaly not often seen, even with the most faithful of loyalists.

      “I am Bohica,” the disguised cyborg said, amusing himself with the old Earth military acronym he was using as a name. “I have come from Noorgal.”

      He had chosen the same region as the others for the sake of simplicity should any of them need to interact as if they knew him for any reason. If they were from the same area, at least it could perhaps be explained away as an unlikely, but possible, coincidence.

      “Never heard of you,” Orviin said.

      “Neither have I,” Kaxilla added, having decided to speak to the unusual interloper.

      “Nor would you,” Hump covered. “I work for the overseers on a special dispensation.”

      Kaxilla seemed interested. He turned to Orviin. “I will have my man here reach out and make contact—”

      “And they will deny my existence,” Hump interrupted with a cocky grin. “Come, Kaxilla, you know how these things work.”

      “Oh, I do, do I? Please, enlighten me.”

      Hump let out a small laugh and began slowly walking to the control panel and array of displays on the chamber wall. He reached out and began typing in commands, activating the screens and monitors used to display imagery from the overwatch stations above. A light static flashed on the screens.

      The guards raised their weapons and began moving quickly toward him, but Kaxilla raised a hand. “Stop. Let him.”

      Hump grinned and kept working.

      “What do you think you are attempting to do?” Orviin asked, moving closer for a better look. “You may be able to turn the power to the displays on, but the systems are triple security locked. Only the topmost in the Ra’az hierarchy have access to—”

      The screens grew bright, then transitioned to images from the orbiting station far above. Not just the usual ones, but the detailed resolution ones that also conveyed precise population, salvage, and even ore mining data.

      It was impossible, but he had accessed things only those in possession of the absolute highest-security clearances within the entire loyalist infrastructure could reach. And he’d done it effortlessly.

      “Oh, I didn’t realize…” Orviin said, temporarily at a loss for words. This man was not only one of them, but he was clearly his superior.

      “Yes,” Hump replied.

      “I am sorry. My apologies, Bohica.”

      “No apology required, Orviin. You were doing your duty, and from what I have seen, you have performed admirably.” That was what Hump said verbally. Silently he sent a little thank you message to Moose up in the overwatch station for managing to grant him complete access like that.

      It was more than he’d expected, but that had apparently played out quite well with the locals. And from the reaction he’d garnered, there was a good chance he would be more than just a welcome guest. He could very well be treated like visiting royalty. That meant it was time to play it up even more.

      “As I was beginning to say, I have come from Noorgal to see how things are running here and to determine if there are any improvements I might be able to help implement. Productivity is our main concern, after all, as I am sure you both would agree,” he said as he casually took off his overcoat.

      Beneath the stolen and hastily modified garment, he was wearing a sleeveless tunic. One that left all four arms clearly exposed, as well as the thickly scarred loyalist marking on his shoulder. His careful healing had aged it perfectly, and to all but the most intensive of examinations it would look, for all intents and purposes, like a very, very old scar.

      Bohica, the strange visitor dropped in from nowhere, was one of them. And more than that, he’d been one since the early days by the look of him. And he was high-ranking. There was only one thing Kaxilla could do in such a situation.

      The loyalist leader, though a bit surprised there were still cells of Ra’az auditors operating in Noorgal, rose to properly welcome the Ra’az representative. For that was all this man could possibly be. With access like that? There was no other explanation.

      “Of course, you are correct,” Kaxilla said. “And I look forward to detailing our latest improvements in productivity for you. I am sure you will be pleasantly surprised.”

      “I do hope so,” Hump said. “But first, I would like to freshen up. It has been a long journey, and one made in less than comfortable conditions. One must maintain anonymity, after all.”

      “Of course. Orviin, see our guest is provided a suite as well as fresh clothing.”

      “Yes, Kaxilla,” he replied, then began instructing helpers as to their unexpected tasks.

      Kaxilla turned his attentions back to the disguised cyborg and smiled warmly. “Welcome to my humble home, brother. I hope your stay is a satisfying one.”
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      The room Hump was provided was nice. More than just nice—one could even call it resplendent. At least as much as one could be on this dying world. Kaxilla had obviously funneled and diverted a great deal of wealth his own direction in his time overseeing the remaining operations on the world, and he was living a life of luxury for it.

      The room, or rooms, to be more accurate, were high-ceilinged and spacious, with stylish furnishings, as well as a large bed, more than large enough to hold more than one of the seven-foot aliens. Hump saw the bottles of massage oils lined up next to it on a slender counter protruding from the wall and wondered if Kaxilla’s hospitality went so far as providing a different sort of warm welcome to his guests.

      Even if he had been wearing a disguise that went down to his toes, the cyborg would have been passing up on that particular amenity. Some things one simply didn’t do in the name of a mission if they could be avoided. Like sleeping with hostile alien loyalists. Anyone sent to his rooms would either be a slave or a loyalist, and he had no desire to take advantage of the former, nor to subject himself to the scrutiny of the latter.

      And that was another matter entirely. The loyalists were notoriously suspicious, even within their own ranks. Anyone sent to him would undoubtedly be collecting information, but what other means were active in the room?

      “What a lovely place,” he said aloud, rinsing off his artificial face in a basin while his rear-facing eyes scanned the area around him.

      Nothing stood out at first glance, but when he patted his face dry and turned his specialized optical arrays from his own eyes to the task, they did note a trio of small cameras transmitting from his rooms. They were well-hidden, but his bleeding-edge sensors didn’t miss a trick.

      He immediately stripped off his shirt, showing off his seemingly Chithiid body, and wiped off with the towel. At the same time, he recorded the other parts of the room, compiling video images he could loop into the camera systems to block his movements if he so needed. He doubted it would be required, but one never could tell, and it paid to be over prepared.

      Corporal Humphries stretched all four arms, then lay back on the bed, seeming to any watching to be merely enjoying a moment’s rest to unwind after his journey. What he was really doing was keeping himself physically distanced from the wall terminals while his remote systems began hacking their way into the depths of Kaxilla’s command center’s nervous system.

      He was amused at their attempts to block access. The firewalls had been built with Chithiid workers in mind and were utilizing the same basic core architecture as they’d seen on Earth during the Great War. The modifications needed to bypass this older and weaker variant were trivial, and in no time, Hump was tapped in.

      Meanwhile, to the eyes watching on hidden cameras, he was simply resting on his bed.

      “Hey, Moose, you reading what I’m seeing down here?” he asked, silently transmitting on a secure, tight-beam transmission to his friend up in orbit.

      “Yeah, it looks like you’re all up in their business. I hope you got a safe word from them, because you’re definitely violating more than a few systems down there.”

      “As I intended. But so far everything seems to be kind of superficial, data-wise. I want to keep running through their systems, but I have to be careful when I’m in the main common areas of this place. I detected some weak sensor traces. It could be nothing, or it could be background security scans in the more critical zones. I’ve gotta be careful not to trigger any alarms. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Moose said. “Trust me, you don’t want any of those things going off.”

      Hump noted a little something in his friend’s tone. “What happened up there?”

      “Nevermind. Nothing important. I’ll tell you all about it when this is all done. For now, what do you need from me? I’m still stuck up here until Ace can come get me, so ya might as well give me something to do.”

      “You did a lot already. Thanks for that, by the way. It made bluffing past these guys a lot easier. They’re a suspicious bunch, but there was no faking that data.”

      “Shut ’em up real quick, did it?” Moose asked with a chuckle.

      “Sure did. And now I’m in what looks like some kind of dignitary suite. Hang on, I’m going to try to tie in the captain and Holly.”

      Hump went silent a moment as he searched for another narrow band that could transmit without detection by the building’s systems while Moose stood by.

      “Ya know, even with loyalists, it sounds a hell of a lot better than up here. And it’s cold as shit in here,” Moose complained.

      “Be glad for it. You whine like a little girl,” Sadira chimed in.

      “Got the captain on the line,” Hump said, stating the obvious.

      “Hey, Sadi. How’s it all going down there?”

      “Well, aside from it being claustrophobic as hell in this damn meat suit, everything’s fine. And by fine, I mean hot and miserable. Even with this cooling rig anchoring the disguise, I’m beginning to worry the heat and physical labor might actually make my fake body sag.”

      “Aww, don’t worry, Cap. You know—”

      “And before you make some stupid joke, Moose, know I am hot, I am tired, and I am in no mood for it. So, you were saying?”

      “Nevermind.”

      “Thought so. Corporal, how are things on your end? You said you were going to try an infiltration.”

      “And succeeded. I’m in the loyalist compound, a guest of Kaxilla himself, if you can believe it. I’ve already started tapping into their systems, but so far there’s nothing of any use for us. I think the good stuff is air gapped from the other systems. I’ll keep digging around, but it’ll have to be done carefully. These guys may have taken me in, but they’re all really paranoid.”

      “Loyalists tend to be,” Sadira replied. “But you’ve done worse infiltrations than this, I’m sure.”

      “Oh, that I have.”

      “Then do what you have to do and dig up that data. But in the meantime, as a meat suit-wearing person, what do you think I can do about my disguise? Hump, any ideas? And, Holly, feel free to chime in if you’re still linked in.”

      “I am,” Greater Holly said. “And the only reason for your disguise to begin shifting and sagging would be if the anchoring layer of fibrous connective tissues was starting to prematurely break down. It shouldn’t do that, but if you’ve been in particularly hot conditions, even the cooling suit might not keep it at optimal temperatures.”

      “Yeah, it was hot out there today, that’s for sure.”

      “Then there is only one thing I can think of, short of your returning to the ship for a proper rejuvenation of the entire suit.”

      “And that is?”

      “Your emergency supply kit contains a somewhat basic medical repair unit.”

      “Yeah, I used it earlier today,” Hump said. “It’s in the pack I stashed when we first moved in close. It has a full charge and is ready to go.”

      “But what do I do with it? This is beyond surface damage,” Sadira said.

      “Yes, it is. But if you slice open the flesh to full depth, the repair unit should be able to more fully reach the base layers through that access point. From there it will flood the artificial body with restorative compounds at the deepest level. That should hopefully tighten up the connective tissues and prevent any slippage. At least for the time being. But I think, based on what you’re reporting, that our original estimates for the functional lifespan of these disguises was inaccurate, given the environmental strains on the surface.”

      “Meaning?” she asked.

      “Meaning we will need to accelerate the timeline if you hope to remain incognito,” Holly replied.

      “But if I could really reach the inside of this getup, would it stay viable for longer?” she asked.

      “Of course. But how could you—”

      “Leave that to me.”

      Sadira had taken careful note of the sentry points around the compound. It would take a little bit of doing, but she felt relatively confident she could sneak past them under the cover of night and make her way back to their stashed equipment. From what Holly had said, it would take a bit of doing to repair her flesh suit, but it was either that or have things really start to sag the following day.

      On a brighter side, if her idea worked, she would be able to get free of the claustrophobic disguise for at least a little bit while applying the med kit to the interior portions. It was something she wouldn’t dare try during daylight, and certainly not when there was anyone around, but if she made it all the way out to their stash unseen, a half hour out of disguise in the safety of a wrecked building would be well worth the risk if it kept her fake body from failing her prematurely.

      “Okay, I think I’ve got it worked out. At least I hope so,” she said over their shared comms line. “I’ve gotta go and clean up and grab dinner with the others. But I should be able to get this thing fixed late tonight. Moose, you hang in there, okay?”

      “Will do, Cap.”

      “And, Hump, be careful. Loyalists are sneaky bastards, and from what I’ve heard about Kaxilla and his right-hand man, they’re worse than most.”

      “I’ve already made their acquaintance and have it under control,” Hump replied. “Now, go take care of yourself and don’t worry about us. Me and Moose? We’ve got it all under control.”

      “You’d better,” Sadira said, then cut her comms and went to meet up with the rest of her work team.

      It was risky business, this infiltration, and she’d still not managed to find Goonara. But if all went well, they could extricate her from whatever mess she was in and get clear. From there, they could plan their next moves.

      For now, however, Sadi had work to do, beginning with repairing her living disguise. If Holly and Hump were right, the med kit could fix any minor damage. She just hoped it wasn’t worse than that. She’d find out soon enough.
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      Corporal Humphries made a good show of getting cleaned up and ready to rejoin the others. The clothing laid out for him was quite comfortably cut, allowing ample room for his extended legs to conceal their true form. Had they offered him tight-fitting attire, it could have led to a slightly awkward moment wearing a clean tunic on top but his lightly soiled trousers below.

      He had conveniently stepped into one of the areas not covered by the hidden cameras to complete his changeover, keeping his unusual leg apparatus out of sight of any prying eyes. It was a lot of fun, truth be told. Hump hadn’t been on a proper infiltration mission in forever, and he was rather enjoying the change of pace.

      He was a commando, no doubt, and his skill at wet work was impressive to say the least. But special forces did more than just kill, though they were quite proficient at that aspect of the job. They also snuck and spied and did all manner of stealthy things besides the violent ones, and that made the job all the more enjoyable. And not only was it fun, Hump was damn good at it.

      Possessing an AI mind didn’t hurt, of course. Being able to pull up a precise conversation to reference on a millisecond’s notice was a huge help. As was fluency in languages and dialects to a degree that allowed him to fit in like a native.

      Then there were the other tools at his disposal, such as his specialized optics. His eyes might look normal, but hidden within them were incredibly sensitive sensors and scanning apparatus, all of which he would use on his hosts. Not only to seek out hidden electronics, but also to read them as people, gauging their body temperatures, heart rates, and even hormonal shifts.

      It made him incredibly effective at stroking egos and manipulating people’s emotions, being able to see the reactions that they could not hide from him no matter how good their poker face might be. And with loyalists, he would need every trick up his sleeve.

      “Noorgal is up in productivity this past season,” Hump said, relaying the information Moose was able to dig up for him from the orbiting station’s database. “Ogosma and Bittal seem to have fallen a bit short, though.”

      “Yes, indeed, those regions seem to be nearing the last phase of utility. I think it likely they will cease being worth the effort to mine in only a few more years,” Kaxilla replied.

      “I concur,” Hump said, then took a spoonful of the hearty soup that had been presented him. “And by the way, this is a fantastic soup. Reminiscent of Aaratzi chowder, wouldn’t you say?”

      Orviin looked at Kaxilla with barely hidden surprise. His eyes remained neutral, as did his face, but his heart rate spiked and his core temperature increased. Kaxilla was more in control of himself, but he too reacted, and Hump realized he might have overplayed his hand using his knowledge of Chithiid cuisine.

      “Aaratzi chowder?” Kaxilla asked. “Why, I do not know of anywhere besides Taangaar that possesses the necessary ingredients for that dish. Where ever did you come across them?”

      Hump silently chided himself for the mistake. All of his time working with Chithiid after the war had made him familiar with the little things that neuro-stim files and lectures could not teach. But this one, it seemed, had just tripped him up, and he would have to think fast. Fortunately, as an AI, thinking fast was pretty much the only way he could think.

      “Prior to coming here I served aboard a Ra’az warship as a personal liaison,” he covered. “One of our early trips was to Taangaar, where we acquired a new generation of workers to be sent out to one of the more recently taken worlds in the Ra’az empire. It was short-lived, but I did manage to procure some home-cooked meals during our brief stay there.”

      “A personal liaison?” Orviin said. “And yet, you are now here, on this winding-down world. I mean no disrespect, Bohica, but how did this come to pass?”

      “I sustained an injury that required time to heal. Unfortunately, as you know, our Ra’az leaders do not tolerate weakness of any form, and I found myself replaced aboard the ship. But for all of my service I was granted a position here, and I have been performing those tasks ever since.”

      “You do not appear injured,” Kaxilla noted.

      “I am fully healed, thank you for your concern.”

      Hump noted that the two men were still wary, but their physiological reactions seemed to be lessening. His lie was working, but he needed to shift the conversation to other topics. Topics that would have them talking and relieve the scrutiny from him. It took a few attempts, but soon enough Kaxilla had been flattered to the point of modest bragging about the increased productivity he had recently been seeing. Hump urged him to tell him more. It was precisely the break he needed.

      While the loyalist spoke, the cyborg refocused the bulk of his attentions to searching for more powerful mainframes that might house the last true repository of secret Ra’az information. It was clear the station in orbit had been wiped of anything of true tactical value, and from what Moose had been able to discern, this was indeed the last center of Ra’az operations on the planet. And yet he could not find the source.

      “Moose, have you picked up anything?” he asked silently over comms.

      “Nothing.”

      “Holly?”

      “I have looked over your scans in real time and still do not see anything that would appear to be a masked system. I fear the main units might be housed in one of the other buildings. If that is the case, they are almost surely shielded as well.”

      “Damn. It has to be here somewhere, and there’s only so much longer I’ll be able to keep up this act.”

      “Why’s that?” Moose asked.

      “Because, I get the feeling that no matter how good my cover story might be, these two are growing more suspicious of me. I can bluster and bluff my way through it for a few more days at least, but if they do actually reach out to anyone in the other cities, it’s only a matter of time before they figure out that I’m not who I say I am.”

      As if on cue, Kaxilla leaned in toward his guest with a broad grin. “Wouldn’t you agree, Bohica?”

      Fortunately, the AI could multi-task with no problem and had been following the verbal conversation while carrying on his silent one over the airwaves.

      “Yes and no, Kaxilla,” he replied. “While the increased productivity is a boon, by all means, having members of your workforce acting autonomously and without fear of repercussions could lead to unwanted questioning of authority among the others.”

      It seemed that some of the loyalist’s workers were thinking outside the box, and their salvage hauls had increased because of it. Normally, that would be a good thing and he’d be all for it, but since he was trying to stall and keep Kaxilla on his toes, a little conflict would serve his purposes far better.

      “A valid point, I suppose,” the loyalist said. “You do indeed have a unique perspective on our operations, especially for an outsider.”

      “As I said, we keep track of everyone,” Hump replied, then switched to silent comms. “Ace, do you copy?”

      A pause. “Standing by,” the ship replied a moment later. “What’s up? You need evac?”

      “No, I need your bigger scanning systems. Can you do a flyby to probe the grounds and see if you can pinpoint where their key systems are housed? There should be either a scanning black spot or perhaps a heavier power drain in the area they’re located. I can’t access jack shit from here, and this stalling ain’t gonna last forever.”

      “Copy that, I’ll get right on it,” Ace replied. “But I’ll have to fly in relatively close. It’s dark out, so hopefully they won’t see me, but I’m worried about their scanners.”

      “It seems pretty stripped down and quiet here,” Hump said. “But be careful.”

      “Always am. I’ll hit you up as soon as I’m done.”

      “Thanks, Ace.”

      “My pleasure.”

      The ship then powered up, made sure all exterior illumination was dark, and prepped for his run.

      “Captain, this is Ace,” he transmitted over Sadira’s frequency.

      “What is it? I’m at dinner,” she said in a hush.

      “Okay, don’t talk, just listen, then. Hump needs me to do a flyby to see if I can help him zero in on the location of the data cores. Shouldn’t take long, but I won’t be available for the next half hour or so.”

      “Do it, but be careful. I’m okay here,” she said quietly.

      “Okay. Catch ya on the flip side,” the ship said, then zoomed off to make his pass over Kaxilla’s compound.

      It was a relatively spread out facility, and while the main buildings were where the obvious signs of habitation glowed on his readouts, Ace noticed that a pair of the darker outbuildings seemed a little too dark for the overall power consumption of the facility.

      He dropped a bit lower, trying to adjust his optics to pick up more details while probing with his full scanner array focused on just those two structures.

      Alarms went off in his cockpit as a proximity targeting system flared to life out of nowhere. On the ground, klaxons sounded within the compound as well, and bright lights flashed on, blazing their beams up into the sky.

      “Shit! They’re targeting me. Bailing out of here,” Ace transmitted as he barrel-rolled out of the path of an anti-ship missile that streaked through the airspace he had just occupied.

      He punched his engines, going into evasive maneuvers as he pushed them to maximum and accelerated out of the area just as a trio of additional missile batteries attempted to lock on. Only one more missile launched, however, but he was far gone before it could make contact.

      Inside the dining area, Orviin leapt to his feet, his eyes locking on the newcomer.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “There have been no incursions of any sort in decades. Longer, even. Yet the very night you arrive—”

      Hump slammed the table with his fists as he lurched to his feet. “You dare imply this is my doing?” he bellowed with indignation.

      Kaxilla stood, more slowly and controlled than the other two, and rested a hand on his assistant’s shoulder. “Of course he does not mean to imply such a thing. Do you, Orviin?”

      The loyal soldier swallowed hard. “No, of course not. My apologies,” he said with an audible tension still in his voice.

      Kaxilla smiled politely at his guest. “You will have to forgive my friend here. He is a bit brash at times. I am sure you understand.”

      “I do,” the cyborg replied, but then shifted his gaze to Orviin. “You would do well to remember your place,” he said, then stepped back from the table. “If you will excuse me, I am no longer hungry.”

      Hump then walked calmly out of the room back to his chambers, bearing himself like a proud man who was rightly offended. Inside, however, he was breathing a sigh of relief. Things had gone sideways. He was lucky it hadn’t been worse. But now the question remained, if that sort of defensive system was still in place, and hidden no less, what exactly had Ace stumbled upon?
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      Not far away from the loyalist compound, Sadira was having quite a time trying to keep her shifting flesh suit in proper place. Whatever had begun loosening had started to spread the tension to the other parts of the innermost suspensory matrix, and the living fibers were finding themselves stretched to capacity.

      Fortunately, it would be lights out shortly after dinner. All she had to do was avoid scrutiny until then.

      “Sadira!” a voice called out to her just as she reached the ladder leading up to her bunk.

      Vormiin, she silently bemoaned. This just keeps getting better.

      Fortunately, her face and uppermost torso seemed to be holding in place for the moment. So long as she didn’t move her left arms too fast or twist at the waist more than a little she should be able to conceal the unnatural shifting of her artificial flesh.

      “Vormiin, how lovely to see you,” she said, flashing an utterly false smile. “I thought you would be in bed by now, after such a long and productive day of work.”

      “Soon. But I wanted to come and say what a pleasure it was sharing a meal with you earlier. You are a most interesting conversationalist, and I am glad you have joined our work team.”

      Sadira knew where this was going. She’d experienced it enough with her own species over the years and found herself wishing Holly had made her ersatz Chithiid suit a bit more homely by their standards. But lamenting the situation wouldn’t make her would-be suitor go away any faster, and if she didn’t make it up to her bunk soon, her shifting flesh might cause him to flee in a far less desirable way.

      “I enjoyed our time as well,” she said, then rested her lower right hand on her stomach for effect. “But I must admit, the food here has not sat well with me this evening.”

      “Oh? I am sorry to hear that,” Vormiin said. “Is there anything I can get you? Perhaps a glass of water? Or—”

      “No, I will be okay. Thank you for your concern, Vormiin. But a good night’s sleep should set me right for the morning.”

      Fortunately, he took the hint. More than she could say for most of the men she’d dealt with back on Earth. In that regard at least, Vormiin had come out a step ahead.

      “Of course. I will leave you to your rest, then. Hopefully you will feel better tomorrow.”

      “I am sure I will,” she replied with a warm smile. “Thank you again, Vormiin. It is good to have a friend here.”

      That seemed to do the trick. He smiled happily and turned and walked off to his own bunk area, content in his interaction. Sadira was also content. Content that she wouldn’t have to explain why her left tit was suddenly drooping along with the flesh on both of her left arms.

      I’d better get up there before this gets any worse. Sadira didn’t waste any time, quickly mounting the ladder and scurrying up to her bunk far above, where she would be safe from prying eyes. In just a few hours it would be dark and the others would be asleep. Then she would be able to finally make her surreptitious exit from the barracks.

      Lying on her thin-mattress was not only excruciatingly boring, it was also becoming distractingly uncomfortable, as every time she moved, the loose meat suit shifted in the creepiest-feeling way. Two hours couldn’t pass quickly enough, but when they finally had, Sadira felt like jumping for joy at the opportunity to climb down that ladder and get her plan underway.

      She had just stepped down on the floor when the Chithiid in the lowermost bunk rolled over and gazed at her in the darkness.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I do not feel well,” she replied. “I require the rest room.”

      She didn’t wait for a response and was already melting into the darkness as she quickly moved off toward the bathrooms. A few moments later she shifted course and headed out the far door into the night.

      By now her entire disguise had begun to lose its grip on the cooling suit beneath it, leaving it to slip and shudder on her body like a mass of wiggly gelatin. The head and face were now beginning to shift with every step as well, rubbing on her skin beneath in a most disquieting way.

      “Hump, you copy?” she quietly asked.

      No reply.

      “Hump? Shit,” she grumbled as she realized the loose headpiece had pulled both comms patches free.

      She was cut off and on her own until she could retrieve them and stick them back in place. But she would need new adhesive for that, and that was in their hidden stash of supplies outside the town center. Sadira was abruptly blinded for a second. The facial section had loosened enough to slip down over her eyes. She knew she would have to move fast, but she could hardly do that and avoid the sentries if she was walking blind.

      “Only one thing to do,” she said, pulling a small knife from her tool kit.

      Sadira ducked into a doorway in a dark alleyway and reached up to the side of her head, pushing the tip of the blade through the flesh until she felt it touch her own scalp. Carefully, she pulled it back a fraction of an inch, then began cutting down the side of her false head, opening it up from crown to shoulder before stowing the knife back in her kit.

      She then reached up with her own hands, not trusting the mechanical ones for this particular task, and pulled the head to the side until it began to stretch and slip over her own head with a sickening plop.

      Her hair felt cold from the days of moisture suddenly hitting the fresh air, but the skin on her face felt amazing. Unfortunately, she couldn’t afford to stand around and enjoy the sensation. Not when there were roving patrols and she had her head quite literally pulled aside onto her shoulder. If they stumbled upon her it would be an awkward situation, to say the least.

      Ultimately, she decided it had been worth the risk. If they caught her either with or without her disguise in place it would be a bad thing, but at least this way she could see where she was going. And with her own ears open to the night air, she could hear more clearly than through the relayed sounds pumped into her head by her comms patches.

      And her ears heard something. Voices. And they were getting closer.

      Sadira looked around for anywhere to hide. The alleyway was devoid of anything that would fit the bill. She had no choice but to run for the next intersection and hope she made it before the guards were within visual range.

      Without a moment’s further hesitation she took off running as quietly as she could, using one hand to keep the fake head from slapping around as she ran lest the noise give her away. If there was anyone around the next corner she was a goner, but there was no other option. She darted right, skimming the wall at speed.

      No one there, she realized with palpable relief. Then she kept running. Running until she was well clear of the central zone and out in the wreckage of the old city.

      “Holy shit, that was close,” she gasped when she finally slowed down and allowed herself to catch her breath. Then she got moving once more.

      She dodged more than one patrol on her way out toward the hidden cache where the med kit was stowed. That wasn’t normal. It seemed that more guards had been added since Ace’s little flyby stunt had gone awry. And that meant that while she could likely get to her gear, it was a little too close to the patrolled area to properly fix her meat suit in any kind of safety.

      She would have to grab it and make her way farther out into the darkness. She just hoped no one was close to their hiding spot. Fortunately, when she drew close, it was apparent it had remained undisturbed, but the sound of footsteps made it clear this was in no way a safe area.

      Sadira quickly gathered up what she needed from the cache of equipment, including a pulse pistol, just in case, then re-covered the rest, carefully hiding it so the area looked just as it had had before. She then took off into the night once more, heading as far from the roving guards as she could. If she was lucky, she might find a secure place to repair her disguise. She had no other choice. If not, all of this had been for nothing.
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      Sadira stuck to the darkest of shadows as she made her way farther from the central area where the patrols seemed to be focused. From what she noted of the armed loyalists walking the perimeter of the inhabited areas, they appeared to have been hastily pulled into service, and their patrol areas overlapped in a somewhat haphazard way.

      Apparently, it had been a long time since any of them had been forced to do any real work. Beyond intimidating laborers, that is. But the work teams didn’t fight back, and whatever had the bosses spooked enough to send out armed guards for the first time in who knows how long meant they might actually have to do something.

      They moved sloppily, had terrible distancing protocols and situational awareness, and seemed overall to be a bit out of their depth. This would work to her benefit, no doubt. They were armed, oh yes, but they were not the cream of the crop. Those would be at Kaxilla’s compound.

      These? Well, they were another story entirely. As was so often the case of those who become lazy in their cushy positions, Sadira doubted any of them had drilled for actual conflict in years.

      As Sadira moved farther out into the wasteland of the dismantled buildings of the once-great city, the number of patrols lessened to the point where she felt comfortable stepping out into the more open roadways for a moment to better survey her surroundings. She was still quick about it—there was no telling when a patrol might surprise her—but the odds were much more in her favor now.

      Her vision had adapted to the darkness finally, and the glow from the central inhabited area was providing the same amount of light, as she would expect from a half-full moon back home. Enough to navigate by, but by no means bright. The darkness would keep her safe, but the illumination would let her see the details she’d otherwise miss in total darkness.

      “There we go,” she said as her eyes fell upon what looked to be a low-tech storage building. What was left of one, anyway.

      They had seen similar things back on Earth when the Ra’az invaded. If this place was being run the same way, the unassuming shelter would be perfect for her needs.

      The Chithiid had stripped all of the high-tech componentry from the area long ago, pulling apart buildings into bits as they did so, but structures like this one had little if any value to the Ra’az. As such, they were typically ransacked, gutted of their limited salvage, then abandoned.

      There was no reason to take the heavy cementlike material making up its walls, and what little bit of wiring might still reside embedded within the walls was simply not worth the effort or time to reclaim.

      In other words, it was one of the few places she could hide that had four intact walls to keep her from prying eyes.

      Sadira rushed to the door, thrilled to find that while it was damaged and not square in its frame, it remained intact. She pulled hard with her mechanical arms, knowing if she damaged the flesh on the hands she could heal it once inside.

      Fortunately, the door gave after only a moderate amount of pulling, and without making too much noise, which she was glad for. She peered inside.

      Darkness. Not a bit of light entering from the outside. Perfect. Perfect and a bit creepy.

      Without another moment of hesitation she stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind her. It was utterly black, and she actually felt her pupils opening to their widest in an attempt to allow in any light possible. They tightened once she activated the backpack-sized med unit, its display panel giving off enough light for her to at least see what was immediately around her.

      Rubble. Wreckage. A gutted building.

      The visceral fear that had kept her species alive began seeping into her body.

      “Better not be any goddamn monsters in the dark,” she said quietly as she set the device down and began stripping off her coveralls.

      She felt vulnerable putting the pulse pistol aside to do so, but it had to be done. But then she caught a glimpse of herself on the analysis screen of the medical scanner and couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “On second thought, screw that. I’m the monster in the dark,” she said, admiring her own image.

      It might have been floppy and pulled over to one side, but she was sporting a second head. She was a four-armed, two-headed monster lurking in the dark. If she had stumbled upon herself, she’d likely damn near piss her pants. The amusement was brief, but it was enough to put her at ease.

      “Okay, then. Man, this is going to be gross.”

      She took her knife from its sheath and began slowly drawing it further along the initial incision she had made to free her head. It was disgusting work, slicing through meat, essentially, but the blade was sharp, and she made relatively quick work of it.

      Her cuts weren’t perfect by any means, but the med kit would heal it up just fine. Aboard Holly the flesh could be made pristine. With this portable unit, she wasn’t so sure. But it would do. At worst she would have some minor scars that hopefully no one would notice.

      Sadira peeled off the meat suit in all its sloppy, bloody messiness and placed it carefully on the small emergency poncho she had unfolded from her kit. The last thing she wanted was to heal gravel into the flesh, after all. She then activated the medical device and awaited its instructions.

      This one was not fully autonomous like aboard the ship, and at least a few steps would require her assistance. After the scan was complete, the device told her what to do.

      First was applying a layer of some stem cell paste from a squeeze tube in an attached pouch, which she did, rubbing it into every nook and cranny of the inner flesh that had worn out and slipped so badly. Then she extended the healing array so it could cover larger areas. It would take far longer than rapidly healing one small injury doing it this way, but the machine knew best, so she followed its instructions to the letter.

      While it quietly hummed away, stimulating the stem cells to repair and strengthen the flesh to which they had been applied, Sadira slipped out of the rest of her top and set to work scraping off the fully detached bits that had remained stuck to her cooling suit. It was an oddly vulnerable sensation, sitting topless on an alien world surrounded by hostiles. But for some reason Sadira was calm. She had a job to do, and that was all she focused on.

      The cooling apparatus had done a good job against the warm air, but now that she was free of the disguise itself, the sensation of air on her bare skin was divine. It was not cold air that made her shiver—there wasn’t any, after all—but the very thought of putting the claustrophobic disguise back on made her cringe with anticipation.

      “Hump had better get what he needs quick,” she grumbled. “The sooner we get our people the hell out of here, the better. Oh, right,” she said, remembering her comms patches.

      She paused the healing beams and dug her fingers into the goo inside the head of her inside-out disguise until her fingers found the two patches. She pulled them free and set the machine working once more as she cleaned the devices off, reapplied a layer of hypoallergenic skin adhesive, and reaffixed them behind each ear.

      “Testing, testing. Anyone hear me? Hump, Moose, you guys there? Ace? Holly?”

      “Here, Captain,” both Greater and Lesser Holly replied in rapid succession.

      “I’m on the line,” Hump said.

      “Ditto,” Moose chimed in. “What’s up, Sadi? I tried to reach you earlier, but you went silent for a bit. I was getting worried.”

      “I had to make some emergency repairs on my Chithiid suit. Damn thing was sagging worse than an eighty-year-old bra-less jogger.”

      “Oh, thanks for the mental image,” Moose groaned. “But you got it fixed?”

      “Sort of. I’m outside the central zone and stripped the damn thing off. The med unit is doing repairs to the substructure at the moment, then I’m gonna have to reattach it with a healthy dose of fibrogen adhesive to help it bond to my cooling suit again. Pain in my ass, I tell ya.”

      “Do you need my help?” Hump asked. “I’m kind of dialed in here with the big wigs, but I can’t really do any more hacking into their systems from here. I need to get to the outbuildings Ace identified, but I can’t do that at the moment, so if you need me to, I can try to find a way out to your location, though it may raise suspicions.”

      “They’re already on alert, so don’t do anything to exacerbate that. There were a bunch of additional patrols out here after Ace’s fly-by.”

      “Sorry about that,” Ace chimed in. “I wasn’t expecting their anti-aircraft batteries.”

      “Yeah, Kaxilla’s right-hand man was all worked up about that whole fiasco,” Hump said. “I put him in his place, though, so all’s good.”

      “Nice. Let’s hope it stays that way,” Sadira replied.

      The machine ceased humming, and its display panel signaled it was time to flip the meat suit over to work the other side. Sadira leaned in and rearranged the floppy flesh disguise and reactivated the unit.

      “Okay, I’m almost done here, then I’m gonna head back and hopefully get at least a few hours of sleep. I just wanted to make sure my comms were back online.”

      “Loud and clear, Cap. But you be safe down there,” Moose said.

      “And you. All of you. We’ll get through this. For now, we just have to see what tomorrow brings.”

      She signed off and set to work rubbing the bonding gel into the cooling suit material before sliding it back on. Shortly thereafter the Chithiid meat suit was healed and ready for her to climb back into. It took a little time, doing it all herself without the help of Holly and the others, but eventually she had all of her limbs in place and the torso and head secured.

      “Well, here we go again,” she sighed as she slid the healing unit back to its compact size and directed its efforts to mending the seam of where she’d cut her way out of the false body.

      It was time-consuming, and it required some acrobatic posturing to reach a few of the tougher areas, but soon enough she was fully encased in her living disguise once more. All she had to do now was sit quietly for a half hour while the varied living substances surrounding her body all melded together and locked into place.

      If she’d done it right, the suit should stay in place for at least several days with the additional bonding agents she’d used. As for Hump, he wasn’t out working in the heat. He’d managed to land the cushy gig infiltrating the loyalist ranks, and at the very top, it seemed. No hard labor for him. And as such, his suit would likely last days before showing any signs of deterioration.

      Finally, the timer let off a tiny ding. Sadira rose to her feet, closed up her coveralls, packed up the last of her equipment, then slid the pack onto her back. The pulse pistol she kept handy, though she would only use it if absolutely necessary. The goal now was to return the gear to its hiding place with the rest of their things and then sneak back to her bunk.

      And oh did that lumpy, uncomfortable bunk sound good.

      It took her a long time to finally accomplish her tasks and make it back to the barracks unseen, but when she finally climbed up to her bunk and lay down in the dark, meat suit or no, Sadira was asleep almost immediately. The way their workdays went, she would need it.
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      No further incursion alarms had sounded during the night, and both the loyalists in their luxurious compound and the working-class rabble in their barracks all slept well and uninterrupted. But come sunrise the chatter about what had happened had begun filtering through the work crews, and by lunchtime all manner of rumors had begun to circulate.

      Some speculated it was a motivational stunt, designed to make the workers up their game, though the ones who came up with that idea had a really hard time explaining exactly how an alarm and missile fire could do such a thing. But then, there was a reason some of the workers were kept from power tools and relegated to the most menial of labor. Things they couldn’t mess up.

      Others said they heard the Ra’az had returned, sending one of their craft to make sure their loyalist servants were on their toes and doing their jobs. Again, rather outlandish, but at least this one had a plausible, if unlikely, purpose.

      Many more theories floated around, but Hellatz ignored them all. He was still off comms, but he was a pilot. The varied pitches and hums of a wide variety of craft were quite familiar to him, and he knew the sound of Ace’s engines as soon as the little ship punched it hard in his frantic escape.

      Exaal had spoken at length with Forjiix after their conversation with Hellatz. What the young Chithiid had revealed to them was more than just shocking. It could very well change everything if what he said was true. The Ra’az extinct? It was too much to hope for.

      Another older worker had been brought into the mix when the day began that morning. Pindo was her name, and she had been friends with Exaal and Forjiix longer than she cared to admit. She worked out in the salvage teams with Exaal, though, not being interested in the sedentary life their friend led within the logistics hub. Perhaps one day, but for now she enjoyed the fresh air and time with pleasant company.

      She and Exaal were discussing the prior night’s excitement during their lunch break when Exaal waved over Hellatz to come join them.

      “Exaal, good to see you in high spirits today,” the pilot said.

      “After yesterday’s discussion, why would I not be?” he replied.

      Hellatz glanced at Pindo.

      “Do not worry. Pindo is a dear friend, and one I trust with my life.”

      “Thank you, Exaal.”

      “Of course, my friend,” he replied, patting her arm warmly. “In any event, I have informed her of what you told me yesterday.”

      “It is astounding,” Pindo said. “But I find it hard to believe. The Ra’az are a fearsome race, after all. To imagine them defeated, and by Chithiid, no less, well, it stretches one’s imagination.”

      “Oh, I assure you, we beat them,” Hellatz said.

      “And what of that commotion last night?” Exaal asked. “I have not heard weapons fire in longer than I can recall.”

      Hellatz nodded, weighing how much to say. “Things are getting interesting,” he said. “The people are riled up, but they are still going to work like good little drones.”

      “Of course they are,” Exaal replied. “The threat of the Ra’az returning and wiping everyone out is quite a motivator.”

      “But the Ra’az are gone.”

      “Yes, so you say. But the loyalists are as bad as their masters. Worse, in some ways, even.”

      “But with your numbers, you could overthrow them. It might not be pretty, but on their own, without Ra’az support, the loyalists couldn’t possibly stop you all.”

      Pindo shook her head. “I wish I could believe you. Really, I do. But your tale is far too wild for any to risk their lives. People would need proof. I know I would not be comfortable asking others to fight with anything less than absolute tangible confirmation. I am sorry, Hellatz.”

      “I get it,” Hel replied.

      He looked around at the work teams spread out across the area. Some were still laboring while others had decided to take their breaks. One group that just put down their tools caught his eye. He knew someone on that team. Someone who could help him convince his well-connected friends.

      “Hang on just a minute,” he said, rising to his feet. “Sadira! I wish to speak with you a moment!” he called out.

      Sadira had been about to take a seat in the shade with Vormiin for a much-needed break. Not getting much sleep had made today’s work a bit more grueling than usual. But Hel needed her, so there was no choice to be made.

      “Apologies,” she said. “It seems I am needed.”

      “Of course,” Vormiin replied. “We can continue our discussion later. Over dinner, perhaps.”

      “That would be nice,” she said, though she wanted nothing to do with his advances.

      Sadira took her water container and walked over to her pilot, studying the two much older Chithiid he was sitting with as she did.

      “Greetings, Hellatz. What can I help you with?”

      “Exaal, Pindo, this is Sadira. She’s my captain.”

      Sadira felt her adrenaline spike but kept her expression calm as she shifted her gaze firmly to Hellatz.

      “No, it’s okay,” he said. “They’re friends. They know about the Great War, and how the Ra’az are gone. But they need proof.”

      “Uh, okay? I mean, what he says is true,” she improvised.

      The two Chithiid did not seem impressed.

      Hellatz switched to English. “These two are well-connected to all of the main logistics hubs. Their network runs deep, and they want to believe my story. If they do, we could maybe even start an actual rebellion. Overthrow these loyalist assholes. But before they’re going to be willing to leverage their connections to incite the workers to riot, they need proof. About the war, about Taangaar being free, about our human allies defeating the Ra’az.”

      “Jesus, Hel, is there anything you didn’t tell them?”

      “Sorry, but I saw the opportunity and took it.”

      “Like rushing in after Goonara without backup?”

      He shrugged off the comment. “In any case, this is the situation we’re in now, so I need you to help me out here. If we convince these two, they can make our case to the others. They have seniority, and they know everyone.”

      Sadira knew what he was saying made sense. In fact, it had been a similar network of Chithiid who had first joined forces with the humans to overthrow the Ra’az on Earth. But it was still disconcerting to be thrust into a conversation about rebellion like this.

      “What is this language you are speaking, Hellatz?” Pindo asked. “I have never heard it before.”

      “That’s English,” Sadira replied for him. “Sorry to be rude like that, but he had to bring me up to speed in a way prying ears couldn’t overhear.”

      “I see.” The older woman nodded. “It is wise to not trust anyone.”

      “Yet Hellatz trusts you. And I’m going to go out on a limb and trust you too. What he said is true. We are not from here. The Ra’az invaded my homeworld too, but with the Chithiid at our side, we rose up and defeated them, kicking them out of our planet, and eventually destroying their home and queen herself.”

      Exaal leaned in with a curious look on his face. “You said your homeworld. Yet, you are Chithiid.”

      “Ah, yeah. That,” Sadira said. “This is a disguise. I am not Chithiid.”

      Exaal laughed. “I hate to break the news to you, but you clearly are. I am sorry, Hellatz, but your friend does not appear to be in the best of mental health.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Sadira grumbled. “Here. Look. Block me with your body, Hel. I don’t want anyone seeing this.”

      “You got it.”

      She pulled up the sleeve covering the uppermost part of her mechanical arm, exposing the flesh at the shoulder as Hellatz stepped in such a way to put himself between her and any prying eyes. She then pulled her knife from its sheath and pushed it into the skin, slicing the meat open.

      Pindo gasped. “What are you doing?”

      “Hang on a sec, you’ll see,” she replied as she pulled the wound open.

      It was not bleeding, at least not more than a little trickle of blood. But inside was not bone and sinew, but gleaming metal.

      “You are a machine?” Exaal said, shocked.

      “No, I’m a human. Oh, what the hell. In for a penny, in for a pound,” she said, then cut the flesh on her upper wrist where the cooling suit didn’t cover, exposing her pink skin within. “See? It’s a Chithiid suit.”

      “But it bleeds,” Pindo said, looking a little queasy.

      “Yeah. It’s fabricated living flesh. The only way we could infiltrate. Humans don’t look like you do, and we only have two arms, for starters,” Sadira said as she pressed the skin back together. The binding agent from the late-night repairs was still fresh, and if she was lucky it would bind sufficiently. If not, she would have to make another run to use the med kit, and she would rather avoid that if at all possible.

      Hellatz studied the two Chithiids’ shocked faces and felt quite pleased with himself. “So, do you believe me now?” he asked.

      “I… we do,” Exaal said, slowly regaining his composure. “Remarkable. She looks just like us.”

      “Yeah, but I may have to go heal up these cuts tonight. Can’t go bleeding all over the place if they don’t stay shut,” Sadira said.

      “You can do that?” Pindo asked with disbelief.

      “Yeah, no problem. I’ve got a portable healing unit stashed out of the central zone. But hopefully I won’t need it.”

      “Your friends truly are impressive,” the Chithiid woman said to their young friend. “But tell me, the disturbance last night, was that you?”

      “Our ship,” Hellatz said. “Well, one of them.”

      “You have multiple vessels?”

      “Yes. Two small ones and a much larger one in orbit.”

      Exaal and Pindo locked eyes. “My gods. Could we actually escape this place?” Pindo mused.

      “Better than that. If what our new friend says is true, we could retake this world and free all of our people,” Exaal replied.

      Sadira was seeing the possibilities unfold as the two Chithiid talked. “You know, Hellatz is right. It’s literally only a handful of loyalists versus all of you and your people down here. The Ra’az are long gone and not coming back.”

      “We have the connections,” Exaal mused. “And we indeed possess numbers. But could we truly make this happen?”

      “Perhaps,” Pindo replied. “But there will be planning to do. One does not go into such a thing lightly. Nor unprepared.”

      “Wise words,” Sadira said. “Now, I’m sorry to break up the love fest, but I really need to find the other member of our crew. Hel, have you managed to track down Goonara?”

      “She is likely out wandering with her head in the clouds,” he replied. “But from what I heard, the work party she is with recently shot up in productivity and had their deployments adjusted. The shift will make finding her exact location a little more trying.”

      “Well, see what you can do. I’ll go dig around. Ask some questions. Someone’s got to know something. Especially if there’s been a shakeup in the work teams.”

      Sadira then turned and walked away just as another familiar face strolled up to the Chithiid trio.

      “Miklaah, what are you doing out here? Isn’t your work team assigned to the other side of the zone?” Hellatz asked.

      “We were,” she said, “but for whatever reason, they shifted us around.” She watched Sadira as she walked away. The unknown female was certainly an attractive one, by any Chithiid standards. “I do not recognize that woman.”

      “Oh, that is just a friend stopped by to say hello.”

      “Another newcomer?”

      “Yes, she is also new to the area.”

      “I think she likes me,” Exaal said, playing the doddering old man card to shift the conversation and help out his young friend.

      Pindo, a friend for more years than Miklaah had been alive, caught on immediately. “Oh, you think so? Looking at the younger women, are you?”

      “What is wrong with looking? Hellatz, what do you think?”

      “Uh, I—”

      “Leave him out of this. You and I can discuss this amongst ourselves,” Pindo cut in. “You two have other things to do than listen to us old-timers argue, I am sure.”

      Hellatz slid his hand into Miklaah’s and gave a little tug. “I am sure we do. You have a pleasant afternoon.”

      “You as well,” Exaal said, then went back to his fake argument while he and Pindo watched the pair walk away.

      As soon as Hellatz had led the young woman out of sight, they would have work to do. And judging by the way their young friend looked at Miklaah, that pair had things to do as well, though of a far more personal nature.
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      There was not terribly much time left on their lunch break, but Miklaah assured Hellatz that a few additional minutes in the company of a new friend would not rile up their work bosses.

      “I must admit, I was surprised to see you out here in this sector,” Hellatz said, both of his right hands laced with Miklaah’s left ones. “Pleasantly surprised, I might add.”

      She smiled broadly. “I too was quite pleased to learn we were being assigned so near to your work area.”

      “Fortune seems to have smiled upon us both today. It just goes to show that even on a labor planet, sometimes things work out for the better.”

      “Sometimes,” she said with a mischievous look in her eye. “Though to be fair, I must admit, I may have hinted that there would be better salvage for us over in this sector.”

      Hellatz looked at her with an amused grin. “Why, Miklaah, did you go and plant the idea in your work boss’s head?”

      “Perhaps,” she replied with a cheerful smile. “I did not think you would mind.”

      “Far from it. But tell me, how is it you are able to be moved to a different area entirely? I understood that each sector was pretty well dialed in as far as the number of work teams operating within it.”

      “Normally, yes. But since the shakeup in the dregs the other day with that exceptional salvage, the overseers appear to be much more open to stepping outside of standard protocols if it might mean a more productive result. And they also realize that the best salvage may still lie hidden in areas they thought already picked over. It has really shifted the way things are done.”

      “For the better, in your opinion?”

      She paused a moment. “Hmm. It is hard to say, really.”

      “You have no thought on the matter?”

      “Not that, just it is too soon to tell if this will wind up being a benefit for our people or a hindrance. Not all change is good, after all.”

      “But this seems to be,” he said, squeezing her hands. “At least so far.”

      “On that point we are in agreement,” she replied. “Come, let us get some refreshment. I am rather parched. Then I am afraid we shall both have to return to our duties.”

      “Sadly, I concur,” Hellatz agreed.

      The pair shifted their course, walking to the communal mobile hydration unit set up for the workers. They didn’t worry about anyone noticing or commenting on their walking together. In this place, with this difficult life, finding someone with whom you could connect was not only understood, but encouraged, if not envied. Anything to make passing the weeks, months, and years a bit more pleasant.

      And in Hellatz’s eyes, this was indeed most pleasant.

      He filled a tall metal tumbler of water for Miklaah, which she gladly accepted, then went to fill his own, but she rested her hand on his arm and offered him a drink from her own container. He hesitated a moment. Sharing food and drink via a communal serving container was par for the course, but to share from the same cup was something Chithiid considered a sign of great intimacy.

      “I am sorry. I did not mean to overstep or offend you,” Miklaah said as she watched Hellatz process what was happening.

      “No, no, it’s not like that,” he said, then reached out to take the container from her. “Believe me, I am not offended. It is just it has been quite some time since, well…”

      He drowned the uncomfortable remainder of that thought with a deep drink from their shared cup. And judging by the warm look in her eye, that might not be the only thing they shared before long.

      “Tell me,” he said, shifting to a less intimate topic before his blush became too noticeable. “Have you always been in this region, or have you served in others as well?”

      Miklaah’s expression darkened slightly, but only just. She had been enjoying their connection, and the interruption in that moment was a bit abrupt. But Hellatz was a male, and they were not exactly known for being the most tactful when it came to embracing the more tender of moments.

      “I was not born here, if that is what you are asking,” she said. “I spent my first several years on another world before being placed in stasis and sent to this one.”

      “Taangaar?”

      “Oh, no. I’ve never been to our homeworld. This was a planet the Ra’az called Magglach, though I am sure the former inhabitants had a different name for it. But I was far too young to know about any of that when I was taken.”

      “They separated you from your family? Or did your parents travel as well?”

      “Sadly, my mother perished before I departed. My father, well, I never did learn who he was. As it so often is in our camps.”

      Hellatz suddenly found himself wishing he had stuck with the other uncomfortable topic. He quickly shifted the discussion as best he could.

      “But it seems you have a really good life here now. You appear to know a lot of important people, and you’re treated well. Seems like a pretty good life, all told.”

      “It is better than many have it, that is for certain. But there are always things we wish for to make our existence even happier, are there not?” she asked, squeezing his arm once more.

      “I could not agree more,” he replied, reveling in her warm gaze.

      It was not something he’d thought he would find, especially not way out here in the middle of uncharted deep space. But somehow, against all odds, he had made a connection with someone. And when they left, he hoped that maybe, just maybe, she might come with. But that was a discussion he would first have to have with the captain. After they rescued Goonara and freed their people, that is.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “What?”

      “You just got a faraway look in your eyes.”

      “Oh, I was just having a moment,” he replied. “I’m not a big salvage kind of guy, as I’m sure you noticed. But put me in a cockpit and watch out.”

      Miklaah laughed. “Don’t tease. The overseers do not let hardly anyone fly.”

      “I’m not just anyone,” he replied.

      She looked at him with amusement, but his demeanor seemed a bit more serious than she expected. The laughter in her eyes lessened as she processed the new information.

      “Wait. You are saying you fly? You actually fly? As in, you pilot a craft, not just riding along with the loyalist bosses?”

      “Well, I mean, is that so hard to believe?”

      “It is. If you were trained to fly, why would they place you in a salvage crew? It makes no sense.”

      Hellatz didn’t like the way this conversation was shifting. A redirection was needed, and fast.

      “Uh, you know what? I was just thinking about how nice it would be to fly away from this place. Have you ever thought about that?”

      Miklaah seemed about to pursue her original line of questioning, then relaxed her eyes a bit and took her intensity down a notch. “Yes, that would be nice. Perhaps we could even fly all the way to Noorgal. If you really can fly.”

      Hellatz chuckled. “Oh, I can fly,” he said. “But I was thinking maybe somewhere a bit farther than that.”

      “Ormatis, then?”

      “No. Quite a bit farther, actually.”

      “Ormatis is all the way across the globe.”

      “Well, yeah, that’s true,” he said, then paused, unsure if it was smart to say what he really wanted to tell her.

      But as she stood there looking deep in his eyes, he realized there was only one answer to that question, and it was a resounding yes.

      “Look, Miklaah. I’m not exactly the man you think I am.”

      “I am realizing that. You are a pilot, apparently. Next you will tell me you have been allowed aboard the larger shuttle craft.”

      “Or more.”

      “I’m sorry, what do you mean?”

      Hel took a deep breath. “Listen, there’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you. You see—”

      A shrill alarm sounded, piercing the air across the entire region.

      “What is that?”

      “The assembly call. They only use it during emergencies, though. Or if something of great importance has occurred,” she replied, grabbing his hand and pulling him along, joining the hundreds of other workers flooding the roadway. “Come, we must hurry back to the central congregating area.”

      Hellatz had nothing to do but shut his mouth and go along. For now at least. He scanned the crowd around him, looking for Sadira in the mix, but she was nowhere to be seen. She was still on comms and might know what was going on. But there was no way he could retrieve his. Not now, anyway. So it seemed he would remain in the dark just like everyone else. Whatever the loyalist rulers wanted them to assemble for, he just hoped it was good news rather than the alternative.
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      Streams of workers flowed into the central area from their worksites all around the zone, those working the farthest out taking a fair amount of time to return if they were unable to hop a ride aboard one of the small salvage transports that were also called back to base.

      It was highly unusual for not only workers but also every overseer and work boss to be summoned like this. Unusual indeed, and it had caused quite a stir among the workforce. Questions and wild theories were buzzing around the swelling mass of dusty laborers like the din of an increasingly agitated beehive as more and more voices added to the cacophony.

      But answers would have to wait. It seemed no announcement would be made until every last one of them had arrived.

      “What is the fuss all about?” Sadira asked as she and the rest of her crew found their place among the thousands of others in the standing-room-only courtyard space.

      It was an area rarely used by Kaxilla’s people. Since the departure of the Ra’az, there’d really been little need to have any massive gatherings. And even in the old times, it was more a matter of providing their masters a good show, proving to them they were indeed loyal servants managing the operation with an iron fist.

      But now the large gathering area was empty, its elevated stage no longer used to deliver proclamations and rallying speeches to impress the alien thugs who truly ran this operation.

      “This is odd,” Vormiin said as he slid through the crowd to stand closer to Sadira. A bit too close.

      It seemed males were alike on all worlds, she mused.

      “What is?” Sadira asked as she scanned the crowd for any sign of Hellatz or Goonara. Given the sheer number of Chithiid in attendance, however, she immediately realized that spotting them was going to be highly unlikely.

      “We do not gather like this. Not for many years,” the lean man replied. “It is most unusual.”

      “I hear there was some sort of an incursion last night,” a woman standing close to them mentioned. “Apparently, it caused quite a stir among Kaxilla’s guard.”

      “There was a ship, I believe,” another woman added. “I heard a ship flew into the city.”

      “Are the Ra’az back?” a nearby man chimed in, his attention piqued.

      “Did you say the Ra’az are back?” yet another Chithiid asked.

      This was getting out of hand. Sadira watched as the rumor mill spread every manner of story like wildfire. There was simply no way they would get any useful information from these people, and she wasn’t about to let on that it was her own ship that had flown close and been fired upon.

      Fortunately, Ace had made his escape quickly and had been unscathed, but the loyalist guards were definitely abuzz. Then again, everyone was at the moment. Uncertainty and curiosity had that effect. Not much really happened around here, so whatever this was all about, it was a change in the routine, and that alone was noteworthy.

      The chattering crowd fell into a hush as Orviin stepped up onto the stage. For Kaxilla’s right-hand man to be handling this personally, it had to be something important. Then a murmur flowed through the thousands of standing-room-only spectators as Kaxilla himself strode onto the stage as well, leading an unfamiliar and rather burly man to the large seats that had been provided.

      Now they knew it was a big deal. Kaxilla almost never attended events among the common workers, opting instead to send his minions to handle most everything that would require such contact. But here he was. Whatever was about to happen, it was going to be notable.

      Orviin moved to the front of the elevated platform and gazed out over the crowd. Despite their numbers, an eerie silence quickly spread over the entire area. Orviin was going to speak, and everyone wanted to hear what he would say.

      That, and they would likely face consequences if they interrupted him in any way.

      The loyalist looked at the workers a long moment. All eyes were on him.

      “It is a sad thing that you have all had to be summoned here,” he began, the amplification array built into the stage itself carrying his voice out to the farthest ears all the way in the back. “But there has been an incident. A terrible crime against all of our people.”

      A slight buzz of curious whispers rose in the crowd then extinguished in an instant.

      “Kaxilla is a benevolent ruler, and you live good lives by his grace,” he said, briefly turning toward his liege. “But it seems some are willing to take advantage of that kindness.”

      Sadira was glad she had to exaggerate facial expressions a bit to make her disguise react and mimic them for her. If not, the little snickering smirk on her face would have been readily apparent, and that would not have been good.

      Kaxilla was anything but kind. And from what she’d heard in just the short time she had been embedded with the locals, it was clear he and his loyalist minions were far from beloved among the workers. For that matter, they were barely respected. At least, not beyond the outward displays of fealty every worker wisely maintained. And Orviin was just as bad as his boss.

      “We have rules among our people,” he continued, working himself up as he spoke. “Laws. And to break those laws is to invite the full force of Kaxilla’s wrath.” He paused and glared over the assembled workers. “And one of you has done just that. One of you has stolen valuable salvage from the collective. And that means one thing. She must be punished.”

      A small team of guards hauled a confused woman up onto the stage, her hands bound, a collar and lead secured around her neck. She stumbled on the last step, nearly falling in her fright.

      “Goonara?” Sadira gasped.

      The poor scientist was a mess, disheveled and confused as she stood there looking out at the thousands of eyes staring at her. She had obviously been treated poorly, but something else on the raised platform made Sadira realize just how bad this was.

      There was a thick post set into the stage. At first, it had looked almost like some sort of artwork, the central beam with four lengths extending from the back of it. But now she realized what it actually was.

      “Is that a whipping post?” she asked Vormiin with horrified concern filling her gut.

      “It is. Have you not seen them used at your prior work site?”

      Sadira quickly recovered her game face. “Oh, of course. But ours was of a different design. This seems far more, uh, robust.”

      “There were many public floggings when the Ra’az oversaw this area,” he replied. “Hence the sturdy design. But there has not been one in many, many years. This woman must have done something significant to so greatly anger Orviin like this.”

      “Yeah, she has a way.”

      “You know her?”

      “I do,” Sadira said. She also knew the other new face on the stage, though it had been hard to tell who it was sitting beside Kaxilla at first.

      Corporal Humphries looked far different dressed in loyalist finery. So much so she had almost mistaken him for one of them. But she knew that build, and had familiarized herself with his disguise. That, and they had their comms connection, though Sadira could not use hers at the moment. Only the cyborg possessed the ability to truly speak silently over them.

      He sat quietly, an expression of casual indifference on his face. A benefit of being a machine, he could present whatever outward appearance he wanted regardless of what he was thinking.

      One of the guards handed a pouch to Orviin.

      “These were found in this woman’s possession,” Orviin said, pulling components out of the pouch and tossing them on the stage at Goonara’s feet. “Valuable salvage stolen from the collective.”

      “They weren’t stolen,” she protested. “I told you, I was only using them to build—”

      The slap was loud enough to be heard even without the amplification on the stage.

      “You will remain silent,” Orviin growled.

      Morguus and Doovin were standing in the front row, as the privileged work team would be, and both immediately recognized the offending bits of salvage. However, they did not dare speak up. To do so would bring punishment upon themselves as well, and Goonara would still face Orviin’s wrath just the same.

      Hump also kept his thoughts to himself, but his were of a different nature. He realized with some horror that his offhand comments about workers questioning Kaxilla’s authority the night before had led to this. It had been an improvised distraction at the time, but now that seemingly benign snippet of conversation was having very unintended repercussions.

      Orviin nodded to the guards. Goonara, sobbing, was roughly hauled to the post, her torso slammed up against it while her hands were briefly unbound. The freedom was only momentary, though, as she soon found herself pulled forward most uncomfortably, her chin resting atop the post while her outstretched arms were tied to the poles in front of her.

      It was not only humiliating, it was painful. And the pain was only going to get worse.

      Orviin reached out to one of his guards, and a slender, knotted lash was placed in his hand. Even from a distance Sadira could see the small twists in the material. Each of them more than capable of inflicting pain and damage.

      She looked around, shifting in place amid the crushing press of Chithiid bodies. There was a cache of hidden weapons not too far from here. If only she could make it out of the courtyard, maybe she could get to them before it was too late.

      “Captain, you are drawing attention to yourself,” a voice said inside her head.

      Hump, over their comms.

      He was not looking at her directly from his vantage point up on the stage, but he was a very specialized operative. Of course he’d spotted her in the crowd. And now he was keeping her from doing something rash. Something that would wind up getting her caught as well.

      She couldn’t answer him. Not if she wanted to stay anonymous in the crowd and not look like a crazy woman talking to herself. With great effort she forced herself to stand still and watch, just like all the others. It was difficult, watching someone under her command suffer like that. And Goonara didn’t even know her friends were close by. As far as she knew, she was in this alone.

      “Good job, Captain. That’s it. Keep it together. It doesn’t help her if you get caught too,” the cyborg said as the first crack of the lash echoed out. “We’ll have our time. But this is not it.”

      She knew how fiercely the corporal protected his team, and it was only his nature as an AI that was keeping him from going ham on the man wielding the lash. But while he was calm and even bored on the outside, she knew he was likely fantasizing about all of the ways he could hurt the man whipping his friend.

      Another crack of the lash struck Goonara’s back. She cried out in agony, but there was nowhere to go and no one to help her. Again, the whip snapped.

      Sadira was not the only one present who flinched as it tore into the bound woman’s back. Baggusta, Ixnaal, and the others in her work team stood quietly, but they felt their new friend’s pain. And something else. Anger at Orviin and Kaxilla for doing this.

      Goonara was a strange woman, yes, but she was a good person. Many men and women were now living in relative comfort thanks to her. And every one of them watched the proceedings with growing anger.

      Hellatz was there as well, standing with Miklaah, her hand losing a bit of color as he clenched it tight as his friend took blow after blow.

      Near them stood Exaal and Pindo. The older Chithiid, having seen plenty of horrors in their long years, nevertheless felt anger bubbling up at the display. It was senseless. But that was how these leaders operated. And as much as the working-class hated the abuse, the loyalists watching seemed to very much enjoy it.

      Exaal looked around, clocking the looks on the faces of those in the crowd. This punishment seemed different than most in the past. For while this woman had perhaps done something technically wrong, it had not harmed any of them. In fact, word had been quietly spreading that her efforts were helping all of them achieve greater productivity.

      Goonara was doing them all a service, and now she was paying for it. The emotion in the crowd was almost palpable, if you were looking for it. And Exaal most certainly was. This he could work with and sway to their advantage. And as soon as the display ended and Goonara was hauled off to be bandaged before being sent back to work, he would make the most of it.

      The woman’s back was a bloody mess by the time Orviin stopped his attack, but to his, and the crowd’s, surprise, she had grown silent for the last several blows. Not because she’d slipped unconscious, but out of stubborn spite.

      Sadira watched the timid woman’s demeanor shift and could not help but feel proud of her. It seemed Goonara was made of tougher stuff than any of them had ever given her credit for. It just required an extreme situation to bring it out.

      Orviin stopped the beating and stared out over the crowd. He looked at them silently a long moment, then turned and tossed the lash to one of the guards. Kaxilla rose, his guest taking the cue and also rising, and then stepped from the stage, his henchman taking up the rear.

      “Back to work, all of you,” the guard called out, officially dispersing the crowd as soon as his boss had exited the area.

      Goonara was unstrapped and dragged from the stage, where Baggusta and the rest of the work team were waiting to bundle her up and get her to their barracks. Their productivity would suffer today, but none cared.

      Exaal also set to work, but in a different way, as the ranks filed out toward their work areas.

      “Morguus, I would have a word,” he said. “Baggusta, you as well.”

      The two men looked at one another a moment, both rapidly and silently agreeing to follow the old man.

      “And we’ll want to gather a few other team leaders on the way,” Exaal said. “The ones we know we can trust.”

      His plan, hastily formed as it was, seemed to have been forced into motion. And despite the impromptu nature of it, Exaal found himself feeling excited about something for the first time in years. No matter the outcome, this could be exceptional, and it just might change the world.
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      “Sons of bitches,” Moose growled far above the planet, orbiting in his tin can, as he had taken to calling the massive Ra’az overwatch station. “Is she gonna be all right, Holly?” he asked as he strode the long corridor back to the command center of the Ra’az station.

      “From what Corporal Humphries relayed to me during the event, it seems that while Goonara was most definitely hurt by the demonstration, the cordage they used to whip her was light enough that the damage should be relatively minimal,” she replied.

      “I shoulda been down there. With a big fucking gun,” he said as he stomped his way back to command. “We need to end this nonsense. The Ra’az are gone. These loyalist bastards are just doing this on their own. This isn’t following orders, it’s sadism, plain and simple.”

      “I am not disagreeing on the latter,” Holly said. “However, you know Ace had to take extra precautions after the little debacle with the compound’s defensive array and cannot pick you up at the moment. But don’t worry, we will get you off that station soon enough.”

      “Good. I don’t think there’s much more I can do from here anyway. I tried the other terminals I could find, but it seems my access is restricted all across the station. There’s some sort of block in place.”

      “Yes, I noted that when I attempted to probe the station as well via your uplink. Whatever happened on the surface, it automatically connected the ground defenses with whatever remained in orbit above and locked in a frustrating series of security protocols. You will need to be careful digging into their systems from this point forward.”

      “Careful is my middle name,” he said. “After Danger, that is.”

      He reached the command center and slid into the one seat the right size for a Chithiid. The enormous ones the Ra’az had used were a disturbing reminder of just how large they had been. He’d seen them up close and personal during the war, and it was not a memory he particularly cherished.

      And here, on their home turf, more or less, the thought of any of them tucked away aboard the station in a stasis pod had driven him to double-check every last compartment just to be sure there would be no unpleasant surprises of the raging alien death machine variety. That, and while the others were getting into all sorts of adventures on the surface, there really wasn’t all that much for him to do.

      “Hey, Hump. You got your ears on, good buddy?” he transmitted on a tight beam comms signal.

      “Always do, my friend. What’s cooking up there?”

      “More of the usual, I’m afraid.”

      “Hurry up and wait?”

      “Hurry up and wait.”

      “Sorry, man. I know it sucks.”

      “Yeah. This place locked down tight after Ace’s little fiasco last night, as I’m sure you know. So, now it’s really pretty much just me hanging around trying to find anything that might be of use to us in this station’s data stores. How about on your end? Anything significant?”

      “I’m not sure,” Hump replied. “I was unable to find the central storage files last night, but Ace thinks he located the buildings where their servers are stashed away.”

      “You gonna do a sneak and peak?”

      “Perhaps. But now that I know where in the compound they are, first I’m going to see about simply redirecting some feeds that way. If I can do it wirelessly from here, all the better. Sneaking around out there is a bit riskier than I’d like, given today’s mess.”

      “Yeah, I heard. But Goon’ll be all right, yeah?”

      “She’s tougher than she lets on,” Hump said. “Maybe tougher than she realizes herself.” The cyborg paused a moment. “Oh, that’s cute.”

      “What is?”

      “I just returned to my quarters, and it seems my new friends have decided to add some new cameras to the surveillance array while I was out. Lovely.”

      “Are they on to you?”

      “Nah, I don’t think so. This looks more like Orviin being all paranoid after last night. I guess I can’t really blame him. Still, it’s annoying. Regardless, I’ll have to double-check the feeds to the other systems in the facility. Hopefully they didn’t re-route anything and block me out. I was making decent headway mapping it all. Hang on a sec, I need to pay attention here a minute.”

      Hump shifted his focus to the new surveillance devices hidden in his room, taking stock of them all as he walked through his room acting as if everything was completely normal.

      Nothing to see here, just another Chithiid returned from an exciting day of watching a worker being flogged in the public square. It was barbaric, and it had pissed him off to no end, but so far as his external appearance was concerned, he looked perfectly calm and at ease with it all. Whoever was watching would have a boring job keeping tabs on him.

      “Okay, I’m back. Sorry ’bout that. I just wanted to be sure I didn’t miss anything,” he silently transmitted. “These guys are sneaky.”

      “Loyalists tend to be,” Moose agreed. “Now, what have they done to your feed access? I’m pretty much shit out of luck up here, so you’re gonna have to be our lead on electronic intel gathering.”

      “A perfect job for me, if I do say so myself,” he replied as he reached out with his internal wireless hacking toolkit. “Ah, yeah, I’m tapping in now. It looks the same, but something feels off about it. I’m not exactly sure what they did yet, but someone’s been tinkering with their stuff.”

      “Good tinkering or bad tinkering?”

      “Not sure yet. I’m going to press it a bit and see if I might be able to exploit this to my advantage. Get access to those other buildings.”

      “Be careful, Hump.”

      “I’m always careful. Except when I’m not,” the commando replied with a little laugh. “Huh, there does seem to be a new crack in their security. Looks like someone screwed up while bolstering their systems. I’m going to see if I can push through the peripheral layer and—”

      The door burst open, and the feed he was tapping into abruptly cut off. Orviin stood in the doorway, a pair of armed guards on either side.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Hump bellowed. “Shit, they just stormed my room,” he simultaneously transmitted silently to his friend.

      “Keep your comms open,” Moose urged.

      Hump did as he asked, allowing his friend to listen in as two of the guards began unceremoniously tossing the room, flipping furniture, digging through bedsheets, all while the other two kept their pulse rifles aimed at their guest.

      “Nothing, sir,” they reported.

      Orviin paced the room, looking about as he tried to place himself in the mindset of his quarry. He was the best at this sort of thing, yet somehow, this man had stymied his efforts at catching him in the act.

      “Orviin, what the hell do you think you are doing?” Hump growled.

      “Oh, enough with the act,” the loyalist replied. “I know you have been accessing our systems from this room.”

      “I’ve done nothing of the sort.”

      “Deny it all you like, but there is no doubt the intrusion to our mainframe was from this suite.”

      “You’re insane, do you realize that? There’s nothing here.”

      “Yes, perplexing, that. But just because I was unable to locate the device you used to tap into our database does not mean you are innocent. It just means you are very good at hiding your tools. An expert at infiltration, I would argue.”

      “Shit, how do they know who you are?” Moose wondered.

      “No idea,” he replied. “Probably just a ballsy guess.”

      “Bind him,” Orviin said as he paced the room. “We would not want our adversary to have any ideas of escape. That would lead to a hasty demise, and I very much wish to extract as much information from him as possible before that occurs.”

      “You won’t get anything out of me because I’m not what you think I am,” Hump said.

      “Oh? But you are. A spy, without a doubt, though I still do not know which rival faction you serve. But I will find out, rest assured, and when I do, they will regret ever attempting to disrupt Kaxilla’s leadership.”

      Far above in the Ra’az space station, Hump’s laughter rang out over the comms. Down below, however, his face remained impassive.

      “What’s so funny? These guys are onto you!” Moose said.

      “Oh, that’s cute. Didn’t you hear what he said?”

      “That you’re a spy.”

      “Well, yeah. But after that. He said I’m here to disrupt Kaxilla’s leadership. Dude, do you realize what that means? They don’t think I’m an alien spy. They think I’m from another group of loyalists come here to make them look bad. That’s rich. Such petty little tyrants, this lot.”

      “But what are you going to do?”

      “Do? Why, nothing,” the cyborg replied. “I’ll go along with them for the moment and see what comes of this. You know, if I can get Orviin or Kaxilla monologuing, I may even be able to steer them into spilling something useful.”

      Orviin, not privy to the internal communication that so amused his captive, walked over to him, looming menacingly. Hump did his best to appear stoic, yet concerned, all the while laughing on the inside.

      “Take him,” Orviin said. “Kaxilla would like to have a few words.”
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      The cool air of the barracks was a welcome relief from the dusty heat of the day, but no one was feeling particularly good at the moment. Goonara lay on Baggusta’s bunk on the lowest level. A place of privilege for those with seniority on any other day.

      Calloused hands gently washed her back, dabbing the shredded skin with a damp cloth, trying to be as soothing as possible while also cleaning her wounds of any debris and fibers from the flogging.

      It was mostly superficial, though the muscles beneath would be sore for some time. And the scarring would be significant, even if it did not result in any other lasting damage. Goonara, however, lay quietly as her wounds were tended, not crying out and only occasionally shifting in discomfort when a particularly deep gash was flushed and debrided.

      “Drink this,” Yannta said, offering her a small cup of a dark-green liquid.

      “It smells horrible,” Goonara quietly replied.

      “Yes, it does. But it will help strengthen your immune response.”

      “Where did you get medicine? I would not think Orviin would allow us any. Not today, anyway.”

      “It is not from Orviin. This is a little secret a few of the older among us share. An herb that grows in a few areas on the far outskirts of the zone. Many years ago, when food was being withheld as punishment, people took to eating what they could scavenge. This foul-tasting little shrub provided little in the way of nourishment, but those who ate its leaves soon noticed their health remained while others suffered a decline. Since that time, a few of us have learned to process it into an elixir in times of great need. And I believe this qualifies.”

      Goonara’s attention was piqued. Despite the pain and exhaustion that accompanied withstanding the punishment she’d endured, the scientist in her could not help but be intrigued by the new discovery.

      “What is it called?”

      “Agmus leaf, though a few called it fever-break as well, for obvious reasons.”

      Goonara took a sip of the foul-smelling liquid and winced. Then she took another, forcing herself to really taste the juices coating her tongue. Amazingly, the place she’d bitten her cheek during the beating already felt less inflamed from just this brief contact. Her mind slipped into its normal state of being. Namely, scientific curiosity.

      “Do you have a small container?” she asked. “Like a vial or test tube?”

      “I suppose one can be obtained. But why?”

      “I would like to keep a small sample of this to study at a later date.”

      Yannta rested her hand on the poor woman’s arm. “We are slaves, Goonara, not technicians.”

      “I realize that. But please?”

      “Very well. I will get you a vial,” the older woman relented. “But do not get any ideas about using any more forbidden salvage for your own purposes. I fear next time Orviin will not be so gentle.”

      “That was gentle?”

      Yannta thought back to the public beatings she’d witnessed in her youth. Back when the Ra’az were still on the planet and the loyalist leaders were vying for position within their ranks. It had been a particularly brutal time, and one she had no desire to return to.

      “Yes, that was gentle. Now, finish your medicine and rest.”

      Goonara did as she was bade, but she held back a small amount of the liquid for later. She wouldn’t dare voice the hope out loud, but if she made it back to Holly, when she did, this new compound warranted proper study.

      She soon drifted off to a fitful sleep, the thin gauze covering her back sticking, but not painfully so, in the cool air of the barracks. The majority of her work team had headed back out to continue their assignment, but a few were still hanging back, keeping watch over their wounded comrade.

      When she woke next it was evening. The sleep had done her well, and though she was physically aching, her stomach grumbled with hunger. This was a good sign. A healing body craved nourishment, and she could tell the Agmus had indeed helped fire up her body’s own immune response. When it wore off, she would undoubtedly feel like hell, but for the moment at least, she seemed moderately okay.

      Goonara attempted to push herself up but stopped when the gauze on her back pulled uncomfortably.

      “Here, let me help you,” a voice said.

      She didn’t recognize the man seated beside the bunk. He was clearly not from her own work team, yet he was helping her. She blinked away the sleep and saw several other unfamiliar faces were nearby, ready to lend assistance.

      “Your wounds appear to have stopped weeping for the most part,” the man said, holding the gauze in place so she could turn and move to a seated position. “Here, eat this. You must be hungry.”

      “I should get to the dining hall.”

      “The workday is over, and all have already eaten. The dining hall is closed now. But do not fret,” he said as he handed her a small plate bearing bite-sized chunks of prepared food.

      Gingerly, she picked one up and sniffed, expecting more foul medicine. But this actually smelled good. Someone, it seemed, had brought her actual food. And good food at that. Better than most work teams ate, she wagered.

      The man watched her reaction and smiled. “A collection was taken for you,” he explained. “While the overseers would have noticed had we carried a large tray out of the dining hall, a small portion secreted away would not catch their attention. Word was quietly put out, and a great many contributed.”

      “Really?” she asked, chewing the nutrient-dense food with a famished relish she hadn’t expected.

      “Yes. You were unfairly singled out today, and for nothing more than attempting to help your fellow Chithiid achieve greater productivity. People took note.”

      “I thought the work groups were in competition. My actions did not upset them?”

      The man smiled warmly. “At times we become caught up in the competitive system the loyalists have set up for us and forget that we are all Chithiid, all of us working and surviving as conscripts, not free people. We are in this together. One people. You have reminded us of this fact today with your selflessness.”

      Goonara might have blushed if she wasn’t so focused on stuffing more food into her face.

      “Slowly. You need time for your body to digest. There is plenty here for you, so take your time.”

      “Thank you,” she said, gingerly leaning forward, her elbows resting on her knees as she carefully moved her torso side to side, assessing her body’s status.

      “I will leave you to your thoughts now,” the man said. “But should you need anything, just ask. We are all here to assist if we can.” He rose to his feet and turned to leave but paused a moment. “One last thing. No matter what the loyalists may say, you did your people proud. Do not forget that,” he said, then walked away.

      Goonara sat quietly on the bunk for some time, not wanting to move more than she had to if at all possible. Others came to see her and pay their respects. Even workers from other barracks made their way to her, though doing so could have put them at risk.

      One did not want the loyalists to think they were supporting disobedience, after all, and to be seen conspicuously visiting the woman so recently punished for precisely that could put a target on your back. Not literally, of course, but anything that made loyalists pay more attention to you than others was generally avoided.

      However, in this case, several of the work team leaders had done just that. Given their rank and importance in the salvage operation, a little more freedom of movement was allowed them, and it was something they were now using to their advantage.

      “What do you think you are doing?” Baggusta’s gruff voice asked as Goonara gingerly rose and began walking to the ladder to her bunk.

      “I am going to sleep,” she replied. “I am quite tired.”

      “Understandable,” he said. “But you are sleeping here tonight.”

      “But this is your bunk.”

      “And it serves you far better than I at the moment. You should not be climbing. Not with your back the way it is.”

      Goonara knew how big a deal it was to obtain a ground-level bunk. For him to offer his to her, even temporarily, was a significant gesture, and one that showed just how much he supported her, despite her beating and the impact it would have on his work team’s productivity.

      “Thank you,” she said, graciously accepting without further objection.

      She lay back down on her stomach, and after a few moments shifting to find a comfortable position, she fell sound asleep.

      Baggusta watched her with care in his eyes. He was a rough and burly man and had been through a lot, but in the short time she’d been with them, Goonara had grown on him. In fact, she’d grown on most who interacted with her. Her utter lack of guile and kind willingness to help others, even if it was not to her direct benefit, made it near impossible to dislike her.

      She was an odd one, no doubt, but her heart was good. And after his secret conversation with Exaal and the other trusted work leaders they had gathered together, he could see why the old man had such a sudden interest in her.

      Goonara was unusual. Unusual and inspiring, in her own weird way. Someone all Chithiid could relate to. And now that she’d been beaten for trying to help them, her popularity would only grow. There were strange things afoot, and the loyalists were apparently on not nearly as solid ground as they pretended.

      Freedom was actually a possibility, if what Exaal had told them was true. It was almost too good to believe, the thought of the Ra’az really being gone for good. If it truly was just the loyalists oppressing them all on their own, the freedom of the Chithiid people could actually be at hand.

      And Goonara could be the trigger to start it all.
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      Sadira had been trying to make her way to Goonara’s barracks since the public flogging, but it seemed that area was heavily traveled by loyalists directly after the event, so she returned to work with the others. Later, once dinner was over, there would be far too many prying eyes nearby for some newcomer to show up to chat.

      It was simply too risky to make a move. Not to mention, if she was even half as bad off as Sadira worried, Goonara might inadvertently blurt out something to give her away in her dazed state. And that certainly would not do.

      Instead, she resigned herself to do the one other thing she could while unable to connect with her science officer. She would find Hellatz. If he was not sharing the same barracks as Goonara, that is.

      Sadira made her way through her own structure first, just in case the pilot was actually residing there and she’d simply missed him. It would be easy enough with the countless Chithiid faces coming and going.

      Back on their ship or at home he was easy enough to pick out. Chithiid were still a minority on Earth, and in space it was just him and Goonara. But there were thousands upon thousands of them here, and much as she hated to admit it, her eyes were having a bit of difficulty singling him out in such a large crowd.

      Fortunately, she had gotten a good look at the people he was working with out in the field, and, since they all bunked in the same barracks as their teammates, if she could spot any one of them she would be able to follow them to the correct structure. From there it would be relatively easy to track him down. Or so she hoped.

      Out in the dining hall it might seem odd, but in the far less populous barracks, looking for someone who already lived there would not seem so out of the ordinary. Just a simple, “Hey, have you seen the new guy, Hellatz, anywhere?” in the right ears and she’d have him located.

      As it turned out, it was easier than that.

      The old man she’d met earlier was far easier to pick out in the crowd heading to the barracks and Sadira made a direct but casual approach as he slowly walked back.

      “You are Exaal, right?”

      “I am,” he said, looking up at the attractive Chithiid woman. Recognition flashed in his eyes. “Ah, Hellatz’s friend. I had wondered when I might see you next.”

      “Surprise, surprise. Here I am.”

      “A pleasant surprise indeed. And fortuitous timing as well.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?”

      “There are things I wish to discuss with you. With you and our mutual friend.”

      “Well then, this is, as you said, fortuitous. I was just trying to find him myself. After what happened today, I think we need to adjust our plans.”

      “I agree,” Exaal said in a somewhat hushed tone as he casually looked to see if there was anyone nearby. There wasn’t. Not within earshot, at least. “And I believe in her, we may have found the catalyst to truly change things.”

      “Hang on, what’s that, now?”

      “Goonara. She is rather beloved by a fair number of Chithiid.”

      “But she only just got here.”

      “Yes, but in her short time among us, she has strived to help our people, and in so doing, has reminded us all that we are not rival factions, but a common group toiling for the true enemy.”

      “The loyalists.”

      “Precisely.”

      “But how does Goonara fit into all of this?”

      “Her public abuse has put a great many on-edge. In days past, punishment was doled out for those who stole or broke rules, but this was seen as not only unjustified and excessive, but also as an attack on a woman whose efforts were actually helping the teams achieve greater productivity. And all over a few salvage components worth next to nothing in the grand scheme of the loyalists’ global operations. I believe the kindling in our people has been lit by Orviin’s excessive show of force. And with the right push, it could be stoked into a fire.”

      “You’re talking rebellion. You realize what that means.”

      “Of course I do. I have been under this yoke a long, long time, and I have no illusions as to what may come of this if things do not go as hoped. But I believe it is better to die on one’s feet than to live on one’s knees.”

      Sadira grinned. “There was a similar saying where I’m from a long time ago, though to be fair, the man who said it didn’t exactly die a tranquil death in his sleep.”

      “Such is the price. Larger risks reap greater rewards, as well as consequences.”

      “Well said. You know, you’ve got a lot of fire in you,” Sadira said. “I like it. Now, where’s Hel?”

      “Follow me.”

      The two casually walked through the milling workers as they filed back toward their barracks. Eventually, they arrived at one of the larger of the facilities.

      “This is the one,” Exaal said. “Wait here. I am known, so retrieving him will take but a minute.”

      Sadira moved to a spot a little way from the door and took a seat, appearing for all intents and purposes to be just another Chithiid conscript getting that last bit of fresh air before turning in for the night. A few minutes later a familiar face emerged, accompanied by the older man.

      “Hellatz, there you are.”

      “Captain.”

      “Don’t call me that. You never know when someone might be listening.”

      “You’re right. Apologies, Sadira.”

      “I was looking for you earlier at the big gathering but didn’t see you there.”

      An angry look flashed across her pilot’s face. “They had no right to beat Goonara like that. She did nothing wrong.”

      “I know, I know. It looks like Kaxilla and his gang are really enjoying playing the despotic asshole dictator role right about now.”

      “Yes, they did appear to enjoy it. Believe me, I was watching.”

      “Well, did you notice the other man on the stage with him? The rather burly one?”

      “Yes. Another loyalist by the look of him.”

      Sadira stifled her laugh. “That was Hump,” she said.

      The look of surprise on Hellatz’s face made it clear he had not had an inkling that was who was up there. “No way.”

      “Yes way.”

      “But he was sitting with Kaxilla. As a near equal.”

      “Yeah, I know. Neat trick, that. He infiltrated their compound. Did some deep-cover recon work and got himself accepted as one of them. And he’s been feeding what data he can dig up back to Holly this whole time. But it looks like the good stuff is air gapped from the main building and housed elsewhere in the compound.”

      “You have a man inside Kaxilla’s home?” Exaal asked. “Most impressive, indeed. It would seem I have underestimated your team’s abilities.”

      Sadira wasn’t about to let on that this particular bit of good fortune had come thanks to Hump’s improvisation skills rather than any carefully laid out plan. What mattered was he was their man on the inside. At least, for now.

      “Well, I heard from Holly not long ago,” she said. “She told me that he found himself in a bit of a bind over there. Apparently, they suspected him of being a spy for another loyalist group.”

      “That’s ridiculous. And crazy paranoid,” Hellatz said.

      “I know. But that’s how dictators stay in power,” she replied. “Anyway, Hump had to go silent since they were conducting scans all over him to see if he had any hidden transmitters. I don’t know when he’ll be able to broadcast next.”

      “That’s not good.”

      “No, it’s not. But he’ll be okay. He’s survived worse. Hump can bullshit his way out of just about anything.”

      “Excuse me,” Exaal said. “But what is a Hump?”

      “Ah, that. He’s one of us. A crewmate also in disguise,” Sadira clarified.

      “And he is discovered by Kaxilla? Oh, this does not bode well for him.”

      Hellatz leaned in closer, speaking in a low, conspiratorial tone as a few workers passed somewhat close by. “I wouldn’t worry about him, Exaal. Hump is an exceptionally tough individual. A lot tougher than any of us could ever hope to be, that much is for certain.”

      “Then he is indeed a good ally to have on our side,” Exaal said.

      “That he is,” Hel replied, then turned to his captain. “Okay, Sadi. What now?”

      “Now? Now we work out the best way for our friend here to activate the workers who are willing to fight.”

      “It will require some doing, but I am confident with the right motivation it can be done,” Exaal said. “I shall begin spreading the word at once. All will be in their barracks tonight, and whispers have been known to fly in the dark hours.”

      “What about the other regions?” Hellatz asked.

      “Oh, do not worry. My dear friend Forjiix has connections to every logistics hub across the globe and will have already begun laying the groundwork.”

      Sadira nodded. “Good. Because once we have them ready to go, then the really interesting bit begins. Then we start the wheels turning that will put an end to these loyalist bastards once and for all.”
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      Sadira slept well that night despite being encased in a living meat suit. The cooling apparatus she wore was functioning well, and knowing the gears of a plan were actively turning allowed her to put her mind to rest for a bit. That is once she’d finished going over details in her head as she lay in her bunk.

      That had taken a good many hours, of course, but she eventually drifted off into a sound sleep. It was a skill she’d developed in her years of military service. A very useful trick that not all were proficient at. But those who did manage to train themselves to sleep anywhere, anytime, reaped the benefits of proper rest.

      Hellatz, on the other hand, was a bit of an agitated mess. There were so many things in the works that could go sideways on them. One wrong word spoken to the wrong person could put the whole operation in jeopardy. Yes, he trusted Exaal and his close network implicitly. The old man was not one to suffer fools gladly, and if he considered someone an ally, he could rest assured they were rock-solid.

      But as things progressed it would be necessary to relay information to those outside that central group. And it was that stage that had him worried. Loyalists hid in the ranks. He’d seen it back on Earth more than once, so there was no reason to think they wouldn’t employ the same tactics here. If they were not careful, their plan might end before it could even get underway.

      At breakfast an interesting buzz was in the air. No one could put a finger on precisely what it was, and everyone was eating and chatting away before their day’s labors as usual, but there was definitely something stirring.

      The work teams were eating at their normal places, though a few individuals would stop at another of the long communal tables to have a few words with their friends and colleagues on other teams. It was perfectly normal, and no one out of the loop of the prior day’s machinations thought anything of it. But Sadira watched with great interest, noting the behaviors of the men and women as they prepared for yet another day’s toil.

      Hellatz, for all of his restlessness the night before, was in good spirits and actually laughing as he took in his morning meal. The woman sitting close at his side leaning slightly against him might have played more than a little part in that. To those nearby, it was no surprise he was cheerful as he and Miklaah chatted their way through the meal, greatly enjoying one another’s company.

      “So, do you have any plans after work this evening?” he asked his companion as she sipped her morning tea.

      “You know my plans,” she chuckled. “Unless you are tired of my company, that is.”

      “Far from it. In fact, I wanted to talk with you about something,” he said, turning slightly to better face her.

      “Oh, you look so serious. What is it, Hellatz?”

      “Nothing bad. In fact, it could be something quite good,” he replied in a quiet tone. “Look, there’s something you should know—”

      The klaxon alarm sounded loud in the dining hall, making the still-groggy of the work force jump in their seats.

      “Wait, again? We just did this yesterday. They’re not going to beat her again,” he said, a quiet rage suddenly flaring in his gut as he rose to his feet.

      “She is fine, Hellatz. See? She is eating across the hall with Baggusta and his people. Your friend is okay.”

      Hellatz’s anger lessened, along with the panic that had accompanied it. He hadn’t known it until the precise moment it had happened, but it seemed that he was willing to put himself in harm’s way to protect his crewmate. Given what a pain she could be, he was actually a little surprised at his own reaction. But they were part of a crew, a spacefaring family, and that counted for something.

      “We should go,” Miklaah said, pulling his arm as the klaxon sounded again. “Come.”

      He picked up their trays and carried them to the proper bins, then followed her out into the warm morning air. Something was afoot, but at least Goon was safe. But now he had no idea what it might be. He, and the others, would find out soon enough.

      

      The scene at the elevated platform was the same as the prior day. The gathering crowd was murmuring how the whipping post had not been removed to storage like it normally would have been, and Kaxilla’s large chair was on the stage once again. Someone had angered their overseers, it appeared. Twice in so many days. It was not a good omen.

      “What is going on?” Sadira asked Vormiin as they pushed their way closer to the stage. “This isn’t normal, is it?”

      “No, it is not normal at all. Something is happening, and whatever it is, Kaxilla appears to be losing his grip on the situation, at least a little. And if that is the case, he is even more dangerous than usual.”

      “I was afraid you might say that,” she replied as she scanned the crowd for any sign of her friends.

      Hellatz was there, she saw, finding him easier this time as she had caught sight of him at breakfast. He had come to the gathering with the group that had walked over from the dining facility when she did, so that reduced the area she had to look through immensely.

      Exaal was there as well, though there were fewer old Chithiid in the work teams, which made him stand out more than most. The others she had seen him talking with the day before would be there also, but the movement up on the stage drew her attention away from the growing assembly.

      Orviin strode to the front of the platform and gazed out on the crowd. He stood there watching, expressionless, as his ruler mounted the stage behind him and took his seat. Finally, he turned and motioned to the guards standing offstage.

      The four burly loyalists roughly hauled a man up onto the platform and shoved him against the whipping post. Sadira recognized his clothing at once from the other day.

      “Holly, Hump’s in trouble,” she said as quietly as she could. Vormiin did not seem to notice, as he was staring at the stage intently, wondering what might come next. Everyone was, for that matter.

      “Corporal Humphries has been remaining in communications blackout since he was taken prisoner,” Greater Holly informed her. “Undoubtedly the surveillance on his person was continuous or he would have made contact before now. What is the situation?”

      “He’s about to be publicly flogged,” Sadira replied.

      “What was that?” Vormiin asked.

      “Oh, I just said he is about to be flogged,” she said, transmitting to Holly as well so the AI would know why she was unable to speak to her directly at the moment.

      Up on the stage, Hump’s four arms were roughly lashed to the poles, just as Goonara’s had been, the thick straps holding the wrists firmly in place. Unlike Sadira, the eyes on the back of the cyborg’s head could actually see what was going on behind him, and as he watched Orviin pacing the stage, he realized he would be in for quite a bit more than their science officer had.

      He began transmitting the data he’d most recently retrieved in as tight a beam as he could manage, hoping the slow trickle and narrow range of the transmission would make it to Holly without raising any alarms. Now that they were away from the compound and out on the stage, the likelihood of any robust scanning equipment was slim, and the risk, he felt, was worth it.

      Orviin walked to the prisoner and tugged on the bindings. Satisfied he was well-secured, he leaned in close and whispered in Hump’s ear.

      “You would have done well to remember your place,” he said, relishing using Hump’s cold words back against him.

      The Chithiid cracked a little grin, then nodded to the seated man.

      Kaxilla rose from his chair and strode to the front of the stage. An excited hush fell over the crowd. Kaxilla himself was going to address them. It was something he never did. Orviin handled the day-to-day things. Kaxilla kept above the daily goings-on among his workers. Apparently, this prisoner must have truly angered him.

      The loyalist leader raised his hands, and the few quiet murmurs still flitting through the crowd ceased.

      “It pains me that I must speak to you all about a terrible crime today,” he began. “Not only against myself, but against all of the Chithiid who work so hard to please our Ra’az lords.”

      Sadira noticed that more than a few of the onlookers were hiding expressions of doubt at those words. Apparently, Exaal and his people had gotten the word out to more than she’d expected, and whispers of the Ra’az being gone forever had circulated through the ranks. She wondered, though, if it would be enough to stir them to action.

      “This man has come to us under false pretenses,” Kaxilla continued. “He lied to us. Invaded the sanctity of my compound, taking advantage of my hospitality and grace. And, yet, he is not what he appears.”

      Oh, shit, Sadira thought, suddenly wishing she had stashed a pulse rifle somewhere closer, risks be damned.

      “This man is not a loyal follower of our lords. He is an impostor. An infiltrator come to diminish our labors and standing on this world. He would see us lowered among our peers. Lessened. And for that treason, he will face the consequences of his actions. Not the kind and benevolent punishment of yesterday, but something more befitting a traitor to us all,” Kaxilla said, nodding once to Orviin.

      Orviin took the cue and activated the gauntlet on his wrist, his power whip playing out in a crackling beam that writhed and twisted on the stage. The crowd gasped as they realized what was going to happen. This was not going to be a mere punitive whipping to send a message to all present. This was a true flogging the likes of which they hadn’t seen in ages. One the recipient would never forget. If he survived.
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      The crowd was buzzing with an electric energy. Agitation seemed to jump readily from one spectator to another as the reality of the situation sank in, fueled by the rumors circulating among the ranks.

      This wasn’t truly about rival factions seeking to gain clout with the Ra’az as Kaxilla had claimed. The Ra’az were gone. Or so they’d been told. And the more they thought about the lengthy absence of their overlords, the more apparent it seemed that the rumors were true.

      If that was the case, then this was all for show. They were about to torture and possibly kill a man for no reason.

      Orviin didn’t seem to mind that scenario one bit as he played the length of his power whip back and forth across the stage, the crackling beam writhing like an angry serpent before he finally raised his arm and spun the whip behind his head, then brought it down across the bound prisoner’s back.

      The audience jolted with the sickening sound of the impact. The power whip lightly singed the once-luxurious shirt the man was wearing, and fine beads of blood seeped into the material. Of course, the power whip cauterized what it hit. At least most of the time. But impacts could tear flesh in many ways, and damage was sure to add up quickly.

      Again the loyalist swung the whip, careful not to hit too hard lest he rip the man in half. The device was used to lift and move large pieces of salvage, after all, so he had to tone down his enthusiasm lest his fun end prematurely.

      The bound man writhed in pain, crying out loudly as the impact shook his body. Sadira and Hellatz were the only two who weren’t falling for his act. Hump was a cyborg. They knew full well that he had already turned off any external pain receptors in his flesh covering long ago.

      And he had an additional layer on top of his own. The Chithiid disguise. That, and the mechanical armor harness that sported his second set of arms, were taking the vast majority of the abuse, while their wearer was calmly assessing the situation while also putting on a show for the loyalists.

      Crack!

      Once more Orviin lay into his target, this time with a little more force. The man, despite his cries, seemed able to take it, and the loyalist was glad for the opportunity to employ a bit more energy in his attacks. Again he swung, and the onlookers closest to the stage could even feel the slight vibrations of the impact in their feet. How the poor target of his wrath was remaining conscious through all of this was anyone’s guess. Anyone but the two who knew he was a machine.

      “Captain, what is going on?” Greater Holly asked over her comms. “There seems to be some sort of disturbance from your location. Corporal Humphries was uploading a narrow data stream, but it has been abruptly interrupted and I am now unable to restore a connection.”

      “Power whip, Hol,” Sadira whispered, hoping the AI would get the message without requiring a louder and more detailed reply that might draw the attention of those around her.

      Being the crazy person talking to yourself was not how she wanted to be known. Not here. Here, that would bring far too much attention her way for her liking. Anonymity was the way to go. Blend in and do what needed to be done.

      The AI’s voice spoke in her skull, the bone-conduction comms doing their work admirably. “That would explain it,” she said. “A power whip would disrupt most less-robust forms of transmission. And, unfortunately, if he was to counter the effect by employing a stronger signal, the likelihood of their detecting it now that he is being closely monitored would increase exponentially. Additionally, it seems this is a more powerful than average power whip, now that I know what I’m detecting in the readings.”

      “Will he be okay?” Sadira whispered.

      “He’s a big boy,” Holly replied. “He was a spec ops warrior long before this mission began, and I’ve seen his files, as have you. Corporal Humphries has been in far worse situations. And besides, if this power whip is anything like the ones used on Earth before the war, I’m sure he’ll be fine. So long as they don’t hit anything too vital, of course.”

      As Sadira had learned from many years of service, one does not say things like that. Not if they didn’t want to tempt Murphy. But Holly had blurted out her opinion, and at precisely the moment the words had been loosed into the universe, a sickening crack echoed out across the area. It was loud on its own, but the sound was amplified by the stage’s built-in microphone systems.

      A shrill scream soon followed, accompanied by a pained trembling of the body and thrashing of the broken limb that Sadira felt could win the man an acting award.

      As far as the sound that inspired the display, the prisoner, it appeared, had just had an arm broken. Most violently, and at the shoulder, no less.

      “They just broke his arm,” Sadira said.

      “I see that,” Vormiin replied, resting his hand on her shoulder for comfort. His touch, however, was having quite the opposite effect. “The pain must be unbearable.”

      Sadira knew it wasn’t but played along. “The poor man!”

      Holly, meanwhile, continued her discourse over the hidden comms. “That is not good. Was it an upper or lower arm?”

      “I can see from here his lower arm is broken at the shoulder. How can he endure the pain?” she said, her gaze on Vormiin but her words intended for Holly.

      The AI got the message.

      “That’s a relief,” she transmitted. “It was one of the arms operated by his combat armor harness. While they are sturdy, no doubt, they are nonetheless nowhere near as robust as his own limbs. He is a combat cyborg, after all.”

      “Will he be okay?”

      Vormiin looked at the man on stage as he took yet another blow even as his broken arm twitched and shook in its restraints. “I do not see how he could be,” he replied. “Even with rest and rehabilitation, I am afraid the damage he has sustained, it is significant.”

      “Yeah, he’ll be fine,” Holly said simultaneously. “Really, I’d pretty much expect one of those arms to break eventually, given what he’s being put through. But underneath all of that, Hump is surely okay.”

      Sadira was glad the AI was so confident in their friend’s well-being. Especially as she watched him receive blow after blow from the power whip.

      His shirt was shredded now, the edges of the torn material smoking from the energy of the whip. The broken flesh beneath it was also smoldering in places the device had maintained contact longer as its wielder dragged it across his flesh. Other parts looked like tenderized meat, with blood slowly seeping out where the power whip had not cauterized it.

      Fortunately, the damage had not gone so deep as to expose the harness beneath the disguise. Hump and Holly had done a very good job fabricating the meat suits. They were robust, so unless Orviin went truly crazy and broke out a knife or some other sharp implement, Hump’s identity would remain a secret.

      Of course, given how enthused the loyalist had become, it was beginning to look as though he might stray from punishment to torture. And that would not go over well with this crowd. Especially not now that a good many were beginning to believe the men oppressing them were no longer enjoying the support of the Ra’az. Without that, they were horribly outnumbered.

      “Okay, I’ve gotta go,” Greater Holly said. “Keep me in the loop if anything of consequence arises down there. Especially if they move more armed guards to the area.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Vormiin glanced at Sadira. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing.”

      Holly, however, heard her. “Things are afoot, Captain, and my other half and I need to focus to finalize and coordinate. Hang in there. It’s going to get better. And sooner than you think.”
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      Orviin had been laying into the helpless man strapped to the post for a long time. Far too long to have been a mere punishment for his overreach, whatever it may have been. This had clearly crossed into being personal, and while Orviin and Kaxilla, comfortable in their power, may not have cared even if they did notice, the crowd was paying attention. And they were growing agitated.

      “Why do they continue to beat him so?” one man asked.

      The same question was echoed from the lips of many others across the tens of thousands of workers in the audience. A terrible crack as Orviin continued to lay into the helpless man further drove that point home.

      “Two of his arms are now broken,” another said. “He has had enough.”

      Hump, with his greatly enhanced spec ops hearing, was listening to everything and heard it all. Sensing the opportunity, he played up his reactions to the beating even further until he finally cried out and slumped forward, feigning unconsciousness, but not before first whispering a little something that only Orviin would hear.

      Something that would rile the man up and work against him if he foolishly gave in to his emotions.

      “It is no wonder Kaxilla does not respect you,” the cyborg said when his torturer was close enough to hear. “You cannot even break a single man tied and at your mercy. Pathetic, Orviin. You bring shame to your position.”

      Orviin’s anger flared, and he glanced at his leader, but Kaxilla had not heard the prisoner’s words. He simply watched the proceedings with the best almost-bored expression he could manage, in spite of his poorly hidden bloodlust.

      It had been too long since they had properly put the workers on notice who was in charge, and it felt good watching his man do his work. And Orviin was an expert at this game, skilled from his many years of practice in the early days when they upheld Ra’az order with an iron fist.

      Orviin swirled the whip over his head and brought it down across Hump’s back yet again. The impact made the stage shake, but his victim did not move. Again he struck him, then once more, the blows falling in rapid succession, but the prisoner was unresponsive.

      Orviin’s power whip finally disengaged, slithering back into the gauntlet on his wrist.“This is the punishment for those who would seek to harm our order. To break our laws. Let it serve as a lesson for you all. Step out of line and this shall be your fate as well,” he barked out. “Now back to work, all of you.”

      The crowd, in the meanwhile, had gone from merely riled up to outright angry, and with Morguus, Baggusta, and the other work bosses stirring up the teams, the overall feel had shifted into dangerously agitated territory.

      The people were still unsure for the most part, but there was a new willingness among them. Even a hope, one could say. A desire for violence against their longtime oppressors. The words of their respected work leaders lit the fuse; now they just needed something to set them off.

      A loud boom shook the air, rumbling the bowels of all present, as a small craft burst through the clouds, heading straight for them. Even at a distance it was clear this was not a Ra’az ship, nor was it Chithiid. This was something else, and it was coming to bear.

      “Defenses, engage!” Orviin shouted to his men, all of whom opened fire with their pulse rifles, though they were hopelessly far away to land a shot at this range.

      Moments later word reached the defensive batteries that had so long lay silent, only to now become active twice in as many days. They unleashed a barrage of missiles, but this time Ace was ready and had countermeasures prepared. He shot off scores of decoys as he dove toward the surface.

      “Go time!” the streaking ship transmitted to his captive friend.

      Hump stopped playing opossum, rolling his shoulders as he stood up, leaning back against the restraints. No one noticed. All eyes were on the sky.

      “Thanks, buddy. Be careful up there,” he transmitted.

      “Always, but never,” the AI ship replied with glee as he dodged incoming fire.

      Hump chuckled to himself, amused at his ridiculous friend, then tugged on his restraints, properly testing them for the first time since being bound. They were tight, and they were strong, but they were not too strong.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Sadira transmitted as Ace swooped low and buzzed the crowd before rocketing back into the sky.

      “Had things to do, Captain. Dodging bad guys, then a quick run into space. Looks like quite a shit-show down there.”

      “It is. They’ve got Hump tied up on stage, for starters—”

      “You sure about that?”

      Sadira heard the amusement in the ship’s voice and spun to face the stage. Everyone else had been staring upward, but her sudden movement caught their attention, and soon they also turned and realized what was happening.

      The prisoner had stood up. He was awake. But more than that, he seemed in good health. Excellent, even. One might even say amazing, for as he began straining against his restraints, the poles they were tied to started to flex. The top right strap was the first to give, freeing his upper hand. The top left followed moments later.

      The lower two arms, however, had been broken at the shoulder by Orviin’s blistering attack. But this man, this incredible being, was ignoring what was surely excruciating pain as he pulled back hard against the straps.

      His arms, however, were too damaged. Weakened at the joint. But he ignored all of that and redoubled his efforts, pulling even harder until his own right arm tore free, leaving a bloody dent within his shirt where it had formerly been attached. A few onlookers vomited at the sight, and even Orviin looked horrified, tripping over his own feet as he backed away in shock.

      The impossible man then reached down with his two good arms and ripped the restraints binding the other broken arm in place. The limb was useless, dangling at his side, but at least he hadn’t torn that one from his own body.

      A trio of guards had managed to overcome their shock, regaining their senses enough to engage him, but the prisoner they had manhandled so easily earlier appeared to have grown exponentially stronger, even minus a limb.

      Seeing the severely injured man fighting off Kaxilla’s guards, along with what was clearly an unchecked aerial attack on the supremacy of the loyalist regime itself was finally enough. First one worker pushed a guard. Then the guard pushed back, striking him with a club. The workers, however, were emboldened. Emboldened and suddenly acutely aware just how many more of them there were than the loyalist guards.

      On the raised platform, the wounded prisoner was fighting off his assailants with ease, inspiring those on the ground to do the same. In no time the powder keg had ignited, and an all-out brawl spread, the workers charging the guards, whose reinforcements were arriving as fast as they could be summoned, but who were realizing that might be too little too late.

      The loyalists began firing into the crowd, dropping Chithiid workers left and right. They had the numbers, yes, but the guards had weapons, and the fight was far from decided.

      A rumble above turned the combatants’ eyes skyward once more as the strange ship flew low over the area after deploying an array of chaff and decoys to provide a clear run. Weapons fire was intense, and several shots appeared to land. But this time something was different. The rear cargo hatch appeared to be open. And what’s more, something was coming out of it.

      From altitude and at speed.

      The ship banked sharply as it was hit hard, and a gleaming, spinning mass of what appeared to be legs flew out into the air over a hundred meters above the ground. Ace spun and dropped from the sky, crashing down hard far across the central area while the metal thing twisted as it fell in a different trajectory, wrapping itself into a shiny ball, whistling through the air as it plunged to the surface.

      The impact took it right through part of a building’s façade before it slammed into the roadway in front of it, immediately springing open like a jack-in-the-box, legs extending in a flash, raising the metal thing’s body to its full height several meters tall, twice the height of the tallest Chithiid.

      The thing’s body was a writhing mass of shifting little microbots, each of them easily deflecting the pulse weapons fire being directed at it, as were the dozen legs propelling the main body. It was the captured mech from aboard Holly, and it was made of the same near indestructible composite as the alien ship they had stolen it from. The pulse weapons deployed by the guards, it seemed, were useless against it.

      Sadira and Hellatz recognized it immediately and felt the same pang of fear that had first greeted them when faced with the massive machine. But unlike the others who turned to flee, loyalist and worker alike, they got themselves under control. This had been deployed from their ship. And Ace wouldn’t drop something that dangerous in their midst if there wasn’t some way to control it.

      “Ace, what the hell’s going on? Are you all right?” Sadira asked as the mech raced through the crowd toward the loyalist guards, scattering people left and right as it moved.

      “Holly here, Captain,” Lesser Holly said.

      “Why are you on the line, Hol? I need to see if Ace is okay and find out how he’s controlling this thing.”

      “I’m controlling it,” the AI replied. “Actually, thanks to Goonara’s little uplink device, I’m quite comfortably residing in this mech at the moment. Quite invigorating, to be honest,” he said as one of his legs smashed into a loyalist guard and sent him flying through the air. “Where is she, by the way?”

      “I saw her work crew rushing her away from the fight.”

      “Good thing.”

      “Yeah,” Sadira agreed, waving at Hellatz, gesturing for him to join her. He nodded, then turned to the woman at his side.

      “Come with me if you want to live,” he said, grabbing Miklaah by the hand and rushing upstream through the fleeing crowd.

      “But that thing. It is coming right for us!”

      “Don’t worry, it’s from my people. It won’t attack us.”

      She pulled back against his hand hard. “Wait. What do you mean your people?”

      “I’m not from this world, Miklaah. I come from a distant planet. One where the Ra’az have already been defeated. Where the Chithiid have been freed from the loyalist traitors. And now we’re going to free this world too.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

      “I tried to,” he began, just as Sadira rushed up to them. “Hey, Captain. This is Miklaah. Miklaah, this is my captain, Sadira.”

      “Hey,” Sadira said with a cursory nod. “Look, we’ve gotta get some firepower to back up the locals. Kaxilla’s people are on the retreat, but it won’t take long for them to regroup.”

      “You didn’t say you brought weapons,” Hel said.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a cache not far from here. The good stuff. And this is the perfect time to get there in all this chaos.”

      “What about the mech?”

      “It’s Holly. Lesser Holly, that is. The guy version. Anyway, I’ve sent him off on a tear through town to distract them as long as he can. It should buy us enough time to get armed and get back.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Hellatz said. “Get to cover, Miklaah. We’ll come get you when it’s safe.”

      “It is rebellion, Hellatz. It will not be safe. I am coming with you.”

      Sadira gave the woman another look. “Feisty. I like this one. Now, come one, we don’t have much time.”

      The trio took off at a run while their spec ops friend raised merry havoc among the loyalist forces, buying them time while letting off some steam as well. By the time Sadira came back with their weapons, he might very well have single-handedly defeated a considerable portion of Kaxilla’s men. And once properly armed, he’d be damn sure to take out the rest.

      And then it would be Orviin’s turn.
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      Between the bloody Chithiid rampaging minus one arm, and the dozen-legged mech racing through the streets, the scene in the central zone was one of chaos and confusion. The loyalists, grown soft in their years of comfortable rule backed by the threat of the Ra’az behind them, were simply unprepared to face an enemy of either sort.

      The newly arrived Chithiid had been their prisoner. More than that, he had been beaten mercilessly by Orviin. They’d all seen it. And yet now, somehow, the man seemed possessed by a strength impossible to explain as he ran through the rioting crowds, laying a brutal smackdown upon any loyalist guard he came upon.

      And that was after ripping off one of his own arms in his escape.

      The guards, trained as they were, nevertheless felt a cold flush of fear when they saw that. The sort of man who could accomplish that without missing a beat was not the type they wanted anything to do with. And that inspired more of the workers who had been on the fence about the whole uprising quietly whispered about in their ranks to take action.

      The result was a sloppy, but nevertheless all-encompassing, riot.

      This worked out to Sadira’s benefit as she and Hel and his companion raced through the zone, away from the main conflict. Seeing them flee, the guards ignored them, taking them for noncombatants who wanted nothing to do with the melee still underway. Little did they know, these workers would be coming back. And they’d be returning heavily armed.

      But that wasn’t the only thing helping the trio make their break for the hidden stash of weapons. There was a towering mech terrorizing the loyalist forces as well, and unlike the Chithiid male, who, while he may have been a difficult foe, at least they could wrap their heads around, the machine running rampant was unlike anything they’d ever seen, and they had no idea how to fight it.

      Pulse weapons seemed to have no effect, their blasts simply bouncing off the thing while causing no harm. And as for the larger weapons they had used to bring down the enemy ship, they could not redirect them to target something on the ground itself. They were simply not designed for such a thing.

      The downed ship, at least, was not providing them any further problems. It had crashed not far from Kaxilla’s compound and was for all intents and purposes inert. Its shielding was still up and intact, but the craft did not appear to be active beyond that automatic protection measure.

      It was a collection of concerns that provided the fleeing group the clear shot to the hidden cache.

      “Stick close and keep your heads down,” Sadira said as they raced through the zone, sticking to the smaller byways and moving between buildings quickly, staying clear of open spaces as much as they could.

      “How far out, Captain?” Hellatz asked.

      “Close. We had to ditch everything from off world before infiltrating. Couldn’t risk giving ourselves away. But we also wanted our gear near enough, just in case. It looks like just in case has arrived.”

      “I’d agree with that assessment,” the pilot replied. “Are you in contact with Ace? I saw he took a pretty good hit and went down somewhere over by the compound.”

      “No word from him at the moment. But we’ll deal with that later. Right now we need to focus. There are still some of Kaxilla’s people out here, and the last thing we want is to run into them before we’re geared up.”

      “Copy that, Captain,” he said. “Stay close, Miklaah. This may get hairy.”

      The three of them raced from building to building, slowly heading out into the more deconstructed area where salvage operations had stripped the structures of much of their mass. The ore carts used by the mining operators lay unattended in the open, none of those workers having headed underground to pick for bits of metal. Not today.

      The sturdy vehicles provided good cover for them when they happened to reach an open area. It wasn’t perfect, but with all of the activity in the center they were highly unlikely to be noted unless they did something truly stupid. And Sadira had no intention of allowing anything like that to happen. Too much was on the line.

      “Almost there,” she said, peering around the edge of a building. “Okay, all clear. Let’s move!”

      They ran fast, hunched as low as they could to reduce their profiles as best they could. Only a few loyalist forces were in the area, though, and it looked as though they had actually made it without detection. They stepped into the structure and let Sadira do her work.

      The room seemed like any other empty and stripped building in the area, but Sadira quickly pulled aside worthless debris and shifted the large bits she had covered their packs with. She pulled them out and handed them to Hellatz.

      “There’s another small cache, but this is where the big-boy toys are hidden,” she said, opening the bags to reveal a small assortment of pulse weaponry far superior in design to the old and weak versions the loyalists were wielding.

      “Holy shit. You really did bring the good stuff.”

      “Hump wouldn’t have it any other way,” she replied, handing a pulse rifle to Hellatz.

      He gave it a quick once-over then turned to Miklaah. “This is a pulse rifle,” he said. “I know you’ve seen the ones used by the guards here, but this is different. Much more powerful.” He powered up the weapon to its lowest setting and did a quick systems check. All was ready.

      “Guards in the area,” Sadira said, peering out the door. “We’re going to have to lie low a minute until they pass.”

      Hel nodded and turned back to the woman beside him. “This light indicator will tell you when it is ready to fire. And this switch is the safety. When you want to shoot, slide it over like this and the light will change from green to red. That means it is armed and ready,” he said, then made the weapon safe and handed it to Miklaah.

      “Like this?” she asked, sliding the safety off and pointing it at Hellatz.

      “What are you doing? Be careful with that.”

      Miklaah’s grin was not a kind one. “In here!” she yelled to the guards in the street. “Traitors to the cause! In here!”

      Sadira moved to grab a gun from the pile but found one already aimed squarely at her.

      “I really would advise against that,” Miklaah said. “That is, unless these weapons are not as powerful as you claim they are.”

      Footsteps grew louder as guards raced into the room, aiming their weapons at all three of the workers.

      “Moraatz arguulis yannta,” Miklaah called out to the guards.

      “A loyalist pass phrase?” Hel asked.

      She didn’t reply, keeping her attention on the guards. “These two are involved with the attack on the compound. The thing that dropped from the sky is with them as well,” she informed them. “Take them into custody. Kaxilla and Orviin will want to speak with them.”

      The loyalist guards nodded and immediately shifted their attention to the other two.

      “You’re with them? A loyalist?” Hel gasped, his gaze flicking briefly to the weapon in her hands.

      Miklaah smiled. “Always have been,” she replied, following his gaze. “And yes, I do know how to use one of these. Do not make me.”

      Sadira looked at the situation objectively and slowly raised her hands. There was simply no way they could overpower both the woman and the guards. Not like this.

      “Stand down, Hel. That’s an order.”

      The betrayed man’s hands twitched, but he dropped the weapons he’d been prepping and raised them as well, keeping his impulses in check. For the time being at least.

      “Good choice,” Miklaah said. She turned to the guards. “Communicate to Orviin that we have taken the leaders of this little rebellion.”

      “The leaders?” the head guard asked.

      “He called this one captain. Yes, I believe she is in charge.”

      The guards moved quickly, binding Sadira and Hellatz’s hands, then marched them from the building. Miklaah followed, carrying the packs loaded with the alien weapons and gear over her shoulders.

      “There is another in the central area. The prisoner whom Orviin was flogging. He is with them, as is the metal beast roaming the streets,” she said.

      “Our weapons do not appear to be able to affect it,” the guard said. “The pulse fire deflects right off of its hide.”

      Miklaah pulled a pulse rifle from the pack and charged it, priming it for use just as Hellatz had shown her. She handed it to the guard.

      “Bring this to the others. It is more powerful than your weapons and should have better results. And tell them the one they punished yesterday is a traitor as well.”

      The man nodded and accepted the rifle, then took off at a fast run to bring the unexpected bounty to the men still engaged with the towering mech. The others kept their weapons trained on the prisoners, marching them back toward the central zone.

      Kaxilla would definitely want to have words with them. And very likely quite a bit more than that.
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      The man who had delivered that punishing beating on the guards had shocked them all with his unprecedented escape. Since that incredible display, however, he had gone to ground once the loyalist forces regained their wits and began operating in a proper, tactical manner.

      They were more organized and ready for a fight now, and his own spec ops tactics had shifted accordingly. As a result he was now blending in with the other fighting Chithiid as best he could, helping them overpower small clusters of loyalist guards, then bugging out before his presence drew too much attention to them.

      The goal was to assist the locals in sticking up for themselves, allowing the real Chithiid workers to achieve their own freedom. Hump was merely a catalyst. Goonara had been as well, but in a different way. And when word spread that she was going to be taken by Kaxilla’s men once more, the injured woman was whisked away and hidden before the loyalists arrived for her.

      It was a fluid situation, with the tide of battle turning as workers took weapons from fallen guards, somewhat evening out the odds. But while the fighting raged on as even unarmed workers resisted in growing numbers, the spec ops cyborg was pulling back from overt actions, focusing on steering things from the shadows as best he could.

      It was something he had been involved with a long, long time before the Great War, swaying local politics and rebellions through targeted manipulation and support. And now he was doing it again. And rather enjoying it, truth be told. It had been too long since he’d been able to flex this particular type of mental muscle. Figuratively, of course. He was a machine, after all, and rather than muscle, he had powerful ceramisteel beneath his skin.

      Hump had been scoping out the loyalist guard and their movements and had more or less figured out their weaknesses in the short time since he had transitioned from actively beating the crap out of them to observing from a distance. He shifted tactics once more and was lurking just outside of Kaxilla’s compound, gathering more intel, when he saw something that stopped him short.

      The captain and Hellatz being marched toward him at gunpoint.

      He quickly processed his options, his AI mind running through hundreds of possible scenarios in under a second. Ultimately, it was one of his least favorite options that was the most tactically sound. He was going to have to be close to them if he wanted to launch a rescue, and while he could run roughshod over the forces in the streets, the compound was still buttoned up. For now at least.

      That left him with just one rather unpleasant choice to make. It wasn’t really even a decision, though. He knew in a millisecond what had to be done and set to work.

      “I think you fellas are looking for me,” he said as he marched right toward the approaching guards, his two upper arms held up.

      The lower arm that was still attached dangled limp at his side. The other arm was long gone, left on the stage where it was still strapped to the whipping post. Only a ragged, bloody hole remained where it had been torn free.

      Weapons swung toward him, and he was surrounded in a flash.

      “Guys, really, I think you’re overreacting a bit, here. I’m surrendering,” he said with an utterly unconcerned chuckle.

      “We have seen what you can do,” one of the guards closest to him growled. “Keep your hands elevated, and do not make any sudden movements. Any attempt at escape and we will open fire at once.”

      “Hey, no need to be rude,” he replied, falling in beside his crewmates. “Heya, Cap. Hel. How you guys doing?”

      “Not so great,” Sadira replied in English.

      “Yeah, I noticed that. Seems you got yourselves captured.”

      “Thanks to that loyalist scum who stabbed me in the back,” Hellatz said, nodding toward Miklaah.

      “Ooh, lady trouble. Sorry to hear it, man.”

      “What is that you are speaking?” Miklaah asked, gesticulating with her weapon for emphasis. “No other tongues. Speak Chithiid or do not speak at all.”

      “Man, this one’s a tough nut,” Hump said in Chithiid, complying with her demand. “And you actually liked her?”

      “That was before I knew she was a traitor to her own people.”

      Hump looked at her, scanning with his internal array. “Hmm, no loyalist markings. Well, I suppose you wouldn’t be the first to be taken in by a pretty face. And she does look normal enough. Minus the gun pointed at us, of course.”

      “Of course,” Hel agreed.

      “So, I suppose now we’re off to see the Wizard.”

      “The what?”

      “Old Earth story, Hel,” Sadira chimed in. “We’ll show it to you sometime if we make it out of this in one piece.”

      “I most sincerely look forward to that.”

      “I rescind what I said previously,” Miklaah said. “No more speaking, in any tongue.”

      Hump looked like he was about to mouth off for a moment but thought better of it.

      The trio was marched directly into the compound, waved through all the way to Kaxilla’s receiving courtyard, where the loyalist leader and his most trusted men were waiting. All were armed to the teeth, but Orviin was a bit of an anomaly. He was holding knives rather than pulse weaponry. But then, given his penchant for sadism, it did rather make sense. One could drag things out much longer with a blade, after all.

      “So, you have come back to visit once again,” he said, walking nonchalantly to his former prisoner.

      He moved with confidence. Not in himself—he knew this man could take him in single combat—but in his guards, each of whom had a kill shot lined up on the captive. Orviin moved closer still, leaning in to study the hole in Hump’s side. He then jabbed a finger into the wound.

      The cyborg did not react one bit. In fact, he didn’t even try to pretend he was hurting anymore. He had a very good idea where this was heading and figured they might as well skip to the good stuff.

      “You didn’t even buy me a drink,” he said with a chuckle.

      Orviin withdrew his finger and looked at it. There was blood there, but something was off about it. He once again pressed his fingers into the wound, but this time they brushed something hard. Something that did not feel like bone.

      “Fascinating,” the Chithiid said, leaning in close for a better look. A faint glint of metal caught his eye. “Fascinating, indeed.”

      Orviin took one of the knives he wore from its sheath and began slicing away at the meat around the wound, pressing deeper and deeper until he felt hard resistance.

      Hump didn’t even flinch.

      With a quick and steady hand, the knife was pulled in a straight line, opening up Hump’s side beyond his original injury. By now Orviin realized something very unusual was going on, indeed. He re-sheathed the blade and plunged both hands into the wound, grabbing the edges and pulling hard.

      An opening spread wide thanks to his efforts, revealing a clearly inorganic object beneath the prisoner’s flesh. He pulled harder, tearing a chunk of meat free, exposing the armored harness worn within the disguise. A rough bit of metal showed the socket where the false arm had once been.

      Now Orviin was working like a man possessed, and Corporal Humphries stood quietly and let him do as he wished. The knives came out once more, and additional cuts were quickly made. The onlookers were horrified, and even Miklaah seemed a little sickened by the display, but in short order Orviin had pulled free a great portion of the cyborg’s disguise. From mid-sternum to his waist, the flesh was peeled off, revealing a metal harness.

      It was clear to all of the loyalists present that it was no wonder they had been unable to defeat this man. Apparently, there was an entirely different sort of thing inside what had appeared to be a Chithiid. And it was metal.

      “Oh, hell, let me,” Hump said, pulling the remainder of his disguise off up over his head like he was taking off a sweater.

      The arms took a minute, the broken one attached to the harness causing the biggest delay, but in just a few moments he had freed himself from it, tossing the inside-out meat suit to the side with a sickening squish.

      Hump wiped the little bit of remaining goo that clung to him from the process and grinned at the shocked Chithiid. “Well, I guess I don’t need this thing anymore,” he said, popping the releases on his armor harness and letting it, and the non-functional arm, fall to the ground with a clang.

      Orviin cocked his head and studied the two-eyed creature that had been masquerading as a Chithiid.

      “What the hell are you?”

      Hump smiled wide. “Your downfall,” he replied with such confidence even Kaxilla was shaken by it, though he hid it well.

      Orviin quickly recovered his composure. “How do you plan to do that? You are but one man, albeit a clever one, I must admit. But we are the chosen. And our masters will crush you and yours like so many insects.”

      “That’s nice, and I’m sure it makes you feel powerful, having the Ra’az backing your play. But there’s just one little thing you don’t seem to be aware of.”

      “And what might that be?”

      “The Ra’az are dead. All of them. We wiped them out. Killed their queen and destroyed their homeworld.” He turned to the gathered Chithiid, drawing them all into the conversation. “Taangaar is free,” he said loud enough for all to hear. “Your home is no longer under Ra’az control. Your families are safe. Have been for years now, in fact. You are enslaving your own people for nothing. You’re being loyal to a dead race.”

      Murmurs whipped through the assembled men and women, and Orviin realized this man was more of a threat than he imagined. Even unarmed and at a clear disadvantage, he could still attempt to poison the minds of his people. And that would not do.

      “Lies,” Orviin said. “This man speaks falsehoods.”

      “You think so? Well, guess what? My kind are all among you. Think about it. If we possess the technology to make ourselves look like Chithiid, whom can you trust? Who are you sure isn’t really one of us? We speak your tongue, we know your ways. Face it, you have already lost, you just won’t admit it.”

      Sadira watched as her friend pushed all of Orviin’s buttons, and it was having the intended effect. The man was angry. More than that, he felt his authority threatened.

      “You do not impress me,” he said, though somewhat unconvincingly. He turned to Miklaah. “Kill him.”

      Without hesitation, she stepped forward and shot Hump square in the chest with the captured pulse rifle. The man dropped in a heap, smoke wafting up from the blast’s impact with his flesh. He lay on his back, eyes open and not blinking, staring vacantly into nothing.

      Miklaah leaned down and felt for a pulse. But she did not know this alien physiology, so instead she placed her hand by his mouth. For a long while she waited, patiently assessing her target. Finally, she stood up and faced her commander.

      “Not breathing,” she said.

      Kaxilla smiled and rose from his seat. The problem, it seemed, had been dealt with. There were still the others rioting, of course, but they would be handled in due order.

      Orviin nudged the body with his foot. He then directed one of his guards to collect the harness and take it for study.

      “They may be able to make themselves look like us,” Orviin said, “but he was not so tough. He died just like anyone else once his protective armoring was removed.” He turned to the remaining prisoners. “And now, what about you two?”
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      The fighting around the compound had spread as the more reluctant of the disgruntled workers slowly began joining their fellow conscripts when they realized that yes, this was actually happening. The Chithiid were in open rebellion against the loyalists, and if what was being said was true, the Ra’az would not be coming to help them.

      A great many had held back at first, convinced this was merely a loyalist trick designed to weed out the potential troublemakers and purge the ranks. But as the fighting spread and grew more violent, people began having doubts. And when the workers got their hands on pulse weapons of their own, taken from fallen guards, the lack of an escalated response to their weapons fire settled it for them.

      The Ra’az were gone. The loyalists were on their own. Yes, they were far better armed, and yes, they held all of the strategic positions throughout the region, but what the workers lacked in tactical advantages of that nature, they more than made up for in sheer numbers. And there was something else. Something none of them could explain.

      Fighting alongside them, a strange mechanized thing towering four meters tall was appearing all over the zones, engaging the loyalist guards, taking down a few, then racing away before a proper response could be mounted. The thing had even briefly ventured into the mines, wiping out the sparse guard detail and leading the workers to the surface.

      It was an utterly unknown element on the battlefield, and they had no idea whose bidding it was doing. But wherever it was from and whoever had given its orders, the mech seemed to be fighting on the side of the workers, and that was enough for them.

      Inside the compound Sadira and Hellatz were being ushered into a different portion of the facility. From what they could tell, it was closer to Kaxilla’s personal residence, and thus was familiar, and more secure ground for their captors.

      A blast shook the walls as a makeshift explosive device detonated, knocking in one of the doors. Pulse weapons fire could be clearly heard driving back the would-be intruders.

      “Keep moving,” Miklaah said, nudging Sadira with her rifle.

      “Sounds pretty bad out there,” she replied. “You sure you’re on the right side? It’s still not too late to do the right thing, you know.”

      “This is the right thing,” the Chithiid replied. “Now move.”

      The sounds of fighting diminished slightly as they passed farther into the building, but they were still audible. An ever-present reminder that things were most definitely not okay. Then something strange happened. A deep, booming voice called out in a language that was definitely not Chithiid. But it was not English either.

      “Was that Ra’az?” Hellatz asked, cocking his head to try to hear better.

      “I think it was,” Sadira replied. “Sounds like Holly, though, don’t you think?”

      In fact it was their AI friend, only he was currently residing within the body of an alien mech. The loyalist guards were proving a most troublesome obstacle, and they had even managed to amass a fair number of bodies to protect the breach in the gate.

      The mech raced toward them regardless, pulse fire deflecting off it like water from a duck’s back. All that accomplished was to motivate the defenders to open fire even more intensely, pouring everything they had into the defense.

      That was when Holly had an idea. He would yell at them in Ra’az.

      The sound of their masters’ voice speaking so harshly at them gave the guards pause. What if this mechanical thing was actually deployed by the Ra’az? It was enough to make them hesitate and stop shooting. And that was all that Holly needed.

      The mech plunged into their ranks, leaving a bloody swath of death in its wake as it charged ahead. The reports were coming in over the loyalist communications devices, and Orviin’s face seemed to pale ever so slightly at the news.

      “You seem worried,” Sadira said.

      “We will overcome,” the man replied. “This is but one solitary machine. It is troublesome, but all it can do is cause a disruption, nothing more.”

      “Then why do you look scared?” Hellatz chimed in. “I believe you know you are in a battle you cannot hope to win.”

      “Nonsense,” Kaxilla said, directly engaging the prisoners rather than having his lackey do it for him. “This little uprising will be put down, quickly and violently. Orviin, see to it that the men are told to use maximum lethal force.”

      “Sir, our productivity if we kill too many—”

      “Do you question me, Orviin?”

      “Of course not. My apologies, Kaxilla. I was merely clarifying before relaying your wishes.”

      Hellatz chuckled. “It would seem your mivonks are in his pocket rather than your trousers.”

      Orviin spun on him, but before he could react an explosion shook the ground. The familiar sound of Ace’s engines echoed through the building.

      “Ace! You’re okay,” Sadira said, not caring who was watching her speak to herself.

      “Yes, I’m back. Sorry for that radio silence, Captain, but I had to play opossum until I was needed since any outgoing transmission would have been noted.”

      “Well, you’re needed now.”

      “Yep, I figured as much seeing as how Holly is out there directly engaging the guards. Fortunately, that element of surprise was exactly that. A surprise. Okay, I’d better go. They’re trying to target me with anti-aircraft missiles. Gotta focus.”

      “Be safe.”

      “Always, and never,” he said, then signed off with a chuckle.

      More explosions rocked the structure as the little ship targeted several buildings with defensive arrays on their roofs before they could open fire. He then peeled off and hit the gas, putting as much distance between himself and the missiles as he could.

      Kaxilla was more than a little agitated at this point. Things were going sideways for his loyalist forces, and no matter what placation Orviin might offer, he knew things could very possibly end poorly for him.

      “This way,” he said, striding through the door into the open compound.

      “But, sir, the workers—”

      “I do not care. We need to go to the hub.”

      Whatever that meant, Sadira and Hellatz had no idea, but Orviin certainly did, and the mere mention of the word put a little more steel in his spine.

      “Are you certain?”

      “You question me?”

      “Of course not,” Orviin replied. “Bring them.”

      Out into the open they went, crossing rapidly toward a pair of buildings set a little ways apart from the others. Sadira couldn’t say for certain, but it seemed very likely that one of them housed the real data stores they had been searching for. The dozens of guards surrounding them also helped solidify that opinion.

      But before they reached it, the shining, dozen-legged mech burst through the wall into the courtyard space. And it was coming right for them.

      “Stop that thing!” Kaxilla demanded. “You have the numbers!”

      The men and women guarding the facility did not hesitate, leaping into action at their leader’s command, over thirty of them piling onto the multi-limbed mech, using their sheer numbers to halt its progress and even force it to the ground.

      Hands grasped firm and bodies shifted to keep the legs from moving. It was a difficult battle, but the Chithiid had made something akin to living mud in a way, and the mech would walk no farther in it.

      “We have it, sir!” one of the guards called out triumphantly. “It is helpless now. It can no longer advance!”

      Then his head fell in upon itself in a bloody implosion, spraying gore in all directions. A moment later the screams began as the others started erupting blood and gore for no apparent reason.

      “What?” Kaxilla gasped. “What is happening?”

      Sadira knew. She had seen the first shimmer of the mech’s body when it disengaged the thousands of tiny microbots that made up its flexible hide. The sampling machines were already fast at work in the pile of guards pinning the larger mech body. They flowed and swarmed in a deadly mass, their minute claws and pincers ripping the guards to shreds like a wave of spinning, chewing broken glass.

      In less than thirty seconds, all of them had been reduced to piles of deconstructed flesh and bone.

      Kaxilla and Orviin had already begun racing away from the carnage, their personal guards and Miklaah right behind them, forcing the captives to follow. But while they may have escaped that one particular threat, the scores of attacking workers on the outside were not letting up.

      The two men looked at one another as they realized what was happening. The workers were actually winning. It was time for more drastic measures.
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      “This is a disaster,” Kaxilla growled as he stormed through the pathways in the compound toward a pair of thick walled buildings, his minions following close behind. “The lost productivity? The repairs that will have to be made? Once we crush this uprising, I have no doubt one of the other overseers will take steps to improve their position at my expense.”

      “We will put them in their place,” Orviin said with cold confidence. “You are Kaxilla. Chosen of the Ra’az. Overseer of this world. Any who would rise up and challenge your authority will suffer the consequences.”

      Sadira snort-laughed. “Oh, yeah. People are really suffering the consequences. But remind me, weren’t those your guards who just got turned into ground meat back there? And outside these walls, I may be bad at math, but I’m pretty sure there are a lot more of them than there are of you. Wouldn’t you agree, Hel?”

      “I would,” he replied, flashing a hard look at Miklaah as she nudged him along with the tip of her pulse rifle. “And even if you take into account your traitorous spies, you are still hopelessly outnumbered.”

      Kaxilla stopped and spun. For him to be addressing the lowly prisoners directly like this, he was clearly in more than a little distress. Orviin and the guards realized it, and it was likely that the prisoners did as well. But no one said a word to stop him. It was, after all, his operation.

      “The Ra’az left me in complete control of this world when they departed to seek out new conquest,” he said. “Me. Not Utsallaa or Gormuus. Me. I am in control here, and no little uprising will change that. And when the Ra’az return to—”

      “They won’t,” Sadira interrupted. “In case you weren’t listening, the Ra’az are dead. Gone. Their whole race has been wiped from the map, just like they’ve done to so many other worlds.”

      “Bold lies from a prisoner.”

      “Seriously? Oh, come on, man. Why the hell would we even think of butting heads with you guys unless the big dogs backing you up were out of the picture?”

      “Because you seek to disrupt my operation.”

      “Why would we do that? We have no use for your salvage, and Lord knows we don’t want to settle here.”

      “The ways of deceitful interlopers are a mystery to me,” Kaxilla replied. “And perhaps I will take the time to extract the truth of your purpose here at my leisure once we have put down this little uprising.”

      “You’re outnumbered. How many times do we have to point that out? If you surrender now, you can at least save the lives of your people,” Sadira said, though more to his guards than the man himself.

      It would probably not work, but if she could sway even one of the inner circle to doubting their leader, it could wind up playing out in her favor in the near future. Or things could just go tits-up in a ball of fire, but she was hoping to avoid that particular scenario.

      “Orviin, prepare the communications network,” Kaxilla said. “I still hope my own forces can quell this rebellion, but we must be ready to call in support from other regions if necessary.”

      “You would ask for their help?”

      “It is unsavory, but if it proves necessary, we will do what must be done to put down these curs.” He turned to the prisoners. “So, you see, we are not so outnumbered as you might think. Your plan to overthrow us will fail miserably, and untold numbers will suffer for it. Why did you even think you could defeat us? Coming here to attack me was the pinnacle of foolishness.”

      Sadira looked at Hellatz and couldn’t help but laugh. “You think we came here to fight you? Hell, we were just trying to find a way to dig into your systems to copy your star charts.”

      Now it was Kaxilla’s turn to laugh.

      “That is all?” he said with obvious mirth as they reached their destination.

      It was a squat building with a very robust control panel mounted to the exterior wall. The systems inside could be provided this way without having to open the doors. Obviously, whatever was in there was valuable enough to want to prevent any unnecessary access.

      Tall obelisks stood around it, spaced out roughly two meters apart. They were twice as wide as a man and deep-set in the ground. Some sort of monument, or shrine, perhaps. Or just a sculpture garden left by the planet’s original inhabitants. Whatever they were, it lent an eerie vibe to the area, as if a ghost of the long dead might lurch out from behind one at any moment.

      Something else was unsettling. There was the faint tang of ozone in the air. Outside the buildings, no less. A lot of power was being channeled into these structures. The air gapped systems Hump had been unable to tap into. This was what they’d been looking for.

      Kaxilla watched his prisoners studying the building and guessing its contents. “Oh, we have star charts in abundance in here. All of our records, from long before my time, are stored in these facilities, and believe me, they are exceptionally thorough. Why, there is a repository of Ra’az data within that the likes of you have never seen before. But all of this turmoil and disruption you have caused? Over star charts? It is ludicrous.”

      “Hey, I’m just telling it like it is,” she said.

      “As am I,” Kaxilla replied. “And I am pleased to be the one to inform you, that while what you seek is tantalizingly within reach, you will not live to see it.”

      An explosion shook the ground as the workers outside the compound walls detonated some manner of improvised explosive device. A moment later another blast rumbled through the ground. Despite his confident talk, the loyalist leader looked shaken. Yes, he might be able to call in reinforcements, but they would never make it here in time if things continued to progress like this.

      Sadira smiled. They were going to win. This poor bastard just didn’t know it yet.

      “Sir, if I may, I think it may be time for us to consider the fail-safe option,” Orviin said.

      Kaxilla’s demeanor grew colder, if that was possible. “You would suggest this?”

      “As your most loyal servant, you know I would not suggest it if I did not think there was no other option. But given the intensity of the workers’ actions, I fear it may be the only way. I do not know if support from the other regions could arrive in a timely enough manner to be of use.”

      “But the fail-safe is a last resort.”

      “Yes. But while the poison will kill nearly all of the workforce, at least the infrastructure will survive. We can rebuild, Kaxilla, but only if we do not lose the operation to the rebellion.”

      Hellatz looked at Miklaah to gauge her reaction. She seemed unfazed by the possibility of her so-called friends being slaughtered. A few of the guards, however, appeared to be having second thoughts.

      They would be okay. Safe in the sealed building with their leaders. But their friends out combatting the workers would perish alongside them. Yes, many could be ordered to fall back to safety in time, but a lot would fall, sacrificial pawns in this far larger game Kaxilla was playing.

      “You can’t just kill everyone,” Sadira blurted. “That’s basically genocide. And these are Chithiid. They’re your own people!”

      “They are Chithiid, yes. But my people? My people are on the side of the Ra’az. The side of the powerful and victorious.”

      “You forgot that whole, ‘We kicked your boss’s asses and exterminated their entire race’ part, didn’t you?” Sadira cracked just as another series of blasts rocked the compound.

      A massive roar echoed out. Thousands of voices cheering and shouting their rage.

      “They have broken through the walls!” a guard said, racing toward them. “The defenses have fallen!”

      Orviin spun and looked at Kaxilla. “Enough. It is time. Get to safety inside. This is getting out of hand. Enter the facility, Kaxilla. The walls are thick and the structure is sealed. I will activate the fail-safe protocol.”

      “You can’t do that!” Hellatz shouted, lunging toward the man.

      Miklaah didn’t shoot him, but she did strike him on the head with a sharp blow from the butt of the rifle. Hellatz stumbled and fell to his knees.

      “They’re going to kill your friends, Miklaah.”

      “For the greater good,” she replied.

      “Bitch drank the Kool-Aid,” Sadira said as she watched Orviin stride through the sculptures to the control panel.

      He paused and turned, looking Sadira in the eye with a malevolent grin. “We will kill them all. And it will not be a pleasant demise. Their suffering will—”

      His words ceased as a large fist punched straight through his back and out his chest, his still-beating heart clenched in the gore-covered meaty fingers. Hump yanked his arm free, letting the man’s body fall. The guards scattered, utterly terrified. Kaxilla, standing at a smaller console on the building’s wall, froze, his eyes wide with utter disbelief. It was simply beyond comprehension to him after so many years of unchecked power.

      Miklaah, however, reacted at once, turning and pointing her rifle at him. Just as she squeezed the trigger, Hellatz lunged up from the ground, knocking the weapon aside and driving his head up into her chin.

      The impact sent the pulse blast harmlessly into the air, and the loyalist to the ground in a heap, unconscious and likely to be having a very bad headache when she finally awoke.

      Hump nodded to his friend and bent over, looking the dying Chithiid in the eye just as his light faded.

      “Like I said, you’re not prepared for us.”

      “Jesus, Hump. Overkill much?” Sadira said with a grin as she looked from his bloody fist to the nasty scorch mark on his chest where he’d been blasted earlier. “And, no offense, but you kinda smell like barbecue.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he replied. “And I liked this body, ya know? I’d grown pretty attached to it.”

      Kaxilla stepped away from the console on the wall and seemed to be starting to come to his senses, but his eyes were still wide with shock.

      “What are you?” he asked as the metal within Hump’s real body gleamed through the damaged flesh.

      “Cyborg, dude. We take a lickin’ and keep on tickin’,” Hump replied with a chuckle as he rapped a knuckle on the metal inside his chest.

      Kaxilla swallowed hard, realizing that he was way, way out of his depth. There was no way to fight creatures like this. So he did what any self-respecting brutal dictator would do in such a situation. He turned and ran.

      He was surprisingly quick, and in seconds he’d put a lot of distance between himself and the others, weaving fast through the obelisks toward his escape.

      “Get him! Don’t let him escape!” Sadira shouted just as the man abruptly dropped to the ground in a twitching heap.

      His legs shook for a few moments, then his body fell silent.

      Goonara, bandaged and moving a little gingerly, stepped out from behind the nearest sculpture and walked to the body. She bent and took a pulse, then shrugged her shoulders as she slowly stood back up. Besides being kitted out in fighting attire, she appeared to have streaks of battle paint on her cheeks and arms.

      Sadira looked at her science officer with shock. “Goonara? What are you doing here? How did you—”

      “I thought I might be of assistance,” she replied. “The others said they were going to try to take the compound, and I’m not a terribly good fighter, so I whipped this up from some junked components.”

      The device in her hands was crude, and very, very, clunky, but it was a fully functional stun weapon, as she’d just demonstrated.

      “I think I may have made a discharge calculation error, however,” she said as smoke wafted from the dead loyalist leader. “I may have set the power levels a bit too high by mistake.”

      Sadira chuckled. “Mistake, huh?”

      Goonara said nothing, but the slight crinkling around her eyes said more than enough.

      “All right, then,” Sadira said. “We’ve got a rebellion to join.”
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      Reinforcements from the other regions across the planet never arrived. Not because none of the panicked loyalists thought to reach out when they learned both Kaxilla and his right-hand man had been killed, but because the other loyalist enclaves had problems of their own. Big problems.

      Exaal and Pindo had spread the word within Kaxilla’s territory, but Forjiix had proven the pivotal link in taking down the rest of the worksites. He had been somewhat reluctant, even with his good friends assuring him this was the time. This was the thing to do, consequences be damned. But even so, being the key to taking a local insurrection and using it to instigate a global rebellion would put him very much in the crosshairs if they failed.

      Ultimately, it was a quick visit from a very talkative and very quirky AI mechanoid roving the streets that had swayed him to act. It had come upon a small band of rebel workers pinned down by a squad of loyalists. With no concern for its own safety, the machine had raced to their aid, wiping out the aggressors with ease before sending the workers on their way to keep fighting the good fight.

      That the strange thing spoke fluent Chithiid was a plus. And that it also happened to possess historical documentation of the fall of the Ra’az in his files, which it shared with Forjiix, expedited things quite nicely.

      Knowing for a fact the loyalists were truly on their own was more than enough for him to not only reach out to everyone he knew, but also to vouch for the situation, backing them with his life as well as his word.

      “It has to be now,” he had told them. “All of the worksites are rising up at once. So trust your old friend Forjiix and claim your freedom. And if for some reason you’re captured, blame it on me,” he said to each and every one of them. And that degree of confidence was contagious.

      By the time the remaining loyalists had surrendered to the workers and Exaal had an opportunity to check in on his friend, the old Chithiid had already done yeoman’s work and very likely helped free the rest of the world.

      From there it was just mopping up. Word spread quickly among the loyalist ranks that Kaxilla and Orviin had fallen and the Ra’az would not be coming to save them, and the will to fight simply evaporated like a pan of water left out in the afternoon sun. It may have still had a little strength, but it was soon gone in a flash.

      Baggusta and Morguus led teams of battle-painted men and women, the toughest and strongest of the bunch, to make sweeps of every structure and weed out any last pockets of resistance. They were no longer mere workers, they were armed rebels, and they bore not only rifles, but reclaimed power whips as well. If anyone tried to seek shelter behind something remotely movable, they’d yank it aside and take them into custody to join the rest of the prisoners.

      One loyalist, however, was held back from the others. Miklaah sat chained to a sturdy bench rather than sitting in the makeshift holding pens the work teams had fabricated.

      Seated across from her, but out of arm’s reach, Hellatz watched her, a deep sadness soaking all the way to his bones. To go from such elation to such disappointment in so short a time had hit him hard. Sadira and Hump both saw it and gave him plenty of space to deal with the thoughts running through his head. They knew it couldn’t be easy.

      It wasn’t.

      “What I can’t understand is why,” Hellatz said. “Why would you be a loyalist? Why would you betray your own people? And why did you pick me, of all people? You couldn’t have known who I was.”

      The woman smiled, but there was no joy in her face. “I have not been entirely honest with you. I did not know who you were, that is true, but have you listened to yourself speak, Hellatz? You do not talk in the manner of other Chithiid.”

      “Well, I may have picked up a few things from my friends, sure.”

      “That makes you stand out. You are not one of us.”

      “I’m not a loyalist, you mean.”

      “No, I mean you are not a Chithiid. Not like anyone here is. You are walking a different path, and that made you a threat. Do you truly think I would not have done whatever necessary to uncover the true nature of such an infiltrator?”

      “So, it was all business, then. Just doing your job.”

      She leaned closer, but her chains stopped her. “I like you Hellatz. I truly do. All of this? I was merely doing my duty. But you and me? We had a connection. Have a connection.” She locked eyes with him, staring deep into their depths. “We could leave this place together, you know. This does not have to be the end for us. If you can overlook my past, I can overlook yours. Find common ground and start again. I would very much like that,” she said, gently tugging her chains. “Just take these off of me and let us take one of the remaining ships and flee this place together.”

      “Those ships are all locked down. No one has the key codes to make them operate. I’m a pilot and even I can’t do it, and apparently only high-ranking loyalists ever possessed the means to release them. I’m afraid we’re stuck here.”

      “I have them,” she said.

      His eyes widened. “You do?” he replied, then fell quiet as he mulled over the possibility. “I-I don’t know.”

      “You and me, Hellatz, with the galaxy at our fingertips.”

      “Well… but what if they changed them? Kaxilla was altering data streams right before he died. I know you saw it.”

      “I did. But I am confident they will still work.”

      “You really think we could do this?”

      “All you have to do is trust me.”

      “I don’t know. I mean, you’re asking me to take a big risk. If I board a ship and it won’t start, we’re screwed,” the pilot replied. “I’m sorry, I just can’t do it. I want to, but I can’t free you and make a run for it if we’ll only both be caught as soon as we try to launch.”

      Miklaah hesitated a moment, studying his earnest face. Hellatz wanted her, she knew from the first moment they met. And now he truly seemed prepared to abandon his life and his crew. All for her.

      “The code is not a numeric one. It is a pattern. The key labeling is a decoy,” she said. “Left, right, right, center, right, left. Repeat that for each of the six rows of keys and the ship’s controls will unlock. Go test it out if you do not trust me. I am not going anywhere,” she said, jingling her chains.

      The sound of several of the parked ships in their docking bays firing up their engines in the distance met their ears a few moments later.

      A little smile creased Hellatz’s lips. “Yeah, about that. I guess I have not been entirely honest with you either,” he said. “But the people listening in over my open comms would like to thank you for your assistance. A few of your escaped loyalist buddies who did have the codes already used them to take a pair of small ships and flee, but seeing as the Ra’az are gone, they have nowhere to run to. Those two may be gone, but the remaining ships now belong to the people.”

      Miklaah realized what he had done, but her face remained as neutral as she could manage. “Well played, Hellatz. Perhaps I underestimated you after all.”

      “Perhaps you did,” he said, then rose and walked to the door. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, my real friends are waiting for me.”

      

      “Way to go, Hel,” Sadira said as she and Exaal fell in beside him walking back to meet the others.

      “Yes, well done,” Exaal agreed. “You played that quite well. It must not have been easy. I know you were quite fond of her.”

      “Thanks, both of you,” he replied. “It was uncomfortable, yes, but I have a belief. Once someone stabs you in the back, do not give them the opportunity to stab you in the front as well.”

      “Odd saying, but okay,” she said.

      Hellatz chuckled. “It works for me. In any case, tell me, Exaal, what do you think about these prisoners? Will your people be able to handle them? You have a fair number of loyalists to deal with. And more than the ones in custody, as Miklaah made abundantly clear. There are still others hidden within your ranks. Those who do not bear the marking of a loyalist.”

      The old man scratched his chin a moment in thought. “The Ra’az are gone,” he finally said. “Not gone as in off on another conquest, but truly gone, never to return. And your friends have provided proof of that. Now, I know many of these loyalists are beyond redemption, but with the entire purpose of their belief system removed, perhaps some will see the error of their ways.”

      “You’d forgive them?” Sadira asked. “After all they did to your people?”

      “Ah, and there is that all important word. People. They are still Chithiid. Our people. And perhaps in time they will learn to become better than they were.”

      “And those beyond redemption?” Hellatz asked.

      The smile fell from the old man’s lips. “Those shall be placed in the detention facilities they were so fond of imprisoning our people in,” Exaal replied. “With our brothers and sisters released, there is more than enough room to house all of them if need be.”

      “Hey, Captain?” Ace called over comms.

      “Yeah, Ace? What’s up?”

      “There’s a little, uh, problem upstairs I need to deal with. Kinda urgent. You ready to go?”

      “What kind of problem?” she asked, fearing the worst.

      “The overwatch station seems to be shorting out and powering down.”

      “Shit. Moose.”

      “He’s got enough air and power for a while longer, but I really should get him sooner than later.”

      “Yeah, get out of here. Go on up without me. I’ll ride back with Hel on his shuttle.”

      “Copy that,” the little AI replied. A moment later a sonic boom echoed out as he raced toward the edge of the atmosphere.

      Hellatz, Exaal, and Sadira walked to the thick-walled buildings where Orviin and Kaxilla’s bodies still lay. Hump, his charred flesh covered with a new shirt, was just walking out of the closest structure. The thick doors to both were now ajar, and wisps of gray smoke could be seen wafting out of each of them.

      “Heya, Cap. Got some bad news, I’m afraid. Star charts and pretty much anything of use from here are a no-go. It seems Kaxilla entered a different fail-safe command when he learned what it was we were after. Son of a bitch fried every last system when he saw he couldn’t win.”

      “What sort of man would do such a thing?” Exaal asked, though he knew the answer.

      “Spite’s an amazing thing,” Hump replied. “Some would rather burn the world than let another succeed. But it wasn’t a total loss. He didn’t sabotage the cargo ships at least.”

      There were not many of them, but the craft normally filled with salvage and dispatched to the Ra’az homeworld sat quietly in their docking berths. And as the planet’s haul had lessened greatly in these waning years, they were mostly empty. And thanks to Miklaah, the ships were ready to fly.

      “Yeah, some of his people were making a run for it with a couple of those,” Hellatz noted. “Kaxilla couldn’t know which ones they’d take, though, so he had to leave them all.” He turned to Exaal. “They are good ships, my friend, but they are slow. An older version of warp drive, I am afraid, and not terribly powerful. And on top of that, it would seem there are no star charts or transit records to find your way home to Taangaar.”

      Exaal nodded slowly. “We are victorious nonetheless. And most of the Chithiid here have never even seen Taangaar. Most were born in servitude, if not here, on another conquered world. So, for now, we will content ourselves with our freedom. We have made this world our home for a long, long time. It is about time we live in it as free people and not slaves.”

      Sadira placed her hand on his shoulder. “We will mark this system in the charts we are building, Exaal. We’re still quite lost out here, but if we ever do make it home, we will get these coordinates to your people. Someday, hopefully, you will return to your homeworld.”

      “Thank you. We will not forget what you have done for us. Songs will be sung of Hellatz and Goonara, two Chithiid who helped save us all. And you as well,” he said to Sadira and Hump. “You and what you have done for us will be known to all Chithiid on this world.”

      “Thanks, Exaal,” Sadira said.

      “Thank you,” he replied as the visitors turned to leave. “Travel safe. And one day, perhaps we will meet again.”
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      The feeling of peeling off the Chithiid meat suit disguise was arguably one of the finest, if not strangest, sensations Sadira had enjoyed in her time captaining a spaceship. And while she had temporarily removed it for repairs on the surface, that had been during a stressful and high-stakes operation. Not to mention the heat and dirt of the environment making the whole affair far from pleasant.

      But here, within her own quarters in which she could strip, clean off, and begin to feel human again, well, it was as close to perfect as she could imagine at the moment.

      Moose had returned to the ship a short while before she did and had spent nearly an hour in the hot water of a glorious shower, rinsing himself back to a feeling of normalcy. Sadira had joked about his wasting water if not for the recycling systems aboard, but once the soothing stream hit her body and every nerve ending came alive at the glorious feeling of not being encased in a form-fitting covering, she found herself spending nearly as long in her own shower. And it was utterly wonderful.

      When she finally stepped out of the steaming bathroom and into her fresh clothing, she felt like a woman reborn. Or at least rejuvenated. In any case, she was very, very glad to be free of her living sausage casing.

      She picked up her disguise, carefully wrapped in plastic to keep from getting her quarters covered in blood and plasma, then made her way to the medical facilities where Holly had prepared a nutrient bath storage container in which she and Moose could store them just in case the need to don them should ever arise again in the future.

      She hoped it would not. But the armored set of additional arms might come in handy sometime, and Hump was sure to be glad to tinker with the devices once they’d been thoroughly cleaned of any fleshy remnants of their coverings.

      His disguise was toast. There would be no salvaging that one. Not after what Orviin had done to it. But fortunately his own flesh, though badly charred by the pulse blast, was nevertheless salvageable without requiring a full torso re-meating.

      Hump was already in the medical bay having his damaged flesh reconstructed when Sadira arrived to place her suit in its storage bin.

      “Heya, Cap,” he called out cheerfully while the machinery debrided and repaired the scorched patch on his chest.

      “Almost good as new, I see.”

      “Yeah, getting there,” he replied. “But I have to admit, I was kinda fond of the old bod. I mean, you get accustomed to the scars and whatnot, and having a new body again always feels a bit weird at first, ya know?”

      “Actually, I don’t. But I’ll take your word for it,” she said as she slid her disguise into the storage container.

      Her right-hand man was sitting in a chair cooing to his fluffy little friend. Turd, it seemed, had grown quite anxious with all of them absent for so long and as a result the pink alien animal wouldn’t stay off of him, purring and nuzzling him with a very contented look in her eyes.

      Moose was treating her to a few extra power cells in addition to ample cheek scratches. He figured she deserved it. And besides, they were rechargeable, so it wasn’t a drain on their supply. And Turd, from what they’d seen since she’d become the defacto ship’s mascot, did not seem to get fat off of them, no matter how much power she took in.

      However, given her ability to spray deadly energy when agitated, they did try to keep her intake to a reasonable level, though now that she was comfortable with them all, there hadn’t been so much as a hint of her thinking of using that defense aboard the ship.

      “How you feeling, Moose?”

      “Better now that I’m out of that thing and off that station. That got real scary real fast over there.”

      “Ace told me. Glad he got you out of there before it depressurized.”

      “You and me both.”

      “You figure out what caused it?”

      “Oh, yeah. It looks like there was a command sent from the surface that caused the entire system to fry. Whatever the hell it was, that shutdown sequence was thorough as hell. If I hadn’t secured a set of codes on board there’s no way I could have slowed it down long enough for Ace to get up there.”

      “So the data was lost?”

      “There wasn’t much to begin with, really. The Ra’az didn’t leave anything of use there when they left. All the better to keep their lackeys under control, I suppose.”

      “And with the burnout down below, that means we’ve got nothing. Not even a single star chart. We’re screwed.”

      Hump shifted on the repair table to face them. “Well, yes and no.”

      “Oh?” Sadira said.

      “When I was rummaging through their systems, I did manage to pull a few encoded files out, before they took me prisoner and started beating on me, that is. I was sending them up to Holly in a trickle stream to avoid detection, but I got interrupted.”

      “Yes, a power whip flogging tends to do that,” Sadira said.

      “Well, in any case, Holly’s been working on reconstructing the packets. Hey, Hol, how’s that coming?” he called to the ship around them.

      “There is a lot of fragmented data to recompile,” the AI said. “The image files were the easiest to decode, at least some of them, but this seemed to be a commander’s log rather than a shipping manifest or star chart,” he continued, switching from his female to male aspect in a flash.

      “Uh, Holly?”

      “Yes, Captain?” she replied.

      “Is that both of you talking or one of you? I mean, Greater and Lesser Holly seem to be finishing each other’s sentences.”

      “Oh, that. You see, I assimilated, finally.”

      “So you’re just one you again?”

      “Yes, but also no. It would seem that my lesser aspect has formed some sort of link with the alien tech in the mechanoid I was piloting on the surface. Whether that was due to Goonara’s uplink device or is simply an aspect of the alien technology, I am not sure yet. Suffice to say, I am one, yet I can also separate a portion of myself to operate the device. At least, I think I can. I have not tried since Ace brought the unit back aboard and I placed it in its storage cradle.”

      “That was impressive, by the way,” Sadira said. “How you ran those loyalist goons ragged like that? And then when they overwhelmed it with sheer numbers, the way you unleashed the swarm like that? I didn’t think you were able to control them.”

      “Ah, yes,” Holly replied, his voice seeming a bit hesitant. “About that.”

      “Holly, what aren’t you telling me?”

      “Well, about that swarm. It’s a bit overwhelming, trying to connect with thousands of tiny appendages at once. They’re programmed to search and sample automatically, but to control all of them and maintain that grip was, frankly, a bit of a crapshoot.”

      “A crapshoot?”

      “I was not exactly sure they would follow my commands,” he replied.

      Interestingly, now that they were discussing details of the mechanoid, the lesser, male aspect of Holly’s mind seemed to have partially separated again and was speaking on his own.

      Whatever was up with the AI, Sadira was not thrilled.

      “You’re saying they could have eaten us too?”

      “But they didn’t! And it was a dire situation,” Holly protested. “I thought it was the best option given the circumstances.”

      Sadira forced herself to calm down. They hadn’t died a horrible death being torn to shreds by a swarm of semi-sentient microbots, after all. But that had been a very real possibility if Holly’s plan had not gone as he’d hoped.

      “Deep breaths, Sadi,” Moose said.

      He’d spent more than a few years with his captain and could see when she was close to blowing a gasket. And after finally decompressing from the mayhem below, he did not want to see her ramp back up again. It was too easy after being on edge nonstop for so long.

      Sadira forced herself to take a deep breath. Then another. Holly, wisely, stayed silent. Being able to monitor her blood pressure and heart rate may have also had something to do with that.

      “Okay. I’m okay,” she finally said. “Things don’t always go according to plan, but if anyone’s going to take a risky gamble, I suppose the AI superbrain that processes data a bazillion times faster than any of us meat brains can is about the best odds you can get.”

      “Did you just call me a meat brain?” Moose asked.

      “Well, technically, it’s neurons, glial cells, neural stem cells, and blood vessels in addition to fat, but I think the spirit of the comment is valid,” Hump said with a laugh.

      Sadira’s stress finally let loose in a rush. They’d made it, and they had not only survived an unexpected encounter with loyalists, they had also made new friends. Allies, really. And while they may have been underpowered and just beginning to get their feet under them, someday this band of Chithiid survivors could become full-fledged members of the alliance.

      For now, however, they would rebuild a society free of loyalist oppression and live their lives as free people. And that was a win in any book.

      “Okay, Holly. Take us out of orbit. We’ve got a mission to continue, and a lot of space to explore.”

      “Copy that, Captain. But wouldn’t you like to have Hellatz pilot us out of the system?”

      Hel had been in his quarters alone since they’d returned, and Sadira thought that while he’d put on a good face on the flight back up, he would need some time to process what had happened. He wasn’t the emotional type, and to have a connection like that dangled in front of him only to be ripped away could wreak havoc on a person, no matter how okay they said they were.

      He would be all right, of that she was confident. But for now, she thought it best to leave him to his thoughts.

      “Nah, it’s been a long day. Let the guy rest a bit,” she joked, though Hump knew the score, and she was pretty sure Moose did as well. “Let’s get this show on the road, Hol. Space is awaiting us.”
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      Goonara had spent a fair amount of time in the medical bay, but she had waited until the others were through with it before allowing Holly to begin tending to her wounds. It was not that she was shy or ashamed, but rather, the experience had left her feeling both stronger for it as well as vulnerable. It was something of a head trip, and she was having a bit of difficulty processing it. For the moment, anyway.

      In the late hours when the others were asleep, she donned a loose tank top and made her way through the ship, walking the corridors and just listening to the sound of the air flowing through the ventilation shafts and feeling the faint thrum of the drive system as her bare feet padded along.

      As she passed command, though, she noted lights were on, and more than the ambient ones Holly kept active at all times.

      “Captain?” she asked as she stepped into the room. “Is everything all right?”

      Sadira was seated at her console, staring at the collection of screens. She turned in her seat, her tired eyes noting the scientist’s unusual attire. Goonara didn’t dress casually, and seeing her like this was a novelty.

      She could also see where Holly had patched up her back, leaving most of the skin perfectly healed. But there were a few lines still visible peeking out at the edges of the shirt.

      “You did good down there, you know,” she said. “Not everyone would have held up as well as you did. Not with what Orviin was doing to you.”

      “Ah, yes. Well, there was little choice, I am afraid.”

      “There’s always a choice. Just sometimes none of the options are good ones,” Sadira replied. “But you chose the difficult path, and I know it impressed a lot of people.”

      “I was pathetic.”

      “You were tough as nails, and that is what made an impression,” her captain replied. “I see you’re not entirely healed. Was there a problem with the tissue regeneration machinery?”

      “Oh, that. No, no, nothing like that. I asked Holly to leave a few.”

      “You asked for that?”

      “Yes. I can always have her fix them later if I want, but you know what? Scars are cool.”

      Sadira couldn’t help but laugh. Goonara had indeed changed from the incident, and in a most unexpected way.

      “Yeah, you’re right. Scars are cool,” Sadira said, then glanced back at her screens.

      “What are you studying, if you do not mind my asking?”

      “Some fragments of the reports Holly was able to salvage from Hump’s data stream,” she replied. “Here, take a look. See anything unusual?”

      Goonara leaned in and scanned the file. It was text without images, just a log recorded by the Ra’az commander and his staff. That was probably why Holly had been able to untangle the transmission and put it in usable form. It was not a data-heavy packet.

      Others would take far more time to unravel. That is, if she was able to do it at all. But this file was intact, and while it was a very old record of events, it was enough to make Goonara’s eyes go wide.

      “It references one of their transport ships on the way to the planet many years ago being attacked by a hostile alien race,” Goonara said.

      “Keep reading.”

      “The Ra’az engaged and took their ship captive, then questioned the crew before determining them to be of no value and jettisoning them all into space,” she continued. “That is horrible.”

      “Yeah. But keep reading.”

      “The aliens were unlike any the Ra’az had encountered before, walking on both four legs and two, often using their arms as additional support as they ambulated,” Goonara read, then fell silent. “Oh. Oh, my.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “It says they were orange-skinned, and quite aggressive.”

      “Yep,” Sadira said. “It would seem our Ra’az friends here may have had a little run-in with the very people we’ve been searching for.”

      “But there are no proper star charts. No maps or solid coordinates, not even to the Ra’az homeworld for us to use to regain our bearings—”

      “No, there aren’t. But there is a directional heading for where the attackers came from. And we have a general idea of where the transport ship that encountered them was arriving from. So, even though this event was far too long ago for the warp residue detector to pick up any traces of their ship, if they have been venturing out in a relatively straight line from wherever it is they come from, this might help steer us in their basic direction.”

      “Would they really travel in a straight line?” Goonara wondered.

      “No way to know. I mean, it seems not only unlikely, but also really foolish if they did, but we’ve been stuck at a dead end, and this gives us at least a little bit of hope,” Sadira said. “I hate to say it, but it looks like this is the best lead we have.”

      Goonara stared at the screens a long while in silence.

      “Goon? You okay?”

      “Oh, yes,” she replied. “I was just thinking. While the warp residue would be gone in regular space, warpspace is an entirely different state of matter, and if we could manage to get even somewhat on the right trajectory, there is a possibility the alien warp detector might be able to be modified to pick up old signatures of that unusual power.”

      “You mean you think you can tweak that thing to make it get us a heading while in warp?”

      “More or less. It would be highly inaccurate, and even slight variants at warp speeds could throw us far off course. But as we really don’t have a course anyway at the moment, perhaps it would be a worthwhile endeavor to at least try out.”

      Sadira stared at her science officer a moment before a grin began to spread across her face. “Hot damn, Goon, nice thinking,” she said. “Hey, Holly, fire up the warp drive. It looks like we may have a heading after all.”

      “As you wish, Captain,” the ship replied. “But are you sure about this?”

      “Sure? Not at all. But I’m ready to give it a go.”

      “Very well, Captain. I will be prepared to warp momentarily.”

      Sadira leaned back in her captain’s seat, her smile spreading larger by the moment. They were back on track. At least, sort of. And while they might have been lost, they were not out of the hunt.

      “Okay, Holly,” the captain said. “Punch it.”
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      “Another on your left!” the captain shouted. “Look out, Hel!”

      The Chithiid shuttlecraft was fast, and it had been equipped with fairly robust armament, but it was not designed for prolonged dogfighting at the edges of the atmosphere. It seemed the trio of small attack ships hounding it were unaware of that fact. That, or they planned to take the fullest advantage of the vessel’s limitations. What they didn’t count on was the alien pilot’s skill.

      “I see them,” he replied over comms as he pushed his ship into a series of corkscrewing dives and rolls while firing off pulse blasts from the craft’s small cannons. “You guys focus on your own problems. I’ve got this under control.”

      A blast hit his shielding, sending the shuttle lurching toward the edge of the atmosphere, its hull faintly glowing from the improper angle of approach buffeting the craft.

      “Okay. Mostly under control,” he corrected.

      Sadira knew he was right, though. He was their pilot, but for the time being he would be fending for himself away from their much larger vessel. Fortunately, his little shuttle could take a lot more punishment than one would expect. The big brain AIs back on Earth had retrofitted it specifically for a long and potentially dangerous mission, and that foresight was paying off.

      “Moose, what’ve you got?” she asked her first officer as they fought off the pair of craft hounding their larger ship.

      “Still just the two,” he replied, his hands flying over the controls in front of him. “I’m having a bitch of a time getting any sort of firing solution on their mothership, though.”

      “I can’t exactly keep us steady at the moment,” his captain replied, her own piloting prowess on full display as she avoided the hectoring attackers.

      “Just keep doing what you’re doing, Cap. I’ll make it work.”

      “You’d better. If they launch any more of those things we’re going to be overwhelmed.”

      Pulse energy blasts deflected off the ship’s robust shielding array as Holly, the ship’s AI, raced through phasing patterns to adapt to the alien technology. Their shields were taking a beating, but it was a relatively small one. Consistent, but not powerful. But the attackers were shifting their pulse attacks with startling efficiency. As if they were probing the shields while simultaneously attacking them.

      “Captain, shielding is holding strong,” Holly said. He sounded calm and collected despite the situation. But then, being an AI with both the quirks and processing power he possessed, it was not surprising. “I have diverted a portion of our drive power to whichever shielding array is facing their main craft,” he added. “Should they fire larger weaponry from that ship, we will be ready.”

      “Good thinking, Hol,” Sadira said. “Keep it up.”

      In normal circumstances, they would warp away from the action to reassess. But with their crew out there and under attack as well, there was simply no way they could do so. They were stuck, and that meant they had to fight whether they wanted to or not.

      Fortunately, the larger main ship from which the small attack craft were being deployed had not fired upon them yet. Undoubtedly, it possessed more powerful weapons, but for whatever reason, they were holding back.

      A flash lit up the darkness to the starboard side of the ship. “Hit one!” Moose exclaimed. “Damn, it’s still coming. Must’ve just been a glancing shot off their shields.”

      “It’ll give them something to think about next time they get too close,” she replied. “Holly, how are the others looking out there?”

      The AI diverted a fraction of its mind and reassessed the space battle in a flash. “Hellatz is still pursued by three craft. And Ace is engaged with two more, though at a fair distance and at high speed. It seems they are attempting to drive both of them farther away from our location.”

      “Trying to separate our additional defenses from the main ship. Makes sense,” she grudgingly noted. “Ace, you hear me?”

      “Loud and clear, Captain,” the little AI ship replied.

      “These bastards are trying to push you from our location.”

      “I noticed. I’m doing what I can to redirect our fight more in your direction, but they are working as a team here and making it kinda difficult.”

      “Do what you can. Together we all stand a better chance of making it out of this in one piece.”

      “Copy that,” the ship replied, then refocused its full attention to the craft attacking him, spraying a few rounds from his pulse cannons at the ships on his tail.

      Sadira’s crew hadn’t started this fight. Hell, they hadn’t even been looking for alien adversaries when the first of the small ships attacked them out of nowhere. Holly had only exited warp twelve hours prior in this system, and when they’d arrived there was no trace of alien tech anywhere. Not in space, and not on the one inhabitable planet of the dozen orbiting the system’s blue sun.

      It was to that planet that Hellatz had flown the shuttle craft, ferrying Goonara, their science officer, to the surface to gather samples and bring any fresh edible flora back to assess for safety, then add to their foodstores. It wasn’t their mission at the moment, but every inhabitable world was being cataloged. One day, perhaps, they would be able to return for a proper survey, but for now this would suffice.

      Corporal Humphries, their cyborg special forces unit, had also accompanied them to the surface, well-armed and ready for whatever threat they might run into down there. Little did they know the danger would be from space, not the planet itself.

      The attack had begun when the shuttlecraft, loaded with sealed containers of vegetation, was making its way back to their ship, and it had taken them all by surprise.

      Their team had been searching for traces of alien warp power while making small warp jumps themselves, the residue they were following lingering in warpspace long after it would have dissipated in regular space. It was tedious work, but as they’d been lost in space ever since their own warp drive malfunctioned and threw them off to parts of the galaxy unknown, at least the search gave them a sense of hope.

      The mission had originally been to track down the home location of a race of orange-skinned aliens who had attacked the survey missions fanning out from Earth. That craft had been destroyed, its warp core imploding when a lucky railgun shot pierced it. From that wreckage, two things had been learned.

      One, the bits of flesh found coating the minimal remains of the ship were orange in color. Whoever had attacked them was apparently the shade of bad nineteen-seventies carpeting.

      And two, the warp they used was of a novel sort unlike any seen before. The drive system was completely destroyed, but the residue of its power coated many pieces of debris. And that residue in turn allowed the great AI minds of Earth to devise a detection unit. An alien warp compass, of sorts, that would allow one of their own ships to track that warp signature and hopefully ascertain the whereabouts of the aggressor’s home world.

      That same warp energy had meddled with their own, though, and before they figured out how to properly sequester it, they had been thrown to deep space, left with no idea where they were. Additionally, their AI ship suffered some damage to his massively powerful processing units. The result was an incredibly powerful artificial mind that had developed the tendency to shift gender on a whim.

      It was unusual, but after a very short while, the crew ceased even noticing when Holly would change from her masculine to his feminine. It was still the same mind, after all, just a different gender.

      As if being thrown into deepest space wasn’t bad enough, circumstance had then led to their capture within a massive alien craft of unfathomable proportions. A space whale ship, essentially, slowly flying the galaxy scooping up anything of value, including a wide variety of alien craft along with asteroids and their valuable ore. The thing had been nearly indestructible, made of some composite never before seen.

      Only the unlikeliest of flukes had helped them escape, and in the process, they found themselves in possession of a captured alien mechanoid used to sample and disassemble items within the whale’s belly. The four-meter-tall, dozen-limbed device was made of the same impervious material, but once separated from the main ship, it fell into a standby mode, as it lacked direction from its control system.

      Goonara had been fiddling with the device she’d constructed to help Holly tap into and control the unit when they exited warp in this system. But the mystique of a new world had drawn her away, and now she was turning multiple shades of green, strapped into her seat as Hellatz pushed his ship to the limits in a fierce space battle.

      “Don’t hurl,” Corporal Humphries said, reaching over and handing her a vomit bag just in case. “Focus on one thing straight ahead and relax.”

      “Easy for you to say. You are a cyborg,” she managed to reply as she snatched the bag from his hand and held it at the ready.

      “Fair enough,” he replied, utterly chill in the middle of a fierce space battle, the little ship whipping them around despite zero g’s. He was a commando and a machine, after all. Until they landed and gave him some asses to kick, all he could do was sit patiently and wait.

      The artificial gravity aboard the ship had been turned off when the battle began. The violent maneuvering of the ship was simply too much for the device to effectively maintain a stable and level field. A much larger craft might be able to do so with some degree of efficiency, but this was just a small Chithiid shuttle, after all.

      “Hang tight,” Hellatz called from his pilot’s seat. “This is going to be a little uncomfortable.”

      He performed a one-eighty flip, firing off his pulse cannons just as he engaged his main engines on full. The abrupt shift in direction drove everyone hard into their seats but the pursuing ships didn’t seem to know how to react to the defensively flying ship abruptly shifting to offense.

      “These guys are crap pilots,” Hellatz said with a grim amusement as he lit up the attackers with pulse fire.

      The impacts didn’t destroy the ships, but two of them did appear to at least suffer some minor damage from his volley. Hellatz was putting on a masterclass in outnumbered defensive tactics. And he was right. Despite having greater numbers, his attackers were not the best of pilots. They appeared to be used to relying on their numbers to overwhelm an opponent. Unfortunately for them, this was no ordinary target.

      “Captain, we’re stuck out here,” he transmitted. “But I haven’t seen more of them launch from their mothership.”

      “Holly said the same,” she replied. “You and Ace just do what you can to get back to us. They’re trying to separate us.”

      “Working on it,” Hel said as he dodged a series of pulse blasts.

      “Shit. Looks like you spoke too soon, Hel,” Moose interjected. “We’ve got another incoming ship, and it’s moving pretty fast.”

      Sadira’s eyes flashed over to the display.

      “Trajectory?”

      “Hang on,” Moose said as he plotted its course. “Coming right for us.”

      “Can you—”

      “Already on it. Holly, you need to increase the shielding on the—”

      “I, too, am already on it,” the AI replied.

      The ship vibrated violently as the other two attackers unleashed a barrage of pulse fire far greater than before.

      Curled up on Moose’s lap, Turd, the little pink-furred alien fluff ball that had become their unofficial mascot several worlds ago, finally roused from her sleep. She was a strange creature, one that ate not only food, but also energy. And the intensity of the attack had tickled her senses, but not in a good way. She was agitated, and that was a bad thing.

      “Turd’s freaking out,” Moose said as he felt the little creature shift uncomfortably.

      “She’s not going to—”

      “No, she’s housebroken,” he replied, but not without a little hint of concern.

      Turd, as he had named the animal after his captain’s repeated fits of name-calling, possessed a most unusual defensive mechanism. She not only ingested power, but in times of fear and danger, she could spray it back out, like a skunk, only far, far more deadly.

      Moose had taken great pains to make sure she didn’t do so aboard the ship. That would be disastrous. Fortunately, Turd seemed to understand, in a sort of don’t-shit-where-you-eat kind of way. She wouldn’t spray. But she was not happy.

      The pink ball of fluff jumped off his lap and took off out of command and down the corridor to one of her hidey holes. As long as it was somewhere she felt safe, that was good enough for now.

      “Moose, where are you with the targeting?” Sadira asked with increasing urgency.

      “Almost got it.”

      Abruptly, the streaking craft shifted course just as their main ship fired a single energy blast. Holly immediately redirected the bulk of the shielding to that side, deflecting the attack just as Moose locked in on the slippery little ship.

      “Gotcha, you bastards,” he said with a grin as he let loose with the pulse cannon. The attack ship exploded violently just as it hit both Holly’s shields and Moose’s pulse blast. “Yeah! That’s what I’m talking about! Eat that, you bastards!”

      The joy in the air was sucked right out of the room seconds later when a loud metallic clunk rang out through the ship. Sadira looked at Moose with obvious concern.

      “Holly? What the hell was that?”

      “It appears the main energy attack was a diversion to weaken the area of shielding the smaller craft was attacking.”

      “But I shot it,” Moose said. “And your shields blocked it.”

      “Yes, but that craft appears to have been loaded with an additional energy apparatus of some sort. The blast created a brief gap in my shielding. One through which additional craft penetrated.”

      Sadira felt her stomach sink as the realization set in. Clever tactic. Very clever. But this was her ship, and she was damn well going to do whatever it took to defend it. She unbuckled her harness and jumped to her feet.

      “Holly, the bridge is yours.”

      “Copy, Captain.”

      “Let’s go, Moose. We need to get to the armory,” she said, grabbing one of the emergency pulse pistols from its storage rack in command just as the sound of tearing metal began to vibrate through the hull. “We’re being boarded.”
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