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The universe is not a very nice neighbourhood.  

The strong races rule the galaxy, doing as they please; the weak are enslaved or driven from their homeworlds or simply exterminated by the ruling powers.  The Solar Union’s only hope of survival is to master GalTech, and improve upon it, before the Galactics realise the human race is no longer trapped on a primitive world, at the mercy of any spacefaring race who stumbles across it.  But GalTech keeps its secrets close, and time is not on humanity’s side.

But there is one hope.  On a primitive world, enslaved by a far more advanced race, there is a research lab with the keys to galactic technology, offering the promise of unlocking everything if they can be captured and returned to Sol.  And so a highly-trained team is dispatched to steal the tech at all costs, even if it means setting the entire planet ablaze ...
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Author’s Note


[image: image]


Although this book is technically Book Seven, it is set between A Learning Experience and Hard Lessons and stands, as much as possible, on its own.  You don’t need to have read any other books in the series to follow this one.

CGN.
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Prologue
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It was the height of ironies, Admiral Mongo Stuart reflected as he studied the holographic chart of the sector, that he was both one of the most powerful humans in the known universe and little better than a scavenger warlord, keeping his fleet together with spit and baling wire while crawling around the edge of civilised space, hoping and praying the Galactics didn’t decide to eradicate them.  The Solar Union was the most powerful human state in history, so independent from the planet it had left behind that it did not need to hold its nose and compromise its principles when dealing with tyrannical governments, and yet Mongo had no illusions about the outcome if the Galactics rediscovered Sol before the Solar Union was ready to meet them.  It was ... galling.

He studied the chart without really seeing it, lost in reminiscences.  It had been fifteen years since he and his friends had been kidnapped by marauding aliens, fifteen years since they’d fought back and captured the alien starship themselves, fifteen years since they’d decided to take the ship and use it to found their own civilisation, rather than handing it – and the keys to absolute power – to a federal government none of them trusted and most of them hated.  It had been a gamble, all the more so when they’d realised that their kidnappers were little more than pirates and scavengers, but they’d pulled it off.  The Solar Union was growing with every passing year, a new society taking shape outside the gravity well, beyond the reach of Earth’s failing governments.  It wasn’t perfect – Mongo was honest enough to admit that the system had flaws – but it worked.  There were boundless opportunities for those prepared to work.  Humanity was enjoying a renaissance in everything from science to popular entertainment.

But it could be lost very quickly, if the Galactics came calling.

Mongo considered himself a realist.  The Solar Union had more firepower, and more freedom of action, than any previous government, but the military he commanded was puny compared to the immense fleets the Galactics could dispatch to trouble spots, fleets so large they outmassed every wet-navy fleet that had ever existed.  The Solar Navy was tough – and the military had mined hundreds of mil-SF books for tactics that could be deployed against stodgy unimaginative enemies, yet the Galactics could soak up losses of a thousand-to-one and still come out ahead.  The key to humanity’s safety, in a universe full of predators, was a strong military, but there were limits to how fast the navy could expand.  And there were other problems.

His terminal bleeped.  “Sir,” his eAssistant said.  “Commander Singh has arrived.”

Mongo nodded, curtly.  “Show him in.”

The hatch opened, revealing a young-looking man in a simple spacer tunic.  Mongo pointed to a chair, studying the man thoughtfully.  Most spooks were prone to overestimating their own intelligence, and their ability to shape events on the other side of the world, but Singh was old enough to understand his own limitations.  He had also spent more time than most in alien company, although Mongo knew that didn’t always translate into understanding.  Most of the other space-going races were very alien and yet their thought processes were just close enough to humanity’s that it was easy to be surprised when one was blindsided by a piece of alien logic.  The xenospecialists insisted that any species that clambered out of a gravity well had to share a certain understanding of how the universe worked, perhaps even a certain level of intelligence.  Mongo wasn’t so sure.  He’d seen enough to know that two different intelligent races could follow entirely different chains of reasoning to arrive at the same conclusion. Why not? Two human societies could do exactly the same thing.

But, of course, everyone has to follow the Tokomak, he thought.  The unquestioned masters of the known galaxy had put their stamp on everything, from interstellar trade and communications to warfare.  They’d set the rules while carefully ensuring they also had loopholes to act against their own rules without openly breaking them.  Mongo suspected the other Galactics resented the hell out of it, although they didn’t seem inclined to resistance and revolt.  We’re damn lucky the Tokomak are too stagnant to take advantage of their own system.

He met Singh’s eyes.  “I read your proposal,” he said.  “Do you think we have a reasonable chance of pulling it off?”

The spook looked back at him.  “Yes, sir,” he said, simply.  “We may never get a better one.”

Mongo kept his face impassive through long practice.  Singh might have come up with the proposal, and convinced himself it could be done, but he wasn’t the one who would be carrying it out.  Mongo would have assigned him to the mission, if he hadn’t thought the spook would probably be a burden on his teammates.  And yet ... he keyed his terminal, bringing up the proposal and going over the high points.  There were too many question marks for his peace of mind, too many parts of the proposal that would have to be put together on the fly, too many points that might make the entire concept completely unworkable.  Singh, to his credit, hadn’t tried to hide the known unknowns when he’d submitted the proposal.  But it was the things they didn’t know that could bite them.

“No,” he said, finally.  “We might not.”

The risk was considerable.  There were humans, the descendents of alien abductees, living amongst the Galactics.  Soldiers, mercenaries ... there was no reason to think his team, if it was caught in the act, would be traced back to Sol.  Force Recon teams were carefully outfitted to conceal their origins, with modified GalTech weapons and equipment rather than anything designed and built on Earth.  And yet ... Mongo had been a sailor long enough to know that anything that could go wrong probably would, often at the worst possible time.  If their precautions proved insufficient, the entire galaxy would land on their heads.

No, he thought.  It’ll be little more than a punitive expedition.

“We need it, sir,” Singh said.  “A tech raid may be our only hope.”

Mongo nodded, irritated.  He already knew that.  There were limits to how far humanity could unlock the secrets of GalTech, limits to how much they could reverse-engineer and put into production themselves.  They dared not let themselves become dependent on interstellar corporations, supplying weapons and starships the human race couldn’t duplicate.  It would give the Galactics far too much influence over everything humanity did, if not an absolute veto.  Sure, the corporations might insist there were no hidden surprises – command codes – hidden within their products, but Mongo didn’t believe it.  And his staff didn’t have the expertise to be sure.

He snorted.  He’d always mocked senior officers – and the federal government – for spending days, weeks or months trying to come to a decision everyone involved had known was inevitable from the start.  It had been deeply frustrating as a young officer, watching priceless opportunities slip away because his political masters – uniformed or not – insisted on debating the issue, or consulting lawyers, or pontificating on something that had nothing to do with the problem at hand.  And now he was doing the same thing, torn between hope for the future and fear of what could happen if the mission went spectacularly wrong.  The sheer scope for utter disaster was mesmerising.

But we need that tech raid, he thought.  Or we risk disaster anyway.

He didn’t need to look at the starchart to know the truth.  Sol was on the very edge of explored space, hundreds of light years from the nearest major alien settlement and thousands of light years from the heart of interstellar civilisation.  They’d been incredibly lucky that the waves of interstellar expansion had burnt out before they reached Earth, which hadn’t stopped a handful of aliens from visiting the planet a few hundred years ago and kidnapping enough humans to form a breeding population, but it was just a matter of time before someone more dangerous than a scavenger race returned to Sol.  Mongo had seen the projections.  They might be based on incomplete data, but even the most optimistic estimates suggested that they had less than a century before they were rediscovered.  And then ...

If we’re lucky, we’ll wind up like the Indians under the British Raj, he thought.  And if we’re unlucky, we’ll be treated like the Native Americans instead.

His lips quirked.  Put that way, the decision was easy.

“We’ll take the risk,” he said.  “I take it you have the briefing notes already prepared?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good,” Mongo said.  “Dismissed.”

He watched the younger man leave, then keyed his terminal.  “Contact Force Recon Command,” he ordered.  “I want the Firelighters to report here as soon as possible.”

“Aye, sir.”
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Chapter One
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The city was devastated.

Captain Riley Richardson kept his eyes open as the team drove their jeep through the first checkpoint, their forged paperwork – and a small bribe – more than enough to get them through without any identity checks.  The guards were jumpy, eyes flickering from side to side as if they couldn’t decide if they were more scared of the rebel factions or their own leaders.  Iran had been convulsed by civil war during the last five years, fighting surging back and forth in a manner reminiscent of the First World War, and any hope of a peaceful settlement had been lost long ago.  Riley was all too sure that when – if - the rebels broke through the network of trenches, antitank traps and fortified buildings, there would be a ghastly slaughter.  The defenders would be lucky if they managed to escape the city in time.

He remained wary as they drove down the street.  The first bloody uprising had shattered the city.  The rebel bombings – and terrorist raids – had only made it worse, inflicting horrendous misery on the population for little or no tactical purpose.  The city’s masters were the worst of all, conscripting every able-bodied man into the defence forces and forcing them to work hard, keeping them from thinking about overthrowing their masters and trying to surrender to the advancing rebels.  A handful of corpses dangled from ropes, left to rot, as a grim reminder of just what would happen to anyone fool enough to raise a hand to the government’s officials.  Riley had seen some horrible sights in his time – he’d been a soldier for nearly fifty years – and yet, there was something about this city that chilled him to the bone.  It felt dead.

“No women on the streets,” Sarah Wilde, called Sally by all, subvocalised.  She was dressed as a local man, like the rest of the team.  No one had bothered to check and even if they had, they wouldn’t notice anything odd about the team unless they had access to GalTech scanners.  “No children either.”

Riley nodded.  No women on the streets was almost always a bad sign.  Civil wars – and wars of religion – were always harder on the women, who were left to try to feed their children and pray for their menfolk to return safety.  The local government wasn’t even trying to help them, as far as he could tell, although there was little they could practically do.  The rebel lines had isolated the city, making it impossible to bring in food from the countryside.  It was only a matter of time until everyone in the city starved to death – or was forced to surrender.  He shuddered to think about how many people would die in the next few months.  

“They’re still jamming us,” Charles Isabel put in.  “They know we’re coming.”

“They know we’d do something,” Riley agreed.  “Do they want a fight?”

He felt his expression darken as they made their way towards the centre of the city.  The Solar Union had made it very clear, time and time again, that anyone who wanted to immigrate was welcome – and any terrestrial government that tried to stop them would be severely punished.  It was astonishing how reasonable some governments had become when they’d realised their most productive citizens would leave if they weren’t well-treated; it was astonishing, too, that other governments thought they could get away with keeping their people from emigrating.  Riley couldn’t blame anyone here for wanting out, even if it meant leaving the old world behind and flying into outer space.  Hell, the local government should have been delighted.  There would have been fewer mouths to feed.

“Maybe they want a heroic death,” Charles suggested.  “Or they think the jamming will keep us from intervening.”

Riley shrugged.  The jamming would prevent the Solar Union from teleporting anyone out of the city, along with the assholes keeping them prisoner, but it hardly kept his fellows from dropping a team of armoured soldiers into the city from orbit or simply sneaking through the trenches and into the city itself.  Perhaps they thought they could use the would-be emigrants as human shields, although that would be foolish.  If there was one thing Riley and his peers had learnt, in their careers, it was that allowing human shields to deter them would merely ensure all their enemies took and used human shields.  He was quite happy to take risks to capture terrorists, just to make sure they were hanged for breaking the rules of war.  They couldn’t break the rules openly, then try to claim their protection.

“Deploy the drones,” he ordered.

“On it,” Sally said.  “Interlinking relay systems coming online ... now.”

“Good,” Riley said.  The enemy jamming was alarmingly good, for something that had been patched together from pre-Contact tech, but the microscopic drones were designed to serve as tiny relay stations as well as sensor platforms.  Their images were patchy, and some parts of the city were worryingly opaque, yet it was far better than nothing.  Combined with the drones orbiting high overhead, it was unlikely anything could sneak up on them.  “Let me know the moment you find the hostages.”

He took a breath and checked the live feed from the drones as they rounded a corner and headed towards the government complex.  The enemy hadn’t realised it – he assumed – but their jamming was so powerful it was easy to pick out the source.  It would be easy, too, to drop a KEW on it from orbit, although that would take out the entire complex and most of its inhabitants.  He’d considered using a smart missile, but even that would put the hostages’ lives at risk.  Besides, it would be a great deal more satisfying to breeze through the front gate and lay waste to the complex.

Don’t get cocky, he reminded himself, firmly.  Just because their tech is primitive doesn’t mean they’re dumb.

“We won’t get through the gate,” Charles said, curtly.  “The guards are being too careful.”

Riley watched the guards for a long moment, then nodded.  The guards looked like irregulars, or terrorists, but they were checking papers and searching everyone who wanted to enter the complex with a professionalism he would have admired if they hadn’t been on the wrong side.  He wouldn’t have been surprised to discover they had a list of authorised visitors too, like high security sites in the west.  Anyone not on the list would be – at best – detained.  Here, with the city bracing itself for a rebel attack, it was likely that anyone they caught would be hanged without a trial.  They didn’t have the time for interrogation.

“You know the plan,” he said, his implants updating as more and more data flowed in from the drones.  “When I give the word, click your forcefields on and charge.”

Charles snickered.  “Perhaps we shouldn’t bother with the jamming,” he said.  “We can do the mission ourselves.”

Riley smiled, then shook his head.  “They’ll bring in reinforcements the moment they realise they’re under attack,” he said dryly, although he knew perfectly well the team already knew it.  They hadn’t had much time to plan the operation, but they were experienced professionals.  “We’ll need reinforcements.”

He braced himself as they drove up to the gatehouse.  It was admirably secure.  The compound walls had been enhanced with Hesco bastions, protecting the defenders from IEDs and VBIEDs; the bunkers, set further into the complex, covered the gatehouse with enough firepower to deter any local attacker.  The complex itself was studded with murder holes – he couldn’t help thinking that whoever had cut them had done so entirely at random – and the roof covered with antiaircraft weapons, including one he was sure dated back to the Second World War.  It wasn’t as laughable as it looked.  The guns had been surprisingly good at killing tanks, back in their day, and rebel technicals had even less armour than early tanks and armoured cars.  They might just be more useful than anyone thought.  

“Five seconds,” he subvocalised.  Microbursts flickered between the team, designating targets.  The defenders wouldn’t have a chance to realise they were under attack before it was too late.  He smiled, tightly, as the guards approached.  “Go!”

He drew his pistol, his enhanced arm moving inhumanly fast, and started to fire, cutting down the guards before they could react.  The rest of the team fired at the same moment, Charles and Sally pouring superhot plasma into the bunkers while Terry and Josh opened fire on the rooftop defences.  Something exploded, pieces of debris crashing down ... Riley smirked as he jumped out of the jeep, activated his force shield and ran towards the jamming equipment, with Sally right behind him.  A defender appeared out of nowhere, pointed his AK-47 in Riley’s direction and opened fire.  The bullets hit the force shield and harmlessly bounced off, ricocheting in all directions.  Riley shot the man and kept going, even as the defenders rushed to the murder holes and opened fire.  It felt as if they were panicking.

Long may they stay that way, Riley thought, darkly.  He kept a wary eye on the live feed from the drones as they closed on the walls.  The force shields were good, but an enemy that refused to panic could slow the team, even hit them hard enough to break the shields – directly or indirectly – and kill them.  We have to move fast, without being slowed down.

The ground heaved.  He glanced back, just in time to see a pair of fireballs rising in the distance.  The orbiting drones, watching for enemy movements, had hit targets ... hopefully, that would slow the enemy reaction long enough for the team to complete its mission and get out.  He turned back to the wall, shoved a molecular disintegrator against it, and hit the switch.  The wall collapsed into dust.  The men inside spun around, too late.  He switched his weapon to stun and opened fire, the defenders twitching painfully as they fell.  They’d have headaches later, but at least they’d be alive.

“This way,” Sally said.  The jamming was so strong it was interfering with the microscope drones.  “I think ...”

She kicked a door with her enhanced strength.  It shattered, revealing a hodgepodge of outdated computer and communications technology and a young man who gaped at them in horror, then threw up his hands.  Riley stunned him anyway, just to be sure.  The young man – he was barely out of his teens – looked like a tech nerd, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be dangerous.  Too many terrorists had taken to modern social media like ducks to water, openly broadcasting their vile deeds to the world while sneakily passing messages from cell to cell in codes that defied the algorithms.  Riley designated the young man for pick-up – if he had been conscripted, he would be grateful – and stepped back to watch the door as Sally went to work.  She was an expert at dealing with hybrid tech.

“Someone’s been telling tales,” Sally commented, curtly.  “Lots of layered shit here ...”

Riley nodded.  Governments the world over had been working, desperately, to come up with ways to block teleport signals and, to be fair, they’d largely succeeded.  He wondered, idly, who’d shared the tech, although the basic concept was simple enough anyone could put it into practice.  Teleport signals were incredibly complex and there were limits to how far their systems could compensate before the signal was too badly corrupted to be reconstituted.  Teleporting was normally perfectly safe, but using teleporters in a combat zone was asking for trouble.

“Too primitive to infiltrate,” Sally added, after a moment.  “Luckily, we can just cut the wires.”

Riley grinned.  “Do it.”

He checked in with the rest of the team as the jamming faded away.  The enemy was trying to get organised, local forces storming the walls with the clear intention of trapping the team inside the complex.  They didn’t seem to care about the fact they’d also be trapping their leadership, unless someone on the outside was hoping to take advantage of the chaos to launch a coup.  It would be a poisoned chalice, if they succeeded, but the lure of absolute power – even over a besieged city – was hard to resist.  The ground heaved as the drones rained death on the surrounding streets, clearing the way for the reinforcements.  New icons flashed in front of his eyes as the first Marines started to teleport into the city.

“They won’t be able to get the jammers up again in a hurry,” Sally said.  She’d done more than just pull the plug.  Once the power was off, she’d activated her lancers and melted half of the outdated junk.  “Let’s go.”

Riley nodded and led the way out of the room at a brisk clip.  The live feed from the drones was updating rapidly, now that the jamming was gone, turning the fog of war into a memory.  The surviving defenders were scattered, a handful running for their lives ... straight into the armoured marines taking position outside the complex.  The remainder were heading for the prisoner barracks.  Riley gritted his teeth as he picked up speed, barely noticing an armed man coming at him.  He stunned the man on automatic and darted past before the unconscious body hit the ground.  The stairs would have made a pretty good chokepoint, if the defenders had been thinking clearly, but they hadn’t even tried to make a stand.  He threw a stun grenade down the stairs anyway, just to be sure, and followed, gritting his teeth as blue light flared below.  His hair threatened to stand on end.  He’d felt the edge of the detonation even through the shield.

“In there,” Sally said, as the ground heaved again.  Dust fell from the roof.  “Quickly.”

Riley crashed through the door, ready for anything.  The prisoners stared at him in shock.  Women, children ... he hoped the grown men had been conscripted, rather than simply hanged, but he feared the worst.  The oldest boy he could see looked to be about twelve, if that.  His teeth clenched.  It wasn’t the first time someone had conscripted child soldiers, but it never failed to shock him.  It was an atrocity if ever there was one.

“Hold still,” he snapped.  His Farsi was rusty, but it would suffice. “Don’t move!”

He triggered the teleport scanner.  The system ran a series of checks, making sure the local jamming remained down, then linked into the drones and activated the orbiting teleporter.  The prisoners froze, eyes wide with horror as their bodies dissolved into white light.  They’d be reconstituted on the orbital platform, where medics would tend to their wounds and provide what reassurance they could.  He felt a flicker of sympathy.  Religious authorities all over the world were still trying to decide if teleporting was no better than suicide, killing the original person and then creating a duplicate that thought it was the original.  The Galactics had proof the teleporter didn’t do anything of the sort – and apparently teleport duplicates were the stuff of science-fantasy - but the explanation was too complex for anyone who didn’t have a degree in quantum physics.  Privately, there were times Riley wondered if the Galactics hadn’t simply cooked up a tissue of lies to keep the younger races from thinking about it.

“Sir,” Charles said.  “We have the leaders.”

“Teleport them into custody,” Riley ordered.  The city’s masters would stand trial for their crimes.  If they were found guilty, and he couldn’t imagine any other outcome, they’d either be sent to a detention asteroid or executed.  They probably weren’t the sort of criminals who could pay their debt to society through indentured labour or military service.  “Josh?”

“We swept the lower levels,” Josh reported.  “Got a handful of prisoners and a shitload of records.”

“Take them all,” Riley said.  The records might be useful.  Who knew?  If nothing else, they’d be informative when historians came to write the history of the civil war.  He put the thought aside as another explosion shook the ground.  The live feed from the drones revealed the rebel forces, advancing against the trenches as they scented weakness.  “I think we’ve outstayed our welcome.”

“Looks like it,” Charles agreed.  “I don’t want to say we’re surrounded, but we’re being fired on from all sides.”

Riley nodded.  “We’re done here,” he said, keying his communicator.  “Bring us home.”

He closed his eyes, skin itching as the teleporter took hold of him.  The techs swore blind he was imagining it, but his imagination had always been very powerful.  He staggered, slightly, eyes snapping open as the teleporter let go.  It had been fifteen years since he’d joined the Solar Navy, fifteen years since he’d first used a teleporter, yet he’d never gotten used to it.  The sensation was too disorienting, even for him.

“Sir,” Captain Yu said.  “The remainder of the team and reinforcements are being pulled out now.”

“Very good.”  Riley sighed inwardly as the adrenaline started to wear off.  There would be paperwork.  Lots and lots of paperwork.  The Solar Union had less than the United States Navy, but ... he shook his head.  There had to be at least some organisation or the results would be absolute chaos.  “We came, we saw, we kicked ass.”

And it was a walkover because they weren’t prepared for us, he reminded himself, sharply.  The locals hadn’t understood the full potential of GalTech.  The Galactics did.  Everyone knew it was just a matter of time before the Solar Union and the Galactics came to blows and then ...  The next engagement will be harder.

“Yes, sir,” Yu agreed.  “You have a message from Command.  You have one day’s planetside leave, if you wish it, then you are ordered to return to base.  I think they have something in mind for you.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Riley said.  He hadn’t expected any leave.  The fact they were being given a day off, with full access to the teleporters, was worrying.  It suggested they were being tapped for something very dangerous ... he snorted at himself.  If he’d wanted a nice risk-free life, he would have become an accountant or a doctor or something – anything – other than a soldier.  “I’ll pass the word to the team, then go planetside.”

Yu made a face.  “I wouldn’t go down there on a bet,” he said.  “It isn’t the world we grew up in.  Not anymore.”

“No,” Riley agreed.  The younger generation had broken all ties to their homeworld.  He was too old to cut the links completely.  “But I have family down there.”
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Chapter Two
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“It’s good to see you again, Sally,” Penny Wilde said.  “But you’d better come in before they see you.”

Sally Wilde tried not to grimace as her younger sister welcomed her into the apartment.  It was hard to believe Penny was seven years younger than she was – the gray air and wrinkles suggested otherwise - and harder still to believe her sister still lived in the same cramped apartment.  The rust belt town had been slowly going downhill for decades, ever since the nearby factory had been shuttered, but the decline had picked up speed in the last five years.  Too many locals were packing up and moving to the Solar Union, abandoning their old homes and apartments to anyone who wanted them.  The result had not been pleasant. 

“It’s been a while,” she said.  “What happened?”

“The inner cities moved out to the suburbs,” Penny said, curtly.  “And it isn’t safe to be on the streets now, after dark.”

Sally tried not to grimace.  She knew what that meant.  She also knew Penny could pack up and move to the Solar Union any time she liked.  It wouldn’t be easy – a United States teaching qualification was worse than useless in the Solar Union, where the founders had watched helplessly as their former country degenerated into a feudal nightmare – but her sister was smart.  She could go back to school, get a teaching certificate that proved she actually knew how to teach, then go to work in a school that had the power to fire incompetent teachers without going through layers and layers of bureaucracy.  Penny could do it.  But she was too stubborn.

She looked around the living room as her sister bustled into the kitchen and came back with two mugs of coffee.  A handful of photos hung on the walls, their parents and grandparents, but otherwise the room looked and felt as if it was nothing more than a temporary accommodation.  Perhaps it was.  Penny might have hoped to buy, once upon a time, but housing prices had skyrocketed nearly everywhere and the apartment block had been snatched up by a corporation.  They were chomping at the bit to evict their residents and hike up rents for newcomers, even though the area was degenerating rapidly.  Sally was mildly surprised they hadn’t resorted to extra-legal means to get their tenants out.  These days, who’d stop them?

“It’s been a while,” Penny said, as she passed Sally her coffee.  “What are you doing these days?”

“Tech support,” Sally said, a statement that was technically true while concealing almost everything.  She’d grown up with a techie father, who’d introduced her to the joys of taking apart computers and other pieces of technology and wiring the components together to produce something completely new.  The military had snapped her up, deploying her to various combat zones to support the troops.  She’d stayed in the same role even after making the jump to the Solar Union.  “I’ve been unlocking the secrets of GalTech.”

“Which put the nearby nuclear plant out of business,” Penny said, sarcastically.  “Thanks.”

“And most of the employees made their way to the Solar Union,” Sally pointed out.  It was a great deal safer to work with nuclear fission in space.  The relatively small amounts of nuclear waste that couldn’t be recycled or reprocessed could be shot straight into the nearest star, removing the problem permanently.  “They’re quite happy there.”

Penny stared into her coffee.  “Are you happy?”

“Yeah,” Sally said, after a moment.  “I have a fun job” – that was an understatement if ever she’d said one – “and a very promising career.”

“Unlocking alien tech,” Penny said.  “Do you ever do something new?”

“The more we learn about alien tech, the more we can use it for our own purposes,” Sally said.  “The Galactics are surprisingly unimaginative.”

Penny’s lips twitched.  “So were the bureaucrats who handed out locked computers to the kids.”

“It must have been a surprise when the machines were unlocked really quickly,” Sally agreed, mischievously.  She’d heard the stories.  The corporation that churned out the machines had programmed them to offer a strictly limited set of options and no more.  They were little better than word processors, internet browsers and a handful of other things.  They couldn’t play videos without the right encoding, let alone browse the datanet or download porn.  But with the right tools, the limitations could be easily removed.  “How big a scandal was it?”

“It got hushed up,” Penny said, tartly.  “No one wanted to admit the system had failed.”

Sally rolled her eyes.  Kids – and teenagers – hated any sense of restriction.  They’d grown up with stories of the internet, and the datanet, being a land for everyone, with websites and forums that catered to nearly every interest, be it mainstream or niche.  Hardly anyone bought hardwired computers and laptops these days – no one trusted the producers not to shut them down remotely or use their access to engage in social engineering – and the only way to get them sold was to force the schools to buy them ... all in the name of child safety.  And the teenagers had no trouble figuring out how to get around the limitations.  If she’d been a few decades younger, she would have been in the lead.  She’d been coding almost as soon as she could walk.

But that’s not so easy these days, she thought, tiredly.  Her sister was fighting the good fight, but educational standards had plunged to levels no one had even imagined possible, now that most of the good teachers and technical-minded students were heading into space.  Given time, no one will even be able to figure out how to hack the machines and get online without restriction.

She changed the subject.  “How’s Danny?”

“I’m surprised you haven’t heard from him,” Penny said.  A flicker of pride crossed her face.  “He’s a pretty good asteroid miner.”

“I might have a message in the buffer,” Sally said, thoughtfully.  She checked her civilian message box whenever she passed a civilian datanode, but that wasn’t possible on a military base.  Force Recon teams weren’t supposed to have any contact with outsiders when they were on standby, waiting for the call to action.  She could have circumvented the rules and gotten away with it, probably, but it wouldn’t have been fair.  The rest of the team didn’t have the same opportunities.  “What did he say to you?”

“Apparently, he found a solid gold asteroid,” Penny said.  “I think he was joking.”

“Probably,” Sally agreed.  It was possible, but astronomically unlikely.  “At least he’s doing well for himself.”

“He’s part of a group-marriage,” Penny said.  “Is that even decent?”

Sally sighed inwardly.  Her sister had always been conservative, something that struck her as odd.  But then, she was a teacher.  She had seen so many fads come and go, from absurd fashion statements to sexual relationships that shocked people a few years older, that she probably clung to her beliefs out of the need for something solid in her life.  Besides, the fads always died, leaving human wreckage in their wake.  The teenagers Penny taught were just not mature enough to cope.

“The Solar Union firmly believes you can do what you like, as long as everyone consents and is of age,” Sally said.  Steve Stuart and his family had been sick to death of people telling them what to do, with reason.  Sally agreed wholeheartedly.  “If he’s happy in his group-marriage ... well, good for him.  You have every right to find the concept repulsive, but no right to stop it.”

“You make it sound so simple,” Penny said.  “And you?  Do you have a partner now?”

“Not really,” Sally admitted.  She rarely had time to meet anyone who wasn’t part of Force Recon – and therefore off-limits.  The handful of men and women she’d dated on leave had never turned into permanent relationships, not least because she’d never had the time to commit to them.  But that was none of her sister’s business.  “And yourself?”

“Jim fucked off and vanished,” Penny snarled.  “Since then ...”

She shrugged, expressively.  Sally understood.  Her sister had been pretty when she’d been young, but she didn’t have access to rejuvenation tech.  She looked old enough to be Sally’s mother and that meant ... no one was interested, probably.  It was a shame.  Penny was a good person, if you overlooked her flaws.  But her husband had left her and no one was quite sure what had happened to him.  For all they knew, he might be dead.

“I’m sorry,” Sally said.  “You know, you could come to the stars.”

“There are kids who need my help,” Penny said, quietly.  “They’re all I have left.”

Sally tried not to grimace.  The school had been a good one, once, but it had been going downhill when they’d been children and had yet to hit bottom.  The kids were poor and deprived, denied parents who gave a shit about their education; the teachers were mostly time-servers, incompetents, or careerists putting in their time before they started to clamber up the ladder to the heights of educational bureaucracy.  Penny was one of the few exceptions and they weren’t enough to turn the school around.  She and the handful of others didn’t have the authority to do anything, not without jumping through hoops devised by people who’d never seen a classroom.  There were students who’d committed sexual assault, or worse, and they couldn’t be expelled.  And then the bureaucrats wondered why the smart kids headed to space as soon as they could.

One can’t fix stupid, Sally thought.  

There was a sharp knock on the door.  Penny tensed, her face freezing.  Sally felt her blood run cold, combat implants coming online automatically.  Something was wrong.  Something was very wrong.  Her sister didn’t show that kind of fear ... 

Penny’s voice shook.  “Stay here.”

Sally met her eyes.  “Are you in trouble?”

Her sister didn’t answer.  She just stood and headed for the hallway.  Sally hesitated and slipped after her, moving so lightly it was unlikely Penny would have heard her even if she wasn’t fearful.  It was horrific, almost impossible to comprehend.  The look of helpless fear that had crossed her sister’s face ...

She stayed behind as Penny opened the door.  Three young men stood there, wearing gang colours and carrying knives.  One of them had a gun in his belt, an oddity in a town where carrying a firearm in public could get you arrested.  But then, the local police had been going downhill too.  The good cops had got out.  The bad cops had stayed, doing as little as possible as they waited to reach retirement age.  Sally rather suspected they were going to be disappointed, when they retired.  She’d seen the figures.  The pensions crisis was only going to get worse, unless the government found a new source of income.  It wasn’t going to happen.

“You know the rules, bitch,” the leader snarled.  His face twisted into an ugly leer as he brandished his knife.  “You pay protection or we cut you up.”

His eyes moved to Sally.  “And you?  Who are you?  Her daughter?”

“None of your business,” Sally said, her implants mitigating her anger.  A protection racket ... her earlier thoughts came back to haunt her.  The corporation had enough clout to get the gangbangers arrested and locked up for the rest of their lives, but why bother?  They served a useful purpose, assets so deniable they didn’t know they were assets.  “I’m just visiting.”

The gangbanger leered.  “Show us your tits or we’ll cut you up.”

Sally met and held his eyes as she walked forward, her enhanced muscles preparing themselves for the coming fight.  The gangbanger’s face showed a flicker of uncertainty as she walked right up to him and punched his face with boosted strength, his skull cracking as he stumbled backwards and crashed to the floor.  Sally snatched the gun off his belt, hand moving so rapidly it practically blurred, and glanced at it as she opened the magazine and ditched the clip.  The pistol was crude, probably put together in an underground workshop, and so poorly maintained she dared not pull the trigger.  If she’d kept her weapons in such a state, her court-martial would’ve been the shortest formality on record.  She held the pistol up and squeezed, hard.  The metal crumpled like paper.

She smiled at the gangbangers staring at her.  One had wet himself.  The other looked as if he was going to be sick.  Sally was tempted to kill them both.  They could have made something of themselves, if they’d tried, but instead they preyed on the helpless residents, demanding protection money, selling drugs, molesting and raping anyone young and female who crossed the path and God alone knew what else.  They deserved to die.

“Run,” she hissed.

The gangbangers turned and fled as if hell itself was after them.  Sally tossed the remains of the pistol after them, then looked down at their former leader.  There was no hope of saving his life, even if she teleported him directly to a modern hospital.  His skull had cracked, fragments of bone driven straight into his brain.  The nasty part of her mind whispered he probably didn’t have a brain, but it didn’t matter.  He was dead.  His body was slowly realising it.  

And Penny had fainted.

Sally carried her sister back into the apartment, shut the door behind her and put Penny down on the sofa.  Her mind raced.  The gangbangers were scared, for the moment, but macho idiots like them rarely accepted defeat.  Their reputation depended on being the roughest, toughest, pieces of shit in the district, ready to fight at the drop of a hat.  They might round up a few dozen friends and lead them back to the apartment or, if they answered to drug dealers or whatever further up the chain, arrange for the police to come calling instead.  Sally wasn’t afraid of the gangbangers, but the police would be a political nightmare.  Her superiors would be furious.

And I couldn’t let them take me into custody either, she reflected, as she held the mug of coffee under her sister’s nose.  I’d be lucky if they didn’t let the gangbangers into the cell to beat me to death.

Penny started, jerking awake.  “What ...?”

Sally hid her amusement.  Penny had known her younger sister had been rejuvenated, of course, but she didn’t know about the genetic enhancements or combat implants that had been woven into her body.  There were all sorts of stories about the Solar Marines, some of which were so fantastical they threw the more plausible stories into doubt, yet ... Penny had no idea what Sally really did for a living.  The idea of her sister being strong enough to crack a man’s skull with a blow ... Sally wondered, suddenly, if her sister would be afraid or envious.  She’d had both reactions in the past.

“I ... fuck,” Penny said.  Sally hadn’t heard her sister swear since they were kids.  “What did you do?”

“What do you think they would have done to me, if I’d done what they wanted?”  Sally had no time for bullies.  She knew the type too well.  They wouldn’t have stopped after they’d feasted their eyes on her breasts.  They’d have demanded more and more ... and, with nearly anyone else, they’d have gotten it.  “How long has this been going on?”

“Four years,” Penny said.  “Pay or ...”

Sally could guess.  “You can’t stay here,” she said.  The gangbangers would return, eventually.  There were stories of people who lay in wait and opened fire, slaughtering the gangsters, but most of them ended poorly.  The government didn’t like people who stood up for themselves.  Penny couldn’t even hope to defend herself.  “Come with me.”

“But ...”  Penny stood on wobbly legs.  “My life ...”

“Your life here is over,” Sally said, flatly.  She knew her sister really did care about her job.  God knew she’d stayed in the post, even as it grew harder and harder.  “They will be back.”

“And they’ll blame me for you,” Penny said.  “Fuck.”

“Pack, quickly,” Sally urged.  She didn’t think Penny had very much to her name.  Their family had never been particularly wealthy.  “You can leave the apartment to the landlords.”

Penny glanced at her.  “Sally, what happened to you?”

“Good question,” Sally said.  She wasn’t sure how to explain.  Two-thirds of her service record was classified and the remainder so vague she suspected anyone who looked at it would know she was Special Forces.  She’d never thought she could become a high-tech commando, but ... it was astonishing what genetic modification and tech implantation could do.  “Let’s just say I had a few improvements.”

She helped her sister fill a couple of suitcases and grab the pictures from the wall, then placed them in the middle of the apartment.  Penny would have to pass through the dormitory asteroids, where new immigrants were given the basic orientation before they were allowed into the Solar Union proper, but her suitcases could be taken directly to Sally’s civilian residence.  They could wait for Penny there.  Hell, there was no reason Penny couldn’t use the residence herself.  In truth, Sally was hardly ever there.

Penny took one last look around the apartment, her face grim.  Sally felt a stab of sympathy.  Penny had spent years trying to build a life for herself and it had all been futile, an endless struggle against a system too bloated to be anything other than a blight on the country.  It might not be openly malicious, but it didn’t matter.  The country their father and grandfather had known was gone.  

She sighed.  “What now?”

Sally keyed her communicator.  “Now, we teleport home,” she said.  She had enough leave left to organise her sister’s transfer to the dorms, before she had to head back to base.  The unexpected leave they’d been given was clear proof something was up.  “And we leave this world behind.”

And she knew, even as she spoke, that she would never return.
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“So,” Charles said, as the team assembled in the secure asteroid base.  “How was the ranch?”

“Fucked up and probably fucked,” Riley said.  He hadn’t expected to inherit his family’s ranch – his elder brother had taken the helm, when their father had died – but it was still the family home and he’d made a point of visiting as often as possible.  “Ten gets you twenty the ranch gets repossessed in a year or two.”

He scowled.  His family had turned a patch of New Mexican wasteland into a ranch and made it a success, even in the modern era.  They’d served their country well too.  He only had one male relative who hadn’t served his time and he had been crippled as a child, forced to spend most of his life in a wheelchair until GalTech had given him back his legs.  And how had their loyalty been repaid?  The distant bureaucracy issued rules and regulations that were – at best – completely impractical and promised severe punishment for anyone who didn’t follow them to the letter, while the state government was under pressure to return the land to people who had never owned it.  Riley liked to think the ranch would be safe, but the cynic in him doubted it.  There were too many politicians ready to sell their people out for votes.

“Don’t fret about it,” Charles advised.  “Burn it to the ground.  They want it.  They can have it as your family found it.”

“Thank you, John Galt,” Riley said, sardonically.  “I’ll be sure to take your advice ... the moment I have my brain removed and replaced with an orange.”

“It would be a great improvement,” Charles teased.  “But seriously ...”

Riley nodded, curtly.  There was no way to explain, not to someone who really had worked his way up from nothing, just how important the ranch was to his family.  It was theirs.  It was the core of their family, their home ... their forever home.  The idea of burning it to ash, just to spite the opportunists who thought they could move into their property and run it themselves, was horrific.  It wasn’t as if they had stolen the land.  Sure, it had been taken during the US-Mexican War, but it had been so empty and desolate that there’d been almost no permanent residences at all, at least until the ranches had arrived.  And yet ...

He put the thought aside as the rest of the team joined them, sharing brief comments about their leave as they waited.  He felt a thrill of anticipation.  The Firelighters had been deployed all over the world, and even on a handful of alien worlds, but most of those deployments had been carefully planned.  This one felt like an operation put together at breakneck speed, the kind of deployment that could be either brilliant, with the team enjoying the freedom to operate as they saw fit, or a total disaster, the team hastily thrown into a combat zone to plug a hole in the defences or make a desperate play for victory ... or even delay the enemy long enough to evacuate the remainder of the force and escape.  He wondered, idly, which one the new deployment would be.  They’d find out soon enough.

The hatch opened, revealing the briefing chamber.  Admiral Mongo Stuart stood by the podium, flanked by Colonel Harper and a dark-skinned officer Riley didn’t recognise.  The man didn’t hold himself like an experienced operator, suggesting he was a backroom spook rather than someone who went on deployments with his team.  Not always a bad thing, particularly in the Solar Union, but not someone who could be relied upon to understand how the real universe worked.  Riley had seen enough impractical operational concepts to know that some ideas had to be firmly squashed before the senior officers saw them, thought they were brilliant and tried to insist they were carried out.

“Please, be seated,” Admiral Stuart said.  Riley eyed him with considerable respect.  The admiral had spent the last fifteen years pulling together a navy that might, one day, be able to stand up to the Galactics.  Riley knew how much he’d done – and how far they had to go.  “There is much to discuss.”

Riley sat, his team following suit.  It was hard to read the admiral’s face – the man was well-practiced at concealing his thoughts – but the spook seemed torn between excitement and fear.  Riley hoped that didn’t mean the spook expected to accompany his team.  The man might be good at his job, but that didn’t mean he could become an operator in the blink of an eye.  It had taken Sally years to qualify, despite having served in combat zones before transferring to the Solar Union, and Riley had had his doubts until she proved herself as an asset.  A liability would have been quickly moved on before she got someone killed.

Admiral Stuart nodded to the spook.  “Commander Singh, the floor is yours.”

“But the roof is ours,” Charles put in, quickly.

Riley shot him a sharp look.  The joke would have been funnier if Charles hadn’t been making it for years.  It was old enough, he thought, to predate both of them.  He’d never bothered to look it up to check.

Commander Singh picked up the terminal and keyed a switch.  A holographic image materialised in front of them, a blue-green orb that looked like Earth, but with very different landmasses.  There was one large continent and one large ocean, Riley noted, rather than a handful separated by seas.  It wasn’t uncommon, on worlds that weren’t geologically active, but it still looked wrong.  There were times when Riley envied the new generation.  They were growing up in a world where aliens, and alien worlds, were just a fact of life.

“The planet Belos,” Commander Singh said.  “Your destination.”

“You don’t say,” Josh said.

Commander Singh ignored him.  “Belos has an unfortunate history.  It possesses no less than three gravity points, one of which is connected to a chain that leads all the way to Tichck Prime.  The Tichck discovered Belos and the Belosi roughly two thousand years ago – there is some suggestion one of the points along the chain was concealed for some reason, as they really should have stumbled across the planet much earlier – and wasted no time in laying claim to the system.  The Belosi themselves, unfortunately for them, were barely entering the gunpowder age.  The Tichck had no problems establishing a legal protectorate over the planet.”

Riley grimaced.  The Galactics had few qualms about brushing the interests of primitive races aside, when they conflicted with their own, and coming up with self-serving justifications afterwards.  The hyper-capitalistic Tichck were particularly unpleasant when it came to exploiting other races, and he feared for anyone who fell into their clutches.  They made the worst of humanity’s exploitive capitalists look like saints, screwing each other – sometimes literally – as much as they screwed other races.  He was surprised the Tokomak tolerated their bullshit.  But then, the Tichck were strong enough to give a race as stagnant as the Tokomak pause.

“The natives had no chance,” Commander Singh continued.  “The Tichck effectively enslaved them, forcing them to raise and harvest genetically engineered crops that form an essential part of their economy.  The plantations have actually had a serious effect on the planet’s biosphere, a problem made worse by ground-based factories, that has – we believe – made life uncomfortable for the Belosi.  Think a poisonous factory in a Third World country, only worse.  Much worse.  Some projections suggest that, if the ecological damage isn’t fixed, the Belosi will eventually be unable to live on their own world.  The Tichck don’t care.  They’ve also been importing labourers from all over the known galaxy.”

“And turning the Belosi into household slaves,” Admiral Stuart said.  “If any of them ever got off their homeworld, we don’t know about it.”

“Poor bastards,” Riley said.

Sally leaned forward.  “Is there no resistance?”

“We don’t know,” Commander Singh said.  “The Tichck insist the Belosi are happy in slavery.  They may be correct.  Depending on how they’re brought up, they may think their slavery is natural and right.  There may also be an underground, particularly amongst slaves who have contact with other Galactics, but we simply don’t know.  We do know they live under pretty harsh laws.  They are, amongst other things, forbidden to read and write.”

“Charming,” Charles said, darkly.  “It’s Dixie again, isn’t it?”

“Worse,” Josh said.  “Much worse.”

Riley leaned forward.  “This is all very interesting and horrific,” he said simply, “but what does this have to do with us?”

Commander Singh keyed his terminal.  The display changed, zeroing in on an alien megacity and focusing on a large complex.  “Over the years, Belos has become home to a number of corporate headquarters and installations,” he said.  “The Tichck encourage this, both to boost their tax revenue – the interstellar corporations are so wealthy that even they can’t hide all their income – and, we think, to ensure they have supporters if someone challenges their cruelty.  One of these Corporations is the ... well, the name roughly translates to Fly-By Night.  It’s a Tokomak-dominated corporation, one that attracted our interest as a matter of course.  And what we found changed everything.”

Riley hid his annoyance.  Why did briefing officers feel the need to be so dramatic?

“Fly-By-Night is doing research, we suspect, that isn’t quite authorised by the Tokomak Government,” Commander Singh said.  “They believe, officially, that they have reached the limits of technological development and there is no point in trying to develop anything new.  Unofficially, we believe this is designed to keep someone from coming up with a silver bullet that would render their entire fleet nothing more than scrap metal in a single moment.  If you effectively rule the galaxy, why would you want someone to rock the boat?”

He paused.  “The important point is this,” he added.  “There are no less than five Level-VI GalCores in their installation.”

“You’re kidding me,” Sally said.  “Five?”

“Five,” Commander Singh confirmed.  “Apparently, there was quite a kerfuffle over import rights before the objections went away.  We think Fly-By-Night paid a very hefty bribe.”

Riley sucked in his breath.  “And they’re Level-VI cores?”

“Yes,” Admiral Stuart said.  “We need them.”

“If we had them, we could do anything,” Sally said.  The enthusiasm in her voice made Riley smile.  “Anything.”

Terry raised a hand.  “And for those of us who know nothing about such things ...?”

Commander Singh shot him a doubtful look.  Riley kept his face under tight control.  It never hurt to hear something twice, as irritating as it could be, but ...

“The problem with GalTech,” Commander Singh said finally, “is that the base of every last piece of technology is governed by programs intended to limit its use.  In theory, a fabber – even a very basic fabber, the kind you might find in a starship machine shop – can produce absolutely anything; in practice, the limits woven into the base program make it impossible to churn out anything not on the approved list.  This is so hardwired into the system that trying to hack and remove it is impossible, even for our best.  It wipes the entire command system clean and bricks whatever you’re trying to hack.”

He paused.  “It isn’t just fabbers, either.  It’s pretty much everything, from navigational computers to weapons and tactical systems.  We think there are command codes, hidden within the baseline programming, that can be used to shut the system down, if the Galactics wish it.  There are enough worrying signs within the systems we’ve examined to make it impossible to discount the possibilities.  What this means, to all intents and purposes, is that the Galactics let societies become dependent on GalTech, knowing they cannot get past the limits imposed on them.  Combined with their vast military superiority, it ensures they have no problem putting the younger races in their place if the shit hits the fan.”

Terry sounded as though he was being deliberately obtuse.  “And the GalCores?”

“They are the keys to unlocking the base programming and tinkering with it,” Commander Singh said.  “Level-I to Level-III GalCores are fairly common and used frequently, and we obtained a couple on the black market, but they cannot be used on all pieces of GalTech.  We need Level-VI GalCores to unlock weapons, stardrives and a handful of other technologies we need to understand and reverse engineer before our time runs out.”

“So you want us to steal the GalCores,” Riley said.  It sounded doable.  He suspected they’d have to make their way to Belos and evaluate the situation directly, before they decided if it actually was possible.  “Right?”

“Yes.”  Admiral Stuart looked from face to face.  “We need those cores.”

“We might be able to take them,” Terry mused.  “But how do you know they can’t be bricked remotely?”

“As we understand it, that’s impossible,” Commander Singh said.  “That said, we want more than one GalCore to give us room to experiment without risking everything.”

“It stands to reason we should be able to hack the systems,” Sally said.  “Can we not try?”

“We have been trying,” Admiral Stuart said.  “We may succeed.  But we dare not count on it.”

“It’s like one of those old movies, where you have to cut the right wire to keep the bomb from exploding,” Colonel Harper commented.  “And there isn’t a right wire.”

Admiral Stuart leaned forward, voice cold and grim.  “Your orders are to obtain the GalCores by any means necessary, then get them back to Sol,” he said.  “I won’t presume to give you any more detailed orders, as we simply don’t know enough to make operational plans, but I trust you to handle it.”

Riley smiled.  It was nice to have a CO who understood his limits – and also trusted Riley and his team to do their jobs.

Charles raised his hand.  “How are we getting there?”

“You’ll take passage on a modified freighter that fell into our hands,” Commander Singh said.  “We’ve used it to infiltrate operatives before, with a cover story that would be difficult to disprove, even if you run into a customs agent who refuses to take the customary bribe.  Even if they do realise something is going on, they won’t be able to draw a line from you to us.  But you’ll be briefed on that later.”

Admiral Stuart nodded.  “I won’t deny we have doubts about the mission,” he said, flatly.  “The Tichck are known for being vindictive little bastards and we went back and forth for days debating if the prize was worth the risk.  An open clash with almost any interstellar power, right now, would be utterly disastrous.  But we need those GalCores and we have been unable to find another way to obtain them.  They’re normally kept so deep in enemy space that intruders would be noticed immediately, well before they got into position.”

“The Tokomak don’t let anyone onto their homeworld unless they have special permission,” Commander Singh put in.  “Sending a team to Tokomak Prime is impossible. We know very little about it.”

“It is vitally important you do not let yourselves be taken alive,” Admiral Stuart added.  “If you fall into enemy hands, we are relying on you to commit suicide, rather than risk letting yourselves be interrogated.  We dare not assume you cannot be forced to talk.”

Riley gritted his teeth.  He’d started his military service in a time when the old decencies had been thrown out the window, when captured personnel could expect to be humiliated on live TV or interrogated with everything from drugs and sensory deprivation to simple old-fashioned torture.  The team’s implants were supposed to make interrogation difficult – misleading lie detectors, blocking mind probes, even shutting off pain - but he knew better than to take it for granted.  The Galactics had pioneered the tech in his body. They knew it as well as, and probably better than, the doctors who’d inserted the tech under his skin.  It wasn’t impossible they could shut it down ...

And if that happens, suicide will become the only option, he thought.  But it might not be possible without the implants.

It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  Suicide was a mortal sin.  There were times when it was justified, perhaps to save lives, but ... it made him uneasy even to consider the prospect.  And yet, what choice did they have?  He knew the balance of power.  He knew what the Galactics would do, if – when – they rediscovered Earth and the Solar Union.  The best humanity could hope for would be far less than they wanted.  He liked to think that humanity would hold itself together and eventually win its independence, but the galaxy teemed with races that had lost their homeworlds and found themselves living on the margins, struggling desperately to keep themselves alive.  There were humans among them ... there might be others, too, if the human race lost the coming war.  His suicide would be a small price to pay for humanity’s survival.

“I understand, sir,” he said.  The words threatened to catch in his throat.  “I won’t let you down.”

“None of us will,” Charles agreed.  “We knew the job was dangerous when we took it.”

“Really?”  Terry chuckled.  “I thought this was a sewing circle.  How could I have been so misinformed?”

“That’s why I keep telling you to read the briefing notes,” Riley teased.  “You’re just like the deserter who ran the wrong way and got the Medal of Honour.”

Admiral Stuart cleared his throat, loudly.  “Commander Singh will provide you with the background notes and condensed infodumps,” he said.  “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that they are all highly classified and, from this moment, you are in lockdown.  If, for whatever reason, any of you cannot go through with the mission, you will remain here until the operation is completed.”

Riley nodded.  It had happened before and, no doubt, it would happen again.

“You are also taking a specialist along with you,” Admiral Stuart added.  “I’m sure you’ll find him helpful.”

Riley felt his heart sink.  “Sir?”

“A local expert, of sorts,” the admiral said.  “I suggest you listen to him, if nothing else.”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said.  A native guide?  Perhaps ... he’d see.  There were ways to deal with a local, if he proved too awkward or dangerous to tolerate.  “We won’t let you down.”
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Chapter Four
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Sally had known, from the moment she’d become involved in working with GalTech, just how unpleasant the Galactics could be.  They seemed to shy away from outright genocide, although she feared races had been probably been wiped out, but otherwise there were few limits.  The biological barriers between races, it seemed, bred a racism that was far – far – more poisonous than anything humanity had inflicted on itself, made worse by the simple fact the Galactics were much more advanced than their subjects.  They’d effectively won the lottery – they’d developed high tech before encountering alien races – through sheer luck, but the Galactics didn’t see it that way.  They thought themselves the legitimate lords and masters of creation.

And yet the experience of many weaker races had been an abstract concept until she’d started to read the briefing notes.

They told a horrific story.  If anything, Commander Singh had understated the case.  Belos hadn’t just been invaded; it was being terraformed.  Alien-formed.  The natives would find their world more and more uncomfortable until it could no longer support their existence, leaving them to die off while their masters imported new slaves to fill the gap.  The Tichck were known for being unpleasant, the kind of capitalists that made human robber barons look like saints, but this was horrible even for them.  An entire race was going to die just to save their masters some money.  There was nothing, absolutely nothing, in humanity’s history that compared to the looming atrocity.  Adolf Hitler and Josef Stalin could not have dreamed of an atrocity on such a scale.  It was so vast as to be almost beyond comprehension.

She downloaded the remainder of the files into her implants for later perusal as the team was shown through a pair of security doors.  She noted a sudden lack of local processors – the asteroid had an internal datanet, one not connected to the overall network – her heart sinking even though she’d been in lockdown countless times before.  It felt as if they were truly isolated, unable to make contact with the rest of the universe.  She’d never become one of the WebHeads who spent most of their time online, interacting with the real world as much as possible, but she still enjoyed the freedom of going online.  You could be anything you wanted online, anything at all.

Which is part of the problem, she thought, ruefully.  Some of the WebHeads forget the real world exists.

She put the thought aside as she checked her inbox.  The last message, from the dormitory asteroid, confirmed Penny was settling in and undertaking her citizenship courses.  Sally allowed herself a tight smile.  Penny had less to unlearn than many others – and, of course, she wouldn’t have been so good at her job if she’d lost the ability to learn.  She’d certainly not be held back by cultural issues that had no place in the Solar Union.  Sally hoped – prayed – it would work out for her sister.  She would certainly have all the advantages she needed to make something of herself, more than most immigrants.  And once she gained her certification ...

The next set of hatches opened , inviting the team into the bowels of the asteroid.  Sally tried not to roll her eyes.  The base was a maze, carefully designed to ensure the teams saw as little of each other as possible.  There were sections for the Firelighters alone and sections none of them could go into, on pain of court-martial.  She thought it was a little silly, personally, but she understood the risks.  Force Recon – and a handful of other units she wasn’t supposed to know about – did the dirty and dangerous missions, the ones that had to remain classified until well after the Solar Union was established as an undeniable galactic superpower.  She had faith in the security implants, really she did, but what they didn’t know they couldn’t be made to tell.  Their implants were derived from GalTech.  The Galactics might have a way to subvert them.

Commander Singh glanced at them as he led the way into the briefing room.  “This is Nine,” he said, nodding to a man sitting on a chair.  “Your ... native guide.”

“Nine?”  Josh smiled.  Sally could feel it.  “Seven of Nine?”

“He doesn’t have the tits,” Terry put in.  “He ...”

Riley glared them into silence, then looked back as the man stood.  “Welcome to the Firelighters,” he said.  Sally knew him well enough to know he didn’t mean it.  Not yet.  Nine would have to prove himself, just as she’d done, before the team would accept him as one of them.  “We look forward to working with you.”

Sally studied Nine thoughtfully as he shook hands with Riley.  Josh’s joke wasn’t as far-fetched as one might have thought.  Nine was a heavyset man, skin broken by implants that had been rammed through his flesh and inserted into his body.  Sally tried to hide her grimace as her gaze sharpened, assessing the quality of the work.  The nasty-looking marks – possibly even infections – around the implants suggested whoever had installed them hadn’t given a shit about him.  The implants would serve their purpose, she was sure, but they’d also ruin Nine’s life.  He wasn’t a male Seven of Nine.  He was more like Locutus of Borg.

Or possibly Excretus of Borg, the nasty part of her mind whispered.  

She leaned forward, not bothering to disguise her interest.  Nine looked like someone had combined a number of racial traits into one, leaving him with light brown skin, darker brown eyes and light hair that was patchy and rough, as if he’d been scalped to create room for the head implants.  It was a common look, for the descendants of humans kidnapped years ago.  The aliens hadn’t bothered to draw a distinction between different racial groups, nor – from what she’d heard – had they hesitated to tinker with their genetics to produce the desired outcome.  It worked in her team’s favour, she told herself.  If the mission failed, and the team was slaughtered, they’d be taken for descendants themselves.  Or so she hoped.  There were enough humans serving as alien mercenaries to ensure fingers wouldn’t automatically be pointed at Earth.

“I thank you,” Nine said.  His voice was raspy, accented with traces of Galactic One.  English was clearly not his mother tongue.  It looked as if he had at least one implant in his mouth, probably a crude subvocaliser.  “I look forward to working with you too.”

Josh cocked his head.  “Why you?”

Nine showed a hint of a smile.  “Because you need me,” he said.  “I’ve been to Belos.  I know it.”

“Nine was an indentured mercenary,” Commander Singh explained.  “He served various masters before buying himself out and entering the open market.  We were lucky enough to recruit him as one of our agents.”

Riley took a seat.  “I was under the impression it was impossible to buy out a contract ...?”

Sally wondered the same thing.  Implants, even the cheap knockoffs a butcher had inserted into Nine, were expensive.  Most cyborgs were effectively indentured their entire lives, unable to earn enough to pay off their debts.  Sally had encountered a handful of deserters, lucking on the edge of explored space, but they’d made it clear they couldn’t return to the core worlds.  Or wherever they’d been bred.  If they were caught, they’d be in deep shit.

Nine made a rasping noise.  It took Sally a moment to realise it was a laugh.

“There was a slight incident in which I misreported just how many goods had been recovered, and only corrected myself after my bosses agreed a price ... quite understated, of course, but when they discovered how much I’d actually recovered they had to pay out enough to repay my debts and buy my freedom.  They were very upset.”

“I bet,” Josh said.  “They didn’t have you to kick around anymore.”

Sally nodded in agreement.  Debt peonage only worked because it held out the hope, no matter how faint, of eventually paying off one’s debts.  If it became clear there was no hope of escape at all, the debtors would start plotting escape or open rebellion.  The cyborgs she’d met had taken the decision to run, abandoning their masters once and for all.  Nine had been incredibly lucky to escape his indenture legally.  She suspected Josh was wrong.  Nine’s masters had probably been very glad to see the back of him.  If the rest of the cyborgs started trying the same trick ...

“I take it there’s no arrest warrants out for you,” Riley said.  “Is there anything we should know?”

“No.”  Nine sounded very certain.  “I left my indenture on good terms.”

“Good for you,” Charles said, although his tone suggested otherwise.  “What’s it like, growing up on an alien world?”

“It was normal, for me,” Nine said.  “You learn your place very quickly and you rarely, if ever, get a chance to climb out of it.”

Charles grimaced.  Sally understood.  Charles had ancestors who’d been slaves in the old United States, unable to make anything of themselves unless they’d taken their lives in their hands and fled to the north.  The plantation slaves had been trapped, held in place by the colour of their skin.  The cyborg humans had it worse.  Their masters weren’t even human.  Nine really had been lucky to escape without becoming a wanted fugitive.

“When this is over, we can take you down to Earth,” Josh offered.  “See what you make of it.”

“We knew very little about Earth,” Nine said.  “We knew our ancestors had been taken from somewhere, but that was about it.”

“Ouch,” Terry said.

Commander Singh cleared his throat.  “I believe we have a schedule.”

Sally nodded and took a chair as Nine pressed a half-metal arm against the terminal.  It really was a crude piece of gear, she noted, promising herself she’d take a careful look at his implants when she had the chance.  They were so deeply woven into his brain, and his nervous system, that they probably regulated his behaviour more than he knew.  Did he feel fear?  Excitement?  Arousal?  The Solar Union had put strict limits on just how the tech could be used, but the Galactics didn’t follow the same rules.  Why should they?  To them, Nine and his peers were nothing more than tools.

“There are three major races on Belos,” Nine explained.  A hologram appeared in front of them.  “The Tichck, as you should have been told, are the unquestioned masters of the planet.  Their seniors own nearly all of the land surface, as well as the primary, secondary and service industries.  They have the system so thoroughly locked up that their juniors rarely, if ever, manage to rise to the top.  Anyone else, from any other race, doesn’t even have a chance to get on the ladder.  The only good thing about them, from our point of view, is that they firmly believe a contract is a contract is a contract.  They’ll do their best to weigh the contract against you, if you have to come to terms with them, but once the contract is signed it is set in stone.  They do not break their contracts.  Ever.”

Sally studied the alien hologram thoughtfully.  The Tichck looked tall and thin, with greenish skin and bulging eyes ... no nose, as far as she could tell, and the ears were so integrated into the skull it was hard to pick them out.  Most known races were humanoid, including nearly all of the Galactics, but there was no mistaking the alien for a man in a rubber suit.  The alien was just too strange; its body was too thin, its arms too angular, its limbs bending in impossible directions.  The plain toga it wore was the most human thing about it.

“The plainer the dress, the higher the status,” Nine added.  “They seem to believe their seniors should not make displays of wealth.  Everyone knows who they are already.”

“We don’t,” Terry said.

“You will.”  Nine keyed the terminal again, replacing the image of one alien with another.  “The Belosi are servants and slaves, little else.  Very few of them have any rights at all, as far as the Tichck are concerned, and the handful that do can lose them at any moment.  Their original culture is effectively gone; they certainly know very little about it.  They are born into servitude, their position ground into them so thoroughly they cannot even think of rebellion.  They will take whatever abuse their masters dish out because they think their masters have every right to do it.”

“That can’t be right,” Charles said.  “Are there no rebels?”

“I was on Belos for five years,” Nine said.  “I never met a Belosi who showed any gift for independent thought.  They do as they’re told and nothing else.  I saw one get whipped across the face by a Tichck child and just ... take it.  They cringe and cower and crawl on their bellies, submitting to whatever their masters demand.  Their spirit was brutally crushed years ago.”

“Shit,” Charles muttered.

Sally nodded in agreement as she studied the hologram.  The Belosi looked closer to human than the Tichck, although they were shorter and squatter than the average human.  Their arms and legs looked muscular, their faces oddly flat ... they’d never pass for human, she thought, but they could have passed for humanity’s cousins.  And they were little better than slaves to an alien race that cared nothing for them ...

“You’ll notice brownish growths on their skin,” Nine said, tapping the terminal.  The alien’s clothes vanished, revealing genitals that looked disturbingly alien.  “They’re not natural.  They’re the result of the ongoing ecological damage.  They are ... they can be treated, with modern medical technology, but the Tichck rarely bother.”

Josh leaned forward.  “Do they hurt?”

“I don’t know,” Nine admitted.  “We were never encouraged to ask.”

“We think the growths eventually turn cancerous,” Commander Singh said, “although we have no hard data.  It could be something akin to skin cancer or it could be something a great deal worse.”

Sally shuddered.  The growths would be unpleasant even if they weren’t eventually fatal.

“The third and last major race are the Subdo,” Nine said.  “They are a client race, like the Belosi, but they have some rights within the Tichck Consortium.  They were originally imported as tech workers – they do the high-tech and space-based work the Belosi cannot, such as mining the asteroids and gas giants – yet they’ve expanded rapidly, to the point there are thousands of them in the megacities doing a multitude of other jobs.  They tend to genuflect to their masters and look down on everyone else.  They’re just as abusive to the Belosi as the Tichck.”

He paused.  “There was some suggestion there are factions within the Subdo who want to re-negotiate their contract with the Tichck.  They do look for loopholes in the contracts and take advantage of them wherever possible, but they don’t appear to go any further.”

“They’re probably scared to resist openly,” Riley said.

“Or they’re concerned about what will happen if the galactic order gets upended,” Sally added.  “They might not wind up on top.”

Nine turned the projector off.  “There are a multitude of other races in the system, on the planet and scattered across the system, but none of them are particularly significant in raw numbers.  A handful are important in political terms, the kind of settlers the Tichck would need to protect to prevent their homeworlds from demanding harsh measures or sending punitive fleets to do it themselves, but very few have the influence to get the Tichck to do anything.  The Tokomak are about the only exception and they rarely use their influence openly.”

“There is some suggestion the Tokomak have quiet links to the Tichck Consortium’s investments within the system,” Commander Singh reminded them.  “They certainly wouldn’t set up a corporate research station so far from their homeworld unless they were sure of its security.”

“They would be right, normally,” Riley said.  “If the statistics are accurate, the system will be a tough nut to crack.  The entire Solar Navy couldn’t hope to break through the defences.”

“But a small team might make it,” Commander Singh said.

“They are arrogant and overconfident,” Nine agreed.  “You can take them by surprise.”

Sally wondered, suddenly, just how much he’d been told about the mission.  It wasn’t easy to brief someone without needing to put them in lockdown afterwards, if they refused to go.  God knew she’d be pissed if she was told she would be effectively imprisoned ... she supposed he might have been told enough to intrigue him, without anything that would have broken security if he’d decided against accompanying the team.

“Good,” Riley said.  He looked from face to face.  “There are limits to how effectively we can train for the mission, given how little we know about our destination and target, but we’ll start running through basic drills tomorrow.  Our departure date is one week from now, long enough to make sure we know what we’re doing.  There will be a standard deep-clean before we depart, so make sure you don’t bring anything incriminating.

“Teach your grandmother to suck eggs, boss,” Terry said.

“Just you wait,” Riley shot back.  “Read the files, see what questions they raise, and make damn sure you write your farewell letters.  And don’t forget they won’t be going straight to your families.”

“They need to decide what lies they’re going to tell,” Josh agreed.  “Can my family be told I died in the middle of an orgy, in which I satisfied five girls and then ...?”

“Shut up,” Riley said, without heat.  “It’ll be something neutral and you know it.”

Sally nodded.  If she didn’t come back, Penny would be given a very bland explanation that covered up the truth.  No one outside a handful of officers would ever know what had happened to them ... hell, even they might not know the truth.  The team could set off and then ... vanish so completely that no one ever saw them again.

“Report to the training room at 0900 tomorrow,” Riley said.  “Dismissed.” 
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Chapter Five
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“So,” Riley said, as Sally joined him in his office.  “What do you make of our cyborg friend?”

Sally frowned.  Riley waited, patiently, for her to organise her thoughts.  She wasn’t the kind of person he’d normally expect to see on a Special Forces team – in the old days, there would have been no hope of her keeping up with the SEALs – yet he had to admit she had insights denied to normal soldiers, as well as an understanding of GalTech that left most of the team in the dust.  He was mildly surprised she hadn’t been snapped up by the reverse-engineer teams, where her talents might boost the human race’s development of galactic-level technology, but he wasn’t going to complain.  Sally had proven herself.

“Whoever installed his implants was a butcher,” Sally said, finally.  “The implants were inserted without any consideration for anything beyond cold practicality.  They are placing considerable stress on his internal organs, to the point I think he’ll have a heart attack in a few years if he lives that long.  They’re also inflicting a considerable amount of cellular damage, both from the crude insertion and low-grade radiation.  Frankly, I think he’s damn lucky to be alive.”

Riley grimaced.  “Did they let him go because they knew he wouldn’t last long?”

“Perhaps,” Sally said.  “Although, by his own account, he’s been a free man for ten years.  That’s quite long enough to do some damage if he wished.”

“He could have come to us,” Riley said.  “We could have used him earlier.”

“Why should he?”  Sally shrugged.  “That’s like expecting a modern-day American to be loyal to William the Conqueror, King of Britain.”

Riley took her point.  “Is there any other damage?”

“According to the medical report, his sperm count is very low,” Sally said, with none of the embarrassment he would have expected.  “He’s perfectly capable of sexual activity, but the odds of him siring children without medical assistance are very low too.  I wouldn’t care to bet against the children having some sort of hereditary damage, at least without additional medical support.  He doesn’t seem too worried about this, which strikes me as odd.  Most men enjoy the feeling of being fertile even if they don’t want kids.”

“I see,” Riley said.  “The implants must make sex difficult.”

“There’s a fetish for everything these days,” Sally said.  “I dare say he won’t have any trouble attracting partners, if he wants them.  I’m not sure he does.”

“You could ask,” Riley teased.  “Or is he gay?”

Sally stared down at her hands.  “It’s ... odd.  Nearly every man is at least aware of a woman nearby, even if he has no interest in her.  Gay men can appreciate a pretty woman even if the women don’t have the right genitals to attract them.  Even asexual men ... it’s possible his upbringing in a largely alien environment skewed his development, in ways we can’t easily understand, but it’s still odd.”

“We have dealt with people from other cultures before,” Riley pointed out.  He’d served in enough foreign places to know that their cultures, and ways of thinking, were often very different, to the point it was hard to come to mutual understanding of anything.  “Is he giving you, or anyone, a hard time?”

“No.”  Sally looked up.  “Not deliberately, at least.  But he feels more alien than a man from the other side of the world.  And we may not be able to predict his thinking.”

Riley had to admit she had a point.  His generation – the pre-Contact generation – had grown up in a world where resources were limited, nothing was stable and no one was allowed to live their lives untouched by the culture wars.  The new generation, growing up on asteroids where everyone had enough to eat, space to live, and practically bottomless resources had a very different way of thinking.  He suspected, deep inside, that it would bite them eventually – rejuvenation tech alone meant conflict between the old and the young, hopefully after the Solar Union had established itself – but for the moment it allowed the youngsters to be idealistic in a way Riley would never be.

How much more can we do, and become, he asked himself, if we never have to worry about feeding ourselves again?

“We’ll keep an eye on him,” Riley said, finally.  They needed a native guide.  Nine was the closest they’d get.  “Can we modify his implants to prolong his life?”

“Perhaps, from what the doctors told me,” Sally said, after a moment.  “The problem is that the implants are deeply wired into his nervous system, as well as his brain itself.  We may be able to extract the implants from the former, but the latter poses significantly more problems.  The slightest mistake would kill him instantly before we could get him into stasis.  My best bet is that the implants were designed to be permanent, without any way to remove them safely.  His masters probably calculated there was no need to bother.  If he caused problems ...”

She made a slashing motion across her throat.  “And that would be that.”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed.  “He was just disposable to them, wasn’t he?”

“The doctors certainly think so,” Sally said.  “Did you read their report?”

Riley shook his head.  “I haven’t had time.”

“There’s signs of gene harvesting, dating all the way back to his childhood, and some genetic hackwork that doesn’t seem to have gone anywhere,” Sally said.  “There’s also hints that sperm was collected, when he hit puberty, and we don’t know precisely what happened to that.  Their best guess is that he and most of his peers were grown in exowombs, then decanted and raised in a crèche rather than being assigned to parents.  That might explain the odder parts of his personality.  He never had the chance to learn how to be human.”

“Poor bastard,” Riley said.  His brother had adopted a child who’d been abandoned by his mother and left to grow up in an orphanage.  The child had needed years to be convinced he wouldn’t be abandoned again.  “How did they even live like that?”

“Many didn’t,” Sally said, quietly.  “The Galactics have strict laws against cross-species adoptions.  Their caretakers, and I use the word with utter scorn, didn’t give them anything like the love and attention they needed.  Reading between the lines, I suspect anyone who deviated too far from acceptable behaviour was ... culled.”

“Murdered,” Riley corrected.  He’d seen some heartless bastards in his time, men who thought nothing of committing the most terrible crimes, but none of them had ever done anything like that.  “They have to be stopped.”

“If this mission succeeds, we’ll have the key to stopping them,” Sally said.  “If you don’t mind ...”

“One final question,” Riley said.  “Any thoughts on tactics?”

“Insufficient data,” Sally said.  “Unfortunately, Nine was never assigned to Fly-By-Night and never shown around their compound.”

Riley nodded.  If Nine had known everything they needed, he’d have wondered if they were being conned.  The Galactics didn’t need to bother, he thought, but ... who knew?  Maybe they thought they did.  Humanity had been in contact with the wider galaxy for fifteen years and they still knew too little about friends and enemies alike.  If they had any friends ... 

“Dismissed,” he said, quietly.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He looked back at his terminal as Sally left the office, the hatch hissing closed behind her.  The final days before departure were always filled with paperwork and training, the former a pain in the ass even in the Solar Union.  He flicked through a handful of files and requisitions requests, silently thanking the Stuarts that supply and logistics officers knew their place – under the frontline officers – as he signed off on them and forwarded the messages into the buffer.  His team knew what they needed and he trusted them not to abuse the system too much.  He should probably say something about Josh and Terry downloading thousands of movies and television serials, but they’d need to keep themselves sane on the freighter.  It wasn’t as if they’d have enough room to swing a cat.  

His heart sank as he reached the final duty.  He’d written a farewell letter the day before his first deployment, before the Solar Union had come into existence, and updated the letter with every subsequent mission, but ... it still bothered him to look at the files.  The military was right to insist that everyone wrote a will – anyone could die, even elite operators – yet ... he shook his head as he brought up his will and reviewed it.  He didn’t have much to leave his relatives.  His civilian apartment and bank account was almost all he had.  The handful of other trinkets probably wouldn’t interest anyone outside the military.  

This could be the end, he thought, coldly.  They were going to head deep into enemy territory.  They could be discovered at any moment.  And they had strict orders to kill themselves rather than risk interrogation.  It was funny, he reflected, that he was less worried about a firefight than an infiltration mission.  But then, firefights were often more predictable.  If this goes wrong ...

He reread the farewell letter, just to be sure, then filed it away.  It was vague to the point of uselessness, although his brothers did know he was in the military and had served their country long enough to understand that some encounters were never made public.  It hadn’t been that long since they’d attended a funeral where the pastor had buried an empty casket, the body apparently lost ... reading between the lines, Riley suspected there’d been something fishy about the whole affair.  He’d lived and breathed the concept of no man left behind ... and, when a man died, he’d done everything in his power to recover the body and take it home.  But he’d probably never know.

The job has always been dangerous, he reflected.  And you knew it when you took it.

He rubbed his forehead.  The training was getting to him, the tension starting to pile up.  He’d read and reread the files, dug deeply into the briefing notes until he found himself feeling like a kid desperately cramming for his exams.  There were limits to how much studying anyone could do and ... there were limits, too, to how far they could trust the files.  Commander Singh wouldn’t lie to them, he was sure, but humanity had barely scratched the surface of things they needed to know.  If it was impossible to condense everything about Earth, and the human race, into a single book, how much harder would it be to do the same for the whole galaxy?  

It isn’t what we don’t know that’ll get us, he reminded himself.  It’s what we don’t know that we don’t know.

The door chimed.  “Come!”

Charles stepped into the chamber, looking tired.  “This is where you’re hiding?”

Riley snorted.  “Is that the sound of someone volunteering to do my paperwork?”

“Only if you pay me,” Charles countered.  “I think a few ... billion ... credits should just about cover it.”

“Dream on,” Riley said.  There were a few dozen billionaires in the Solar Union, and a couple of trillionaires, but he didn’t know anyone who’d spend that much money on paperwork.  “Do you know how much I could buy for a few billion credits?”

Charles grinned.  “Your own private mansion-asteroid?  Your own starship?  Your own planet?”

Riley shook his head.  “Did you come to disturb me for a reason, or are you just wasting my time?”

“I came to save you from your burden of paperwork,” Charles said, striking a faux-affronted pose.  “My heroism will be the stuff of legends.  They’ll make up new awards to give me.  Wine!  Women!  And song!”

“You need to write your own farewell letter,” Riley said.  “I say again, you need to write your own farewell letter.  I repeat ...”

Charles held up a hand.  “I did, I did, stop nagging,” he teased.  “Really, what are we?  An elite military unit or an ex-wives club?”

Riley grinned.  “Why can’t we be both?”

“Fuck knows,” Charles said.  “I wrote Jason a letter.  God knows when he’ll get it.”

“And it’s his birthday soon,” Riley said.  Charles was the only one on the team who had children, a son and a daughter.  “I’m sorry.”

“I couldn’t leave you in the lurch,” Charles said.  “Going with you, with the risk of having my ass shot off, or staying here in lockdown ... not much of a choice, really.  But I won’t be there for his birthday.”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed.  His own father had been on deployment more than once during his childhood.  He’d missed quite a few of Riley’s birthdays.  It had taken Riley some time to understand why.  “He’ll understand.  Eventually.”

“It still isn’t easy for any child,” Charles said.  “Even here ...”

“No,” Riley said.  There was nothing they could do about it either, not now.  “But if this operation succeeds, they’ll grow up in a safe universe.”

“There’s no such thing, not for us,” Charles countered.  “The universe is never safe, and you know it.”

Riley nodded, curtly.  “How did the training go?”

“Terry and Josh did fine,” Charles said.  “Terry won the shooting match – God knew, we’d have torn him a new asshole if he lost – but Josh is slowly catching up.  We should put him into sniper training when we get home, if only to expand our collection of skills.  Nine ... it’s hard to say.  He did his job, but there was something oddly lumbering about it.  It was more like watching a heavyweight boxer than a trained operator.  Really.”

“Curious,” Riley said.  He’d never faced a cyborg in battle, but they had a reputation for quickly and savagely quashing all resistance.  “Did his implants get stepped down when he left their service?”

“He says no,” Charles said.  “He may take a real skirmish seriously.”

“Let us hope so,” Riley said.  “At worst, we may have to leave him on the freighter.”

“No, at worst we’d have to kill him,” Charles said.  “Remember the temp at Bastion?”

Riley grimaced.  The young man had been working for the insurgents – out of fear or conviction; he neither knew nor cared – and he’d led Riley’s old unit into a trap.  He’d been shot in the confusion and no one was sure just who had fired it, although Riley had wondered if it had been one of his teammates.  It was quite possible.  The war had been growing darker and there’d no longer been any tolerance for treachery, no matter what the motive.  The CO had certainly refrained from asking too many questions.

“It’s different,” he said, finally.  “Nine went through all the checks before he was assigned to us.”

“So we are told,” Charles cautioned.  He wasn’t too pleased with having to take a newcomer along at short notice.  There just wasn’t time to integrate Nine into the team properly.  “We’re short on really effective native guides.”

Riley couldn’t disagree.  Solar Intelligence had spent the last fifteen years trying to establish contacts and spy networks within known space, but it was a slow and unsteady process.  Sure, there were literally millions of information brokers who sold intelligence for money, yet they were both expensive and somewhat unreliable.  It was difficult to bribe aliens, let alone convince them to help or simply blackmail them.  Something that would make a human do anything, anything at all, to keep the secret a secret could be utterly meaningless to an alien race.  He’d heard of one minor disaster that had backfired so badly they’d been damn lucky it hadn’t been traced back to Sol.

And the few that do know of us fear we’ll be squashed when the Galactics realise we’re here, he thought, coldly.  It was entirely understandable, but it was also incredibly frustrating.  No one wants to join the losing side.

“We’ll find more,” he said.  They had time, for the moment.  “And we’ll keep sending agents of our own into the alien worlds.”

“Odd we get away with it,” Charles commented.  “Don’t they give a damn about security?”

Riley had to admit he’d wondered the same, years ago.  The aliens could have kept humans – and all the other unwanted visitors – off their homeworlds with ease, if they bothered to try.  But galactic society was so big, and there were so many races milling around, that there were few worlds that barred entry to anyone unless they were on a watchlist.  Even that was hardly enough, if the blacklisted person travelled a few hundred light years from their homeworld.  There were places with tighter security, but not entire planets.  As long as they were careful, they could get quite close to their target without setting off any alarms.

“It would be like trying to set up heavy security at each and every point of entry,” he said, finally.  “It would be incredibly wasteful and probably pointless.”

“And everyone with an interest in keeping the gates open would bitch up a storm,” Charles added.  His lips twisted in disgust.  “To hell with national security!  There’s money to be made.”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed.  He’d heard, through the SEAL grapevine, of a WMD being smuggled into the US on a cargo ship.  They’d been damn lucky to catch it before the terrorists could move the weapon further into the country.  Searching each and every cargo ship was a logistical impossibility.  They really had been incredibly lucky.  Personally, he suspected someone had tipped the searchers off.  The CIA had been prepared to pay millions for actionable intelligence.  “Right now, we’re counting on it.”

Charles stood.  “You’d better put in some time on the range too,” he said.  “I told the team you’d buy dinner if someone outshot you.”

“Here?”  Riley pasted a horrified impression on his face.  The base’s food wasn’t bad, and there was plenty of it, but it was hardly five-star.  “What did the team ever do to you?”

Charles laughed and left.
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Chapter Six
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Sally tried not to take it personally as she stripped off her clothes and stood, arms outstretched, as the security officer ran his scanner over her body.  Another went through her bag, bringing out everything one by one and scanning it too, before inspecting it to make sure there was nothing that might lead investigators back to Sol.  The precautions had always struck her as excessive – there was no reason to assume the Galactics would draw any connection between the Firelighters and Earth – but she understood the paranoia driving them.  Her lips quirked as she was pointed into the next room, where she had to wait for her clothes to be returned.  If Penny had undergone such a search, she’d be in hysterics by now.

Not without reason, Sally conceded, as she clasped her arms under her breasts.  The scanner had never gone into her body, but the experience was still unpleasant.  If I hadn’t known this was coming, I wouldn’t have been happy either.

Her lips twitched as the security officer entered, placed a pile of ruffled clothes on the table and retreated as silently as he’d come.  Sally reached for her underwear – plain white synthetic – and pulled them on, the nasty part of her mind hoping the bastard had enjoyed fingering her clothes.  The rest of her knew he was only doing his job.  The synthetic materials the human race had inherited from the Galactics were common, so common nearly every known race used them.  If they’d been made of something unique to Earth, it might have been dangerously revealing.

Or so we are told, Sally reminded herself.  She finished dressing, then checked her bag.  The officers hadn’t removed anything, thankfully.  She wasn’t surprised.  It was hardly her first rodeo.  But better to be safe than sorry – or dead.

She put the thought out of her head as she stepped through the next hatch, the air seemingly to grow colder as she entered the landing bay.  The starship directly in front of her – a light freighter little bigger than the average wet-navy destroyer – took her breath away, even though she knew that the Galactics considered it a tramp freighter.  God alone knew how many owners it had passed through, over the last two hundred years, before human agents had purchased it for a song.  The ship had vanished off the books long ago.  Sally suspected no one knew who owned it now.

No one but us, she thought.

The rest of the team joined her, looking slightly discomfited.  No one seemed angry, which was a relief.  Riley would have chewed anyone who broke the rules a new asshole, even if they’d done it by accident.  They stared at the ship for a long moment, then started to walk towards the gangplank.  Sally couldn’t help thinking, as she let Riley take the lead, that there was something unreal about the blocky crude starship.  But then, the visible wear and tear on the hull – and a handful of patched sections – were clear proof the vessel had been plying the spaceways for centuries.  She hoped, as they walked up the plank, that the hull was sound.  It would be the height of irony to die because their vessel came apart in transit.

“Captain,” Riley said, as he reached the hatch.  “Permission to come aboard?”

“Granted,” a dark-haired woman said.  Her face suggested she was in her mid-twenties or early thirties, but from the way she held herself Sally guessed she was older.  “And drop the military act.  It’ll only get you killed.”

Sally smiled.  She liked the woman already.

The interior felt ... odd.  It wasn’t the first alien ship she’d seen – the team had captured a few over the last five years – but all the proportions felt slightly out of kilter, as if they were designed for a race so close to humanity that the differences were all the more jarring.  The hatches were too high and yet too thin, the gravity was a shade lighter than she expected and the lighting was subtly wrong.  Her implants compensated automatically, adjusting her sight and gait until everything felt normal.  Nine didn’t seem to have any problems, she noted.  But then, he’d encountered more alien environments than the rest of them put together.

She followed the woman into a tiny compartment and looked around.  The mess hall – it was a kitchen and a mess hall wrapped into one – was surprisingly cramped ... she supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised.  A crew of three could handle the ship, as long as they didn’t run into serious trouble.  She wasn’t sure how many people had been assigned to the light freighter.  It was unlikely the spooks would want her to have a large crew.

“Be seated,” the woman said, turning to face them.  Up close, it was clear her shipsuit had been designed to look slovenly.  Sally wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been a past master at making herself look sloppy and harmless too.  “I’m Captain Kristina Jonas, Captain of Vanderveken.  I have spent the last decade exploring the nearby sectors, gathering intelligence and contacts for my superiors, so I suggest you listen to me.  My crew and I will get you to your destination.  After that ... good luck.”

“Thank you,” Riley said, politely.

Captain Jonas gave him a sharp look.  “We will depart shortly.  Once we are in FTL, you will be granted access to the paper files detailing your – our – cover story.  Memorise them well because they will be destroyed before we reach the first gravity point.  We have no reason to think we’ll draw attention, but better safe than sorry.”

Terry coughed.  “Paper files?”

“They leave no trace on our computer cores,” Captain Jonas said, with heavy sarcasm.  “The Galactics, by and large, rely on their networks for everything.  They are also very good at poking through the files, even the remnants of deleted files, and uncovering things we’d prefer remain hidden.  Paper is far more secure.  Half the Galactics have never even seen a paper book.”

“Poor bastards,” Sally said.

“Wait here,” Captain Jonas said, as a dull clang echoed through the ship.  “I’ll be back once we’re on the way.”

She turned and left, closing the hatch behind her.  Sally had the uncomfortable feeling they were prisoners, even though it wouldn’t be that hard to escape.  She sighed inwardly and settled back into her chair, trying to relax.  She’d spent enough time on starships to know that the crew needed their guests to stay out of their way while they took the ship out of the hangar and into space – and, if they got in the way, the crew would be quite within their rights to put the team in irons.  It wouldn’t end well for anyone if they did ... she closed her eyes, taking a long breath as a dull whine ran through the hull.  The antigravity nodes felt a little unbalanced, suggesting the crew didn’t bother to perform any kind of basic maintenance.  She hoped to hell that was an act too.

“The captain looks pretty nice,” Terry said.  “You think I have a chance?”

“She’d have to be desperate,” Charles said, crossly.  The whining was getting louder.  “This really isn’t the time to piss off our hosts.”

Sally nodded as the deck shuddered, the gravity field quivering as the freighter hovered into the air and glided towards the hatch.  She could visualise it in her mind’s eye, even though her senses rebelled at the thought of something so large actually flying.  Light freighters were designed to land on a planetary surface, something that made them popular along the edge of explored space and often unwelcome further towards the core.  And yet, they’d never quite gone out of service.  They could go places their bigger sisters couldn’t.

And they’re also completely expendable, her thoughts added.  No one will notice or care if a light freighter vanishes, somewhere in the middle of interstellar space.

A low quiver ran through the hull, followed by a sensation that left her feeling as if the world had turned upside down.  Captain Jonas had activated the stardrive, taking her ship into FTL and rocketing away from Sol at nearly a dozen times the speed of light.  It was hard to believe the ship was one of the slowest starships in service, or that others could be halfway to the next sector by the time she reached the nearest star.  And yet, given the sheer size of the known galaxy, it would have been impossible to maintain any large-scale political organisation without the gravity points.  Perhaps it wasn’t surprising there were so many gaps in the towering interstellar civilisation around them, so many systems and ships and exile communities that had simply dropped off the map.  Interstellar space was so vast that no one, not even the Galactics, could hope to know every nook and cranny.

“We’re on the way,” Josh said.  “Anyone brought a deck of cards?”

“Just a set of alien cards,” Charles said, opening his bag.  It was perhaps unsurprising humanity wasn’t the only race that had come up with the concept.  “But we can take out a few suits and have a working deck.”

“Deal me in,” Riley said.  “Normal rules apply, at all times.”

“Spoilsport,” Terry said.  “I like winning money.”

Josh stuck out his tongue.  “Really?  How would you know?”

Sally dug a reader out of her bag, declining the invitation to join the game.  She’d never been fond of games of chance, even though she was very good at calculating the odds.  Besides, Riley had flatly forbidden his team – well before she’d joined them – from gambling for money, or indeed anything more consequential than sweets and biscuits.  Sally agreed with his reasoning, even if the others did grumble that he was treating them like children.  Getting into debt through gambling was a good way to fuck up one’s career beyond repair.

Captain Jonas returned, nearly an hour later.  “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” she said, curtly.  She was carrying a set of folders under one arm.  “We just had to alter course to lay a false trail.”

Riley looked up from his cards.  “Can they track us?”

“Not out here,” Captain Jonas said.  “But we want to make sure we approach the gravity point from the right angle.”

“They might demand access to the navigational computer,” Nine said, suddenly.  He’d been browsing his eReader, rather than joining the game.  Sally had no idea if he didn’t know how to play or if he just didn’t feel sociable.  “Do you have a way to hide our trail?”

“The system was accidentally broken, then put back together by a mechanic who didn’t know what he was doing,” Captain Jonas said.  She sounded irritated.  “Suffice it to say the record-keeping is terrible, completely useless.  The whole thing would come apart if they tried to remove the core and take it to a lab.”

Sally nodded.  She’d accidentally broken similar systems herself.

“Anyway” – the captain held out the folders – “this is your cover story.  Read it and memorise.”

“And weep?”  Josh frowned as he opened his folder.  “How good is this story?”

“It depends,” Captain Jonas said.  “It’s a very plausible story.  It will certainly be very difficult to check, certainly in a hurry.  There are also built-in incentives to keep them from looking too closely.  But if they get suspicious, they might just tell us to fuck off until our credentials are checked properly.  If that happens, we’ll have to vanish.”

Sally said nothing as she opened her folder and read the first page.  “This planet,” she said, slowly.  “Does it actually exist?”

“YingTong?”  Captain Jonas nodded.  “They might ask a few questions if there was no record of the planet at all.  Of course it exists.”

“Right,” Riley said.  “And you live there?”

“This ship is registered there,” Captain Jonas said.  “It’s a cover for multiple sins.”

Sally read the file slowly and carefully.  YingTong was a world several hundred light years from Earth, right on the edge of explored space, that was barely habitable.  The Galactics had glanced at the biosphere and decided it wasn’t worth the effort of trying to turn it into a proper colony, so they’d abandoned the system to exiles, scavengers and outright criminals, the latter veering between genuine criminals and freedom fighters.  Surprisingly, for a world with so many disparate groups – each composed of multiple different intelligent races – the planet actually had a working government, one that was slowly trying to industrialise before the ever-expanding border washed over their system.  It might have been worthless then, but it wasn’t now.  The Galactics might take the system from its government if the government couldn’t defend itself.

“Remarkable,” Riley said.  “There are humans there?”

“Quite a few,” Captain Jonas said.  “Some from alien worlds, like Mr. Nine.  Some from Earth, mercenaries and settlers spreading into the galactic mainstream.  Us hailing from there too is hardly implausible.”

Sally frowned.  “But you’re serving as a government representative?”

“YingTong doesn’t believe that some races are automatically better than others,” Captain Jonas explained.  “It isn’t implausible that a human would be sent out, with other humans as bodyguards, to buy components the government can’t find elsewhere.  Going so far from the colony to make the purchase actually works, because Belos is so distant it’s unlikely anyone cares enough to worry what we purchase.  Not that it matters, of course.  The whole thing is just a cover story to get you down there safely.”

“And we’re your bodyguards,” Riley mused.  “With all the permits and everything?”

“More or less,” Captain Jonas said.  Her lips twitched into something one might have called a smile, if one applied a certain amount of imagination.  “A great deal depends on how officious they’re feeling.  They may insist on you leaving your weapons on the ship, no matter what sort of ID we have, or they may let you take them everywhere.  The fact we’re offering a shitload of money for technically restricted goods will tempt them into not asking too many questions.”

“Technically,” Josh mused.  “Can YingTong even afford ... whatever it is you want to buy?”

“No,” Captain Jonas said, simply.  “There’ll be a loan, of course.  A lot of backroom wheeling and dealing, to let the sale go through without running afoul of export restrictions.  The interest rates will be alarmingly high, naturally, with high penalties for non-payment.  They’ll see it as a win-win.  If the loan gets repaid, with the interest, they make a profit.  If not, they get to stake a claim on the planet they can sell to someone else.”

Nine seemed to loom, even though he barely moved.  “The Tichck cannot resist a deal,” he rasped.  “But you have no authority to make such a deal.  You are not a real planetary representative.”

“No,” Captain Jonas agreed.  “It won’t get that far.  The negotiations will be spun out for quite some time.  I may not even have to deliberately prolong the agony.  The locals will be trying to see how many ways they can screw us or figure out who else might be involved and what they might offer instead.  Even the simplest and most streamlined of Galactic negotiations can take months, if not years.  You will have enough time to figure out how to carry out your mission, then withdraw.”

“It seems too complex,” Riley said.  “If they trace it back to YingTong ...”

“There are ways to cover our departure,” Captain Jonas said.  “The truth is, getting to Belos and entering the megacity is easy.  Getting close to your target ... that’s going to be considerably more difficult.  If it’s anything like the others I’ve seen, there will be no way to get close to the compound, let alone scout it out, without tripping alarms.”

Sally frowned.  The scheme did seem a little too complex.  It was possible, as they made their way to their destination, they’d work out a better way to do it.  But ... the captain might well be right.  The local entry stations – spaceports, orbiting stations, orbital towers – were unlikely to deny them docking permission.  The odds of them being allowed to get close enough to their target to scope it out, without a very good excuse, were low.  And they’d only have one chance to pull the tech raid off.

“We’ll keep the cover story in mind,” Riley said.  “Where do you want us to sleep?”

“There are two cabins,” Captain Jonas said.  “You’ll be shown there later.  I’m afraid they’re going to be very cramped.”

“We’ve slept in worse,” Josh said.  “It can’t be as bad as a foxhole.”

Captain Jonas nodded.  “Stay in your cabins, if possible.  Ideally, stay out of the way of my crew.  There are food processors over there” – she waved a hand at the kitchenette – “that produce regular meals ...”

“Oh, no,” Terry said.

“... And a number of food packets in the drawers if you want something a little more fancy,” Captain Jonas continued, ignoring Terry.  “Please don’t take more than one a day, as the crew deserves a share too.  If you have any problems, let me know.  Until then ... make sure you know your cover stories properly.  We’ll destroy the papers before we leave FTL.”

She turned and left.  The hatch closed behind her.

“This could end badly,” Charles said.  “If YingTong gets the blame for our stunt, they’ll be in deep shit.”

Sally nodded.  From a cold-hearted point of view, better the blame fell somewhere other than Earth and Sol.  But from a humane point of view ...

“We’ll need to work out ways to ensure they don’t,” Riley said, curtly.  “If possible.”

“Yeah,” Terry agreed.  “If.”

He brightened.  “A few weeks on this ship, more than enough time to get the captain to warm up to me.”

Riley snorted.  “If she spaces you, I’ll still expect you to report for duty,” he said.  “And if you don’t, I’ll space you myself.”

Sally rolled her eyes, then bent over the folder.  She had a lot of reading to do.
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Chapter Seven
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The thing no one ever believed about interstellar travel, Riley had often reflected, was just how boring it was.

It was true they were travelling through interstellar space at a rate most people would have difficulty comprehending.  It was true that after a week in stardrive, they had already left Sol far behind, so far the distance was just numbers, figures even an experienced spacer had difficulty putting into words.  And it was also true that they were cooped up inside a relatively small starship, with very little space for everything from basic exercises to full-fledged training.  Cabin fever was a very real possibility.  Riley kept his team busy – reading the files, discussing possible tactics, relaxing with eBooks and movies – but he was all too aware there were limits.  It was no surprise to him that the galaxy’s elite sailed the starlines on ships that made luxury cruise liners look like tramp freighters.  A vessel the size of the Enterprise-D was more than big enough to make up for the lack of outside contact.

He forced himself to study, memorising the important details even through the files were stored in his implants.  He’d learnt the hard way that implant data was never quite as real as data he’d studied personally, something akin to a student borrowing books from the library and then expecting their contents to migrate into his head through ... well, something.  He scanned the files on their target, noted everything from the various alien cultures to their biologies, and made mental notes of all the questions he wanted answered.  They knew too little to be sure of anything, at least until they reached their target.  He hoped they’d be able to access a planetary datacore.  If nothing else, it would give them the official line.

“I hope you’re ready for inspection,” Captain Jonas said, as they approached the first gravity point.  “If they decide to check us out ...”

Riley looked at her.  “What are the odds?”

“Impossible to say,” Captain Jonas told him, flatly.  “It depends on who’s in charge of the transit arrangements.  They may take one look at our papers and wave us through, or they may decide to search our ship before allowing us to proceed.  Too many customs officers enjoy flexing their muscles, when they see someone who can’t protest to higher authorities and get them sacked.  They may decide to be unpleasant to us just because they can.”

“Charming,” Riley said.  He’d met a bunch of TSA officers who’d operated on the same principle.  “The more things change, the more they stay the same.”

“Quite,” Captain Jonas agreed.

Riley nodded.  The captain might be abrasive and sharp-tongued, but she took her duties seriously.  She’d gathered up all the paper briefing notes, counting them all very carefully before tossing them into a matter disintegrator, and then checked the cabins to be sure there was nothing that could lead straight back to Sol.  Riley had gone through the cabins himself and he’d found nothing, save for the files locked in the team’s implants.  In theory, they should automatically wipe themselves if anyone tried to access the secure storage.  In practice ... he couldn’t blame the captain for being paranoid.  One screw-up could mean death for the entire human race.

Some of us will survive, he told himself.  He’d heard rumours of colony ships, outfitted with the best technology to hand, being sent far – far – from the borders of explored space.  It would be a challenge to rebuild the human race from scratch, even if they found a safe hiding place, but it might have to be done.  We’ll survive, and we’ll come back, and we’ll kick their ass.

He took a breath as he looked around the bridge.  It was a cramped compartment, crammed with a mixture of galactic consoles – primitive, by their standards – and datacores that had been spliced together into a reasonably coherent whole.  It looked as though it was held together by spit and baling wire, although the captain had assured him it looked a hell of a lot worse than it was.  Any snooty customs officer who saw it would laugh, rather than see the freighter as a potential threat.  It galled Riley to be thought primitive, someone so dumb he couldn’t count past ten without taking off his pants and someone so gauche he’d do it too, but it did have its advantages.  Better to be underestimated than overestimated.  

The captain leaned forward.  “Take us out of stardrive.”

A low quiver ran through the ship.  The screens – no holographic projectors for a tramp freighter – lit up, revealing the gravity point and a handful of ships making their way through the twist in time and space.  The rough line looked disorganised, the ships altering position slightly as more starships passed through the gravity point and vanished into FTL.  Riley guessed whoever was in charge was trying to move them along as quickly as possible before anything bad could happen.  The odds of two ships accidentally occupying the same point in space were very low, and he’d been assured interpenetration was extremely rare, but if one ship materialised on top of another the results would be very bad indeed.  It was hard to convince himself that, statistically, there was no danger.  The constant flickers as ships jumped in and out argued otherwise.

“Transmit our IFF,” Captain Jonas ordered.  “Request a transit slot.”

Riley held his breath.  They’d done everything they could, but a careful inspection of the ship and her passengers might be utterly disastrous.  One mistake, one oversight, could lead to all hell breaking loose.  He prayed, silently, to a God he wasn’t quite sure he believed in, that the Galactics weren’t paying close attention.  The tramp freighter was one of many, passing through a gravity point light-years from anywhere important.  There was no reason to pick her out from the swarm and order her to wait, while an inspection crew was dispatched.  No reason at all.

“We are cleared to proceed,” the ops officer reported.  “They’ve given us a low-priority slot.”

Captain Jonas nodded, curtly.  “Take us into position.”

Riley breathed a sigh of relief, then frowned as the screens updated.  He’d expected something akin to a Deep Space Nine wormhole, the first time he’d made transit, but the gravity point was effectively invisible to the naked eye.  There was a faint – a very faint – sense of distortion, as if light was being bent around something that wasn’t quite there, but he wasn’t sure it wasn't anything more than a figment of his imagination.  He knew the gravity point was there and yet ...

His frown deepened.  There was a small space station holding position near the gravity point, backed up by a handful of automated weapons platforms and cutters, but little else.  The gravity point was barely defended, so weak a single alien battleship could brush the station aside and claim the system for themselves.  It struck him as absurd.  The gravity point was important beyond words, the interstellar counterpart of Gibraltar or Singapore, and yet the Galactics weren’t trying to defend it ...?

“Are we missing something?”  It was hard to put the question into words.  Simple common sense insisted the gravity point should be heavily defended.  If it was a bottleneck ... his lips twitched.  He’d given up on Deep Space Nine because it was brutally obvious that fortifying the wormhole would have kept the evil shapeshifters from getting a foothold in the Alpha Quadrant.  “Where are the defences?”

Captain Jonas smiled.  There was no humour in her expression.  “The Tokomak forbade any other races from fortifying the gravity points,” she said.  “They have the biggest fleet in the known universe.  The last thing they want is someone setting up defences that will bleed their fleet white, even if they do manage to punch through eventually and take the system.  If the locals tried, the Tokomak would come down on them like a ton of bricks before they could get the defences in place.”

Riley wasn’t convinced.  “Surely, they could just tow the planetary defence stations to the gravity point?”

“Don’t tell the Tokomak,” Captain Jonas said, sardonically.  “More practically, the major powers don’t see any reason to rock the boat.  The gravity points are open to all.  They don’t want one power to start setting up defences and start charging higher fees, or everyone else will follow suit and interstellar trade will come to a halt.  But yeah, we think most powers have contingency plans to fortify the gravity points in case of emergency.”

She nodded to the screen.  “Brace yourself.”

Riley took a breath as the gravity point loomed up in front of them.  It was huge, by starship standards, and yet tiny on an interstellar scale.  A pair of ships blinked into existence nearby, bare seconds apart; they drove forward, dropping into FTL as soon as they cleared the boundary.  Riley had a mental impression of the customs officers shaking their fists after the disappearing ships, although he suspected they were more likely to be glad the vessels were gone.  The risk of collision might be low – even the largest starships were little more than specks of dust, on such a scale – but it couldn’t be discounted completely.

The gravity point seemed to grow bigger, the screens blanked, the universe itself seemed to blink ... and then everything snapped back to normal.  Riley was almost disappointed.  There were some people, he’d been told, who reacted very badly to gravity point transits, but he ... he’d felt nothing.  What little he had felt could easily be his imagination.  It was hard to believe they’d hopped nearly two thousand light years in less than a second.  He wasn’t even sure the transit time could be measured.

“Helm, set course for our destination,” Captain Jonas ordered.  “Hit it.”

The helmsman, a young officer who reminded Riley of himself when he’d been a younger man, flicked a switch.  “Aye, Captain,” he said, as half the screens blanked.  “FTL engaged ... now.”

Riley nodded, curtly.  They were so far from Earth that very few, if any, Galactics knew anything about humanity’s homeworld.  The few humans they’d met would be descendants of alien abductees, not travellers from Sol.  He relaxed slightly, even though they’d have very real problems getting back home if they couldn’t pass through the gravity points.  The odds of anyone tracing them back to the homeworld were very low indeed.

“Thank you, Captain,” he said.  “I’ll see you for dinner?”

Captain Jonas nodded, shortly.  She had never really warmed up to the team – understandable, Riley supposed, when she might have to abandon them on Belos if the shit hit the fan.  Riley had no illusions about that either, as unpleasant as it was to consider that they might have to make their own way home.  He’d been on deployments where supposedly secure landing zones had been compromised, forcing the team to either head to the secondary location or even make the long walk to the coast so they could be picked up there.  The less said about one particular covert deployment to Iran, back in the old days, the better.

And the flirting probably doesn’t help either, Riley thought, as he opened the hatch and made his way to the tiny observation blister.  Spacers tended to be surprisingly practical about such matters – there were no shortage of stories of asteroid miners having brief torrid affairs and then going on with their lives without recriminations or resentments – but the captain seemed immune to anyone’s charms.  She probably finds us a little annoying.

His lips twitched.  Or a lot annoying.

He opened the next hatch, then blinked as he realised the observation blister was already occupied.  Nine stood in front of the transparent bubble, staring into open space.  Riley hesitated, unsure as to whether he was intruding on a private moment, then stepped into the blister himself.  The eerie darkness of FTL felt like a yawning abyss, pulling him into the shadows.  There were people, he’d been told, who couldn’t handle it at all.  They refused to go anywhere near the blisters, or even portholes, when a starship was underway.

Nine glanced at him, moving with odd jerky motions.  Riley had watched as the team went through combat exercises and he’d noted a lot of odd things about the cyborg, from his habit of remaining still – as if his body never had any involuntary motions – to the fact he could slip into something that looked very much like berserker rage without ever actually losing control of himself.  His implants regulated his behaviour in ways the team’s implants did not ... in ways, the reports noted, that were explicitly forbidden in the Solar Union.  Riley didn’t like the implications.  When the Galactics finally rediscovered Earth and moved to crush the Solar Union, they might be facing human cyborgs in battle.  

“Sir,” Nine rasped.  “Is it time for the next training exercise?”

Riley shook his head.  Nine wasn't very good at making small talk either – or anything, really, apart from fighting.  The psychologists had noted the cyborg had little sense of morality, even when compared to the Taliban or Nazis.  It wasn’t that he would do horrible things because he gloried in them, the report had stated; it was that he had no feelings about carrying out his orders, whatever they happened to be.  He would slaughter an entire town – or something even bigger – and feel nothing.  It was deeply worrying.

Sure, his thoughts mocked.  Would you prefer someone who got off on looting, raping and murdering?

“I was curious,” he said.  “How many times have you sailed between the stars?”

“Many,” Nine said.  “I was a soldier.  I was shipped from trouble spot to trouble spot, deployed, then shipped onwards again.  It was my life.”

Riley cocked his head.  “Why did you want out?”

Nine said nothing for a long moment.  “I was ...I was searching for something, without knowing what it was,” he said, slowly.  “And ... I wanted the freedom to choose my own battles.  And ...”

“I understand,” Riley said, although he wasn’t sure that was true.  He’d met men who fought for their country, or for a cause, or even for money, but Nine was ... different.  Was it possible there was, somewhere in his mind, a racial desire for freedom?  Or ... was he just drifting aimlessly from place to place, now that he was free?  He wouldn’t be the first person to find his freedom, then discover he had no idea what he wanted to do with it.  “Where were you raised?”

Nine shook his head.  “I could not tell you.”

Riley nodded.  He’d expected nothing else.  The cyborgs hadn’t been told anything about their homeworld, not even the name.  The spooks had asked all sorts of questions, trying to see if they could figure out enough to deduce the location, but they’d drawn a complete blank.  It might be a mere hundred light years from Earth or it might be on the other side of the known galaxy.  As far as the cyborgs were concerned, they’d been put on ships and transported to their first staging base.  They’d seen nothing they could use to figure out where they’d been born and raised.

He stared into the darkness.  They could be going anywhere, anywhere at all.  Captain Jonas might have lied to them, might have decided to set sail for a rogue colony rather than Belos ... there was nothing, in the inky soul-destroying shadows, to indicate their course and speed.  It would be almost laughably easy to keep the cyborgs in the dark.  One could easily spend a couple of weeks in FTL, turning in circles, before reaching a destination only a day or two away.  Everything they’d been told might be worse than useless.

And yet the spooks think we should keep asking, he thought, darkly.  It seems a little pointless.

“You had a chance to see something of Earth,” he said, instead.  “What did you make of it?”

“It was a world,” Nine said.  “It was ... just a world.”

“Nothing special?”  Riley felt a twinge of pity.  “Not worth your time?”

Nine said nothing.  Riley sighed.  He’d always felt a little thrill when he’d returned home, even though the United States was no longer the country he’d been proud to serve.  He knew others who felt the same way, who talked of returning home to a country that existed more in rose-tinted memories than real life.  He’d met too many Irish-Americans who seemed to think their country hadn’t changed at all, since their ancestors had headed to America to build newer and better lives for themselves.  He’d also been there.

People complained about the lack of peat bog houses, he thought, wryly.  And the locals just roll their eyes.

He studied Nine, wondering how they could have a meeting of the minds.  Nine wasn’t interested in girls, or history, or drinking, or anything else he might use as a conversational icebreaker.  They shared an interest in shooting, but neither of them were outright gun-nuts.  He’d been raised to see guns as tools, things that served a great purpose, not the be-all and end-all of life.  If he’d been raised on an alien world, amongst aliens, he’d have wanted to know about his heritage.  But Nine apparently disagreed.

“There’ll be more time for exploration later,” he said.  Perhaps they could go hiking.  The natural beauty of Earth’s mountains touched every soul.  “After the mission is completed ...”

“Belos will prove a challenge,” Nine agreed.  He spoke as calmly as if he were discussing the weather, as if the challenge neither excited nor scared him.  “There will be many problems to overcome.  But we shall overcome.”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed.  It was funny how he had no trouble dealing with aliens but found the cyborg to be more than a little disconcerting.  No one expected the aliens to think like humans.  Humans, on the other hand, were meant to be human.  “We will.”
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Chapter Eight
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“I don’t think the captain likes me,” Terry whined.  “She just won’t listen to anything I say.”

“Perhaps you need a better approach,” Sally said, from where she was lying on the bunk staring at nothing.  Her brain ached, cabin fever howling at the back of her mind.  She felt as if she’d grown weak and lazy, even though the combination of constant exercise and genetic enhancement meant there were limits to how far she could fall.  “Or maybe you just need to realise it wasn’t meant to be.”

“But it is,” Terry protested.  “We’re meant to be together!”

Sally rolled her eyes.  Most Force Recon operators were horndogs – on leave, the very first thing they did was head to the bars and try to pick up girls – but Terry was extreme even for the Special Forces.  He’d chase a girl, loudly insisting he’d fallen in love, then move on very quickly to the next ... and the next ... and the next.  There were times when she wondered if the rejuvenation process had glitched, trapping Terry in permanent adolescence.  It was true that most people, upon having their age rolled back, found themselves pulsing with teenage hormones, but they tended to grow out of it very quickly.  Terry, on the other hand ...

“Go jerk off in the washroom,” she advised, crossly.  She could hardly blame the captain for refusing to open her legs for anyone.  The Solar Union was a lot better, when it came to equality, than pretty much any planetside country or community, but it could still be awkward if a female commanding officer had a relationship with a subordinate, even if the subordinate was not technically off-limits.  “And don’t forget to shower afterwards.”

A low quiver ran through the ship, the lights flashing once to signify they’d dropped out of FTL.  Sally felt a tired little thrill as she linked her implants into the starship’s datanet and peered through the sensors, surveying the system they’d just entered.  She’d read the files – and done her best to absorb the raw numbers – but they hadn’t come close to convoying the sheer size of the system.  She’d thought Sol was industrialised and yet ... she swallowed hard.  Belos made Sol look deserted.

“Fuck it,” Terry said.  “Hit the bell when it’s time to dock.”

Sally barely heard him scrambling into the washroom and closing the hatch behind him.  She was hypnotised by the sheer scale of activity.  Hundreds of thousands of starships, interplanetary transports and other vessels were making their way around the system, some heading towards the planet and others to asteroids, gas giants and giant alien facilities.  There were entire streams of starships coming and going from the gravity points, so close together she thought she could climb onto the hulls and hop from ship to ship even though she knew it was an illusion.  The industrial nodes were so numerous they seemed to blur together, their energy signatures so bright she wondered what might be hiding in the shadows.  There was so much productive capability, right in front of her, that the system could keep an entire sector supplied with everything it needed, from colony equipment to defensive warships.  She knew how much effort the human race had put into industrialisation, over the last fifteen years, but Belos could effortlessly outproduce the entire Solar Union.  She’d known there was a gap – of course she had – yet ... that big?

The United States outmassed the Japanese during World War Two by a factor of nine to one, she reflected, a figure that didn’t take into account better technology, better training and a leadership that didn’t believe quite so much of its own bullshit.  The gap between us and the Galactics is far wider ...

Ice ran down her spine.  She’d known, intellectually, how important their mission was.  But coming face to face with the sheer power of the Galactics was like being slapped across the face with a reality she would sooner ignore.  There were more ships orbiting the planet in front of her than the Solar Union could hope to deploy, cautioning her that the Galactics could crush Earth through their sheer weight of numbers.  The figures she’d seen, the figures she hadn’t quite believed, echoed at the back of her mind, mocking her.  She believed them now.

The live feed only grew worse.  There were twelve planets in the system, eight rocky ... all heavily developed.  The four gas giants were orbited by cloudscoops, industrial nodes, defensive platforms and God alone knew what else.  The files stated the system population was well over twenty billion ... she swallowed hard, again, as she tried to calculate if that was true.  It might well be.  There were certainly enough space habitats orbiting the planets – and in free orbits around the star – to house millions, perhaps billions, of inhabitants.  It was hard to tell how big the settlements were, on the rocky worlds, but even a relatively small settlement could support millions of settlers.

“Jesus,” she muttered.  She felt her mind reel.  It was too big.  She knew, now, why so many people didn’t quite believe the danger, why they thought the Solar Union was being overly cautious.  It was nearly impossible to grasp the system in front of her.  The little she saw – a tiny fraction of the whole – was so big ...  “We’re fucked, aren’t we?”

She scowled.  The admiral had never made any bones about the desperate need to find a silver bullet, a weapon that would render the vast alien fleets little better than scrap metal.  God knew humanity had come up with all sorts of science-fiction weapons, designs that might actually be practical with GalTech ... given time, they would find something they could use.  But would they have the time?  She was starting to wonder if they had a chance ...

Concentrate on the defences, she told herself, firmly.  The rest can take care of itself.

She sucked in her breath.  Belos was surrounded by a small galaxy of icons, from three giant orbital towers – evenly spaced around the equator – to orbiting shipyards, industrial nodes and asteroid habitats.  Three giant orbital weapons platforms dominated nearspace, each bristling with weapons ... she guessed they were backed up by automated platforms, but she couldn’t pick them out.  There were just too many objects orbiting the planet.  Hundreds of ships glided around the high orbitals, some making their way into the planet’s atmosphere and others holding position ... she remembered, suddenly, how quick the captain had been to dismiss the idea anyone would notice their arrival.  Sally believed her now.  There were so many ships coming and going that no one, not even the Galactics, could hope to search even a tiny handful of newcomers.  The system population rose and fell with every passing hour.

“Jesus,” she said, again.  “They weren’t kidding, were they?”

Her heart began to beat erratically.  Her implants automatically compensated.  Sally sat up, disconnected from the sensors and opened her eyes.  The cabin felt unreal after she’d taken in the sensor readings, but ... she took a moment to calm herself, trying to concentrate on the mission.  It was bad enough, she reflected, when she’d discovered just how big her homeland was ... this was worse.  The entire United States of America, and her population, would vanish without trace in the alien system.  She concentrated on her breathing, her thoughts settling down.  They had a mission.  They would carry it out or die trying.

And you thought the tales of First Contact were exaggerated, her thoughts mocked her.  She had read the stories and noted how Steve Stuart and his friends had reacted with sheer disbelief when they’d come face to face with their kidnappers.  She’d even wondered if it was borderline racist.  She knew, now, it wasn’t.  She’d just seen something that told her, in a way she could not ignore, that the world had changed forever.  They'd never even considered meeting aliens until they did.

She scowled.  But the Galactics have been around for thousands of years.  If we hadn’t met them then, we would have met them later.

The thought nagged her for a moment, her mind scrabbling for something – anything – else to focus on.  She’d read a handful of books suggesting that, without the Solar Union, the United States and Europe would have healed themselves ... personally, she thought the alternate historian had been a little too optimistic.  Even if it had worked ... there would have been contact, sooner or later, and it might not have ended so happily.  The couple of books that took alien contact into account had been surprisingly – suspiciously - optimistic.

Terry stepped into the room, looking like a man who’d just had a shower.  “Did we arrive?”

“Yes,” Sally said.  She tried to think of a way to explain what she’d seen, then gave up.  He wouldn’t believe her, not until he saw it himself.  “We’d better get ready.”

She stood and scooped up her knapsack, making one last check of the contents.  The paranoia had seemed unduly paranoid, ten minutes ago.  Now ... she ran through everything, then slung the knapsack over her bag and made her way down to the mess.  Riley was already there, watching the screens.  Charles, on the other side of the chamber, was drinking coffee and making a point of not looking.

“This is not even the biggest system,” Nine commented.  He was the only one who didn’t seem a little stunned by the sight in front of him.  “There are others that are far – far – larger.”

Sally nodded.  Years ago, she’d briefly passed through the USS George H. W. Bush.  The supercarrier had been immense, so huge it was hard to believe it was one of a fleet of such ships.  The system in front of her was so unimaginably large her mind revolted at the thought of there being anything bigger.  If Belos was so heavily developed, she asked herself, what about the alien homeworlds?  Tokomak Prime might be so big as to be completely beyond her imagination.

Josh looked pale.  “How did they do this so quickly?”

“It wasn’t quick,” Nine said.  “They took the planet and set up a handful of industrial nodes and stations.  And then they installed more.  And then they invited others to install nodes of their own.  And then they needed places for the workers to live, which meant bringing in more immigrants, and then ...”

Sally nodded, crossly.  The original Thirteen Colonies had been tiny, compared to the North American continent.  It would have been hard for the first settlers to imagine how vast their country had eventually become, in a mere three hundred years.  The Tichck had had much – much – longer to turn the system into an industrial powerhouse.  She dreaded to think how effortlessly they could outproduce Sol, if they set their minds to it.

We wondered why so few of the lesser races developed their own industrial bases, she reminded herself.  There were limits programmed into GalTech, the same limits they were working to subvert, but she’d thought someone more used to advanced tech would be able to find ways around them.  I guess we know now.

She shook her head.  She’d had a cousin in the Peace Corps, before it had been shut down, and she’d grumbled about outsiders flooding the native markets with cheap products and worse advice.  Why would any poor nation bother to develop its own industry when outside products were better, and outside powers reacted harshly to any form of protectionism?  Why bother even growing food, when outsiders shipped it in by the ton?  And yet, when the imports stopped ...

They won’t, here, she told herself.  If something happens to Belos, there are plenty of other systems that will take up the slack.

“I need a drink,” Josh said.  “Can I have some rotgut?”

“No drinking on duty,” Riley said.  There was a grim note to his voice that suggested he was badly shaken too, although he’d been on extra-solar missions before.  “I understand the impulse, but ...”

He broke off as Captain Jonas entered.  “We have been cleared to dock at the orbital tower,” she said, shortly.  “We have been denied teleport access codes and frequencies, so you’ll have to make your way down the surface through the tower.”

Charles looked up.  “No free orbit?”

“We’re a tramp freighter from a world no one has ever heard of,” Captain Jonas said, sardonically.  “There’s no way in hell we qualify for the teleport frequencies.  They’re for important people, don’t you know?”

Sally nodded.  The Galactics had figured out how to block teleport signals almost as soon as they’d invented the teleporter.  They’d had no choice.  An enemy warship with a teleporter could beam bombs onto its target, rather than trading fire on equal terms.  It hadn’t been difficult.  Earth’s governments had done it without access to GalTech.  She was a little more surprised the locals allowed the teleporter under any circumstances.  But then, it was astonishing what someone would do if you offered them a great deal of money.

“We can cope,” Riley said.  “Will they search the ship?”

“I don’t think so,” Captain Jonas said.  “But ... we have to be careful.”

Sally sat down and accessed the sensors, again, as the planet grew until it dominated the horizon.  Belos looked very much like Earth, she noted, and yet there was something almost sickly about it.  She recalled the briefing notes and shuddered.  The Tichck were polluting the planet, in a bid to reshape it, and the locals were suffering.  There was so much gunk in the air that even if some kindly god erased the alien interlopers from the planet, she doubted the biosphere would ever recover.  It made humanity’s worst environmental disasters look harmless.  

The orbital tower drew her eye despite her mind insisting, loudly, that it just couldn’t exist.  The tallest building humans had ever built was nothing compared to the alien megastructure ... it was huge, so vast she couldn’t even begin to calculate how many apartments, factories, ships and whatever else could cram into the tower.  The giant spaceport facility – she could see hundreds of ships, attached like barnacles to piers – was huge, yet it only took up a tiny percentage of the whole.  It was astonishing, mind-blowing, to realise she was looking at the kind of port one sent ships one didn’t want visitors to see.  It was still far larger than anything humanity had ever built.

Riley cleared his throat.  Sally logged back out of the sensors.  “We’ll have no trouble remaining unnoticed, as long as we don’t attract attention,” he said, calmly.  “Keep your eyes open and remain calm.”

“Yes, sir,” Josh said.  “I’m very calm, sir.  Can I take my sick leave now, sir?”

Sally had to laugh.  “Can I take my sick leave too, sir?”

“Only if you’re kind enough to be sick on the target,” Riley said.  “We’ll need a day or two to get settled in, before anything else happens.”

Sally accessed the sensors again.  The megacity below was ... huge, like everything else in the system, a mixture of towering skyscrapers and weird alien-buildings put together by designers who didn’t think in a human manner.  She’d read stories of overpopulation, back in the days humanity had feared the population would just keep rising until civilisation collapsed under the weight of so many bodies, and they’d all featured giant soulless apartment blocks.  The Tichck, it seemed, had actually put the concept into play.  It was so big she doubted anyone could walk from one side to the other in less than a week.  No human city was anywhere near as vast, or utterly inhuman.

Terry cleared his throat.  “Where are we even going to stay?”

“There are hotels,” Riley said, as if they hadn’t spent the last few weeks planning the operation.  Every spaceport and orbital tower had at least one enormous multiracial hotel, offering rooms and facilities suitable for nearly every known race, and there were nearly always available rooms.  The exchange rate would be murderous, of course ... nothing ever changed.  Earth’s seedy red-light districts, outside military bases and harbours, were just the same.  “We’ll find one online before we leave the ship.”

“It would be suspicious if you didn’t,” Nine put in.

Sally couldn’t disagree.  The ship was too small for them to want to stay onboard.  She found it hard to believe anyone would stay on a starship willingly, even one of the giant liners she’d seen in the files.  Why stay on a ship, no matter how luxurious, when you could see a whole new world?  No, questions would be asked if the team stayed on the ship.  Everyone would understand why they went to the hotel as soon as they could.

“Hey, Nine?”  Terry waved at the cyborg.  “Are there any facilities suitable for humans down there?  Or women?”

“Be careful with any alien VR systems,” Sally said, as she logged out for good.  “If they’re not configured for human mentalities, they’ll leave you with a headache – or worse.”

“Don’t experiment at all,” Riley said, firmly.  “We have a job to do.”

“Come on, boss,” Terry said.  “Live a little.”

“You could try an alien woman,” Josh teased.  “Or ...”

Sally tried not to show her disgust.  The Galactics had strict laws against interracial relationships.  Personally, she’d thought they’d never needed to bother.  It was rare for any human to find an alien attractive, even the ones surprisingly close to humanity, and actual relationships were the stuff of erotic fantasy rather than real life.  There wasn’t even much human-alien sexual porn on the datanet.  The VR would be safer, if it was checked before Terry put the feeder on his head.  If not, he’d deserve everything he got.

“That will do,” Riley said.  His voice denied all prospect of further disagreement.  “We’ll have a day or two of rest once we’re down, then get to work.”

“Yes, sir,” Charles said.  
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Chapter Nine
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It was easier, Riley told himself, not to think about the sheer size of the orbital tower complex.  It was bigger than the largest airport he’d ever seen, a maze of dingy corridors and security checkpoints that somehow managed to feel both organised and remarkably haphazard.  The air was breathable but smelled unpleasant; the gravity was a little higher than Earth standard, although he had no trouble tolerating it. He’d been through worse airports back home.  He kept his eyes open, trying not to notice the flat-edged holograms that popped up every few metres, alien avatars trying to sell him products that were, he suspected, of very limited use to a human.  He had no idea what the devices did, or why anyone would buy them.  The only thing he came close to recognising was a torture instrument and he was fairly sure torture wasn’t it’s intended use.

He frowned, old memories suddenly rising into his mind.  He’d had a friend once, a Royal Marine who’d visited America and commented, sardonically, on the discrepancy between the most advanced country in the world and the state of its airports and other critical infrastructure.  Riley understood what he meant, all too well.  The New York of stage and screen bore little resemblance to the real city, one blighted by economic damage, poor government and ever-rising crime.  It looked and felt as if the Galactics had the same problem.  Belos was an incredibly rich world, but the signs of poor government were everywhere.  The towering ultra-civilised civilisation they bragged about, when they condescendingly explained to the primitive races that they were being taken in hand for their own good, didn’t exist.  He wasn’t really surprised – the Tichck were well known for demanding immediate results, not long-term investments – but it was still disconcerting.  He’d expected better from races that had sailed the stars well before humanity had discovered the wheel.

It looked more impressive before we docked, he thought, tartly.  We couldn’t see any detail from up there.

The adverts grew louder, and more obnoxious, as the corridor widened, allowing them to join a flow of intelligent life – for a given value of intelligent – as they made their way down to the security checkpoints.  It was jarring, enough to make his head spin, to realise intelligence came in all shapes and sizes, from aliens surprisingly close to humanity to intelligent centipedes, spiders, and things so alien he couldn’t draw any sort of comparison.  Bright lights flashed, laser-light beams sweeping the crowd and trying to drum advertisements into their skulls.  His implants flashed a warning as a beam blinked across his eye, cautioning him of subliminal prompts designed to encourage him to buy whatever crap the advertiser was selling.  It wasn’t configured for humans, thankfully.  He gritted his teeth, silently hoping the advertising agencies on Earth never got their hands on such technology.  Subliminal advertising was illegal, from what he recalled, but in his experience big corporations could get away with almost anything, if they made the right political contributions.  Hell, if the idea took off, the politicians would be using subliminal advertising themselves.

He put the thought aside as the checkpoints loomed in front of him, manned by row upon row of uniformed Subdo.  The administrators looked about as warm and friendly as the TSA, although he was fairly sure they wouldn’t have wandering hands.  His implants blinked more warnings, cautioning him of scanning beams sweeping across the crowd.  Sweat prickled down his back, even though they didn’t seem to be focused on him and his team.  Their implants should pass muster – they were based on perfectly legal GalTech – but if the locals took a closer look they might get suspicious.  The air seemed to grow warmer, hot and steamy, as they reached the checkpoints.  The din was growing louder, the sound of hundreds of aliens speaking a multitude of galactic languages blurring into a single impossible racket.  The bright yellow boxes looked faintly absurd.  Riley knew they were nothing of the sort.  If the administrator decided to abuse his power and search the team ...

Riley kept his face expressionless as he handed over their travel papers.  It was unlikely, to say the least, that the Subdo could read human body language, but there was no point in taking chances.  The alien plugged the datachip into his system, scanned the intro page, then removed the chip and passed it back, saying something Riley could barely hear.  It was their responsibility, apparently, to make sure they didn’t break any local laws.  If they did, they’d be in deep shit.

He bent his head in the posture of respect to the alien – politeness cost nothing, even though the exaggerated movement galled him – and led the team onwards, passing a handful of security guards.  Riley felt a moment of kinship – he couldn’t read their faces, but he’d bet his back teeth they were as bored as he’d been when he’d taken sentry duty – even though they were aliens.  He pushed the feeling aside as the corridor grew ever wider, a handful of higher-status aliens and their escorts shoving their way through the crowd.  Riley couldn’t help remembering the time he’d seen local dignitaries, in the Middle East, demanding priority and to hell with whoever was in their way.  It was no surprise to him that the region had collapsed into repeated bouts of civil war.  There was only so long someone could tolerate such treatment before they snapped and tried to lash out.

“They’re pinging us,” Sally said, so quietly Riley wouldn’t have heard her if his ears hadn’t been enhanced.  “I think they’re pinging everyone.”

Riley frowned.  His implants hadn’t been pinged, but he’d locked down the communications function before they’d left the ship.  Trying to access the tower’s datanodes was asking for trouble, at least before they were through the checkpoints.  “Trying to hack our implants?”

“More like trying to check the software,” Sally said.  “The firewalls should handle it.”

“Keep an eye on it,” Riley said.

The corridor widened again, leading them into a shopping complex lined with stores selling everything from starship supplies and personal tech to food, clothes and things he couldn’t even begin to understand.  He smiled, despite himself, as they kept walking, doing their best to ignore the throngs milling about.  It really was an airport lounge, selling overpriced junk to customers who literally didn’t have anywhere else to go.  He wondered, idly, if the aliens heading in the other direction had had their bottles of water confiscated, something that seemed more likely to annoy airline travellers than save lives.  Probably.  The Galactics had every reason to be concerned about someone hijacking a ship in orbit and trying to slam it into the planet.  There was certainly no shortage of alien terrorist groups who’d like to try.

He glanced back at his team as they reached the elevator doors.  “Any trouble?”

“This place is a little overwhelming,” Terry said.

“Get used to it,” Nine advised, curtly.  “It’ll only get worse.”

The hatch opened.  Riley blinked, then mentally kicked himself for being surprised.  He’d expected a small elevator, the kind of unit he’d see in an apartment block, but the interior was easily large enough to hold hundreds of intelligent beings.  He supposed it wasn’t too surprising, as they headed inside and found seats designed for humanoid races, only slightly uncomfortable.  The elevator might drop fast enough to give any human safety engineer the willies, but it had a very long way to go.  They’d be trapped inside the chamber for at least an hour.

He looked around as the hatches slammed closed.  The lights began to flash, gravity rippling slightly as the elevator plunged downwards.  He was mildly disappointed there were no portholes – he would have paid extra for a window seat – but it didn’t matter.  The vending machines looked either broken or worse than useless, doling out sludge that might not be safe for human consumption.  Adverts kept flickering, passengers muttering angrily as the lights darted across the seats.  The nasty part of his mind wondered if the advertisers weren’t shooting themselves in the foot.  If he’d been bombarded with so much nonsense, he would have flatly refused to buy whatever the advertiser was selling.

Josh coughed.  The smell was getting worse.  “How long?”

“It’ll end when it ends,” Nine rasped.  “Wait.”

Riley shot Josh a reassuring look.  They’d done everything they could to prepare for alien encounters – and they’d visited a handful of nearby worlds – but Belos was just too big, too alien.  They weren’t xenophobic – Force Recon couldn’t afford to recruit anyone who was – yet ... this world was very inhuman, so alien that it would be easy to let their preconceptions blind them to reality.  Worse, perhaps.  On Earth, any government that mistreated Solar citizens could expect swift and certain punishment; here, if the team was arrested for any reason, the Solar Union would have to grin and bear it.  If they ever found out.  It would be all too easy for the team to vanish without a trace.

It’s like visiting the pre-Contact Middle East, he thought, sourly.  They treated visiting Westerners poorly, when they stepped out of line, and treated Third Worlders like slaves, in the certain knowledge there would be no comeback.

“We’ll have a couple of days downtime before we move,” he said.  No one would think anything of it.  The Galactics didn’t have jet or starship lag, but they did understand it took time to get used to a whole new world.  Besides, it wasn’t as if they were particularly important.  Captain Jonas had cautioned him it might be quite some time before they got an appointment at Fly-By-Night.  They just didn’t have trillions of ready money at hand.  “We’ll cope.”

The elevator shuddered – a frisson of fear ran through him – the gravity field shifting again before steadying.  They were helpless, trapped in a compartment with hundreds of aliens, totally dependent on a piece of technology that was clearly past its prime.  Riley had never been scared of flying, but he understood why some people found it hard to relax on an airplane.  His old instructors had called airline passengers “pre-packaged hostages” and he’d been right.  If an SF team had to storm an airliner, innocent civilians were going to get hurt or killed.  Hell, one didn’t need terrorists.  Travelling on an aircraft meant putting your life in the pilot’s hands. 

Josh looked at Nine.  “Is that normal?”

“Normally,” Nine said.  It was hard to tell if that was a joke – he hadn’t shown any sense of humour – or a deadpan response.  English wasn’t Nine’s first language.  “Belos is a very old world.”

The elevator juddered to a halt.  The hatches rattled open.  A rush of warm air, tainted with a stench Riley didn’t want to place, greeted the passengers as they stood and hurried out of the elevator.  Riley didn’t blame them, although his team’s departure was a little more sedate.  The elevator might be huge, by human standards, but it had also been painfully cramped.  He was mildly surprised someone hadn’t started a fight.  

He frowned, then stopped as he saw the Belosi.  They looked like cleaners, carrying their gear as they shuffled past the humans and into the chamber, hastily mopping the deck and wiping the chairs before the other hatches were opened to allow the next set of passengers to head to orbit.  It was hard to be sure, but the patches on their skin looked incredibly unhealthy.  He lingered, a chill running though him as he saw humanity’s future in their dull eyes.  They were so badly beaten down that resistance was not only futile, but inconceivable.  He’d wondered, more than once, why so many people put up with severe mistreatment.  It was better to fight and die than live on your knees.  But if there was no hope of victory ...

“Jesus,” Charles muttered.  The scene had to hit him hard ... hell, it hit all of them.  “That could be us.”

Riley nodded, turning away to give the aliens what privacy he could.  He’d known how cruel and callous the Galactics could be – he’d read all the reports, from the kidnapping attempt that had led to First Contact to the medical reports written by the men who’d studied Nine and his peers – but it was still hard to believe until he saw it with his own eyes.  He’d been in places, human places, where husbands and fathers had absolute authority over their wives and children – and no one thought anything of it if the patriarchs beat their wives and children bloody – but even they had never been so horrible.  Even they ...

It didn’t get any better as they made their way through the lower complex.  The Belosi were everywhere, bowing and scraping and performing every menial job from carrying luggage to sweeping the floors.  They grovelled – sometimes literally – in front of visiting aliens, rubbing their bellies on the floor ... Riley had visited a posh hotel once, where the staff had been experts in reading their customers and calculating how much understated grovelling was appropriate, but this was worse.  He saw individuals from low-status races enjoying the grovelling, enjoying their chance to torment someone lower on the totem pole than themselves, and shuddered.  He’d seen some spoilt brats in his time, children in adult bodies, but this was horrific ...

It is the way of the world, Edmund Blackadder whispered in his head.  The abused always kick downwards.  I am abused, so I kick the cat; the cat pounces on the mouse; the mouse, finally, bites you on the behind.

He shook his head to clear it.  Slavery – and other tyrannical systems – were bad for both slaveowners and slaves, yet ...

Nine stepped past him.  “The aircars are this way,” he said.  “We can’t stay here for long.”

Riley nodded.  They couldn’t afford to attract attention.  Most of the passengers who’d come down the elevator with them were already far ahead, as if docking at an orbital tower, making their way down to the surface and setting foot on an alien world was something they did every day.  A handful of tourists were gawking – Riley wasn’t sure what they were gawking at, as the lower levels were little more than an oversized airport exit – but even they were on their way out.  There weren’t so many shops on the lower levels either.  A couple even looked to be on the verge of closing down.

He put the thought aside as they walked through a pair of heavy metal doors and into a giant hangar, crammed with oversized aircars.  The operator, a Subdo, took their credit chips, then keyed his terminal.  A large aircar – Riley couldn’t help thinking the vehicle was designed for a race considerably bigger than the average human – hovered into the air and came over to land beside them.  The doors hissed open.  Riley thanked the Subdo, passed him a small gratuity, and led the way into the vehicle.  There was more than enough room, thankfully, for them to spread out a little.  They’d worked together for years, more than long enough to grow used to each other, but there were limits.  Sometimes, you just needed some space.

The aircar hovered into the air and plunged down a tunnel – Riley couldn’t help thinking of a starfighter launching tube, something that had proven a little impractical in real life – before bursting out into the sunlight and joining a flock of aircars heading towards the giant city.  He turned his head to see the orbital tower, larger than anything humans had ever made, reaching up and up until it vanished in the clouds.  His head ached.  It was hard, almost impossible, to grasp the sheer scale of the thing.  It was just too big.  The aircar’s hum grew louder as it flew onwards, sliding into place as if it were flying in formation.  Riley hoped to hell the control systems were up to the task.

We’re putting our faith in distant computers to fly us to our destination, he thought.  He’d never liked the idea of self-driving cars, even before some of them had been bricked by hackers – or, worse, directed to drive straight into the nearest wall.  If something goes wrong...

“Just like home,” Terry commented, as a pair of smaller aircars raced past them.  “You want to bet those guys are teenagers?”

“No bet,” Josh said.

Riley nodded in agreement as the city came into view.  It was a striking combination of immense wealth – there were mansions and skyscrapers, the latter seemingly as high as the orbital tower – and grinding poverty.  Shacks and barracks surrounded the city, security barricades keeping the occupants from crossing motorways and troubling the city’s inhabitants.  He didn’t need to look to know which race lived there.  He’d seen similar arrangements outside far too many cities, back on Earth ...

“You know, when I was a kid, I read a book about aliens who’d solved all their problems and looked down on us because we hadn’t,” Charles said.  His voice was so flat Riley knew he was upset.  “Don’t you wish we’d run into them, instead?”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed.  The grinding poverty below was completely unnecessary.  If the Solar Union could feed its entire population effortlessly, with a tiny amount of GalTech and a certain willingness to engage in long-term thinking, why couldn’t the Galactics?  There was no technical reason why they couldn’t.  All the old arguments about handouts and dependencies didn’t apply, when food and water were cheap.  “It would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

He peered down.  There were dozens of intelligent beings in the slums consisting of at least two different races.  More, perhaps.  The aircar was moving so rapidly he had to use his implants to record what he saw, then replay it.

“They don’t care enough to bother,” Nine said.  “If you’re not useful to them, you’re nothing.”

Riley shivered.
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Chapter Ten
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Sally had visited places where she, as a young woman, had been expected to stay two steps behind the men and keep her mouth firmly shut.  The locals believed women were meant to be seen and not heard ... some, she’d discovered over the years, expected women to be both unheard and unseen.  It had actually suited her, more than once.  The locals looked at the men and discounted her as a threat, assuming – even if they should have known better – that she couldn’t possibly be dangerous.  She was amused, as she stayed behind Riley, to note the Galactics extended the same disdain to the entire team.  Humanity wasn’t an important race and that meant they couldn’t do anything without help ...

Good, she thought.  Being thought of as an insignificant child was annoying, but better that than being considered dangerous.  Perhaps someone else will get the blame for our operation.

She put the thought out of her mind as they entered the Galactic Hotel and headed to the desk.  The franchise reminded her of McDonalds, where everything had to be as close to identical as possible even if the locations were in different countries, right down to the corridors and compartments being wide enough to accommodate almost every known race.  She felt like a child again, making her way through an adult world, although the hotel was designed so anyone, even the smallest intelligent being on record, would have no trouble making use of the facilities.  She stayed behind the men, keeping her eyes open as Riley spoke to the Subdo at the desk.  He – Sally thought the Subdo was a he – was shorter than the average human, but he somehow managed to look down his nose at them.  Her lips quirked in droll amusement.  Some things, it seemed, were near-universal.

“Your rooms have been assigned,” the Subdo said, ringing a bell.  It made a point of speaking Galactic One, the language favoured by the Tokomak and, by extension, anyone who thought themselves important.  English was so rare, outside Sol, that there was a very real possibility there was no one on Belos who could speak it, save for the team.  “The bellhop will escort you there.”

Sally felt her heart sink as a Belosi appeared out of a side door, bent into an exaggerated posture of respect, then reached for their knapsacks.  Riley shook his head, motioning for the Belosi to lead the way into the hotel.  Sally felt, more than heard, the snort from the desk as they walked away.  She’d met quite a few losers who made themselves feel better by dumping on everyone below them, but the Subdo carried it to new lows.  She hoped Riley didn’t give the poor bastard a tip.  It would be taken from him before he had a chance to squirrel it away.

She opened one of her implants and pinged for datanodes as they made their way along the corridor, feeling as if she was in a maze.  The proportions were all screwed up, enough to be seriously disorienting.  The elevator carried them up at least a dozen floors before stopping and opening, allowing them into another corridor.  This time, at least, there were windows.  Sally almost regretted it.  Mega-City Two – the Tichck weren’t known for being imaginative, at least when it came to things that wouldn’t make them money – looked an awful lot like Mega-City One.  She hoped to hell Judge Dredd wasn’t on the streets, watching for criminals.  He might be one of the more reasonable judges, but he was still a fascist defender of a fascist regime.  

They stopped in front of an awkwardly shaped hatch and opened it with the keycard.  Sally tensed, half-expecting trouble, but the compartment was empty and clearly designed for someone a lot bigger than she was.  The beds were big enough for an orgy, the bathtub easily large enough to take an elephant, the shower ... she half-wished she had a local boyfriend willing to hop into the shower with her.  She liked sharing, if the shower was large enough for two.  Most tended to be cramped and uncomfortable.

“There are two linked rooms,” the bellhop said.  His Galactic One was terrible ... Sally suspected, looking at the shape of his mouth, that certain sounds were beyond him.  She cringed in sympathy.  He was expected to use a language he could never speak properly, which would be then used as an excuse to look down on him.  Bastards.  The Belosi would probably find it easier to speak Galactic Three or Four, perhaps even Galactic Six.  “You may order food from the processor, or eat in the dining hall downstairs ...”

“Thank you,” Riley said.  

He passed the bellhop a credit coin.  The Belosi looked at the coin as if he didn’t know what it was, something Sally found rather unlikely.  She hoped the dumb act really was an act.  There were a handful of races who really were intellectually hampered, compared to the rest of the known galaxy, and they were treated terribly.  The spooks thought it was bullshit, that their apparent lack of intelligence was an excuse to enslave them.  Sally hoped they were right.  It was hard enough dealing with one person who was unquestionably brighter than she was.  An entire galaxy would be impossible to handle.  The inferiority complex alone would be devastating.

Too many humans have trouble coming to terms with the existence of alien life, she thought, tiredly.  Earth had seemed to bumble on as if the outside galaxy didn’t exist, despite the Horde’s attack.  It’s easier to believe there are no aliens at all.

The Belosi bent into an even deeper posture of respect, then backed out of the chamber, bowing again before the hatch hissed closed.  Riley glanced at Sally, who nodded and brought her anti-surveillance implants online.  Civilian-grade galactic pickups tended to be fairly easy to find if you knew what you were looking for and most could be hacked and subverted without setting off alarms.  The designers, she’d been told and then confirmed during earlier missions, had been a little too clever.  The military-grade devices were harder to find and, of course, there was always the risk of the locals using something so primitive she couldn’t detect it.  The Galactics rarely did anything of the sort, which bothered her.  It was such an obvious gap in their armour.

“The floor is lava,” Terry said, his fingers shooting a question at Riley.  The childish joke would mean nothing to listening ears.  They wouldn’t understand the sign language.  “Anyone want to jump on the beds?”

“Don’t make me come over there,” Riley said.  His fingers sent a different message.  “Wait.”

Sally nodded as the rest of the team joined in the nonsense.  Any alien spies would be thoroughly confused ... if, of course, there were any.  There was no reason for anyone to be paying close attention to them.  If the Galactics knew who and what they were, they’d have been arrested or killed by now.

“Two bugs, both civilian,” she said, as the scan finished.  She allowed herself a tight smile.  They both looked like simple devices, monitored by dumb algorithms rather than intelligent minds.  “Both hacked and neutralised.”

Riley eyed her.  “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Sally said, patiently.  One of the pickups was placed to monitor everyone entering the chamber.  The other was pointed right at the bed.  She wasn’t sure if the surveillance officers were perverts or if there was something else going on.  If anyone complained, the hotel probably insisted the bugs weren’t checked by the staff unless something triggered an alarm.  “Let me go check the other room.”

“Spying on their guests,” Terry said, very quietly.  He eyed the wall as if he thought it would grow an arm and hit him.  “No privacy laws here, right?”

“I dare say there are clauses buried in the contract we signed that authorise them to take footage and sell it to whoever they like,” Charles said.  “You find these bugs everywhere.”

Sally nodded curtly as she swept the other room and disabled the bugs.  It wasn’t likely anyone was monitoring them directly – there were hundreds of thousands of guests coming and going at all hours of the day – but there was no point in taking chances.  She wondered, idly, just why the bugs were there in the first place ... it wasn’t something that would be tolerated on Earth, or the Solar Union.  Perhaps the Tichck weren’t confident the Belosi knew their place.  They were so deeply involved in running the planet, even as menial labourers, that they could cause a hell of a lot of trouble if they tried.

“Clear,” she said, returning.  Her teammates had searched the room for more primitive tricks, from low-tech bugs to simple peepholes.  “For the moment, the bugs are reporting nothing.  We’ll have to record some gibberish for them later, if we intend to stay here for a day or two, but ...”

She shrugged.  “This place is a shithole, isn’t it?”

“We could try being nice to the waiters,” Josh said.  “They might turn into very useful sources.”

“Only if they think we can help them,” Charles said, darkly.  “My ancestors didn’t dare try to escape until they thought they could make it out.”

Riley nodded.  “Get some rest, all of you,” he said, nodding to the bed.  “Sally, you’re in charge of surfing the net.”

“Aye, sir,” Sally said.

She leaned back on the bed, then opened her implants and accessed the nearest datanode.  The hotel’s internal network was surprisingly crude – she suspected most guests were too poor to complain or simply moved on too quickly to care – but she had no trouble reaching through the net to access the planetary datanet.  It was very much akin to the other alien networks she’d used, a seemingly well-organised network designed for easy monitoring overlaying a hidden structure that experienced WebHeads could access without triggering any alarms.  The Tichck, she thought, wanted the network to be completely transparent to their security officers, but none of the corporations based on Belos would be happy with granting any outsiders access to their systems.  It meant the datanet was far more porous – and easier to manipulate – than anyone intended.

The tidal wave of data washed over her.  She made no attempt to hack any of the encrypted datanodes, nor to access systems that had a tenuous connection to the planetary system.  Instead, she floated from civilian datanode to civilian datanode, downloading planetary maps, open-source briefings and the official party line on everything from alien relations and politics to interstellar affairs.  It was always important, she reflected, to know what the enemy wanted you – or their own people – to know.

Just because you think it’s nonsense doesn’t mean they think the same, she reminded herself.  Every so often, she came across a human sprouting such absolute bullshit she had problems believing anyone believed it.  It was far worse when aliens were involved.  It was never easy to understand what they took seriously and what even they considered utter nonsense.  You have to be careful.

She frowned as the next set of files opened.  The Tichck had gone to quite some lengths to prove that the Belosi couldn’t take care of themselves, producing a nightmarish collection of racist nonsense that sounded, to the untrained eye, scientific enough to be believable.  Sally’s verification software picked up a handful of unforced errors and deliberate mistakes, the latter so blatant she refused to believe they were accidents.  Her personal scan of a handful of documents picked out more, from studies heavily weighted against the Belosi to studies that seemed to be made up of whole cloth.  She was astonished that any of the papers had passed peer review.  Did the Galactics even have peer review?

No one probably looked closely enough to check, she thought.  There were some alien files on humanity that were so weird she had no idea who’d put them together, from one file insisting humans had three legs to another stating humans had been genetically engineered by an unknown race.  And if they wanted to verify the papers, the Tichck probably bribed their superiors to let them pass without comment.

She shook her head in disgust.  She knew how easily a tyrannical regime – particularly one that thought it was doing the right thing, which by amazing coincidence was great for the ruling class if not everyone else – could warp and twist the truth, but this ... she’d studied how the Nazis and Communists and Islamists and all the other would-be masters of the human race had justified themselves, yet none of them had gone so far.  Adolf Hitler would be impressed, she thought darkly.  The Tichck had put together a justification for mass slavery that was far, far, worse than anything humanity had ever done to itself.  She felt unclean just looking at the files.

“Fuck,” she muttered.

Riley shifted, beside her.  “What ...?”

It took Sally a moment to separate her consciousness from the datanet and drag herself back to the real world.  “You remember that terrorist we caught last year in Afghanistan?”

“Yeah,” Riley said.  “What about him?”

“I had to perform the first sweeps of his hard drives,” Sally said.  “The stuff the bastard had on there” – she felt sick just remembering the terrorist’s collection of highly-illegal porn – “was enough to make me vomit.  This is worse.”

Riley coughed.  “Worse than child porn?”

Sally found it hard to put into words.  Child porn was so obviously wrong that anyone who wasn’t a hardcore paedophile would be shocked beyond words, then screaming for the possessor to be brutally executed.  No one had objected, not even pro forma, when the terrorist had been drained of every last scrap of knowledge, then blasted out of the airlock into the inky vacuum of space.  If anything, the execution had been a mercy.  The monster had deserved worse.  Much worse.  But this ...

“It sounds so reasonable,” she said, finally.  “The files ... they’re not overtly racist.  They don’t drip with racial slurs or misogynist nonsense or anything that might put off someone who wasn't already an outright shithead.  They’re not some dumb troll arguing that women are too emotional to vote and waiting for an angry reaction, then insisting the reaction is proof enough of feminine inability to control their emotions.  They’re ...”

She swallowed.  “If you look at the files, they just drip reasonableness.  Their arguments appear to make sense.  They are sad, insisting it is so unfortunate the Belosi are too unintelligent to ever rise to the stars, yet ... they insist it is a truth they have to face.  They talk about failed attempts to uplift the Belosi, more proof – if any were needed – that the Belosi need parents to keep them safe.

“If you read the files without any background knowledge, you might believe it too.”

Riley said nothing for a long moment.  Sally wondered what he was thinking.  They’d come from very different backgrounds.  He’d gone straight into the military, where there was no room for academic arguments and theories; she’d spent too long in colleges where academic studies were completely divorced from the real world, and it had left a mark.  It was easy, almost impossibly easy, to put together an argument to justify anything.  The idea that certain things were just wrong was beyond them.

“I see,” he said, finally.  “Is there any truth at all to their studies?”

Sally shook her head.  “I’m not an expert,” she conceded, “but even I can see how poorly the studies were put together.  This is like taking a kid from the Calcutta slums, forcing him to attempt the SATS, and then insisting his failure – his inevitable failure – was proof everyone in the slums was stupid.  There was no attempt to lay the groundwork for a proper uplift, no attempt to teach the basics before moving on to more advanced studies ... this is like buying a new piece of tech and becoming an instant expert.

“No, sir.  The studies are bullshit.”

Riley sighed.  “Can you draw any conclusions from them at all?”

“Only that we would be wise to believe the exact opposite of what they say.”  Sally allowed herself a moment of dark humour.  “The academic work is too shoddy to be trusted.  I wasn’t able to find the raw data, but ... realistically, I’m not convinced it ever existed at all.  I haven’t seen anything this blatant since my old classmate faked a soft-studies paper and even he had the wit to download hard data, rather than make it up.  The markers never noticed either.”

“I hope you reported him,” Riley said.

Sally said nothing.  The social sciences requirement had been completely pointless, a waste of money in an academic settling that had been, pretty much, a waste of money itself.  She was sure the requirement was intended to do nothing more than force her to spend more time – and money – in college, rather than graduate and go on to gainful employment.  She had little sympathy for the student loan companies that had lent vast sums to students with little hope of repayment, then whined when the students fled into space rather than letting their lives be destroyed by debts they could never repay.  Idiots.  If they hadn’t thought the government would underwrite the loans ...

She understood Riley’s point.  But she also understood her old classmate’s.

“I’ll keep studying the files,” she said.  She had barely scratched the surface.  There was so much data out there, even in just the public datanodes, that a whole team would take decades to download everything important.  It was a shame a surprising amount of advanced technical data was locked in encrypted, or isolated, datanodes.  She had standing orders to copy as much of that as possible.  “You’re going to get a feel for the city?”

“Shortly,” Riley said.  “This is a new place for us.”

“Yeah,” Sally agreed.  The hotel room felt confining and she knew the city wouldn’t be much better.  “I want to go home already.”
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Chapter Eleven
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“Nice place,” Josh muttered.  “We’ve been in worse, haven’t we?”

Riley shot him a sharp look as the team, minus Sally, made their way down the alien street.  It was disconcerting, a city that seemed built for giants and dwarves and everything in between.  Great towering city blocks, as bulky and soulless as communist architecture, towered above them; smaller complexes, some little bigger than the average house, rested within the gaps.  He couldn’t help thinking of cities he’d visited, back on Earth, where fantastic levels of wealth contrasted sharply with the most grinding poverty.  Everywhere he looked, he saw the signs.  Belos might be a rich world, but the population was poor.

He kept the thought to himself as they wandered on, passing row upon row of shops, stalls, and food carts.  They might be crewed by aliens, including a number of races he didn’t recognise, but otherwise the street was very much like its earthly counterpart.  He guessed the stallkeepers didn’t have permits, or anything really; they looked ready to pack up and run at a moment’s notice.  He’d seen that in the Third World.  The local governments demanded stallkeepers paid for permits, but new stallkeepers generally didn’t have the money.  Idiots.  A few weeks of business and they’d have the money.  Instead ... he wondered, idly, just how badly it had hurt those governments when the Solar Union opened immigration to all and sundry.  The capable and clever wouldn’t waste their time trying to make money in a deeply corrupt environment when they could go to the stars instead.

Their loss, our gain, he thought, coldly.

The stallkeepers called to the team as they passed, offering everything from food and drink to cheap souvenirs, trinkets and devices that didn’t seem to have any logical purpose.  One looked like a sex toy; another looked like an automated octopus, limbs twitching in a manner that made him want to back away slowly.  A large store offered live fish and creatures that looked suspiciously like shellfish but were very definitely not.  The cooks were frying the beasts in hot pans, chopping them up and serving the meals to their customers with something that might have passed for rice if he hadn’t known better.  The stench was appalling.  He’d eaten in one roadside stall, during a deployment to Asia, and wound up with the galloping shits.  He didn’t want to risk eating anything alien, even though their implants and enhanced stomachs should be able to tolerate it.  The team ignored the waving cooks as they resumed their walk.  The cooks didn’t bother to shout after them.

Charles leaned close to Riley.  “You noticed what’s missing?”

Riley nodded.  “No weapons.”

He scowled.  The stores had everything but weapons.  No guns, no swords, no knives ... he suspected it was a bad sign, clear proof the local government didn’t trust the people.  It was funny, he’d reflected, how disarming the public inevitably led to tyranny.  And crime.  The most disarmed parts of the world were always the ones with the highest rates of violent crime, if only because criminals knew they wouldn’t be shot if they broke into someone’s house.  They had no trouble getting weapons themselves, either.  He put the thought aside as he spotted a handful of aliens, wearing clothes that suggested they were wealthy and powerful.  If there weren’t organised crime rings on Belos, everything from protection rackets to money-laundering and fencing, he’d eat his hat.

If we were intending to stay longer, we might need to make contact with them, he thought, sourly.  He’d never liked the idea of working with alien criminal rings, but the Solar Union had had little choice.  There was no way they could buy certain materials openly without drawing unfriendly attention.  Here ...

A rustle ran down the street.  He saw and heard no signal, but the stallkeepers started to shut up shop and vanish into the alleyways at astonishing speed, revealing other shops and stalls behind them.  They picked up the pace, vanishing so quickly Riley couldn’t help thinking the team was being left behind to face the music.  He motioned for his people to stand to the side, as if they were browsing the restaurant menu, and waited.  He wasn’t too surprised to see a squad of armed policemen – he didn’t recognise the race – marching down the middle of the street, their eyes snapping back and forth as if they expected to be attacked at any moment.  They might have been right.  Riley had spent long enough in Iraq to know that alleyways crammed with shops and stalls were perfect places for ambushes if the ambushers didn’t give a damn about civilian casualties.  Here ... he doubted the policemen dared go anywhere alone.  If a platoon of SEALs had their advantages cut down sharply in such a confined space, it would be much worse for the police.

“They’re security troopers,” Nine said, quietly.  “There are more on the streets these days.”

Riley glanced at him.  “Is that good or bad?”

Nine shrugged.  “Could be a sign of trouble,” he said.  “Or the bosses might just want to remind the workers who’s in charge.”

“Charming,” Josh muttered.

Riley half-expected the policemen to challenge the team – there weren’t many humans on the planet – but they marched past and vanished down the road.  The world seemed to pause, as if the entire planet was holding its breath, then the stallkeepers flowed out of their hiding places and started setting up their stalls again. A couple got into a fight over the best place to set up, the fight studiously ignored by everyone else.  Riley guessed that wasn’t a good sign either.

They walked on, passing hundreds of stalls selling the same products, and headed into the wealthier part of the city.  The shops looked more expensive – he saw holograms in the windows, displaying garments that could be adjusted for nearly every known race – and the people seemed a little more restrained.  Their eyes followed the team, as if they didn’t know who they were or if they should even be there.  Riley recalled visiting a girlfriend who’d lived in a gated community, back when he’d been a stupid teenager, and how everyone had looked at him as if he didn’t belong.  He probably hadn’t.  Rich people, human and alien, were all the same.  If they thought you were unwelcome, they called the police and had you moved on.

Charles had the same thought.  “I feel like I’m in a sundown town, boss.”

Riley nodded, curtly.  “We’d better move,” he said.  The local police might tell them to leave – or they might arrest them.  Riley had no doubt they could break out, if there was no other choice, but it would be dangerously revealing.  The mission would have to be scrubbed and another team would have to be sent in, by which time the GalCores might have been sent elsewhere.  “We don’t want to be caught here.”

The signs of luxury seemed to grow more prominent as they hurried on.  It was never easy to determine what an alien considered to be a sign of wealth and taste, but he thought the gaudy ostentation was clear proof that the locals were wealthy, if lacking anything resembling human taste.  There were buildings that could have come straight out of Vegas and others that looked a little – slightly – more dignified.  He felt a flicker of sympathy for any child – human or alien – who had to grow up here, surrounded by greedy and grasping adults.  They’d likely be warped and twisted before they hit puberty.  He’d met a few rich kids back home and they’d been so divorced from reality they’d practically been from another world.

His sympathy for the upper-class children vanished as he spotted the Belosi making their way to the mansions.  They looked beaten and battered, all hope of a better future knocked out of them.  If they’d ever had it at all ... he recalled a bright young boy, back home, who’d been bullied so badly he’d taken his own life.  The Belosi didn’t even seem to have the energy to do that, depriving their masters of their servitude.  But what would be the point?  If the files were accurate – and he’d spent the voyage reading them – there were always more waiting to become domestic servants.  He shuddered, helplessly, as he saw the mark on a passing alien’s skin.  He’d killed a terrorist, once, who’d had a habit of pressing lit cigarettes against his harem’s bare skin, just to remind them who was in charge.  The alien’s mark looked very much like the burns on the poor women.  He hoped, grimly, that they’d made better lives for themselves after being rescued.  

He scowled as they reached the edge of the wealthy section and headed on into an industrial estate.  There were servants everywhere, doing everything from sweeping the road to fetching, carrying and a hundred other mundane tasks that could be done more efficiently by machines.  He wondered, grimly, if it was a power thing.  It was rarely enough for someone to be rich and famous.  They wanted to make sure everyone knew they were rich and famous and that meant hiring people to serve them.  He shuddered in disgust.  The idea of having someone do everything for him was just ...

Aircars flew overhead, a steady stream of people making their way around the city.  He saw them landing on helipads – or something akin to helipads – on the top of corporate buildings or landing neatly on the street long enough to drop off their passengers before they headed back into the sky.  The entire system was a self-driving nightmare.  It would be easy for any given vehicle to be locked down and flown straight to Security HQ, where the police would arrest the occupants.  He’d considered making an airborne approach, but there was no way to be sure they could isolate their vehicle from the air traffic control system.  If they did, it was quite likely the police would be dispatched anyway.  Any aircar that wasn’t under ATC’s control was almost certainly a prospective threat.

Unless we manage to convince them we’re young rich fuckers out for some fun, he thought, nastily.  He suspected there were limits.  The crazy flying they’d seen when they’d left the orbital tower was not in evidence, not here.  For all he knew, their overrides were basic and could be overridden in turn ... it was what he would do, if he’d been in charge of ATC.  He had a cousin who’d worked as a private security guard, in a gated community, and his tales of the entitled little shits had been both humorous and horrific.  Better to let them think they’re beating the system, rather than have them looking for ways to actually beat the system.

“That’s our target,” Charles said, quietly.  “Looks almost ... human, doesn’t it?”

Riley shrugged.  The alien complex sat right at the edge of the city, surrounded by a neatly sculpted garden and a low wall that wouldn’t keep out anyone who knew how to climb.  Either Fly-By-Night thought no one would dare attack them or there were other, invisible, security precautions.  He’d bet on the latter.  Industrial espionage was rife amongst the Galactics ... he glanced around, noting just how many other buildings were dangerously close to the complex.  The garden might be more than merely decorative.  It put some space between the corporate complex and possible spies, if the nearby buildings were owned by their rivals.  It wasn’t impossible.  Sally had tried to figure out who owned what, but the details were buried in a maze of shell corporations and limited companies, all of which appeared to be both fake and completely legitimate.  Who knew?

He frowned as he studied the complex itself.  The handful of buildings within eyeshot could have passed for a human corporate lab, if the windows hadn’t been a little too large and the door clearly designed for multiple different races.  There was something about the building that disturbed him at a very primal level, although it was hard to put the feeling into words.  It was close enough to a human design, he suspected, for the differences to be more disconcerting than an outrightly alien design.  It made him wonder how many human buildings would be adjusted later for alien visitors, if – when – the galaxy became aware of their existence.  There weren’t many aliens in the Solar Union, and they had their own asteroid cantons, but ...

“We can’t go too close,” he said.  Their passive sensors were sucking in astonishing amounts of data – the air was alive with information and low-power communications beams – but there were limits to how much they could discern through observation.  “They might take notice of us.”

“Then we should go,” Nine said.  “They’ll let us into the complex soon enough.”

Riley hoped he was right, as they started to walk back into the city.  Captain Jonas had been negotiating with Fly-By-Night, hoping to get a chance to have Riley – as her designated second –make first contact with the alien corporation.  The process was astonishingly slow – talks about talks, negotiations about negotiations – but there was no way to speed it up.  The Galactics liked making it clear they didn’t hurry for primitive races and distant colonies.  As galling as it was, they’d have to play by local rules if they wanted to get inside ... Riley liked to think they could launch the operation at once, as soon as they were through the doors, but he knew better.  They had to find out as much as they could about their target before they committed themselves.  There would be no second chance.

The city rose around them, towering blocks casting long shadows over the streets.  It seemed to be darkening, even though it was only early afternoon.  He looked up and saw more and more aircars flying around the city.  It was strange to realise that the truly wealthy lived in orbital habitats, rather than on the surface.  No wonder the wealthy district they’d visited made such a show of their wealth and power.  They were deeply insecure, unsure of their place in society.  If they hadn’t treated their lessers like shit, he might have felt sorry for them.

Terry cleared his throat as they made their way through the stalls and alleys.  “Boss, we’re being shadowed.”

Riley was too experienced to turn his head and reveal they’d noticed they were being followed, but ...  “Details?”

“Four youths, all Subdo,” Terry said.  “They’ve been shadowing us for the last ten minutes.”

“I see.”  Riley mentally kicked himself.  It was difficult for humans to tell aliens apart – aliens had the same problem, from what he’d been told – but he should have noticed the tails.  “Police?”

“Doubt it,” Terry said.  “Gangsters, more like.”

Riley cursed under his breath.  There were four gangsters ... four that they knew about.  There could easily be more, preparing themselves for ... what?  He didn’t know.  The team could take them down, but who knew what would happen then?  He’d been in enough corrupt towns and cities to know that gangs often had close ties to the police, buying protection and security from cops who’d forgotten their oaths.  Here ... it might be worse.  The Subdo had a bad reputation.  They crawled in front of everyone they considered their superior while grinding the faces of everyone else in the dirt.

If we were on Earth, we’d kill them and then teleport out, he thought.  He had no sympathy for human vermin, for men – gangsters, rapists, thieves, terrorists – who preyed on the innocent.  He’d been raised to think it was the duty of good men to stand between society and such monsters, to make it clear that such behaviour would not stand.  But here, it might draw too much attention.

He sighed.  If it was just money, he’d give it up ... but it wouldn’t be.  It never was.

“Call a cab,” he said, as they stepped into the crossroads.  “We’ll leave them behind.”

“We could leave them in the gutter,” Charles muttered.  “We’re stronger and smarter ...”

“No,” Nine said, flatly.  “The police will come when they call.”

Riley nodded in agreement, bracing himself as they waited.  He’d been in places so thoroughly intimidated by criminals that the bastards could rape a young girl in public and no one would raise a hand to save her.  Here ... he feared it was the same story.  The stallkeepers were already starting to rustle, their street-senses tingling as they realised trouble was brewing.  He breathed a sigh of relief as the aircar landed beside them, the fan doors already sliding open.  It was too late for the gangsters to catch them.

“I feel like a coward,” Josh said, as they clambered into the aircar and took off.  “We could have fought.”

“He who fights and runs away, lives to run away another day,” Terry teased.  The team’s sniper was less keen on close-quarter combat, even though he was very good at it.  “It could have been worse.”

“Yeah,” Josh said.  “Just wait until they hear about this back home.”

“We’ll lie,” Terry said.  He struck a dramatic pose.  “There were ninety thousand thugs, armed with baseball bats with spikes ...”

Riley snorted.  “The mission comes first,” he said.  He disliked the idea of running rather than fighting, but they’d had no choice.  Besides, they hadn’t been entirely sure they were being shadowed.  “This isn’t Earth, remember?  We can’t teleport out when the shit hits the fan.”

He sighed inwardly as the aircar adjusted course, heading back to the hotel.  Hopefully, Sally and the captain would have made progress.  If they had their invite to the complex, they could start getting some real intelligence.  And then ...

“I can’t wait to leave,” Charles said.  He sounded tired and worn.  The alien environment was taking its toll.  “This place ...”

Riley nodded.  It was getting to him too.
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“Remember, let me do the talking,” Riley said, as the aircar started to descend.  “You keep your mouths shut and speak only when you’re spoken to.”

Sally nodded, curtly.  She didn’t like the idea of pretending to be a lowly secretary, let alone one so submissive she did whatever her boss wanted and never had an original idea of her own, but she had to admit it had its advantages.  Her outfit had been carefully chosen to suggest, to anyone who bothered to check, that she was little more than decoration.  The aliens wouldn’t be particularly interested in the amount of cleavage she was showing, she hoped, but if they checked the files they’d decide it was probably intended to arouse her boss ... that the only reason he’d hired her was because of her looks.  It was, apparently, common amongst the Tichck.  They wouldn’t think anything of another race doing it.

“They may ask me to wait behind,” Nine rumbled.  “If they do ...?”

“Do as they say,” Riley said.  He wore an outfit that was surprisingly elegant for something designed by the Galactics and then tailored for the human form.  It could have passed for a business suit on Earth, although the lack of garish decorations suggested Riley was low on the totem pole.  “We’re not in a position to push back if they try to push us around.”

“Particularly as we need to get in and out without suspicion,” Sally agreed.  It wasn’t her first rodeo.  “We can handle it.”

She kept her eyes open, and her implants recording, as the aircar dropped down and landed in front of the complex.  One cross-shaped building – more like five buildings woven together by bridges – with a pair of others, one looking suspiciously like a basic army barracks, at the rear.  Her implants blinked warnings – high-grade sensors were sweeping the area – as the doors opened.  She did her best to ignore them.  They’d been careful not to bring anything that might set off alarms, as well as being difficult to explain.  

“Here we go,” Riley muttered.  “Mind your manners.”

The main doors hissed open as they approached, allowing them to enter a very recognisable corporate lobby.  A Subdo – Sally thought the alien was female, but it was hard to be sure – sat at the front desk, eyes peering suspiciously at them.  Sally tried not to roll her eyes in response.  The administrator didn’t know how much money her bosses stood to gain from the perspective deal, or what might happen to her if she cost the corporation money.  In Sally’s experience, such people were expendable.  Her bosses would have no trouble replacing her if she became a liability.  She suspected that explained the vile mood.

Riley spoke briefly to her, then waited.  Sally spent the time opening her implants and checking the nearest datanodes.  They were all locked down, save one that was clearly linked into the planetary datanet rather than the building’s internal network.  Sally smiled inwardly as she disconnected, biding her time.  She’d had to check, but she hadn’t expected it to be so easy.  The open access datanode was such an obvious gateway for prowling hackers that only an idiot would hook it up to the internal net.

A door opened.  A Tokomak entered, followed by a cringing Belosi.  Riley moved into a flawless posture of respect – only someone who knew him very well could have picked out the moment of hesitation – while Sally and Nine bent themselves into an even deeper posture, practically prostrating themselves in front of the alien.  It would have been funny, Sally thought, if it wasn’t so serious.  The Tokomak were sticklers for etiquette.  They’d devised the system and imposed it on the galaxy, a cunning ploy to ensure that the younger races remained firmly in their place.  Sally hoped their determination to stamp their vision on everyone else stemmed from a certain basic insecurity.  She feared it didn’t.

They just want us in position so they can kick our backsides, she thought.  It had been funny when Dilbert made that joke, but it was much less amusing when someone tried it in real life.  Or fuck us from behind.

“I greet you,” the Tokomak said.  Her Galactic One was perfect, of course.  It was never easy to pick out alien emotions, certainly not in their tones, but Sally would bet good money the alien’s voice was dripping in condescension.  “I am Hekla, Deputy Outreach Manager.”

I guess we don’t rate the actual manager, Sally thought.  She was mildly surprised they’d rated the deputy manager.  They must be really looking forward to the chance to get us in their debt.

“The servant will take your jacket,” Hekla said.  She didn’t even look at the Belosi as she stripped off her jacket and tossed it at the alien slave.  It landed on the floor, forcing the slave to pick it up.  “It will wait here for you.”

She stepped back.  Sally stood – she was glad she’d spent time practicing the position – and undid her jacket, passing it politely to the alien.  Riley and Nine did the same.  Hekla seemed oddly amused by the quiet byplay, her eyes bulging in a manner that suggested laughter.  Sally gritted her teeth.  She’d worked in places where the bosses had looked down on her, but they’d never treated her like that ...

“Ah, being a primitive race yourself you are unaware of the pointlessness of showing courtesy to the staff,” Hekla said.  “I assure you, they are quite unable to understand the consideration you are showing them.  They barely have the mental capacity to grasp simple instructions and even those are often difficult for them to follow.  Their superiors have to constantly discipline them for their own good.  It will be a very long time before they can be allowed to roam free.”

Sally looked at the Belosi as Hekla turned and led the way through a pair of large double doors.  It was hard to read any expression on the alien’s face, but ... she was sure it had understood what Hekla had said and the words stung.  And ... she gritted her teeth as she forced herself to follow Riley and Nine, knowing there was nothing she could do for the slave.  The Middle East had been bad enough, with far too many women trapped in a patriarchal nightmare, but this was worse.  There was no one, no one at all, willing to come to the aid of a primitive race.  They were going be exterminated, and none would mourn their loss.

Hekla was still talking.  “We have been trying to find ways to uplift them,” she prattled on, with all the self-righteousness of a slaveowner insisting the slaves were happier in slavery.  “Computer links, even cyborg implants ... none have worked.  They just don’t have the potential to rise any higher.  Our researchers were quite dismayed to discover there was nothing they could do.”

She led the way into a large office and walked around the desk, sitting down in a chair that looked uncomfortable ... although Sally rather suspected it was designed to be comfortable for her, rather than her human guests.  Riley, at least, had a chair.  Sally and Nine had to prostrate themselves, again.  Sally couldn’t help thinking just how silly she looked, her face pressed against the floor and her bottom high in the air ... no, she cut that thought off before it could take shape.  The entire ritual was designed to remind her of where she – and by extension – the remainder of her people stood in the galactic hierarchy.  She couldn’t afford to think of it as anything other than deadly serious.

Riley showed no trace of dismay in his tone as he began to speak, flattering Hekla and – by extension – the entire corporation for what felt like hours.  Sally felt her arms and legs begin to ache.  The Galactics rarely did anything in a hurry and the Tokomak, the unquestioned masters of the known universe, moved so slowly they made the rest of the Galactics look like ... well, humans.  She used her implants to steady herself, then opened up a communications link and did a low-power scan for datanodes.  Most Galactics didn’t realise their high-power communications bands concealed a low-power network, one that maintained the datanet and patched up the holes before the users noticed ... one that was so low power it was rarely noticed, even in a high-security environment.  The majority of the datanodes within reach were locked and heavily encrypted – she thought she could break through the firewalls, at the risk of being detected – but one was open.  She had to bite her lip to keep from snickering as she realised what it was, and who it belonged to.  Hekla was going to be in deep shit if – when – corporate security realised what had happened, and why.

Sally grinned, inwardly.  It never changed.  There was always some idiot who didn’t understand how datanets worked, who plugged strange datachips into their terminals without checking for viruses and malware, or simply used passwords that were laughably easy to guess.  Sally had worked in places where users had used P-A-S-S-W-O-R-D as their password, or the names and birthdates of their kids, or something – anything – that wasn’t a random collection of words, numbers and special characters.  Random passwords were a pain in the ass, she’d been told time and time again, but so was having your system hacked and all your data stolen.  Or, worse, carefully altered to set you up for disaster.  And Hekla had done something even worse.

If I was in charge of security here, I’d have her flogged, Sally thought, gleefully.  Firing would be too light a punishment.

She reached through the datanode, setting up a link to the internal network.  Hekla, the idiot, had brought her own personal terminal to work and linked it straight into the internal network, bypassing all the precautions intended to keep hackers from following the datalink into the network itself.  Sally couldn’t see everything – there were some parts of the network that Hekla wasn’t allowed to access – but she could see enough.  Her body remained in a humiliating position while her mind roamed the enemy datanet.  The combination of Hekla’s access permissions and her hacking skill opened nearly everything, from the basic employee datanet and induction files to more complex, and classified, security files.  She’d feared they were too late, that the GalCores had been returned home before the team even set off from Earth.  But they were still in the secure chamber ...

Her mind raced, darting from node to node and downloading vast swathes of data before erasing all traces of her presence.  Or as many traces as possible.  Hekla, it seemed, didn’t have any limits on her datanet usage, ensuring no one would ask too many questions – at least in a hurry – about why she’d downloaded so much.  There would be an audit, eventually, but by then it hopefully wouldn’t matter.  And Hekla would get the blame.

She frowned, inwardly, as she scanned the personnel files.  Hekla was more senior than she’d thought ... but then, she was a Tokomak.  They wouldn’t join a corporation unless they could enter at a very high level indeed, something she’d seen in the Middle East and, increasingly, in the USA.  She rather suspected that was why Hekla had no idea how stupid she’d been, bringing in her own terminal and linking it to the internal net.  A person who’d climbed the ladder, stage by stage, would have a far better understanding of how the systems actually worked, much less the underlying rationale behind security regulations.  It wasn’t as if the reasoning was a secret.  God knew she’d spent time trying to bash it into people’s head.

Her eyes tightened.  The personnel files were very detailed, when it came to Galactics, but almost useless when it came to their servants.  The slaves were listed as numbers, nothing more.  There was no suggestion they had names, or lives of their own, or any existence outside the corporate HQ.  They came out of nowhere and then ... she frowned, noting the oddity.  They never seemed to leave.  The closed personal files just ... stopped.  Ice ran down her spine.  Were the old and infirm simply murdered?  It was quite possible.

She kept her face under tight control as she continued to probe the network, creating little backdoors within the system that would allow her to sneak back in when the mission began in earnest.  Hekla’s access permissions were easily copied and assigned to fake personas ... she hoped, prayed, the system wasn’t smart enough to notice Hekla was in two places at once.  The Galactics had shied away from developing true AI – the Solar Union researched it enthusiastically – but one didn’t need a Culture Mind to realise two different people were using the same access permissions.  Any halfway competent designer would have accounted for the possibility and programmed the system to lock both users out until the mess could be sorted out.

But she is a Tokomak, Sally thought.  She’d seen that problem on Earth, with CEOs who were too important to be locked out, and here the problem was a great deal worse.  The corporate tech experts might hesitate to do anything to her, even if the system is being robbed blind.

She pulled her awareness back as she felt a sharp smack on her rump.  Riley stood beside her, looking stern.  Sally flushed, although she understood the problem.  It wasn’t the first time she’d had to play the quiet submissive maiden, allowing herself to be knocked around by her male superior.  Hekla didn’t seem remotely shocked at the casual violence.  It would have shaken any woman on Earth, but Hekla ... wasn’t human.  She thought the human race would have to climb a long way before they could be counted as barbarians, let alone civilised folk.  The misogynistic slap was just more proof she was their superior, that there was nothing they could do to her she couldn’t counter ... Sally straightened, careful to keep her eyes lowered.  She was going to enjoy ensuring Hekla got the blame for the coming disaster ...

“I thank you for your time,” Riley said.  “We will continue the talks soon enough.”

Hekla didn’t move as the door opened.  Riley made a show of taking the hint – they weren’t important enough to be escorted back to the lobby – and leading his team through the door.  Sally wondered, for a moment, if they were to be allowed free rein of the building, before noting that the doors were firmly closed and probably locked.  Trying to head further into the building would be difficult, if not impossible, to do by accident ... the building’s security, she was sure, would intercept them if they tried.  Riley made no attempt to deviate from their assigned route, even though she knew it would bother him.  They were being herded ...

The Belosi hurried towards them, holding out their jackets.  They’d been cleaned and pressed ... Sally tried not to let her suspicions show too obviously.  It would be laughably easy for someone to attach a microscopic bug to the cloth ... not something the Tokomak would normally do, but perfectly in character for the Tichck.  Sally forced herself to put the jacket on, then slipped the slave a tip.  It wasn’t much, but it was all she could do.

“The corporate aircar will return you to your hotel,” the Subdo receptionist said, in a tone that suggested slum would be a better word.  “We will be in touch.”

“Thank you,” Riley said.

The main doors opened, revealing a garishly decorated aircar twice the size of the ones they’d used earlier.  Sally admired the upholstery even as she noted just how easy it would be to hide bugs in the aircar too, spying on the guests as they were returned to the hotel.  Someone had shown more foresight than Hekla, she decided.  The drinks cabinet was crammed with human-compatible beverages, all heavily alcoholic.  She suspected they were intended to loosen their tongues.

Riley shot her a leer she doubted would fool any human.  “You’ll be taking that off when we get back, won’t you?”

Sally understood the hidden meaning.  “Of course, My Lord,” she said, her tone dripping sweetness and light.  The code phrase was a grim warning they were almost certainly being watched.  “It will be my pleasure.”

“Of course,” Riley said.  “I look forward to it.”

He kept up the chatter as the aircar flew back to the hotel, flirting openly while saying absolutely nothing of importance.  They didn’t dare talk freely, even in one of the other languages they shared.  The Galactics had never, as far as she knew, even heard of Arabic, French or Russian, but they had a great deal of experience in opening communications with newly discovered races.  Their automatic translators were alarmingly good.  She did her best to respond to the flirtation, in a manner that would make an erotic writer blush, until they reached the hotel and landed neatly on the helipad.  She couldn’t help wondering what Nine made of it.  He’d never come out of his shell.

She scanned the jackets quickly, the moment they returned to their room. The bugs weren’t that well-hidden ... she checked again and again, just to be sure the bugs she’d discovered first weren’t meant to be discovered in a bid to convince her she’d found them all but drew a blank.  She destroyed the bugs, then placed the jackets in the modified knapsack.  If she’d missed something, it would hear nothing in there.

Charles leaned forward.  “How did it go?”

“Their floor is very clean,” Sally said, tartly.

Riley snorted.  “If I genuinely wanted to come to an agreement with them, I’d be pissed,” he said.  “We’re offering them the whip hand and they’re still delaying.  It’ll be days before they agree to see Captain Jonas, if at all.”

“That’s not a bad thing,” Josh pointed out.  “Can we get in and out?”

Sally smiled.  Hekla was going to be in very deep shit.

“Yes,” she said.  “Yes.  We can.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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“This is our target,” Sally said, the following morning.  “The Fly-By-Night Corporate HQ.”

Riley leaned forward as she projected an image of the complex over the table.  It confirmed what he’d seen during their first recon, then what he’d noted and recorded during the flight to the corporate complex.  It was important to know what the buildings actually contained – there’d been no way to be sure, during the recon mission – but it was more important to be sure there were no surprises waiting for them.

“I wasn’t able to access and download everything, but I did get the basics,” Sally continued, calmly.  “There are seven buildings in all; five linked together, through a collection of bridges and I suspect tunnels, and two isolated.  The latter two are at the rear of the complex, effectively isolated from the rest.  One appears to be a worker barracks.  The other has no discernable purpose.”

“It must do something,” Terry said, dryly.  “Warehouse?  Whorehouse?”

“I’m sure it must,” Sally said.  “I was just unable to find out what.”

She paused, then went on.  “The first of the interlinked buildings – the one we visited, the north block – is a public-facing office block, with everything the corporation’s PR staff need to stay on good terms with the local government.  Two more – the east and west blocks, which I’ve marked on the plans I sent you – appear to be more offices and labs; the south block is very definitely labs.  The middle block, the secure zone, appears to be our target.  It is impossible to be completely sure, but it looks as if the GalCores are stored there.”

Riley leaned forward, feeling a frisson of excitement.  “You got that from the hack?”

Terry had another thought.  “How do you know you weren’t misled?”

“As a general rule, fake files designed to mislead are like fake alibis,” Sally said.  “They hold together too perfectly to be believable.  In this case, I accessed and downloaded personal files that talked about the GalCores and hinted at their exact location, which I then cross-referenced with security files.  The middle block is their only high-security complex.  It’s the most logical place for the cores when they’re not in use, and it seems they’re only brought out for special occasions.”

“So we have to break into a vault,” Josh said.  “It won’t be the first time.”

“But the first time we’re facing someone with equal or better tech,” Charles said.  “I take it we can’t just teleport into the vault, take the GalCores, and teleport out again?”

Sally shook her head.  “The complex has its own teleport denial field,” she said, adjusting the projection.  “If we want to beam out, we’ll have to adapt our teleporters to match the field’s frequencies or take the field down completely.  If the latter ... planetary security will be alerted.  They’ll know something’s wrong.”

“True,” Riley said.  The Galactics were stagnant, by human standards, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t react quickly to an obvious threat.  Teleport denial fields were normally up and running at all times.  One going down, particularly without warning, was a bright red flag.  “Where’s the field generator?”

“That’s the good news,” Sally told him.  “The generator is located in the security office, which is in the middle block.  We can split our team, like we did in Iran.  One team takes control of the office and hacks the field, the other opens the vault, grabs the cores and runs.”

She paused.  “We’ll adjust our implants to project false biosigns and do our best to fuck up the system, according for any discrepancies in the readings, but ... we have to be damn sure we don’t leave any bodies behind.  It might be dangerously revealing.”

“Might,” Riley echoed.  There were thousands of humans who had no connection to Earth, descendants of humans kidnapped centuries ago, but ... there was no point in taking chances.  “How’re you adjusting the biosigns?”

“We’ll look like Vesparians,” Sally said.  “They’ll find it believable.”

Terry smiled.  “It may even start a war.”

Riley nodded, curtly.  The Vesparians were amongst the oldest known races ... and bitterly, from what he’d heard, resented their subordination to the Tokomak.  Trying to grab a handful of GalCores was very much in character for them, particularly as they also had a nasty rivalry with the Tichck.  The mission might fail, but even that would suit them.  It would convince the Tokomak the Tichck couldn’t be trusted with the cores.  

Not that they’re being trusted with them anyway, he thought.  He hadn’t learned much from the endless negotiations about negotiations, but one thing had been clear.  The Tichck  weren’t in charge of the corporation.  He was sure they weren’t in control of the GalCores either.  The Tokomak still own and control them.  They’re just being held on a Tichck world.

“We can hope,” Nine said.  “It is unlikely.  The Tichck are more likely to sue the Vesparians.”

Charles chuckled.  “How long can they keep the legal system tied up?”

“Quite some time, unless the Tokomak intervene,” Sally said, briskly.  “The Vesparians, of course, will protest their innocence ... quite rightly.  The Tichck won’t believe a word of it.  The Tokomak might let the case drag on for years in hopes of draining both sides ...”

“Madness,” Riley said.  “It does assume, of course, we get out without them tracing us back to Vanderveken.”

Sally nodded.  “About that ...”

Riley kept his face under tight control as they hashed out every last detail of the plan.  It wasn’t his ideal scenario, not by a long way.  Sally had hacked and copied everything she could, but they hadn’t been able to get everything Hekla had access too, let alone everything else.  What they didn’t know could kill them.  Hekla had made plenty of notes about details that interested her, but she hadn’t bothered to jot down anything about the complex’s security forces.  Riley had no idea if she was ignorant or if she just didn’t care, yet ... he shook his head.  It wasn’t the first time they’d gone in blind.

But our opportunities to cut and run are very limited, he reminded himself.  The timing was going to be tight.  There were limits to how much flexibility they could program into the schedule.  And we have no idea how heavily armed their guards are.

He scowled.  The local government might have strict gun control laws – a clear sign of tyranny – but the corporation had enough money and clout to get exemptions from almost every law on the books.  Its guards could have everything from light plasma pistols – blasters, they’d been dubbed – to armoured combat suits, antitank and antiaircraft weapons.  They might not be particularly well trained – he’d yet to meet a private guard who could meet police or military standards – but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be dangerous.  Hell, for all he knew, they were very well trained.  If he’d been in charge of safeguarding the GalCores, he’d have made damn sure his people were trained and equipped for anything.

“We’ll have to lock down their network,” he said.  “Can you hack it?”

Sally hesitated, just long enough for him to notice.  “I copied Hekla’s access codes and permissions,” she said.  “We should be able to get into the complex, as long as she isn’t already there.”

“So we make sure she isn’t,” Charles said.  “Where does she live?”

“Richtown,” Sally said.  She snickered, rather humourlessly.  “That’s a direct translation, by the way.”

“I guess they’re not bothering to hide the truth,” Charles said.  “If you have to ask the price, you’re too poor to live there.”

“She lives in a small apartment block on the edge of the district,” Sally said.  “My guess is that it’s actually owned by the corporation, but I could be wrong.”

She paused.  “I may be able to hack the network completely, once we’re inside the complex, but I can’t guarantee it.  They may be able to lock me out – and there may be a separate security datanet I don’t know exists – or they may simply destroy the datanodes, ensuring neither side can use them.  I can probably isolate small sections of the network ...”

“Probably,” Nine said.  “How do you intend to open the vault?”

“That’s the tricky part,” Sally admitted.  “Hekla’s notes say she was escorted by a lab worker.  We should be able to grab someone and use their access permissions to open the vault.  If not, we can probably hack it ...”

“Probably,” Nine repeated.  

Riley scowled.  “Do you have a better idea?”

“We get one shot at this,” Nine said.  “If we fail, we have to run.”

“We’ve seen Galactic vaults before,” Sally said.  “We can hack it.”

“Not like this,” Nine said.  “Security will be intense.”

Riley had his doubts.  The corporation needed to use the GalCores regularly.  They couldn’t afford to seal them in a vault more or less permanently, like the artworks that had been transferred to the Solar Union for safekeeping.  The public could feast their eyes upon holographic projections and replicas, and no one would notice the difference, but that wasn’t possible for anything anyone had to use.  The labs would be bringing the GalCores up and down all the time, at least until they completed their work.  He frowned inwardly as he studied the projection.  There was still no clue what the corporation was actually doing.  It bothered him more than he cared to admit.  A research facility set up a very long way from oversight – hundreds of light years, in this case – was almost certainly bad news.

“We can do it,” Terry said.  “They’re careless bastards.”

“There was one careless bitch,” Sally corrected.  “That doesn’t mean the rest are careless too.”

Riley nodded.  Hekla clearly didn’t understand the reasoning behind even basic computer security precautions.  He’d met quite a few people who didn’t understand that their machines could be hacked, that voice-activated pieces of software were always listening, that a common or garden password was just asking for a hacker to sneak into the network and fuck it.  In his experience, explaining the rationale behind such precautions was more effective than handing down time-wasting edicts everyone ignored as much as possible.  And yet he’d never met a corporation that believed in telling its employees what they needed to know, let alone everything else.  Hekla had been so haughty that, in hindsight, it was clear she was a very small cog in a very large engine.

“We’ll be careful,” he said, finally.  “At worst, we can make it look like we had a different target.”

Nine made a face.  “Is there anything there worth stealing, beside the GalCores?”

“No, but no one is supposed to know about the GalCores,” Riley said.  The spooks had been vague on precisely how they’d found out, although they had insisted the intelligence was solid.  Personally, he suspected bribery.  Or a Subdo finding a way to get back at his Galactic masters.  “Any regular tech raid would be aimed at the mainline datacores themselves.”

“Which can be hacked easily, then the data concealed and smuggled out,” Sally said.  “If the shit hits the fan ...”

Riley nodded, then leaned forward to encourage everyone to talk.  The planning session went on for hours, outlining possible contingencies and coming up with ideas about how to handle it if – when – they were confronted with something unexpected.  His stomach felt uncomfortable, as if he were a child awaiting something he didn’t quite understand but knew to be unpleasant.  He hadn’t felt so nervous since his first parachute drop and that he’d understood ... hell, all he’d had to do was jump out of the plane and let the parachute do the rest.  Here ...

We can’t leave any bodies behind, he reminded himself, again.  It wasn't enough to be sure the enemy didn’t take prisoners.  They had to make sure there were no traces of human DNA either.  The self-immolation implants should be enough to reduce their bodies to dust, but ... he gritted his teeth, telling himself they had no choice.  Time is running out.

“So, boss,” Charles said.  “When do we go?”

“As soon as possible,” Riley said.  Their equipment was onboard ship.  They’d have to slip the locals a hefty bribe to get it down without inspection.  Captain Jonas had insisted it was possible.  Riley hoped she was right.  “I need to speak to the captain.  The rest of you ... go get some rest.  Or something.”

“Or something,” Josh said.  “Can we go sample the local pleasure dens?”

“As long as you remember the rules,” Riley said.  “No drink, no drugs, no mood-altering VR sims.  And don’t go anywhere alone.”

“Yes, Dad,” Josh teased.  “We’ll behave.”

Riley smiled.  Force Recon operatives might work hard and play harder, but they knew better than to go too far when they were on duty.  Or far behind enemy lines.  It wouldn’t be that bad, he thought; he’d be surprised if the planet had much of anything suitable for human consumption.  It could be worse.  He’d heard horror stories from an old buddy who’d become an undercover agent in a terrorist ring and he’d had to do all sorts of crimes, just to maintain his cover.  The locals, thankfully, wouldn’t be suspicious if the team refused to do anything obscene.  There were so many alien races, with their own standards of morality, that one race’s vice was another’s virtue.

He slipped into the next room, ran a bug sweep just to be sure, then lay back on the bed and activated his communications implants.  The link to the ship was heavily encrypted, using a code even the Galactics would have trouble breaking ... or so he’d been assured.  He dared not place too much faith in it, not when the signal would be passing through multiple datanodes before it reached its destination.  In theory, the signal shouldn’t be wiped the moment it passed through the datanode.  In practice ...

“Riley,” Captain Jonas said.  Her image seemed to materialise in front of him.  Her voice dripped sarcasm.  “You’ll be pleased to know the corporation is purposefully delaying your next meeting.  We may have to move on and return before they expect to see you again.”

If we were really trying to buy overpriced crap, we’d be pretty annoyed right now, Riley thought, sardonically.  The corporation was playing petty power games ... of course.  It didn’t need the money from a tiny settlement, light years from anywhere important, and it didn’t even stand to gain much if the settlement didn’t repay its debts and the corporation claimed the planet as compensation.  But we need a delay to help cover our tracks ...

“We understand,” he said.  He took a breath, then shot her a compressed datapacket.  “When do you want to leave?”

There was a long pause as Captain Jonas opened and digested the datapacket.  Riley had been vague on the details, just in case the spooks were wrong and the encryption code could be broken, but the captain had no trouble reading between the lines and working out what she was intended to do.  If she said it couldn’t be done ... Riley had several contingency plans, if they couldn’t get back to the freighter, but none of them were particularly detailed.  One of them was incredibly risky, the sort of concept he’d have kicked a recruit from the course if he dared suggest it.  But they might have no choice.

“I can undock two days from now, and wait in orbit for a day,” Captain Jonas said, finally.  Her voice was so flat Riley couldn’t tell if she liked the plan or thought it was foolhardy.  “That is standard procedure, for bigger clients ...”

But not for us, Riley finished, mentally.  It’s just like a small child throwing a tantrum.  We’re too small for them to be impressed by us threatening to take our stuff and go home.

“The timing is good,” Riley said.  “We’ll be up as planned.”

They’ll bribe the record-keepers to make sure there’s a record of the team leaving the planet, he thought, grimly.  There should be nothing they can trace back to us.”

“I’ll see your goods arrive shortly,” Captain Jonas said.  “And I’ll see you back up in a couple of days.”

“Very good,” Riley said.  If the operation failed spectacularly, the captain should have no trouble either protesting her innocence or simply passing unnoticed.  There were hundreds of ships in orbit at any one time, coming and going so rapidly the traffic control officers had to be going out of their minds.  “We’ll see you then.”

He closed the connection, then leaned back and took a long deep breath.  The mission would be incredibly dangerous.  He’d spent his entire career moving from one trouble spot to another, but this ... there was a very good chance he could wind up dead.  His weapons and kit were first-rate, yet they were going up against an opponent with equal or better kit and perhaps even better training.  Perhaps ... he wondered, again, just what the corporation was really doing.  It wouldn’t be entirely bad news if it was something illicit.  It might keep them from complaining to their homeworld ...

Better not to rely on it, he thought.  We have to prepare for the worst even as we hope for the best.

He took another breath.  He’d seen comrades fall in battle, wounded or dead.  He would be dead too, now, if he hadn’t been rejuvenated.  He knew better than to think himself immortal.  The process had smoothed away the scars a lifetime of combat had left him, but he still carried them on the inside.  It would be so much easier, in some ways, if he were alone.  He would be responsible for himself and himself alone rather than the whole team ... but then, he couldn’t handle the mission alone.  

We have two days to prepare, he told himself.  We can do it.
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“It is very much like home,” Josh said.  “Isn’t it?”

Sally glanced at him.  “How do you mean?”

“This place.”  Josh waved a hand at Richtown – Sally hadn’t been able to come up with a better translation – as the aircar carried them towards their destination.  “It feels a lot like home.”

“Really?”  Sally wasn’t so sure.  The buildings were, by human standards, skewed.  It reminded her of a movie she’d watched, years ago, in which dozens of different anthropomorphic animals lived together, with homes for tiny animals placed next to homes for much bigger creatures.  “It isn’t a human place.”

“No,” Josh said.  “But the principle is the same.  Homes for the rich and powerful, nicely isolated from the poor and powerless.  I bet you anything you care to put forward the servants are either in the mansions or on their way back to the barracks.  If they’re caught on the streets after dark ...”

Sally could guess.  “Poor bastards.”

“It took me a long time to realise just how lucky I was,” Josh said, reflectively.  “I didn’t know most people didn’t have servants.”

“Rich kid,” Sally teased.  “Is that why you joined the military?”

“I wanted to rebel against my dad,” Josh said.  “And now my dad is dead, the family company in ruins and me ... a rejuvenated young man, wondering what happened to his life.”

Sally snorted.  “You joined the military, you did pretty damn well, you transferred to the Solar Union and joined Force Recon ...”

Josh laughed.  “You know what I mean,” he said.  “Funny, really.  I went away an entitled kid who thought the world revolved around him and came back an older man, all too aware that not everyone was as lucky as I.”

He nodded at the display.  “Down there?”

“Yeah,” Sally said.  The sky was darkening rapidly.  “Down there.”

She took a breath as the aircar landed neatly on the street.  There’d been no way to hack the control processor, not without running the risk of alerting ATC, and she’d been worried the aircar would either refuse to land or drop them off in front of the gatehouse.  Richtown was a gated community, to all intents and purposes, just like the other enclaves she’d seen over the last two days.  It’s only saving grace, as far as she could tell, was that it housed hundreds of aliens from dozens of different races.  They shouldn’t stick out too much.

Her heart started to race as they made their way down to the apartment block.  It was surprisingly elegant, for something that was clearly intended as temporary accommodation, but visiting Galactics wouldn’t be happy with anything less than a five-star luxury apartment, the kind of place she wouldn’t be ashamed to show her parents.  A grotty hotel room wasn’t good enough for them while being too good for the serving class.  She dreaded to think what their apartments might be like, if indeed they had anything better than servant barracks.  They probably weren’t allowed to live in Richtown ...

Which is a silly name for anything outside a child’s book, she thought, although it made a certain amount of sense.  The Tichck made no bones about considering the rich and powerful more important than anyone else, without even the nod to morality or social justice their human counterparts might have offered.  To them, the self-made man who built his company from nothing but his father’s millions is a hero.

She put the thought out of her mind as they reached the door.  It was locked.  She pressed her hand against the sensor, using a low-power probe to reach through the system and insert Hekla’s access permissions.  The door hissed open, silently.  She breathed a sigh of relief – she’d thought the corporate-owned building would use the same credentials, but there’d been no way to be sure – and then led the way inside, glancing around warily.  There were no visible cameras, nothing to deter thieves, but that didn’t mean they weren’t being watched.  The biosensors should be fooled by the fake biosigns ... she hoped.  She kept her eyes open as they made their way up the elevator, her heart racing as they reached the fourth floor.  The elevator opened directly into Hekla’s apartment ...

Josh drew his stunner and stepped forward as the door opened.  Hekla sat on an alien sofa, wearing a VR helmet.  She started to tear it off as she heard them, behind her, but it was already too late.  Josh stunned Hekla, her body slumping as she lost consciousness.  Sally breathed a sigh of relief, then used Hekla’s access permissions to hack the local datanet and ensure she couldn’t send an emergency call when she woke up.  She searched the apartment quickly, noting it managed to be both the height of luxury and yet curiously bland, as if Hekla hadn’t made any real impression on the suite even though she’d lived there for years.  It was odd.  If Hekla hadn’t forced her to kneel with her ass in the air, she might almost have felt sorry for the alien.

It isn’t the people at the top who feel the need to put everyone else down, she thought.  It’s the ones who feel insecure no matter how high they climb, the ones who feel they can be fired at any moment, who crap on the people below them.

“I’ve tied her up,” Josh subvocalised.  “She doesn’t have enhanced muscles, so she shouldn’t be able to break free before the investigators arrive.”

Sally nodded.  The plastic ties were very simple to make and use, and nearly impossible to escape without enhanced strength.  Bound and gagged, Hekla would remain out of the way until the tech raid was over, then find herself answering a lot of hard questions from her corporate superiors.  They’d be looking for a scapegoat.  Sally suspected Hekla would be nominated the moment they realised whose access permissions had been used to get the team into the building.  They might even think she’d been a willing collaborator who’d been tied up to make it seem she was nothing more than an innocent victim.

“There’s nothing here worth taking,” she said.  She’d considered trying to make it look like a robbery, but she doubted it would fool anyone.  “She didn’t see us anyway.”

“Not unless she has eyes in the back of her head,” Josh agreed.  “And she was lost in the simulation.”

Sally nodded, wondering idly – as she headed back to the lift – what sort of simulation Hekla had been watching.  Experiencing.  Human VR crews had produced sims of everything from blatant pornography to action, adventure, and surprisingly comforting domestic bliss, the latter bothering her on a very primal level.  Did the Tokomak do the same?  Did Hekla have a boyfriend?  A partner?  Or ... who knew?  She checked the access permissions, just to be sure, and found no trace of anyone permitted to enter outside working hours.  Hekla wouldn’t be discovered for quite some time.

The elevator descended slowly.  Sally braced herself, half-expecting trouble, as they reached the ground floor.  The first part of the mission was over, but ... she allowed herself a moment of relief as they left the apartment block and made their way down to the gatehouse.  A line of servants were leaving through one door, a line of rich kids – recognisably so, even though they were alien – leaving through another.  Sally guessed, as she joined the second line, that they were out for a night on the town.  The guards didn’t seem to be paying close attention to them.  She suspected they’d be a little more careful when someone wanted to get back into the community.

“Nice,” Josh breathed, holding her hand as they passed through the checkpoint.  He was overdoing the heavy breathing, Sally noted, although she suspected the guards wouldn’t notice.  It was hard for humans to understand alien sexuality and vice versa.  “We’ll go get drunk and fuck ...”

“Not if you were the last guy on the planet,” Sally teased, as they wandered down the crowded street.  Darkness was falling faster now, the alien sky looking weird ... she cursed under her breath as she realised it was the air pollution.  Harmless to her, although she intended to get her lungs scrubbed the moment she got back to the ship, but slowly lethal to the native race.  “And we need to move.”

She kept her eyes open as they made their way through the crowded streets – it was an odd cross between New York and Kuala Lumpur – and down towards the industrial estates.  The locals appeared to be flowing out of the estates, heading to the entertainment complexes or straight back home ... she frowned, inwardly, as she realised how many security troops were patrolling the streets.  The locals probably wanted to make sure there were no ... incidents, that nothing happened to the corporate worker drones ... she remembered, suddenly, an old boyfriend who’d spent a couple of years in Japan.  They’d worked all day, he’d said, and then the boss had taken them out drinking.  Sally hadn’t believed him – in her experience, bosses were too high and mighty to drink with the plebs – but apparently it was true.  Here ... who knew?

The streets grew darker and colder – and emptier – as they hurried into the industrial estates and made their way to the rendezvous point.  She glanced from side to side, watching for security guards or policemen who might ask – quite reasonably – why they were going into the estate after office hours.  Hekla’s notes had made it clear there was a night staff, and the research labs never slept, but the office staff would already have gone home for the evening.  If they were spotted, they’d have to kill their captor and hope for the best.  Sally disliked the idea of killing merely to cover their tracks, but she saw no other choice.  The short-term memory-wipe gear wasn’t designed for aliens.  She feared it would be worse than useless.

She allowed herself a moment of relief as she spotted the rest of the team, holding position just inside a carefully designed and tended park.  The alien plants – she was sure one of them was moving on its own accord, like an oversized flytrap – looked a little too regular for her peace of mind, as well as being organised in a manner she found decidedly alien.  She took a breath, letting Josh give the report.  She needed to sweep the area for security probes.

“Most of the nearby datanodes are locked down,” she said.  It was no surprise.  “But we should be able to get to the complex without being seen.”

Riley glanced at her.  “Are you ready?”

Sally nodded, taking a second to sort through the assembled programs stored within her implants.  Hekla’s access permissions were already loaded into her transmitters, as were keys to the backdoors and malware she’d tried to install earlier.  It was possible they’d been found, if the security staff ran regular sweeps, and she’d planned accordingly.  The Galactics had a surprising amount of touching faith in their computer tech, and she had to admit their faith was largely justified, but she’d yet to meet a system that couldn’t be hacked.  Eventually.  

She frowned.  The teleport denial field was clearly visible to her sensors, a flickering layer of distortion that was harmless ... unless one tried to teleport.  It was surprisingly subtle – most denial fields were crude – although the hacked files revealed corporate executives regularly teleported to orbit and back again.  They had a great deal of faith in that system too, Sally thought, wryly.  The slightest mishap would leave their atoms scattered over the entire planet, beyond all hope of reconstitution.  It was such an easy way to assassinate someone she was surprised it didn’t happen a great deal more frequently.

And if we don’t hack the field, we’re screwed, she thought.  The escape plans rested within her implants, ready to be used, but even the best of them was dangerously chancy.  We have to move fast.

“Terry, you know where to go,” Riley said.  “Don’t fuck up.”

“You too, sir,” Terry said, unlimbering his sniper rifle.  “Good luck.”

Riley glanced from face to face, then activated his camouflage and led the way towards the wall.  It was a surprisingly simple piece of tech, capable of fooling both the naked eye and visual sensors ... although Sally knew, from experience, that a wary eye or a carefully programmed sensor algorithm might realise something was wrong even if it didn’t know what.  Sensor beams crisscrossed the air as they reached the wall, each one invisible to anyone without the right implants.  Sally took a breath and clambered onto the wall, her field adjusting itself automatically to bend the beams around her.  She dropped to the far side and lay still, waiting for something to happen.  Alarms going off, troops running towards her ... nothing happened.

But it happened suddenly, she thought, as she rolled away to allow the others to join her.  The sensor beams weren’t that complex, much to her relief.  A randomly rotating pattern modulation would be almost impossible to fool, although they could have cut a hole though the wall instead.  If they don’t see us now, we should be able to get to the door before it is too late.

She stayed low, crawling towards the darkened building.  The central block rose in front of her, few lights glimmering within the darkness.  She kept her senses on high alert, trying to ignore the sensor beams sweeping overhead and the ultrasonic pulses, too high for human ears, blasting through the night.  Her lips quirked.  The system was so simple a passing bird might trigger an alarm, or simply get blasted out of the air by an antiaircraft plasma cannon.  The security staff had taken steps to scare birds away from the complex.  Ironically, they might have made her job a little easier too.

Her sensors bleeped an alert.  A laser web, right in front of her ... invisible to the naked eye.  She eyed it for a moment – bending laser beams around her would be difficult at best and disastrous at worst, if they had a sensor monitoring the laser beams from a distance – and then started to dig under the laser.  It was hardly the most undignified way she’d approached her target – the less said about the sewer in France the better – but it would suffice.  Riley came up behind her as she wriggled her way under the net, widening the gap as she hurried to the door.  It was locked.

Duh, she thought.  Locked ... and alarmed too, if she was any judge.  She pressed her passive sensor against the panel and scanned the lock quickly, noting the complexity of the system.  It wasn’t a bad design, part of her noted; it was going to be tricky to pick without the right access codes and she wasn’t sure Hekla’s codes would be enough.  But what if I ...

She pressed her hand against the window and allowed her scanner to peer inside.  There was a datanode some distance down the corridor, half-hidden within the ceiling but still within sight.  She shaped a laser contact beam and shot it right through the window, aiming it at the datanode.  There was a brief pause, just long enough for her to fear she’d fucked up, then her mind slid into the system.  Her lips curved into a smile as she accessed the inner files, bouncing through the network to locate the electronic codes.  The door clicked open a moment later.  She felt her smile grow wider.  The system might have sounded an alarm if the door had been opened from the outside, but the system thought someone was leaving the building.  It shouldn’t have any reason to be concerned.

We’re just nipping out for a quick smoke, she thought.  She’d never liked smoking, even though modern medicine ensured it was no longer life-threatening, but ... she knew people who insisted on leaving the desks, every hour on the hour, to have a cigarette.  She had no idea if the Galactics smoked, or what they smoked if they did, yet they had plenty of filthy habits of their own.  There’s no need to worry about us ...

The rest of the team joined her as she inched her way into the building, her implants darting out to access the datanet.  Hekla’s permissions opened entire sections of the internal net, but other parts remained firmly closed to her.  Sally uploaded a pair of hack-attack programs and embedded them within the net, but carefully didn’t bring them online.  Not yet.  If they weren’t immediately successful, the alarms would go off and their time would be drastically reduced.

“This way,” she hissed.  The internal plans were clearly missing a few sections – she’d compared the downloaded building plans to what they’d seen when they’d blown over the complex – but they would do.  “Here ...”

She tensed as she felt, more than saw, someone walking down the corridor.  A Belosi was shuffling towards them, pushing a brush ... he didn’t seem to notice, or to react, as he saw them.  Sally couldn’t tell if he was too beaten down to care or if he knew better than to show any reaction.  Riley didn’t give him any time to think.  He darted forward, wrapped an arm around the alien’s neck and choked him into unconsciousness.  Sally felt a pang of guilt.  She’d sparred with Riley enough to know exactly how strong – and capable – he was ...

“Let me check his ID badge,” she said.  The badge was very simple, broadcasting a code to the nearest datanode.  A quick check revealed there were dozens – hundreds – of individuals using the same code.  The system wasn’t capable of telling the servants apart.  “Give me a moment to copy the code.”

“Got it,” Riley said, a moment later.  He picked up the unconscious alien and shoved him in a cupboard.  “As long as they don’t set eyes on us, we should be safe.”

“Yeah,” Charles agreed.  “Let’s move.”
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Riley kept his eyes open, one hand on his stun baton, as he made his way down the corridor.  The files suggested the alien sensors wouldn’t notice the baton, if he had to use it, but he dared not take that for granted.  A single weapons discharge might set off alarms right across the city.  A high-energy pulse in a place it certainly shouldn’t be?  The security troops would have to be asleep at the switch, or improbably incompetent, to miss that.

His implants kept updating, channelling a steady stream of information into his brain.  Tactical programs went active, accessing the data and using it to make conjectures about parts of the complex they’d never visited and probably never would.  Figures flowed through his mind – possible laboratory workers, possible servants, possible security guards – worst case scenarios that, he hoped, were nothing more than paranoid fantasies.  The corporation had no reason to expect attack, certainly not in the heart of its city.  But then, Taiwan hadn’t expected a Chinese commando attack on its superconductor industry either.

He stunned every Belosi he encountered, unwilling to take the chance of ignoring them and hoping to be ignored in return.  It was hard to believe anyone would be loyal to such masters, masters who had effectively sentenced their entire race to death, but – for all he knew – the aliens had Stockholm Syndrome.  He’d met his fair share of hostages who’d come to identify with their kidnappers, to the point they tried to fight the SEALs when they arrived.  And the Tichck had dominated the Belosi for so long, the Belosi might think it was just the way things were meant to be.  There were humans who’d had similar feelings and they hadn’t been held in bondage for anywhere near as long.

Sally pointed to an elevator, leading up into the security complex.  Riley grimaced as he quartered the area, watching and waiting as she isolated the control circuits and opened the hatch.  The idea of taking an elevator right up into the enemy command centre was tempting, but dangerous.  If someone realised what they were doing in time to override the system, they could trap half the team in the shafts and keep them there until security forces could be mobilised to arrest them.  And yet, there was no other choice.  There didn’t seem to be any stairwells or tubes leading into the security complex.

I suppose it isn’t so dangerous, if one has teleporters, he thought.  No human building inspector would be happy with a complex that had no way to escape, if the power went down or the building caught fire, but the Galactics had a great deal of faith in their technology.  They could simply beam everyone out if the shit hit the fan.

The elevator doors opened.  He sent a quick update to Charles – the remainder of the team was making their way to the labs – and led the way inside.  Sally and Josh followed him.  The doors hissed closed behind them.  Riley shivered.  He’d never been claustrophobic – he’d never have made it through Basic if he’d been afraid of tight spaces – and the elevator was surprisingly roomy, designed for aliens big enough to make humans look small, but he still felt trapped.  A low hum ran through the compartment as it started to rise, heading to the top.  Sally knelt by the control panel, pressing her hand against the system.  Riley braced himself, then boosted.  Sally would be busy overriding the automatics.  It was up to Josh and him to take out the guards, before they could react and sound the alarm.  If they failed ...

Time seemed to crawl – the booster drugs flowing through his system, taking effect with astonishing speed – to the point each second felt like an hour.  Riley twitched, gritting his teeth as the effect grew stronger.  The drugs weren’t meant to be addictive – his enhancements were designed to flush them out of his system while compensating for any side effects or withdrawal symptoms – but the feeling sure as hell was.  He preferred not to use the drugs.  He wouldn’t have used them here if speed wasn’t of the essence.

The door hissed open.  Riley sprang, darting through the hatch and into the complex beyond.  Two guards – both Subdo – sat at a console, moving so slowly they barely seemed to be moving at all.  One had the presence of mind to reach for the emergency alert, but it was far too late.  Riley jabbed them both with his stun baton – he felt a flicker of respect for the quick-thinking guard, half-hoping the alien wasn’t fired or executed by his superiors if he survived the night – and tossed them aside.  Josh flashed past him and into the next compartment, a quick update noting he’d caught and knocked out two more guards.  Riley darted past him, then swept through the entire section.  He was almost disappointed.  It was a corporate security set-up, not a military base.

Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, he told himself, sharply.  Fly-By-Night had had no reason to think the complex might be attacked.  Tech raids on corporate installations back home were surprisingly rare, outside bad fiction and worse movies.  And don’t assume you’ve taken the entire complex just because you’ve grabbed the security office.

“I caught a Tokomak,” Josh said, dragging the stunned alien into the control room.  “The boss, you think?”

“Probably,” Riley agreed.  The alien was dressed in a gaudy uniform that would make a Third World despot blush.  “Sally?”

“On it.”  Sally moved past him and grabbed the alien, running her hands over his body.  “I’m copying his access permissions now.”

Riley nodded, leaving her to get on with it as he studied the live feed from the security monitors.  He was careful not to try adjusting any of the systems – for all he knew, the console was designed to check the biosigns of anyone who tried to use it – but it looked as if the guards were allowed to view only a handful of corridors.  His lips twitched in cold amusement, the drugs wearing off rapidly as they were purged from his bloodstream.  Sally’s hacking had more than paid off, if he was reading the system correctly.  She’d erased all traces of their presence from each security monitor as they passed, editing out the details that would have alerted the guards to the operation.  The others would notice something was wrong, sooner or later, but by the time they realised they’d lost the security office itself ...

“The system is odd,” Sally commented, thoughtfully.  “Some datacores are completely isolated from the rest of the network.  Like ... they’re linked, but at the same time aren’t linked.”

“Odd,” Riley agreed.  “Can you hack the network?”

“Doing it,” Sally said.  She let out a harsh breath.  “I can hack the teleport denial system and copy their approved frequencies, but ... I don’t think I can keep control of their internal net when we leave here.  The system may reset the moment we leave the compartment.”

Riley cursed under his breath.  “Can you take it all down?”

“Not without fucking the mission completely,” Sally said.  “My best guess is that shutting down the security net will automatically shut down the internal power too.”

Riley was too experienced an officer to dither.  There was no point wasting time before coming to a decision anyone who looked at the tactical situation knew was inevitable.  Risky, yes, but also inevitable.  The only other option was withdrawing as quickly as they’d come and that would only ensure the corporation would take additional precautions, perhaps even move the GalCores somewhere else.  There were quite a few other potential targets within the complex, but if he was in their shoes ... 

“Stay here, and send the captain the teleport frequencies,” he ordered.  His internal clock bleeped up a warning.  They had less than an hour before Vanderveken was scheduled to bug out and run.  “Josh, stay with her.  And shoot me everything you have on the internal security precautions.”

“Aye, sir.”

Riley nodded, then turned and hurried back into the elevator.  His implants updated again, providing the live feed from the alien security monitors.  Most of the guards appeared to be outside the complex ... a surprising amount seemed to be stationed near the buildings at the rear.  He shot a quick query to Sally as the elevator plunged back down to the ground floor, asking if she could identify what the buildings were.  Fly-By-Night was up to something, clearly.  Was it something their superiors back on Tokomak Prime would disapprove of, if they knew what the corporation was doing?  It wouldn’t be the first time a corporation had set up a lab a long way from any oversight, just to ensure they could do their research and development without having to pay heed to any pesky regulations.  Riley had seen it before and he had no doubt he’d see it again.

At least we can shoot our mistakes into the sun, he thought.  The Solar Union’s regulations were basic common sense.  Certain experiments were never permitted on planetary surfaces or heavily populated asteroid settlements.  They’re doing theirs on a planet they don’t even own!

He put the thought aside as he darted through a maze of corridors, heading down to the labs.  The air grew cold and sterile, a handful of force fields and nanite walls brushing against him as he kept moving.  His implants countered them, bending the former around his location and assuring the latter there was no need to turn lethal.  Riley was surprised to see the nanotech deployed so openly, even within a high-security lab.  The Tokomak had had one grey goo incident and didn’t want another ... sure, in theory the nanotech could be kept from evolving, but they didn’t know, from what he’d heard, just what had gone wrong a thousand years ago.  And that meant ...

The lab doors opened, revealing a handful of stunned scientists.  Tokomak, Tichck, Subdo ... and at least one alien he didn’t recognise.  His implants didn’t recognise the species either.  He made a mental note to worry about it later as he nodded to the rest of the team.  Charles and Nine stood over them, weapons in hand.  Charles looked tense.  It was hard, as always, to read any emotion on Nine’s face.

“Sally and Josh have to wait in the office,” Riley said, shooting them both a quick update.  “We need to move.”

“This one is in charge,” Nine rumbled, pointing to the prone Tokomak.  Riley had expected a man in a white lab coat, but the alien’s outfit was as gaudy as the security officer’s.  “He’ll have the access permissions we need.”

Riley nodded.  The vault itself was directly below the complex.  Sally’s hacking had turned up a number of details, including the simple fact the vault was operated by robots and no biological life forms were allowed to enter.  It wasn’t bad news.  The robots would do as they were told, assuming the user had the right access codes.  He picked up the alien and carried him towards the stairwell, looking around with interest as they descended into the lower labs.  He’d expected simmering cauldrons of strange liquids and test tubes bubbling with eerie potions, but the lab felt more like a machine shop than anything.  Small portable fabbers sat on workbenches, each more expensive than a first-rate battleship; a pair of datacores sat against the far wall, both so isolated from the network they didn’t respond to his pings let alone grant him access.  He sucked in his breath.  Fly-By-Night had clearly not counted the pennies, when it came to equipping their labs.  There was enough computer and fabber power to do ... practically anything.

They could recreate Jurassic Park, he thought.  There were projects afoot in the Solar Union to bring back the dinosaurs, but it wasn’t as easy as the book had made it seem.  Or ... or do what?

He scowled.  The days of the lone tinker had come to an end ... and then been rejuvenated, when GalTech had changed the world.  He’d been told a man with the right tools and equipment could make discoveries that would change the world again, perhaps creating a whole new way of life in his garage.  He wasn’t sure that was true – in his experience, self-made men tended to be nothing of the sort – but there was enough material in front of him to do almost anything.  And when they were mated with the GalCores ...

If we had time, we could try to figure out what they’re doing, he thought.  Sally would do a full data download before they teleported out.  Solar Intelligence would go through the data with a fine-toothed comb, trying to parse out everything they could.  The Solar Union was built on alien technology.  It had no qualms about stealing more.  But we don’t.

He glanced at Nine as they reached the lower level and dumped the prisoner on the floor.  The cyborg looked oddly discomfited, as if the lab reminded him of the colony where he’d been born and bred.  Riley made a mental note to talk to him about it afterwards and then pressed his hand against the alien’s skull.  The Galactics, thankfully, standardised everything.  The alien’s neural link was right where it always was.  Riley opened a link to Sally, waited for her acknowledgement, then pinged the link.  The alien’s implants opened in front of them.

A chill ran down his spine.  He knew a little about hacking – and his implants were designed to do it for him, if the shit hit the fan – but he was no expert.  Sally was so far ahead of him the gulf would never be closed.  And yet ... he cursed under his breath as she hacked the alien’s mind through safeguards that should have been unbreakable.  He’d joked, looking at Nine, that the Galactics were very close to creating the Borg.  It wasn’t so funny now.  A hacker with enough computing power and no sense of morality could hack every implant and take control of its owner, turning them into a hive mind.  Or worse.  It would be slavery with no hope of ever finding freedom.

“I have his codes,” Sally said.  “Place him against the sensor.”

Riley nodded, gritting his teeth as the alien shifted against him.  He didn’t dare stun him again.  It would disrupt the link, perhaps even shut the alien’s implants down completely.  Sweat prickled down his back ... he lifted the alien, pressing his hand against the sensor and waiting for Sally to do her bit.  She’d hack the vault, bring up the GalCores, and then ...

“Shit!”

Riley tensed.  “What happened?”

“I’m not sure.”  Sally sounded distracted, most of her mind working to hack the system and keep it from kicking her out.  Or sounding the alert.  “There was a low-power probe ... dumb fuck!  The vault just triggered a security alert!”

“Crash the system,” Riley snapped.  What the hell had gone wrong?  It didn’t matter.  REMFs would be pointing the finger from now till doomsday, arguing over just how the team had fucked up, but right now all that mattered was keeping the alien security network from bringing the entire planet down on their heads.  “Now!”

There was a long pause.  He knew Sally.  She’d have realised what she had to do and do it even before he gave the order ...

“Too late,” Sally said.  “It relayed a security alert to the nearest datanode.”

“Wipe the datanodes,” Riley ordered.  The alarms were starting to howl.  It was frustrating as hell to admit it, but they were lucky they hadn’t been caught a few minutes later.  It was still possible to obscure what they’d been trying to steal.  “And then get ready to teleport out.”

“Aye, sir,” Sally said.

Riley snapped commands as they turned and hurried away from the vault, tossing disintegration grenades at the fabbers as they passed.  Between the damage caused by the grenades and the datanet hacking, it should look as though the team had been after the fabbers, rather than anything hidden within the vault.  It wasn’t much of a cover story, but if his suspicions were correct the Galactics wouldn’t look too closely.  They wouldn’t want their superiors to know what they’d really been doing.  Unless ... galactic politics were one hell of a snake pit.  It wasn’t impossible the Tokomak had set up their installation on Belos in the hope the Tichck would get it in the neck if something went wrong ...

“You need to get higher,” Sally snapped.  “We can’t teleport out unless we’re near the roof.”

They passively shielded parts of the installation, Riley thought.  It was hardly an uncommon precaution.  He’d though the teleport denial field could be adjusted to compensate for shielding, but either it couldn’t be done or Sally couldn’t access the system to make it work.  How the hell did they even know we were here?

An alien loomed in front of him.  Riley shot him down and darted past before the body even hit the floor.  Nine and Charles followed, their implants bleeping a constant stream of live updates.  They had to get high, then teleport out and hope to hell they’d covered their tracks properly.  The datanodes were already being hacked – and they’d be damaged, too, by the time the team teleported out.  Any discrepancies in the data should be easily explained away ...

Sally swore.  “Boss, someone just activated a whole new denial field,” she snapped.  “We can’t teleport out!”

Riley felt his blood run cold.  “Tell the ship to leave as planned,” he ordered.  They didn’t have time to find the new field and shut it down.  Either they’d underestimated the enemy’s security or the planetary security troops were already on the way.  They couldn’t stick around or all hell would break loose.  “We’ll go with Plan B.”

“Aye, sir.”
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Chapter Sixteen
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Terry was no stranger to patience.

One did not become a sniper, first in the British SAS and then in Force Recon, without developing one hell of a lot of patience.  Terry had lurked under cover for days and weeks, waiting for enemy targets to enter his gunsights or playing cat and mouse with enemy snipers, something he could not have done if he hadn’t been able to wait for so long for something to happen.  His implants and enhancements helped a little, he conceded, but he preferred not to rely on them.  His instincts had been developed years before rejuvenation technology was anything more than wishful thinking and he knew better than to let technology take their place.  No matter how advanced the tech, it could be spoofed.  The difficulties they’d had in Iraq and Afghanistan were clear proof that modern technology didn’t make its wielders gods.

He’d moved to a suitable cover spot as the rest of the team made their way into the complex and settled down to wait, keeping one hand on his plasma rifle and the other on his passive sensor terminal.  It was a shame he hadn’t been able to bring his custom-made sniper rifle – designed by snipers, for snipers – but he knew better than to argue.  Projectile weapons were relatively rare amongst the Galactics and it wasn’t impossible that the rifle could be traced back to Earth, no matter how many times the security teams went over it to erase all traces of its origin.  If nothing else, it had been pointed out when he’d qualified for Force Recon, the rifle was clearly designed for a specific race and that alone might lead the investigators to humanity.  Terry wasn’t so sure, but ...

A frisson of alarm ran down his spine as the first alert – a seemingly innocuous low-power signal with a very specific meaning, to those who knew what it meant – reached his implants.  The mission had gone pear-shaped.  Terry had been a soldier long enough to know that shit happened – no battle plan ever survived contact with the enemy because the bastard had plans of his own – and yet he had faith in Riley to either complete the mission anyway or at least get the team out before it was too late.  Terry knew and accepted he might have to die, to keep their identities secret, but ... he intended to trigger his suicide implant as a last resort.  If nothing else, the blast that destroyed his body might hurt or kill his teammates too.

His sensor vibrated.  Terry keyed his subvocal mouthpiece.  “Boss, we’ve got incoming,” he said.  An alert flashed up in front of his eyes.  A new teleport denial field had just come online.  They were trapped.  “Four aircars, ETA two minutes.  Take them out?”

There was a pause.  A civilian wouldn’t have noticed.  Terry could and did.

“Engage at will,” Riley ordered, finally.  “And then prepare for Plan B.”

“Aye, sir,” Terry said.

He raised his rifle and flipped on the passive targeting sensor as the armoured aircars came into view.  The security forces had reacted with astonishing speed, part of his mind noted, or perhaps it shouldn’t have been so surprising.  Belos had so many different races crammed into the slums that the planet was slowly becoming a pressure cooker, with riots and rebellions becoming increasingly inevitable.  Terry had served in places where one spark could set off a conflagration.  The only way to stop it was to crush the riot before it could spread and even that wasn’t guaranteed.  There were times when harsh repression only made the riot worse.  The nasty part of his mind hoped the coming fight would trigger a riot.  If the poor and downtrodden saw the local security troops take a beating ...

Don’t flatter yourself, he thought, sharply.  We can hurt them, but they can just keep sending in reinforcements until we’re dead.

He squeezed the trigger.  A bolt of white light, blinding against the darkness, streaked from his rifle to the lead aircar.  Its pilot had no time to realise the craft was under attack before it was too late.  Terry didn’t wait to watch the result.  He switched to the next target and the next, blasting the aircars into flying debris and expanding clouds of superheated plasma.  The fourth pilot had the presence of mind to try to evade, throwing his aircar into a series of manoeuvres that would – in theory – make it difficult to target, but he’d lost all sense of his own location.  The aircar flew straight into a corporate building, damaging the wall as the wreckage crashed to the ground.  Terry saw an armoured alien staggering to his feet and shot him neatly through the head.  The plasma pulse scorched the alien’s body so badly it was unlikely any post-battle assessment teams would be able to tell if he’d been friend or foe.

His sensor vibrated, again.  “There are more troops on the way,” he said.  He could detect nearby sensors coming online.  Fly-By-Night’s systems might be down, but the rest of the estate was untouched.  “I slowed them down, but not enough.”

“Got it,” Riley said.  “Do what you can, then bug out.”

“Aye, sir.”

Terry grinned, rather sharply, as two more aircars came into view.  The enemy had reacted quickly – the team had to be facing a light infantry QRF, or its alien counterpart – but they had problems.  They couldn’t call in an airstrike on Terry’s position for fear of damaging the corporate installation.  If he was in their shoes, he’d seal off the area and then advance from all points of the compass, making damn sure there were no gaps the enemy could use to escape.  But would they have the time?  Their political superiors would be breathing down their necks soon, if they weren’t already.  The troops would be ordered to attack as quickly as possible ...

Unless whoever is in command over there has the wit to arrange for a communications failure before the orders can be issued, Terry thought, as yet more flying troop carriers joined them.  He’d heard rumours – never confirmed – that quite a few officers had done just that over the years, banking on success to save them from consequences.  But the datanet here is too advanced to make a failure credible.

He shot the lead aircars out of the sky, then watched – grimly – as the remainder landed behind a building.  He had no access to drone footage or anything else the team would normally have used to watch the enemy, but he knew what they were doing.  They were massing and getting into position, ready to sweep the complex.  Terry had no illusions about what would happen when they finally got organised.  He’d hurt them, but they’d kill him.

His lips twitched as he positioned the rifle on its stand, then switched the firing system to automatic.  Anything that moved within its field of fire would be considered a legitimate target and engaged ... and anything less than an armoured tank would be killed.  And when they hit the rifle, it would explode ...

He keyed his mouthpiece, updating the team, then turned and ran.  Behind him, he heard plasma weapons being fired.  He had no idea who or what they were firing at – the rest of the team was behind him, well clear of the enemy – but it didn’t matter.  The longer confusion reigned supreme, the greater the chance the team could break contact, escape, and come up with a new plan.  His smile grew wider as he picked up speed.  It was impossible to be sure, of course, but he’d bet good money they’d seen corporate wage slaves or security guards and opened fire on them.  If he was any judge, sorting out what had happened afterwards would be impossible.  The local commanders would be hunting for excuses – any excuses – not to admit they’d shot innocent people.

Long may it trouble them, he thought.  And if it keeps them from chasing us ...

***
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Sally swore savagely as she wrestled with the security network.  She’d thought she had control of the network, and she still had no idea what alarm they’d tripped, but her access was rapidly becoming circumscribed.  Some datacores were demanding codes she didn’t have; others were refusing any datalink probes or had simply gone offline.  Sally had thought the Galactics would hesitate to physically destroy their datacores – nothing less would take them down completely, given their internal power batteries – but she was starting to think she was wrong.  Fly-By-Night was so rich its wealth couldn’t be calculated, at least in human terms, without resorting to figures that sounded exaggerated or downright imaginary.  They might think nothing of destroying a datacore so expensive trying to purchase one, even on generous terms, would bankrupt any human corporation.  

“Damn it,” she snarled.  She could take the original teleport denial field down completely, but it would be pointless.  There was a second field.  She tried to localise it, in hopes of giving the rest of the team a target, but found nothing.  There were just too many energy sources coming online.  “We’ll have to run.”

“That’s what the boss said,” Josh reminded her, dryly.  “Let’s move.”

“One moment.”  Sally closed her eyes, accessed a very secure datastore within her implants, and uploaded a chain of wrecker programs into the corporate datanet.  Databases would be wiped, safety precautions knocked offline, power surges driven through conduits incapable of handling it ... the network wouldn’t be destroyed, it was too tough for that, but it would scramble or erase most of the system and render whatever data could be recovered extremely unreliable.  “Go open the elevator door.”

Josh nodded and headed off.  Sally took one last look at the security consoles, then took a disintegration grenade from her belt and rolled it under the table before turning and hurrying away.  Behind her, the console shattered into dust.  She was tempted to leave a booby trap behind – there was no way to keep the advancing troops from breaking into the security office – but they didn’t have time.  Besides, it would be too clever by half.  The Galactics shunned such tricks.  Primitives embraced them because they couldn’t stand up to the big guns.

She joined Josh in the elevator shaft and scrambled upwards until she reached the topmost level.  The metal was solid, but Josh stuck another grenade into place and then dropped back down as the grenade detonated.  A shower of dust rained down on her.  Josh darted up and out of the shaft, his weapon firing twice.  Sally followed him, noting two bodies lying on the ground.  The two Belosi looked as if they’d been hiding when all hell broke loose.  

Poor bastards, she thought.  She understood the need to ensure they left no witnesses, no one who could say the attackers hadn’t been Galactics, but it still bothered her.  Their masters won’t even notice they’re dead.

She kept her weapon at the ready as Josh led her through a string of corridors and tunnels, the latter allowing her to take a look outside.  It looked like a full-scale battle, with plasma blasts darting in all directions ... her implants picked up dozens of encrypted transmissions, some using very different encryption programs.  She hoped that meant one group of security troops had run into a corporate security team, assumed they were the enemy and opened fire, sparking a major battle, but there was no way to be sure.  The corridors grew dark again as they hurried towards the rear of the building, the darkness only broken by flickering lights from the damaged datanodes.  Sally hoped the building wouldn’t catch fire.  It would be disastrous if the GalCores were moved elsewhere.

They nearly ran straight into a security patrol, blasting them down before they could react and hurrying on.  The rear lab had a window peering into the countryside – Sally guessed the corporation had paid dearly for the view – that wasn’t designed to be opened completely.  Josh broke the mechanism and pushed the window wide open, then positioned a strip of metal to keep it in place.

“After you,” he said, shifting his voice into a parody of a male romantic lead.  “I’ll watch your back.”

Sally rolled her eyes.  “I’m sure you will,” she said, dryly.  “I’m lucky I’m not wearing a dress.”

Her lips twisted into a smile as she scrambled out into the open and down the wall.  There were more handholds than she’d expected.  Clearly, the Galactics had never expected anyone to climb down.  There weren’t any at the bottom, but she’d been in that fix before.  She lowered herself as far as she could, then dropped the rest of the way.  An unenhanced human could have handled it.  Her enhanced muscles had no trouble at all.  Josh joined her a second later, then picked up a stone and hurled it up at the window.  It clattered closed.  Sally doubted the Galactics would be fooled for long, if at all, but the longer they had to get clear the better.

Riley and the others were waiting for them, half-hidden in the darkness.  “They’re flanking the walls,” he said.  “We’ll have to go through the rear buildings.”

Sally nodded.  Terry would have made his way out and around to the rendezvous point – he had his orders; he knew he had to retreat, to leave the rest of their team to their fate rather than risk his life trying to save them – and he’d be waiting for them there.  If they didn’t make it, he’d sneak back into the city and make his way back home to report.  She hoped he’d obeyed orders, rather than ignoring them.  If the team was effectively wiped out, the Solar Union would need to know about it.

She took the lead, Josh beside her, as they hurried to the dark buildings.  They were larger than she’d thought, even though she’d seen them when she’d downloaded the plans from the internal datanet.  The locks were electronic, isolated from the rest of the system ... lucky, part of her noted, or she might have accidentally fucked up the escape plan when she fucked the datanet itself.  They clicked open, revealing a research lab.  For a horrible moment, she couldn’t help thinking of a pet shop she’d visited when she’d been very young, the walls lined with cages holding everything from birds to hamsters, cats, dogs and a handful of animals she’d never thought could be kept as pets.  But ... it was worse.  It was ...

Riley coughed.  “What the hell is this place?”

“A cyborg research lab,” Nine said.  It was the first time Sally had heard any emotion in his voice.  He sounded as if he were stating the obvious to keep his feelings under control.  “It is where they research newer and better ways to insert implants into living beings.”

Sally tried not to be sick.  She’d seen horrors before, often atrocities inflicted on humans by their fellow humans, but this ... this would have shocked Josef Mengele.  It wasn't just a research lab.  It was a butcher’s shop.  Dozens of Belosi sat in cages, eyes dim and wandering, skins violated by implants that were clearly not designed for their comfort.  The scars around the implants were horrifying ... she pinged the local net, trying to determine if they were linked into any datanodes, but found nothing.  She guessed they hadn’t bothered to make the implants useful, to offer their victims anything in exchange for their unwilling service, yet ...

“We have to get them out of here,” she said.  Was that what Fly-By-Night had been doing?  It seemed unlikely – the Galactics wouldn’t care about such experiments as long as there was a fig leaf of legality over the affair – but it was possible.  “Who knows what they can tell us?”

Riley hesitated, then nodded.  “Open the cages,” he ordered.  “Get any who can walk out.”

Sally nodded as the shooting behind intensified.  She darted from cage to cage, opening doors and trying to determine who could walk.  The aliens seemed drugged ... she accessed the medical datacore, trying not to be sick at how medical technology had been perverted to create the cyborgs, and confirmed there were mild sedatives in their water.  They’d recover, given time.  Until then, they would be compliant.

“Crap,” Josh said.  “We have incoming!”

“Leave the rest, get out,” Riley snapped.  Their window was closing rapidly.  The entire planet would be aware of them now.  They’d be launching assault shuttles from orbit or teleporting entire regiments into assault position.  “We have to move!”

“I’ll cover you,” Josh said.  “Go!”

Sally opened her mouth but shut it again as Charles and Nine helped her hustle the prisoners out of the barracks and into the countryside beyond.  Josh opened fire, the sound of his pistol nearly drowned out, a second later, by the enemy sweeping enough plasma fire across the building to do real damage.  Riley brought up the rear, dropping a static bomb behind him.  The enemy active sensors would be blinded long enough ...

Josh pinged them.  “I’m not going to make it,” he said.  His implant automatically sent a status update.  He’d been hit in the chest.  It would have been instantly fatal if he hadn’t been so heavily augmented.  “Get out of here!  Go!”

Sally hesitated, then forced herself to keep going.  The world lit up behind her, Josh’s suicide implant vaporising his body and blasting out a wave of superhot plasma, destroying all the evidence of his true nature and setting fire to the entire barracks.  She felt a stab of grief and pity for her comrade, and for the dead Belosi.  There had been no way to get them all out, no way to save them, but ...at least, wherever their souls were now, they’d been spared further experimentation.  She tried not to think about the aliens they’d dragged with them, into the wilds.  If the enemy organised a pursuit, they might have to kill the aliens and ditch their bodies ...

The static bomb detonated.  A wave of electrostatic distortion washed over the complex.  The enemy were, briefly, blind.

Sally gritted her teeth and ran.
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Chapter Seventeen
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It was beneath the dignity of a director to involve himself with what appeared to be nothing more than a minor tech raid, but Director Rulaveon had been given no choice.  The contract with Fly-By-Night had been a major victory for the Belos Consortium when it had first been signed, not least because of Fly-By-Night’s desire to carry out research that would have been frowned upon if they’d carried it out on Tokomak Prime. It meant the Consortium had leverage over some of the most powerful beings in the galaxy, and because of that, he knew better than to risk letting a subordinate handle the matter.  If the subordinate succeeded, he would become a challenger; if he failed, his superior would get a share of the blame.  It was unfortunate, but it could not be helped.

It was also beneath the dignity of a director to visit the scene in person and that, at least, was no problem.  His staff – and a small army of security and military officers, the former from a dozen different corporations – were already inspecting the scene.  They’d taken holograms, putting together a picture of the whole they’d forwarded to their master.  The images hung in front of him, dominating his office and constantly updating as more and more data was collected by the inspectors.  It didn’t look good.  A research lab had been destroyed, the corporate datanet had been badly damaged – and hacked to the point that two analysts had been rendered cationic when they tried to connect their neural feeds to the datanodes – and a number of corporate staff were dead.  It was impossible, even, to tell what the attackers had wanted.  The records were fouled up to the point the investigators warned they were useless.

He scowled as the display updated, again.  His superiors would be demanding answers soon enough, once word reached the homeworld, and he had none to give.  A tech raid on Belos ... it boded ill, mainly for his career.  The planet was supposed to be secure.  The orbital defences were strong enough to give even the Tokomak pause, the planetary security tough enough to keep out even the legendary shapeshifters ... and someone had casually walked through them and carried out a tech raid in the heart of the capital city.  It was embarrassing; worse, it might be fatal for his career.  Rulaveon felt his mind split into two tracks – one assessing the evidence, the other looking for a convincing scapegoat – as yet more data flowed into the display.  It wasn’t particularly illuminating.  The investigators had deployed everything in their toolkit, from microscopic forensic automated probes to sensor drones, but they’d turned up almost nothing.  It was worrying.  The idea that someone could operate on the surface, within the megacity itself, without leaving a trace ...

A servant entered, pushing a trolley.  Rulaveon barely noticed as the Belosi pushed the trolley to the desk and started to unload breakfast, the finest the planet could provide.  The servant paid no attention to the holograms – they were far beyond his comprehension – as he finished the task, bent into the posture of respect longer than strictly necessary and retreated as silently as he’d come.  Rulaveon glared at the wretched creature, a wave of contempt washing over him as the door hissed closed.  The dull and degraded alien didn’t know how lucky he was to serve the director personally, but then ... what could one expect from a Belosi?  They were dumb beasts, as unworthy of consideration as any other race too stupid to develop spaceflight before the wave of galactic civilisation washed over their homeworld.  The alien’s dumb face lingered in his mind, a cruel parody of intelligence.  It would almost be a mercy to wipe them out.

The thought irritated him.  He wasn’t blind to the suffering of the planet’s native race, as the ecosystem was irreversibly transformed, but he didn’t care.  The natives would be replaced – were already being replaced – by workers more intelligent and just as tractable, workers who actually knew how to count past twelve without taking off their boots.  There was no point in trying to uplift the Belosi.  They were just too dumb to do anything more than slave in the plantations and serve their masters ... he eyed his breakfast sourly, wondering if his servant had mixed up the meals.  Again.  He’d had to have a slave executed three years ago for bringing him a dinner meant for his guest, a meal prepared for a very different biochemistry that would have been lethal if Rulaveon had eaten it instead.  The servant had been too stupid to do it on purpose, but it didn’t matter.  He’d had to go.  It was for their own good.  He’d probably improved the race’s intelligence by executing the servant before he had a chance to breed.

His terminal bleeped.  The investigator wanted to talk to him.

He keyed the terminal and leaned forward as a holographic image materialised in front of him.  “Director,” Investigator Grimond said.  “May the stars shine ...”

Rulaveon cut him off.  There was no time for pleasantries, let alone the obligatory flattery that was his right and due from his subordinates.  Belos was far too close to the galactic mainstream for that.  By his most optimistic estimates, the homeworld would know something had happened within four standard weeks and he needed to have answers before his superiors sent their own people to take over.  If that happened, he could kiss his career goodbye.  He wouldn’t be destitute – his personal fortune was more than enough to keep himself in a manner befitting a business director – but he’d be locked out of the corporate ladder.  It would be a fate worse than death, particularly for someone who’d climbed to the top through cunning, determination and the occasional knife – sometimes literally – planted in an opponent’s back.  He felt no guilt.  It was just the way things were.  You either climbed the ladder or you got trampled by competitors climbing over you.  

“I need your report,” he said, curtly.  The rest of the planetary board hadn’t reacted yet, not openly, but he’d be surprised if they didn’t demand a formal conference by the end of the day.  “What happened?  Who were they and what did they want?”

Grimond hesitated, noticeably.  Rulaveon winced inwardly.  It was going to be bad.

The investigator leaned forward.  “We have completed the preliminary investigation,” he said.  “The raiders apparently entered the building, took control of the security network and overwhelmed it.  A number of datanodes were physically destroyed.  They were, however, clearly unaware of the secondary security network, which picked up an emergency call from within the complex and relayed it to both corporate and planetary security.  Our teams responded well but took heavy fire as they tried to set up a cordon.  They pinned down the raiders in the rear building, which was unfortunately destroyed when they killed themselves to prevent capture.”

Rulaveon grimaced.  “They’re dead?  You’re sure?”

“It seems likely,” Grimond said.  “However, we were unable to recover any genetic samples from the building.  The explosion they triggered was hot enough to wipe the evidence completely.  Worse, they activated at least one static bomb that blinded a number of sensors in the vicinity.  We can confirm that at least one of the raiders is dead, but we don’t know about the remainder.  We don’t even know how many there were.”

Rulaveon nodded, curtly.  The destruction of the raider team was the one bright spot in the whole affair ... assuming, of course, that the team really had been destroyed.  He wanted to believe it, but anyone who’d climbed the ladder as high as Rulaveon knew better than to believe something just because he wanted to believe it.  The tech raiders might have doubled back into the megacity and hidden themselves, perhaps within the red-light district or the worker slums.  The Belosi were too dumb to betray them if they passed through the servant barracks.

He kept his voice even, somehow.  “Who were they?”

“We haven’t been able to recover much data from the biosensors,” Grimond told him.  “The data we did recover was a close match for Vesperian, but the datanodes are so corrupt it is impossible to be sure.”

Rulaveon’s mind raced.  Vesparians?  It was quite possible – the Vesparians were their rivals, always looking for ways to bring the Tichck down – and yet, was it true?  They were certainly willing to send a deniable team on a tech raid, in hopes of embarrassing the Tichck in front of the Tokomak, yet ... would they send their own personnel?  Rulaveon was no stranger to dirty games.  It was much more likely the Vesparians would hire mercenaries rather than risk their own personnel.  But mercenaries were unreliable ...

Are we meant to blame our rivals, he thought grimly, or are they trying to be clever?

“Tell the analysts I want a definite answer,” he said, finally.  He’d have to speak to the corporate representative shortly, although he had no idea – yet – what he was going to tell him.  “Do we have a final death toll yet?”

“Nineteen researchers and seventeen corporate security officers, fifty-seven planetary troopers,” Grimond said.  “And a number of servants.  We don’t have a hard figure for how many of them were killed.”

Rulaveon shrugged.  The servants weren’t important, but the researchers ...?  Nineteen Tokomak, killed on Belos ... it was going to make them look very bad in front of their superiors.  There was no easy way to cover it up either.  The Tokomak were stagnant to the point Rulaveon sometimes wondered how they’d managed to get into space and take control of the known galaxy, but they’d notice the missing people and start asking hard questions.  Eventually.  And they had more than enough firepower to make sure their questions got answers.  

He swore, then looked up.  “Do we even know what they wanted?”

“They ravaged the isolated biolab, then destroyed it,” Grimond said.  “The corporate officers refused to discuss what was inside the lab.”

“They wouldn’t,” Rulaveon said.  He forced himself to think.  The project was incredibly secret.  He knew the basics and nothing more, despite his high rank.  If the Vesparians knew about it ... had they been trying to collect evidence?  Proof they could take to the Tokomak Government, in a bid to get the Tichck in real trouble?  Or ... or what?  “Are we sure they’re all dead?”

“No, Director,” Grimond said.  He showed no irritation, even though he’d said as much earlier.  But then, his career would be terminated – too – if the matter was not resolved quickly.  “We cannot be sure.”

Rulaveon let out a breath.  “Tighten security.  If they returned to the city, I want them found.”

Grimond hesitated.  “Director ...”

“Do it,” Rulaveon said.  The teleport denial fields, at least, would make it hard for the intruders to teleport to orbit and run.  “And tighten security on the orbital towers too.  If they try to slip past, I want them found!”

“Director ...”

“Do it,” Rulaveon snapped.  His temper bubbled over.  “Go!”

Grimond’s image vanished.  Rulaveon picked up the plate and threw it across the room.  It made a satisfyingly loud crash as it hit the far wall, the food splattering to the floor.  It was ... he picked up the cup and threw it too, feeling his frustration grow worse.  There was no way they could lock down the orbital towers, not without sparking a diplomatic incident that could easily land the corporation in hot water.  No one cared about the opinions of the lesser races, but the Galactics ...  Rulaveon had no illusions about what would happen, if his staff started searching every being that tried to pass through the orbital towers and every ship that wanted to leave.  The complaints would be long, and loud, and end with his career in ruins.  His superiors would have no choice.  And yet, firing him might not be enough to save the Belos Consortium.

The door opened.  The Belosi cringed his way into the room and started to clean up the mess.  Rulaveon glared at the wretched alien, his hand reaching for something to throw before he thought better of it.  There was nothing to gain by making the useless creature scream.  He had to save his career and fast, or he’d lose everything.

He leaned back in his chair, ignoring the alien as he forced himself to think.  What could he do?  What options were left?  He barely noticed the Belosi finishing the task and bowing and scraping his way out of the office, taking the trolley with him.  It didn’t matter.  Who cared about such dull creatures?  As far as the galaxy was concerned, the Belosi simply didn’t exist.

***
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If there was one advantage to being in a system that was as important to interstellar trade as Belos, Captain Kristina Jonas considered, it was that it was easy to slip into FTL for a few seconds and then cut the stardrive, dropping back into realspace without being noticed.  There were so many starships coming and going, barely bothering to clear the high orbitals before jumping into FTL, that there was so much gravimetric turbulence that even the most advanced sensors couldn’t pick out a single freighter vanishing from the display.  She watched and waited, her ship primed to jump back into FTL if anyone came calling, but nothing happened.  They hadn’t been noticed.

She let out a breath as she sat back in her command chair.  Vanderveken had her active sensors powered down, her emissions cut to the bare minimum.  She should be almost unnoticeable unless the Galactics got very lucky, something she had to admit wasn’t impossible in such a crowded system.  There were so many sensors pulsing through the inky darkness of space it was quite possible they’d be spotted by sheer luck, although in the absence of a coordinated search pattern they should be able to break contact and run before it was too late.  And that meant ...

She’d made sure not to befriend the Firelighters, from their commanding officer to the cyborg and the young man who’d spent most of the voyage trying to get her into bed.  She knew better than to let herself care for her passengers, not least because she might have to abandon them to their fate and run at any moment.  Special Forces operatives had always struck her as overconfident, something dangerous beyond words when dealing with powerful alien races that could crush the human race without breaking a sweat.  She had a nasty feeling that, sooner or later, such a team would get the Solar Union in very real trouble.  And they inevitably made passes, which she considered unprofessional in the extreme.  A short affair on an asteroid canton was one thing, but a relationship when she was the commanding officer was quite another.  

She stared down at the console for a long moment, then scowled.  The plan had looked good, on paper, but the Demon Murphy had made his appearance and everything had gone to hell.  The last transmission had ordered her to implement the contingency plan, to leave the orbitals and run silent ... in hopes of making contact, again, at a later date.  And then ... she knew better than to assume the second plan would go any better than the first.  She had no idea if the team was alive and well or if they were dead ... or worse, captured.  They were supposed to commit suicide if they were caught, but ... she didn’t know if they’d go through with it.  She wasn’t sure she could do it, if she fell into enemy hands ...

“Katie,” she said.  “Did you get anything from the sensors before we fled?”

Katie – her sensor officer – stared at her console for a long moment.  The Galactics had never bothered to take a close look at Vanderveken’s sensor suite, a stroke of luck when she carried sensors an order of magnitude more powerful than anything normally available to freighters, but there were limits.  Powering up military-grade active sensors when they’d been in orbit would have gotten them killed very quickly, when the shit hit the fan.  And that meant ...

“Very little,” Katie said, finally.  She looked young, but she was one of the more experienced sensor officers in the fleet.  She also lacked the military bearing that would have given them away if they’d been boarded by aliens who knew what to look for.  “The static bomb confused all the sensors and threw up a bunch of false readings.  What little we have is optical and almost useless.”

“Fuck,” Kristina said.  It was unprofessional to swear in front of her crew, but right now she didn’t care.  “Keep the passive sensors online and wait.”

“Aye, Captain,” Katie said.  “How long for?”

Kristina frowned.  Vanderveken was designed for long-term deployments.  She could, at least in theory, keep the crew alive for years, as long as they didn’t think too carefully about just what was being reprocessed into ration bars.  In practice ... she wasn’t sure.  The crew knew how to distract themselves – everything from eBooks to binge-watching or VR porn – but there were limits.  Being underway was one thing.  Hiding in the middle of an enemy system, all too aware the slightest mistake might reveal their presence, was quite another.  The tension would rise and rise, no matter what they did, until something unfortunate happened.  And then ...

“Good question,” she said, finally.  The contingency plans were very vague.  She didn’t blame the planners – they’d been smart enough to acknowledge they didn’t know enough to make any solid plans – but it was frustrating.  “It might be quite some time.”

She sighed, inwardly.  A week?  A month?  A year?  There was no way to know if the team was still alive, let alone active.  They might have been caught or pinned down or ...her imagination provided too many possibilities, each one worse than the last.  She didn’t want to think about the worst-case scenario ...

“We’ll wait for a month,” she said.  The team should be able to get a message out to her, if they were still alive.  If not ... “And then we will see.”
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Chapter Eighteen
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Sally ran.

She kept running, carrying the alien on her shoulders, as the landscape became rougher and the first glimmerings of dawn started to flicker across the sky.  Her boosted muscles kept her going at a speed a cheetah would envy, a speed fast enough – she hoped – to get them out of the danger zone before it was too late.  Her implants reported sensor pulses sweeping across the landscape and a haze of transmissions behind them, fading as they kept running.  It was hard to tell if they’d escaped t.  There were no visible enemies –she had faith in her enhanced eyesight and implants to spot them if they were there – but she was uneasily aware of just how many industrial nodes, space habitats and weapons platforms orbited the world.  If they’d been spotted by something as simple as an optical sensor, they could be passively tracked while the enemy prepared an assault squad to kill or capture them.  And they’d have no way to detect it.

They stayed undercover as best as they could, as the landscape shifted again.  It was strange, a mixture of jungles so tight they had problems picking a path through without slowing down and plantations that looked neat and organised ... and surprisingly primitive, for a world that had been contacted hundreds of years ago and brought into an alien empire.  She didn’t see any watching eyes, not even wandering Belosi.  There was a strict curfew, she reminded herself, but out here she wouldn’t have thought it could be enforced.  She’d been in places where lockdowns, whatever the reason, had been nothing more than a joke.

The team finally slowed to a halt as the sky grew brighter, taking cover in the undergrowth and waiting, grimly, for something to happen.  Sally caught her breath as she lowered the alien to the ground and braced herself.  If they’d been tracked, the enemy was unlikely to give them time to steady themselves and consider their next move.  She’d done Escape and Evasion training – she’d been on both sides – and she knew the rules.  You did not give the enemy a chance to escape, not if it could be avoided.  Who knew what mischief they could get up to behind your lines?

And Josh is dead, she thought, numbly.  It hurt more than she cared to admit.  Josh had been a friend as well as a teammate, someone she’d found irritating at times and yet also someone she’d known she could rely on.  Losing him stung, even though his death had covered their tracks and hopefully convinced the enemy the entire team was dead.  The explosion had certainly destroyed much of the physical evidence, if indeed they’d left anything behind.  If we had time to mourn ...

“They don’t seem to have tracked us,” Riley said, quietly.

“It looks that way,” Charles agreed.  “Any disputes?”

Sally shook her head, then frowned.  “They might have tracked us passively,” she said, as she turned her attention to the Belosi.  It was hard to be sure – she knew too little about the species to say anything for certain – but the drugs seemed to be wearing off.  “If they’re watching from overhead ...”

“They’d have dropped a hammer on us by now,” Charles said.  “Perhaps literally.”

“They’d want to take us alive,” Nine grated.  The cyborg sounded grim.  “They’ll want to know who we are and who we’re working for.”

Sally nodded.  She’d done what she could to confuse the issue, but she had no idea if the Tichck would believe what they’d been told or if they would assume it was just a cover story to hide the real enemies from detection.  The biosensors weren’t completely reliable at the best of times, not on a multiracial planet, and she might have screwed herself by corrupting and destroying the datanodes.  They might think the data was too corrupted to be believed ... if, of course, they recovered anything at all.  It was quite possible they hadn’t.  No hacker, no matter how skilled, could get anything from a datanode that had been ruined beyond all hope of repair.

“See to our guests,” Riley said.  If he had doubts, he kept them to himself.  “And check that their implants are deactivated.”

“Yes, sir,” Sally said.

She bent over the alien and tried not to grimace as she studied the implants.  Nine’s implants had been bad, but these were worse.  They looked like crude hackwork rather than something professional, inserted with a shocking lack of concern for the survival of the patients.  She probed them thoughtfully, trying to determine what the researchers had been trying to do.  It looked as though they’d gone a lot further than legally allowed.  If she was any judge, they’d been working on ways to control their victims ...

“It’s worrying,” she said, once she was sure the implants were not broadcasting any betraying emissions.  “I think they were, at best, working on limiters.  At worst ... outright mind control.”

Riley frowned.  “Limiters?”

“Yes, sir.”  Sally couldn’t keep the disgust out of her voice.  “They tamp down the host’s emotions and, at least in theory, keep them from surrendering to their urges.”

“Charming,” Charles commented.  “Do they work?”

“Sometimes,” Sally said.  The technology was borderline illegal, as far as the Solar Union was concerned, and rarely used.  It was tricky to devise limiter implants without opening the doorway to actual mind control, something that really was illegal.  “But results have been decidedly mixed.”

She studied the Belosi thoughtfully as they shook off the last of the drugs.  The implants were crude, frighteningly so.  What were the researchers trying to achieve?  She doubted they’d wanted to mentally enslave the Belosi and turn them into biological robots, not when they could have crafted genuine robots just as easily.  The Belosi were expendable, she supposed, but ... what could they do robots couldn’t?  Nothing came to mind.

A Belosi made a choking noise, then looked at them.  “Who are you?”

Sally winced.  The alien – he appeared to be male, but she wasn’t entirely sure – was speaking a language he literally couldn’t speak very clearly.  His mouth and tongue just wasn’t designed for Galactic One.  It would have made more sense to teach the Belosi Galactic Four or Five, but ... she guessed the Tichck had chosen the language to make the Belosi sound stupid in front of the Galactics.  The more they looked down on the natives, the less they’d care about how they were treated.  

“We’re friends,” Riley said.  He spoke the same language.  “What were they doing to you?”

The alien’s face twisted.  “They took us from our camp and ... they did” – his lips spluttered over the next words – “something to us.”

Sally frowned.  If the researchers really were installing behaviour limiters, or something that effectively did the same thing ...

Her mind raced.  The concept was very simple.  If someone had desires that made them dangerous to society, such as sexual attraction to children, install an implant to tamp down the urges and prevent them from ever becoming reality.  Results, from what she’d heard, had been mixed.  Some had committed suicide.  Others had found ways around the limiters.  And others ... implants or no implants, they’d been banished from civilised society.  No one wanted to live next door to a paedophile.

Riley was still talking.  “What camp?”

“Runaways,” the alien said.  “And rebels.”

Sally sucked in her breath.  They’d assumed there was a rebel underground on the planet.  The Galactics were good at keeping large populations under control, but there were limits to how much they could do if they also wanted to turn the planet into a profitable enterprise.  They couldn’t keep the Belosi from learning something about the outside universe, perhaps even realising just how badly they were being exploited by their masters.  And if some were prepared to fight ...

Her heart sank.  The researchers might be trying to erase all traces of independent thought.  They might be experimenting to discover what they could do, without all the pesky safeguards the Tokomak had written into Galactic Law ... hell, they might just be trying to discover how they could erase the rebellious strain for good.  The Belosi had been beaten down for so long that resistance would be almost unthinkable.  If their masters made it completely unthinkable, the Belosi would be lost.  And then they’d die out when their planet became hostile to them.

She listened with half an ear, her implants recording the discussion for later playback, as Riley and the alien spoke in hushed terms.  There was so much land surface that the Tichck couldn’t hope to cover it all, ensuring little settlements could escape their notice as long as they didn’t draw attention.  Some wanted to rebel, but they had no weapons and no way to take the fight to the high orbitals.  And that meant ...

“One moment,” Riley said.  “I need to discuss the matter with my team.”

He switched to Esperanto as the team gathered around him.  “We can go with them,” he said, bluntly.  “They know we’re offworlders” – Sally bit down hard on the urge to point out that was blindingly obvious – “and that we’re on the run.  They’re prepared to take us to one of their camps, a camp they think wasn’t discovered.  Do we go?”

“We know nothing about these people,” Charles said, playing the devil’s advocate.  “We could be walking right into a trap.”

“A trap that could only have been set up if they enjoyed precognition,” Terry pointed out, sarcastically.  “And if they could look into the future, they’d have had an entire armoured division camped out around the building, just waiting for us to show our faces.”

Riley gave him a sharp look.  “Be serious.”

“I am.”  Terry jabbed a finger towards the distant megacity.  “There’s no way they could have set up a trap unless they knew we were coming, and if they did they would have prepared a hot reception.”

“Point,” Charles agreed.  “But they could have put a plan to trap us into action when they realised what we’d done.”

“If they know we rescued the test subjects,” Riley countered.  “The entire research lab was burnt to hell.  They won’t be able to determine how many we rescued, or even if we rescued any.  There’ll be next to nothing left for them to find.”

“So they might assume we took them all,” Charles said.  “They have to assume the worst.”

“It depends,” Terry said.  “If they really do think we’re Vesparians, how much of a damn would we give about these folks?”

Riley glanced at Sally.  “Do you have anything to add?”

“These people have been tortured,” Sally said, bluntly.  “They were used as test subjects for a procedure that could have – must have – killed quite a few before the researchers figured out how to make the process a little more survivable.  This is ... this is something that would have daunted the Nazis, the ones who experimented on concentration camp inmates.  The idea they could rely on their test subjects being able to survive, let alone willingly betray us ...”

“Han Solo didn’t mean to carry a tracker all the way to the rebel base, after he fled the Death Star,” Charles pointed out.  “But he did.”

“And the stormtroopers allowed them to escape,” Terry added.  “What’s the point?”

“Their implants are powered down,” Sally said.  “I can deactivate them completely, as they serve no useful purpose.  It would be safer to do that anyway, as the researchers might be able to activate them remotely.  They’re also not carrying any trackers, as far as I can tell, or anything else that might let their former masters track them down.  I think we can trust them not to betray us accidentally.”

“But deliberately?”  Charles frowned.  “Do we dare go with them?  Or should we let them go their own way ... or worse?”

Sally shuddered.  The team had suicide implants.  The Belosi did not.  If they were captured ... she dared not assume the Tichck wouldn’t bother to interrogate the rebels before executing them.  They could tell their masters ... she wasn’t sure – they certainly didn’t know their rescuers were human – but she didn’t want to find out the hard way.  It might be safer to kill the former prisoners before circling back to the megacity to try again.

Except we will need to wait long enough for them to calm down, she thought, coldly.  The planet’s security forces will be on full alert for quite some time.

She didn’t envy Riley.  There might be a pretence at consensus – Riley was too old a hand to be threatened by open discussion, even dissent – but the buck stopped with him.  He was the one who would have to make the decision, a decision that would easily lead to complete mission failure and utter disaster.  She tossed the options around and around in her mind as she waited.  They could cut and run, if they wished, and probably make it offworld, but if they did the mission would fail.  Who knew when they’d get another chance?

“There’s no way we can call the ship and request pickup,” Terry said, quietly.  He was stating a fact, not asking a question.  “If these guys can help us ...”

“If we can help them,” Sally said.  “If ...”

Riley glanced at Nine.  “Any thoughts?”

“They are unlikely to be able to help us,” Nine grated.  He was clearly using a translator module to keep up.  “If they could liberate their homeworld, or even force the Tichck to treat them as equals, they would have done it well before now.”

“Perhaps,” Riley said.  “But we may be able to help.”

He nodded.  “We’ll go with them,” he said.  “But keep your powder dry.”

Sally watched as he turned to speak to the aliens, then opened her passive implants and listened – carefully – for any signs of trouble.  There were no drones orbiting high overhead – still – and only a handful of aircraft, all on courses that would keep them away from the team’s current position.  Her sensors picked up a handful of transmissions, all apparently civilian.  She reminded herself not to take that for granted.  Terrorists back home had learnt how to use cell phone networks to keep in touch and coordinate their operations and the Galactics might have learnt the same lesson.  They could easily use the civilian network to cover their tracks as they prepared an ambush ...

“Let’s go,” Riley said, quietly.

The air grew hotter as the sun rose higher, the heat beating down on them as they walked through the tangled landscape.  Sally glanced from side to side, catching brief glimpse of weird plantations and farms that reminded her of the tea farms she’d visited near the Cameron Highlands, back during a brief deployment to Malaysia.  The Belosi workers were coming into the open, working the fields in a manner that suggested they were working as slowly as they dared.  She spotted a pair of taller Belosi cracking whips in the air ... toadies, she guessed, keeping their peers under control in return for small favours.  The nasty part of her mind wondered how many of them lived long enough to collect their rewards.  It would be easy, in such a place, for a supervisor to wind up dead ...

And their masters don’t care, she thought, morbidly.  The Belosi were so expendable their masters rarely, if ever, bothered to so much as count them.  For all we know, the prize for killing the last supervisor is becoming the next supervisor.

“Charming,” Charles muttered, as they skirted a larger plantation while remaining concealed in the undergrowth.  The handful of industrial facilities beyond looked surprisingly modern, compared to the fields and their workers.  “All it needs is women in long skirts, and giant white mansions, and masters sipping mint juleps while watching their slaves do all the work.”

Sally made a face.  The Tichck didn’t need slaves.  They could have produced robots to handle the crops, or simply treated the Belosi well.  The files had made it clear they hadn’t even tried to do their duty and uplift the primitives.  They’d produced realms upon realms of scientific-sounding gibberish to prove the Belosi were barely one step above dumb animals ... personally, she wasn’t sure why they’d bothered.  It wasn’t as if anyone really cared enough to ask hard questions.  No one important, at least.

The landscape grew harsher as they made their way into a mountainous region.  There were signs someone had attempted to cultivate the land, only to give up in disgust after the first efforts had failed.  One mountain bore the scars of modern weaponry ... she ran a set of passive scans and confirmed, at least to her own satisfaction, that the weapons had been used hundreds of years ago.  Whatever had been there – a castle, perhaps – had been smashed so utterly no trace remained, beyond scorch marks.  She shuddered.  To the Belosi, the KEW must have been a thunderbolt from the gods ...

Charles hissed.  “Watch yourself.”

Sally nodded.  The rebel camp was so carefully worked into the jungle that she hadn’t even noticed until they were practically on top of it.  Even knowing it was there, it was hard to pick out wooden huts and underground caves ... she was sure, if only because the camp hadn’t been bombed, it was invisible to orbiting eyes.  It was more sophisticated than she’d expected, but there was nothing more advanced than makeshift swords and spears within eyesight.  It boded ill.  If the rebels had no firearms, how could they stand up to a modern army?

Her heart sank.  They can’t, she thought.  It crossed her mind that they might have made a mistake, coming to the camp.  They’d revealed their presence ... for what?  All we can do is give them false hope.

A thought struck her.  And yet, there may be something we can do ...
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Chapter Nineteen
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Riley was not in the least discouraged by the sheer primitiveness of the rebel camp.

It would have been foolish of the rebels, he considered, to risk stealing modern technology and bringing it to the camp.  The more advanced the base, the greater the chance it would be detected by orbiting eyes and ground forces directed to destroy the camp and kill or capture the rebels.  There was nothing, as far as he could tell, that radiated any kind of betraying signature; nothing, not even a fireplace, that might draw attention to the camp’s location.  He didn’t fault the rebels for being paranoid.  The Galactics had few, if any, rules governing their treatment of insurgents.  It was just possible, even probable, that they’d drop a KEW on the camp when they located it and declare the matter closed.

Which would prove they don’t consider the rebels a serious threat, Riley thought.  KEWs would shatter the camp and kill anyone caught in the blast radius, but they’d also take out anything investigators could use to locate other bases.  Riley had poked through the remains of insurgent and terrorist bases that had been bombed by the USAF and he’d been frustrated beyond words at just how much evidence was destroyed.  But then, the fact they’re not actively trying to hunt the rebels proves they don’t think they’re a threat either.

He frowned as his escort led him through the camp.  Dozens – perhaps hundreds – of Belosi watched him as he passed, their expressions unreadable.  Riley suspected they were wary.  They’d grown up in a world where everyone treated them like slaves – or shit.  Riley didn’t blame them.  He’d grown up in a world where his country made allies, then ditched them when they proved inconvenient ... a weakness their enemies had not hesitated to exploit.  Riley had met quite enough village elders and community leaders who would have preferred to work with the Americans, rather than the insurgents or the deeply corrupt local governments, but feared they’d be abandoned, left to the tender mercies of their fellow countrymen.  It was hard, almost impossible, to convince them to change their minds.  It was also hard to blame them.

The Belosi were alien – of course – but he couldn’t help feeling a twinge of fellow-feeling as he walked, slipping into a hut so well-concealed he hadn’t even realised it was there until it was right on top of him.  He thought he knew what they were thinking.  The elders were reluctant to commit themselves to anything, like so many humans he’d met in his career, while the young wanted to fight even though it might mean their annihilation.  He knew he’d feel the same way if he’d grown up in such a nightmare.  If his country had been invaded and occupied, he’d want to fight too.  He wondered, morbidly, just how much the Belosi knew of the outside universe.  They were everywhere, from workers in the worlds to servants and slaves in the cities.  It was quite possible they’d built up an accurate picture of the galaxy around them, perhaps even tried to ask for help ...

But it won’t be forthcoming, Riley thought, as the air grew thick and warm.  A regular human would be choking.  His enhancements handled it without difficulty.  No one offworld cares enough to try to help the natives, not when it would spark an interstellar war.

He schooled his face into a mask as he was shown into a chamber.  It felt like a muddy hut with wooden walls, but it was surprisingly spacious.  A lone Belosi waited for him at the far side, eyes fixed on Riley’s face with unvarying intensity.  Riley kept his face composed, even though he knew everything depended on the meeting.  If the Belosi decided his team was a security risk, they’d tear them to pieces and dump the bodies somewhere they’d never be found.  Riley didn’t blame them for that either.

The alien didn’t move.  Riley waited, studying the alien thoughtfully.  The Belosi bore the scars of one who’d worked in the fields, from what he could see, and also one who’d been whipped.  His skin was covered in nasty-looking scars that hadn’t healed completely, each blurring into blotches that provided a stark reminder that the planet was steadily becoming uninhabitable.  Riley shivered, despite himself.  The human race had produced its fair share of monsters, from Genghis Khan to Hitler, Stalin and Mao, but none of them had done anything on such a scale.  The Tichck had sentenced billions of Belosi to a slow and painful death and they didn’t even care.  It wasn’t hate.  It was just ... business.  

It was beyond disgusting.

“You saved our friends,” the alien said, in passable Galactic One.  The words were mushy, but understandable.  “Why?”

“We came to cause trouble for the Tichck,” Riley said.  It would fit with the cover story – he wondered, idly, if the Tichck believed they were being harassed by the Vesparians – without giving too much away.  He dared not tell the alien anything about Earth, or the Solar Union, or their real mission.  “Liberating your friends was part of our mission.”

The alien studied him for a long cold moment.  “Why do you want to cause trouble for them?”

“We have our reasons,” Riley said.  He didn’t want to be too specific.  The more lies he told, the greater the risk of being tripped up sometime in the future.  “One of our objectives was to make contact with you and offer our assistance.”

“The galaxy doesn’t care about us,” the alien said, curtly.  “Why do you?”

“You’re potential allies,” Riley admitted.  “We can work together.”

“I am old,” the alien said.  “I have never met a” – he spoke a word Riley didn’t know and his implants were unable to translate – “who was willing to assist us.  Why should we trust you?”

You probably shouldn’t, Riley thought.  He had no qualms about assisting the Belosi to fight their tormentors – an uprising would help to cover the team’s activities – but the mission came first.  We will leave the planet after we snatch the GalCores and vanish, leaving you holding the bag.

He sighed inwardly.  The planet was dying.  There was nothing he could do about it.  He had a nasty feeling that, even if they somehow defeated the Tichck and prevented them from ever returning, the planet was too far gone to be saved.  The ecological data they’d downloaded was vague to the point of uselessness, but it was clear the native ecology was taking a beating.  It was unlikely it could reassert itself in time to matter.  The natives were doomed.

“We have interests in common,” he said, finally.  “We can help you and, in doing so, help ourselves.”

The alien let out a hissing sound.  “We have no weapons, beyond” – he waved a makeshift knife in the air – “and no hope,” he said.  “You cannot ship weapons to us.”

“We can think of something,” Riley said.  His mind raced.  He’d taught insurgents how to fight before, showing them how to turn common or garden supplies – the sort that could be found in any kitchen – into deadly weapons.  It wouldn’t be that hard to show the locals how to make simple but effective explosives ... he knew, from grim experience, just how hard it could be for even GalTech to pick out IEDs before they exploded.  “But we need to know more about you.”

The alien seemed to come to a decision.  “I am Elder,” he said.  Riley wasn’t sure if it was a name or a title.  “I am the” – he stumbled a little – “singer for my clan.”

Riley leaned forward, listening carefully.  He’d thought the Belosi would be a little more rebellious than the Tichck suggested and he’d been right.  The Tichck didn’t know – or didn’t care – but the Belosi had been putting together a network of servants, plantation workers and outright slaves for years, sometimes helping desperate workers escape into the wildlands or arranging accidents for collaborators who got a little too close to the underground network.  They were doing their best to teach their children to read and write – all forbidden to the plantation workers – and prepare for the day, whenever it came, they could fight for their freedom.  Riley was impressed.  They were far more aware of the outside universe than he’d dared hope.  And yet, for all their efforts, there was a sense they weren’t anywhere near close to freedom.  It was just a matter of time, he suspected, before there was a desperate – and futile – uprising.

They need weapons, he thought.  Elder had been vague about a great many details – Riley suspected he’d only been told data the Tichck already knew, even if they didn’t seem to care – but one thing was clear.  They’re no match for even a small ground force as long as they have no weapons.

He scowled, inwardly, as his escort led him back to the guest hut.  There were fewer aliens in view, either out on missions or hastily being relocated just in case the newcomers had led the enemy right to the camp.  The sky overhead was darkening, the stars barely visible behind a thin layer of cloud ... he grimaced, thinking of the prying eyes overhead, watching and waiting for the team to show themselves.  Did the Tichck think they were dead?  They’d made no attempt to chase the team into the wilderness, but ... it proved nothing.  He wanted to believe the Tichck thought the team had doubled-back into the city, which would have been the smart thing to do, yet he dared not assume they’d made the wrong call.  They might have decided to track the team rather than show themselves openly.  

“The walls are made of living plants,” Terry said, as he was shown into the hut.  Riley picked up the double meaning instantly.  There was no way to guarantee their privacy.  The Belosi didn’t need bugs to spy on their guests.  Hell, if he’d been in their shoes, he would have made sure to spy on them.  The Belosi had no reason to trust the humans and a lot of reason to suspect they might not be friendly.  “What happened, boss?”

“They need weapons,” Riley said, curtly.  He spoke in Galactic One.  There was no point in alarming the eavesdroppers by switching to another language, one they might not know.  “And help.”

“Their position is hopeless,” Nine said, flatly.  The cyborg was lying on a rough bed, his eyes closed.  “They have the numbers, but nothing else.”

“So we steal weapons for them,” Charles said.  The anger in his voice was palpable.  “Sir, we have to do something!”

“There won’t be many modern weapons we can steal,” Nine pointed out.  “And even if we did, they’d lead the enemy right to us.”

Riley nodded, shortly.  GalTech was a two-edged sword.  It was astonishingly advanced, more advanced than anything humanity – or a hundred other races – had developed for itself, but it came with overrides and locator beacons and a dozen other tricks that meant, at base, it was dangerously unreliable.  Anyone who became dependent on GalTech was lost.  The Solar Union was lucky, he reflected, that Earth had been just advanced enough to hack the tech and deactivate the alien backdoors.  Fifty years ago, it would have been impossible.

“There are other ways,” Charles said.  “Makeshift explosives ... traps, homemade guns ... give me some shit and some time and I’ll have a shitload of gunpowder ready for you.”

“They’re growing bioengineered plants,” Terry put in, grimly.  “We should be able to make some use of them.”

“Possible,” Riley agreed.  The Belosi certainly hadn’t, but ... they knew very little about the plantations that were slowly poisoning their world.  “But they need more and better weapons.”

“We could try to smuggle some in,” Charles said, doubtfully.  “Get a crate of weapons ...”

“You think you could smuggle in enough weapons to arm the whole planet?”  Nine didn’t quite snort, but the implication was there.  “Even if they didn’t bother to inspect the crates, as they were moved down to the surface, how long would it take to arm the rebels?”

Riley scowled.  Nine was right.  Smuggling a handful of weapons would be easy, but smuggling enough to make a difference would be damn near impossible.  They could bribe the customs officers to look the other way – perhaps; weapons weren’t remotely harmless – but even if they had free access to the planet ... he shook his head.  It wasn’t going to work.  How could it?

“You’re missing something,” Sally said, quietly.  “There’s another option.”

Riley glanced at her.  “Go ahead.”

“There’s a small factory nearby,” she said.  “They’ll have a handful of fabbers there.  We hit the place, steal the fabbers, burn it to the ground to make sure they don’t realise what we’ve done ... and then use the fabbers to churn out weapons and ammunition.”

Terry blinked.  “Correct me if I’m wrong,” he said sardonically, “but isn’t the whole point of this mission ...?”

“We would have to unlock the fabbers,” Riley said, sharply.  Terry had a point – their ultimate objective was to steal the GalCores, devices they needed to unlock fabbers back home – but it wasn’t something they could say out loud.  And yet, if Sally could hack the fabbers, why were they even here?  “How do we ...?”

Sally smirked.  “We don’t have to,” she said.  “Some weapons are so primitive, so unthinkably low-tech, that the safeguards won’t try to stop us from churning them out.  They won’t realise what we’re actually doing ... how can they?  They think in terms of lasers and plasma cannons, not projectile weapons.  Give me a few moments with one of the fabbers and I’ll have it unwittingly churning out all the weapons you want.”

“It seems improbable,” Nine said.

“No, she’s right,” Charles disagreed.  “The most advanced weapons on Earth, before Contact, were primitive compared to even basic GalTech weapons.”

“They did it on purpose,” Sally said.  “If you don’t understand how your weapons work, you can’t repair them.  Or produce them for yourself.  Or keep someone with the access codes from turning the weapons off remotely, leaving you at the mercy of your enemies.”

Riley nodded in agreement, then frowned.  “Are you sure you can reprogram the fabbers?”

“Yes,” Sally said, simply.  “They’re capable of churning out everything a plantation needs, right?  They must be.  There’s no point in importing farm gear when it’s cheaper to fabricate it on the spot.  I can reprogram them to churn out guns instead.”

“It doesn’t solve all our problems,” Nine said.  “If we do arm them ...”

Riley leaned forward.  “Our mission has gone off the rails,” he said, changing his language.  “They’re going to be alert for quite some time, even if they think we all died with Josh.  They need something else to worry about, something to make them take their eyes off the prize.  An uprising with primitive but effective weapons would fill the bill rather nicely.”

“And it would give the poor bastards a chance to hit back at their masters,” Charles said.  “If they hurt the Tichck enough ...”

“They can’t,” Nine said.  “They can’t get into the megacities, let alone up into orbit.  That puts limits on how much they can do, even if they have an incredible run of luck.  If they overrun a district or two, the Tichck will fall back and bomb the site from orbit.”

“Nuke it from orbit,” Terry put in.  “It’s the only way to be sure.”

Sally shot him a sharp look.  “The Tichck are corporate shitheads, right?  If the Belosi make the occupation prohibitively expensive, the Tichck might come to terms.”

“I doubt it,” Charles said.  “The Tichck see themselves as the master race and anyone below them as little better than slaves, no matter how dangerous they are.  They won’t give up those pretensions easily.  They’ll be far more likely to bring in reinforcements to teach the Belosi a lesson, rather than concede anything.  And even if they do, they’ll be working to claw their power back as soon as possible.”

Riley feared he had a point.  Human history was replete with examples of the rulers making concessions to the ruled, when they rose in revolt, only to go back on their agreements the moment they felt strong enough to do it.  He’d often wondered why the English commoners, who’d risen against their monarch and his nobility more than once, had accepted whatever the monarch had offered rather than pushing forward and driving the monarchy into the dustbin of history.  They hadn’t wanted to destroy the world, he suspected; they’d merely wanted to make their place in it a little more comfortable.  But in the end ...

“The long term isn’t important,” he said, finally.  “We have our mission.  Assisting the locals is now part of it.”

Nine sat up.  “We can’t save the planet,” he said.  “Can we?”

“I don’t know,” Riley admitted.  He knew little about terraforming.  Mars and Venus were being terraformed, dead worlds being slowly brought to life, but neither planet had a native race resisting the terraforming efforts.  Even if they had ... he grimaced, remembering how much havoc rabbits had wreaked in Australia.  If it had been intended as an act of ecological warfare, his instructors had commented years ago, it would have been the most successful in human history.  “We may need an alternative.”

Terry raised his eyebrows.  “Like what?”

“I haven’t thought of it yet,” Riley said.  The mission came first – always – but he was reluctant to leave the Belosi to their fate.  Could they evacuate a breeding population?  Or unleash a bioweapon targeted on the intruding ecosystem?  “Right now, our priority is the fabbers.  We take them, use them, and give the poor bastards hope.”

“Yes, sir,” Charles said.  “And then what?”

Riley smiled, coldly.  “And then we set the planet on fire.”
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Chapter Twenty
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Sally had been in some unpleasant environments in her time, but the alien plantation was one of the worst.

It was dark, the night sky hidden behind disconcertingly eerie clouds, yet her enhanced eyesight had no trouble picking out the details.  The alien crops – they looked like a cross between seaweed and tropical plants – sent chills down her spine, and bothered her on a very primal level.  The drainage systems inserted into each plant – she couldn’t help thinking of them as cannulas – only added to the sense of unreality, as well as providing a grim reminder the plantation masters didn’t need slaves to do the work.  The plants were tall enough to provide all the cover they needed, yet they were so closely packed she had problems inching forward, practically crawling on the ground.  The air was hot enough to make her sweat, despite her implants, and smelled foul.  It would be worse, she feared, if her implants weren’t filtering out much of the stench.

She kept her ears open as she crawled through a drainage ditch, trying to ignore the nocturnal birds and insects buzzing around, and approached the security fence.  It was half-hidden within a row of trees, barely visible to anyone who didn’t have a rough idea what they were looking for.  She had to admire the deception, even as she cursed the ruthlessness of the designers.  The fence carried enough of a charge to be lethal, particularly to the locals.  The runaway slaves had told them of friends and family who’d committed suicide by throwing themselves against the fence.  Some had died quickly.  Some hadn’t.  The masters hadn’t cared.  

The air was quiet, but not silent.  She paused outside the fence, taking a moment to listen, then leaned forward.  The slaves had been ordered back to their barracks the moment night fell, thankfully; the rebels had assured them, when they’d been planning the mission, that the slaves would be liberated before the plantation was burnt to the ground.  Sally hoped they were telling the truth.  The rebels were a strange mixture of friendly and stand-offish, grimly determined and yet oddly fatalistic.  She supposed it made a certain kind of sense.  She’d grown up in a world where she was valued as more than just a pretty face, while the aliens knew their masters considered them fit for nothing more than slavery.  They needed to be fatalistic.  The only other option was madness.

Sally glanced back at the rest of the team, waiting in the shadows behind her, then set to work on the fence.  The electric charge was definitely lethal.  It would kill an unprotected human and give her implants one hell of a challenge, a challenge they might fail.  She gritted her teeth and fixed the cables to the fence, then cut the first wire.  If someone was watching the charge ... she breathed a sigh of relief as nothing happened.  No alarm sounded, no soldiers charged forth to do battle ... her lips twisted into a tight smile as she cut the rest of the wires, opened a gap in the fence and crawled through.  The guards clearly didn’t expect serious trouble.  The Belosi couldn’t touch the fence without being shocked – or killed – and there was no one else, as far as they knew, who might try.  A few days ago, she reflected, they might have been right.

She crept forward, eyes peering through the darkness.  The factory was surprisingly small by human standards, not much bigger than the average warehouse, but it didn’t need to be big.  The fabbers themselves weren’t very large – if she were a gambling woman, she’d bet good money the Tichck hadn’t bothered to purchase and install anything more than the bare minimum – and could be folded up and carried away by a small team.  She keyed her implants and did a passive sensor sweep, finding nothing beyond a single low-power datanode inside the factory.  Her lips thinned as she opened a channel and hacked it, ensuring that it would keep feeding a steam of comforting lies to whoever was on the far side.  Idiots.  A single point of network failure was asking for trouble.  If she’d tried the same trick in the Solar Union, where the datanet was decentralised to make censorship effectively impossible, it would have failed utterly.  

But they wanted a network they could control, she thought.  The datanodes were carefully designed to serve as bottlenecks, ensuring that every message that passed through could be scrutinised before it was forwarded to its destination, a system designed to make organising dissent impossible.  And that makes them vulnerable if someone hacks the network.

She frowned as she spotted the two guards by the door.  One was clearly goofing off – if he wasn’t smoking a joint, or the alien counterpart, she’d eat her hat – and the other was obviously bored.  She wasn’t even sure why he was there.  The plantation was quiet – and, even if the slaves had rioted, they weren’t going to break into the factory, certainly not in a hurry.  The fence was tough enough to keep the slaves out, even if they risked their lives trying to push it down.

Riley and Charles slipped past her, sticking to the shadows as they neared the guards.  The two aliens – both Subdo – didn’t seem to be paying attention.  Sally was almost inclined to write a sarcastic note to whoever was in charge, pointing out how the strongest defences were useless if the defenders were jacking off rather than doing their fucking jobs.  She’d taken part in exercises designed to test defences and she knew just how much trouble the OPFOR would have landed in, if they’d been surprised so easily.  

These guards didn’t stand a chance.  Riley and Charles covered their mouths with one hand and crushed their throats with the other.  Sally grimaced as the bodies hit the ground, then hurried past the men to open the door.  A third Subdo glanced up, shocked, as she entered the factory.  She broke his neck before he could say a word.

“Doesn’t look very big,” Charles commented, as he followed her into the factory.  “It looks more like a workshop than a factory.”

Sally nodded in agreement as she shut down the fabbers and folded them up.  They were the size of small vans when unfolded – the Tichck, it seemed, hadn’t bothered to buy anything bigger – but they’d be easy enough to carry providing they were folded.  The real problem would be getting them back through the hole in the fence, although she doubted it would be hard to solve.  The security systems were controlled by the datanode she’d corrupted, and no one would be alerted when they made the gap in the fence a little bit bigger.  The rest of the team could handle it, she decided as the rebels followed the team into the factory.  She hastily directed them to pick up the fabbers and carry them, carefully, into the wildlands.

“Make sure you set the charges properly,” she said, as the last of the fabbers were carried outside.  The operators had been careless, bringing so many dangerous chemicals into the factory.  She pushed a set of alerts into the datanode, locking down the transmitter until it was time to raise the alarm.  “We don’t want something inconsistent with the lies I’m telling.”

She smirked, although she knew there was a limit to how many times they could get away with the same trick.  A cursory look at the datanode’s last transmissions would suggest, to any watching eyes, that one of the guards had accidentally triggered an explosion, setting off a firestorm that had washed across the plantation and wiped out the slave population.  It wasn’t the first time, from what she’d been told, that a plantation had accidentally been wiped off the map.  Reading between the lines, she suspected the slaves – aided by the rebels – had set the blaze themselves.  Why not?  What did they have to lose?

“Ready,” Charles said, as they swept the room one final time.  “Shall we go?”

Sally nodded.  She’d made sure to download everything from the datanode into her implants, although she doubted there’d be anything of any value.  The plantation was, by local standards, poor.  It struck her as odd – the masters had to be quite wealthy – but it made a certain kind of sense.  One could be a millionaire and yet be poor, if one lived in a district dominated by billionaires.  She set the timer, gave him a moment to check her work, then led the way back outside.  There was no hint of alert, in the distant farmhouse.  She wondered, idly, if the local supervisors would escape the coming firestorm.

“Shitty place,” Charles muttered.  “And the bosses aren’t even the real bosses.”

The plants – Sally couldn’t help thinking of them as hedgerows – closed around them as they hurried back to the borderline.  The slaves were already on their way – the collaborators had been silently murdered before they could raise the alarm – and charges had been set to ensure the firestorm swept over their former barracks.  Sally had glanced into the building, as she’d headed to the factory, and she’d been disgusted.  She’d seen battery chickens kept in better conditions.  The idea of sharing such a place with her family, let alone strangers ... she shuddered in disgust.  She’d thought the military barracks were bad.  The slave barracks were far worse.

It’s a wonder they think their slaves will breed, she thought, darkly.  Breeding Belosi was apparently a way for the Tichck to make money, even though the Belosi weren’t considered good for anything beyond brute labour.  Do they even bother to be kind to pregnant women?

She shook her head, mentally, as they reached the border and hurried into the rough wildlands beyond.  Their time was running out.  She glanced up, confirming the cloud cover was still obscuring the view from orbit, then slowed and turned to watch as the timer reached zero.  The factory vanished in a flash of white light, the flames hot enough to sweep over the fence and ignite the plants beyond.  She grinned, despite herself, as the sheets of fire consumed the barracks and swept onwards, towards the farmhouse.  The locals would be too busy trying to escape to realise they’d been conned.

“They’ll be sending air support,” Charles commented, as they resumed the march into the wildlands.  “Pity we couldn’t set up a sniper nest.”

Sally shrugged.  No one had made that suggestion during the planning session.  They’d all known that shooting down the enemy aircraft would be far too revealing.  A fire was easily explained away, particularly when the investigators were primed to believe the flames had been caused by incompetence rather than deliberate malice; a plasma sniper rifle, on the other hand, couldn’t be anything but hostile action.  Her implants bleeped a warning as a trio of aircars flashed overhead, followed by a heavy shuttle.  She had no idea if they were fire-fighters or troop carriers.  Either way, they were too late.

She put the thought aside as they continued their march to the caves.  The transport crews had been ahead of them, with strict orders to take the fabbers as deep as possible and leave them there.  Sally was fairly sure they couldn’t switch the devices on by accident, but ... she dared not take chances.  She would have preferred to hide the fabbers under layers of concrete, just to be absolutely sure there were no betraying emissions ... she shook her head.  The caves would have to do.  If nothing else, she could probably convince the fabbers to fabricate sensor-dampening materials.

The caves closed around them, the darkness growing more absolute even as the skies outside started to lighten.  Sally gritted her teeth as she bent low to keep from banging her head against the ceiling.  She wasn’t claustrophobic, not in the slightest, but it was hard not to feel uneasy whenever she remembered the tons of rock hanging overhead.  The caves were far from the rebel camp for a reason – if the fabbers drew fire, the camp wouldn’t be hit – and no one had any illusions about what would happen if the Tichck dropped a KEW on the caves.  There was no way the rock could stand up to a single strike ...

She picked her way onwards, through a nightmarish collection of tunnels – some so low she had to crawl – and breathed a sigh of relief when the caves widened, revealing the fabbers waiting for her.  The rebels had done well, she reflected, just in getting them down into the caves.  Unfolded, there was no way they could have been hidden so well.

“Watch the doors,” she said to Charles.  She didn’t mind him being there, but she needed him to stay out of the way as she worked.  “I have to do this carefully.”

She took a breath, then placed her palm against the fabber datanode and went to work.  The system wasn’t designed to be particularly secure, as long as the user didn’t try to produce anything on the forbidden list.  Sally scanned it quickly – it was more of a set of algorithms than a list – and then checked the security measures, carefully locking out the system that should have alerted the planetary datanet if someone tried to break the rules.  She would have preferred to physically destroy it, just to be sure, but that would have ruined the entire device.  Her lips twisted in distaste.  It had been bad enough, on Earth, that manufacturers worked to ensure users couldn’t tinker with their products – ensuring they had to be replaced, rather than repaired – but it was much worse here.  The only upside, she reflected, was that the device was so compact she could evade the security precautions easily.

It would be much harder to do the same to more advanced devices, she reflected.  That’s why we need the GalCores.

“Let’s see how this works,” she said.  She didn’t dare risk uploaded plans for a complete gun – that might be noticed, if the algorithms were smarter than she thought – but she could have the pieces fabricated individually and then put together.  “We may need more raw material ...”

The fabber hummed as it put together the pieces, one by one.  Sally took the components and slotted them together, breathing a sigh of relief as the AK-47 took shape.  The basic design would have to be modified for alien use, and to conceal its origins, but otherwise ... it was damn near perfect for an insurgent force that couldn’t rely on more advanced yet also more fragile weapons.  The AK-47 could survive treatment that would ruin an M-4, or a plasma blaster, beyond hope of repair.  She plugged in the ammunition plans and let out a breath, again, when the fabber produced the bullets without demur.  The algorithms simply didn’t recognise them as weapons.  

“It works,” she said, quietly.  She held out the assembled gun for Charles to inspect.  “We should be able to churn out hundreds of these, if we get the right raw materials.”

“It looks like it works,” Charles said.  “We’ll need to test-fire the weapons first.”

Sally nodded in agreement.  She hadn’t seen any signs the guns wouldn’t fire, but it was well to be careful.  She’d read horror stories of men who’d gone into battle and discovered, too late, that their weapons were not up to the task.  The fabber might have churned out fake ammunition ... unlikely, she thought, but possible.

“Take it up and let them try somewhere isolated,” she ordered.  “I’ll get the rest of the fabbers up and running.”

She moved from device to device as Charles left, bringing them online one by one.  There were nine fabbers in all, eight of which could be switched to churning out AK-47s once she’d worked out how to modify them for alien use.  It wouldn’t be hard.  She’d prepared makeshift weapons before, on Earth, and the principle was the same.  The ninth ... she intended to push the limits a little, to see if they could turn out antitank or antiaircraft missiles without triggering the algorithmic safeguards.  It was ironic, she reflected sourly, that she could probably churn out mortars, but not anything heavier.  But then, a primitive antitank weapon wouldn’t so much as scratch a modern tank.

And we still need to worry about the orbital defences, she reminded herself.  She didn’t know how they could take out the weapons platforms overhead, let alone the defending fleet.  It might be possible to get them to fire on the wrong targets, or even at their own side, but ... it would take time, she decided, to find a way of doing it.  Perhaps if we feed them the wrong targeting data ...

She sensed, more than heard, Riley making his way into the cave.  “The weapon works,” he said.  “They’re thrilled.”

“I bet they are,” Sally said.  The AK-47 might be primitive, but it was better than anything else the rebels had.  “I need to design the guns for them, then start churning them out as quickly as possible.”

Riley smiled, then sobered.  “It isn’t going to be enough, is it?”

“To liberate the planet?”  Sally shook her head.  “Not unless we can bleed the enemy enough to make them give up.”

“Which we can’t,” Riley said.  “It isn’t going to end well, is it?”

Sally had her own doubts, but ...  “It is better to die on your feet than live on your knees,” she said, finally.  She’d never understood why so many women, in backwards countries, accepted the role they’d been given.  But then, rebellion was almost impossible and quiet resistance was often the only option.  “I’m sure they know it too.”

“I’m sure they do,” Riley agreed.  “But can they save their homeworld?”

“I’ll check the projections, sir,” Sally said.  “But I doubt it.”

“Yeah,” Riley said.  “Me too.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Elder was old.

He was in his fifties, older than most of the memory keepers, older – by far – than most of the young men and women who filled the camp.  He’d been born on a plantation and had been lucky to escape when, after years of abuse, he’d killed his collaborator-supervisor and fled into the wildlands.  It hadn’t been easy to find a rebel camp willing to take him in and there were times when he thought they wouldn’t have taken him at all if he hadn’t been a memory keeper.  The stories he bore with him, stories he’d been told by his old tutor, were a reminder of the days before the demons.  It was his role to ensure they were passed on to the young.

The Tichck were not demons, of course.  Elder was no fool.  He’d known they were flesh and blood, as were their monstrous servants, even before he’d fled into the wilds.  He knew – now – that what he’d been told were just ... lies.  The planet wasn't flat – or alone.  The Tichck were alien invaders from another star, not divine beings or their demonic counterparts.  There was nothing special about them, save for their overwhelming technology.  Elder had seen enough rebels scythed down by lightning bolts to know, beyond all doubt, that direct opposition was futile.  And yet, what else could they do?  His tutor had told him to take the stories and pass them down, as if stories alone would liberate them from their oppressors.  

He knew better.

They say the air is growing thicker, he thought, as he watched the gunmen at their drill.  He was old enough to remember when it had been easier to breathe, when his people hadn’t had blemishes on their skin that seemed to come from nowhere.  They itched constantly, mocking him.  They say the world is changing around us.

It wasn’t easy – it had never been easy, even as he grew old enough to command automatic respect – to convince the young men to watch and wait, rather than throw their lives away on futile uprisings.  They’d been forced to work – in the plantations, in the factories, in the homes and offices within the city – from the moment they could walk; they’d been forced to breed more children, then watch helplessly as their wives and children were sold to other plantations, never to be seen again.  They’d endured mistreatment on a scale few would believe if they hadn’t gone through it themselves.  And they wanted to fight back.

Elder knew better.  They’d be killed if they tried.  He knew how deadly the alien soldiers were, how easily they could quash an uprising ... how ruthlessly, too, they’d weed out any hostile strains from their slaves.  He knew some who’d had their minds destroyed, others whose families had been completely wiped out ... he wasn’t unaware, too, of the sheer firepower arrayed against them.  They could overrun a few dozen plantations, he thought, but afterwards?  They’d be slaughtered.  And yet, they wanted to fight back.  He wanted to as well.  He just knew it was futile.

He frowned as he studied the new alien – and the weapons his team had produced.  The newcomers had been vague about nearly everything, from where they’d come from to why they were on Belos, but ... did it matter?  The weapons they’d provided might just be enough to tip the balance.  Worse, perhaps, the youngsters would join the newcomers anyway, seeing their weapons as a chance – finally – to fight back.  Elder didn’t know if the newcomers would send enough help to save the world or prove to be just as bad as the Tichck once the war was over, but there was no way he could counsel passivity now.  The intelligence networks he’d spent years putting together, and telling himself he was doing something, would have to be risked for the cause; he, himself, would have to steer the movement or risk losing influence.  And who knew what would happen then?

The itching grew worse as he looked at the alien.  “Are you sure these weapons cannot be detected?”

“Not from a distance,” the alien said.  He spoke Galactic One perfectly, something that irritated Elder even though he knew it wasn’t the alien’s fault.  No memory keeper knew, now, what language the Belosi had spoken before the Tichck arrived.  No one knew what their world had been like, save for the stories spread by the Tichck and their collaborators ... stories so carefully designed to make the Tichck sounded like saviours that hardly anyone believed them.  “If they are discovered, of course ... they look like weapons.”

Elder nodded, impatiently, and returned his eyes to the field.  Two of the aliens were drilling the men – his men – in how to fire, clean and maintain their new weapons.  A third was teaching the men how to set basic traps, using stores that could be easily liberated from the plantations and converted into weapons.  It was frustrating to know there’d been so many options, options they hadn’t known existed.  How could they?  Elder had done what he could to learn from his masters, as had the other memory keepers, but there’d been so many gaps in their knowledge that there’d been no way to master their tech.  They had stolen some devices, over the years, yet most had been recovered very quickly and the remainder were effectively useless.  He ground his teeth in frustration.  The Tichck must have been laughing at the rebels, rather than treating them as a serious threat.  They’d been right, too.  The rebels had known so little they posed no threat at all.

But that has changed, he thought.

His skin itched, again, as he motioned for the alien to follow him back into the maze of huts and tunnels that led into the shadows.  The training camp was a goodly distance from any other camp – the mountains should keep the Tichck from hearing the gunshots – but he knew better than to rely on it.  The enemy could move with astonishing speed if they wished.  He’d seen them.  If they knew what was happening here ...

Stay undercover, if possible, he told himself.  The alien newcomers had provided all kinds of insights.  Don’t do anything major in the open.  Move at night or wait for cloud cover.  Cover everything carefully – remember, the enemy has eyes overhead.  And don’t stick around after the attack to see what happens.  That’ll get you killed.

He turned as soon as they were in his private room.  It was rare for anyone to have true privacy in the camp, a security precaution as much as a reflection of their cramped conditions, but he’d been lucky enough to get a room of his own.  He was an honoured elder as well as a memory keeper ... the alien didn’t seem to notice, or care, just how great an honour he’d been offered when he’d been invited into the room.  But aliens were alien.  Elder knew all too well they didn’t think like real people.

“Your training is proceeding well,” he said, grinding out the words in Galactic One.  It was hard not to slip into the deference hammered into him from birth, even though the alien in front of him was no Tichck or Subdo.  They’d been told that any Galactic was so far above them that the gap could never be closed.  “But we cannot train forever.”

The alien inclined his head.  “That is correct.”

Elder wondered if he was being mocked, then told himself he was being paranoid.  The Tichck had chosen Galactic One because of the language’s heavy formality, not – just – to humiliate their servants.  Besides, the newcomers were no more Tichck than Elder himself.  They just happened to speak the language better.

“And we are itching,” Elder said.  He scratched his arm.  The blemish was larger now.  “It’s getting worse.”

He studied the alien, wishing he could read the flat face.  “Why?”
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Riley had no trouble, reading between the lines, in deducing Elder was deeply worried about what they’d unleashed.  A insurgent band that didn’t rebel – that couldn’t rebel – was a hothouse of anger and resentment, even if the rebels were alien rather than human.  The Belosi weren’t that different from the humans, not as far as he could tell.  The more weapons they fabricated and distributed, the greater the chance someone would jump the gun and attack the enemy.  Riley’s old superiors in America – the Solar Union was a little smarter – had always assumed the patron could tell the insurgents what to do and the insurgents would do it without complaint.  Anyone who’d actually spent time with insurgents knew better.  Their patron would never have complete control and the smarter patrons knew it.

And now ...

He kept his face blank, although he was almost sure Elder could no more read his expressions than Riley could read his.  Elder had never met any other humans.  He had no baseline for the species.  And yet ... Riley kicked himself, mentally, for not considering that the Belosi might be aware something was happening to their world.  They might not understand what, not yet, but they knew something was happening.  He wondered, sourly, what he should say.  The truth?  Or ... or what?

They might recognise a lie, he reminded himself.  The Belosi weren’t stupid, just ignorant.  They might already have a good idea what was happening.  They might just be seeking confirmation.  And yet, if we tell them the truth ... what will they do?

“They’re changing the entire planet to suit themselves,” he said, finally.  He wasn’t sure how to explain it without technobabble he suspected the Belosi wouldn’t understand.  “They introduced invasive crops and animals, which have been damaging the environment and threatening your existence.”

Elder seemed to freeze.  Riley cursed himself, inwardly.  He’d read a couple of books in which the aliens had started terraforming Earth and he’d wondered, both times, how the hell someone fought something like that?  The entire world was changing around them ... it was impossible to come to grips with something on such a scale, let alone organise a resistance.  He’d been told, once, that there were people who refused to believe the Holocaust had happened because they couldn’t wrap their heads around the murder of six million innocent men, women and children.  The Tichck were on the verge of committing a far greater crime.

The alien seemed to sag.  “Then we must fight,” he said.  “How long do we have?”

“It’s impossible to say,” Riley said, truthfully.  Sally had run a series of projections, but they were all based on Tichck data and therefore unreliable.  “It could be decades.  It could be centuries.”

Elder stared at the floor.  “We must fight,” he said, again.  “If we overrun the plantations ...”

“They’ll deploy troops and airstrikes to stop you,” Riley said.  Sally had put together very basic antiaircraft weapons, but there weren’t many of them and he doubted they’d be effective against GalTech.  “If you start harassing them, to draw troops out of the cities ...”

He scowled.  It wasn’t a very good plan, but taking the megacities might be the only way to force the Tichck to the negotiating table.  No one would give much of a damn about the Tichck bombing the countryside, but the cities – heaving with aliens from right across the galaxy – were another story.  The Tichck would hesitate to bombard them into submission if it meant drawing the wrath of nearly every other major race, including the Tokomak.  They might try to come to terms instead.

And we’d have all the time we needed to loot Fly-By-Night and capture the GalCores, he thought.  If it works ...

“We can hit the Security HQ,” Elder said.  He spoke like a man who didn’t quite believe his luck.  “We always wanted to hit it.  We kept coming up with plans.  None of them worked.”

Riley blinked.  “What?”

“There’s a base they use to deploy troops some distance away,” Elder said.  “We harass them into sending out their troops, then strike the base itself.  It would weaken their grip on the countryside nearby and let us take out the plantations one by one.”

And let us capture all sorts of gear, Riley added, silently.  The GalTech would be a two-edged sword, as always, but they might be able to take advantage of it.  If we could hack their communications network ...

His mind raced.  Elder was in control ... for the moment.  If Riley was any judge, his position depended entirely on his leadership skills, instead of authority bestowed from above.  A Leia, not a Holdo.  The moment he fucked up, or refused to lead his men in a direction they didn’t want to go, he’d be lost.  He’d be lucky if he was just shoved to the side.  Riley had seen it before, in Iraq and Afghanistan, and it was never pleasant.  Elder might want a more conservative approach to the war, steadily ramping up the pressure until they stormed the megacities themselves, but his men might have different ideas.  And if they did ... all hell could break loose.

We’re not in complete control, he reminded himself.  They needed the rebels to trust them.  Threatening to turn off the fabbers would do the exact opposite.  We have influence and leverage, not power.

“I’d have to look at a map,” he hedged.  He had a fair idea where the Security HQ – one of several – was located, but it never hurt to be sure.  The maps loaded into his implants were insanely detailed in some places and vague to the point of uselessness in others.  “And then work out how best to proceed.”

Elder made a motion with his hands.  “How fast?”

Riley hesitated.  “We need to draw troops out of the HQ if we are to overrun it quickly,” he said.  He’d seen it done before, in Afghanistan, and the insurgents had come far too close to overrunning the firebase.  “A set of minor attacks should do the trick.  They shouldn’t realise how badly things have changed until it is too late.”

His lips twitched.  “I still need a map, though.”

“I’ll find you one,” Elder promised.  “Can we guarantee victory?”

Riley shook his head.  “No,” he said.  The alien might not understand the gesture.  “They may rush in forces from across the world, either through aircraft or teleporting.  Or they might write off the HQ and bomb it from orbit themselves.  Or ...”

He scowled.  There was no reason they couldn’t set up a basic teleport denial field, except it might be a little too revealing.  It would prove to everyone’s satisfaction that the Belosi were being aided by an alien power.  Who’d get the blame?  The Vesparians?  Or would the Tichck start looking for another suspect?  The makeshift AK-47s wouldn’t be a giveaway in themselves – any Galactic race worthy of the title could have drawn up the diagrams, then put them into mass production – but it was worrying.  Who knew what would happen, as events slid out of control?

We have to complete our mission, he told himself, again.  All else is secondary.

“We’ll draw up an attack plan and keep drilling,” he said.  Charles and Nine were prepping the Belosi to fight.  Charles had even noted they were more attentive than the human recruits he’d had to train, during a brief rotation through boot camp.  Riley wasn’t surprised.  The human recruits didn’t have even a fraction of the motive their alien counterparts had, not even the ones who’d survived the Horde’s attack on Earth.  “And then determine if we can pull the operation off.”

“Of course,” Elder said.  He glanced towards the door.  Riley reminded himself that Elder’s position was insecure.  If things went badly for the rebels, they’d go badly for him too.  “We do need a success.”

Riley couldn’t disagree.  The Belosi needed to prove, at least to themselves, that their enemies were mortal.  They might hate their masters with a passion born of centuries of mistreatment, but they needed proof the bastards could be beaten before they risked taking up arms against them.  Riley wasn’t sure just how many rebels lurked in the badlands – Elder had refused to be drawn on the question, although Riley had seen at least several dozen passing through the training camp and then vanishing again – yet they’d be heavily outnumbered by the Belosi in plantations or city slums.  He made a mental note to see if they could make contact with the latter, perhaps even slip weapons into the city.  The strategic calculus hadn’t changed.  The only way to eke out a draw was to take the cities and use the alien residents as hostages ... he didn’t know if it would work, if the Tichck could be convinced not to throw good money after bad, but he couldn’t think of any other choice.  A power-sharing agreement might be the only hope ...

Not that the rebels will enjoy the thought, he told himself, curtly.  Rebel groups rarely liked to compromise.  Those that did often got pushed aside by ones who refused to even consider a compromise.  The idea of sharing the world with the invaders who’d raped it was unpleasant to him – and unthinkable to them.  But they may have to get used to it.

“We’ll come up with something,” he promised, and tried not to wonder if he’d already broken the promise.  From the mission’s point of view, the rebels were expendable; he, personally, thought that was disgusting.  They owed it to themselves to give the rebels what help they could, or at least as much as possible without compromising the mission.  “If we hurt them, if we shock them, they’ll start taking you seriously.”

And if they take the rebels so seriously they rush troops into the countryside, he added silently, we might get a free shot at the cities.  But the cost is going to be terrifyingly high.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Da’Chak hated Belos.  He hated the Tichck.  He hated their belief they were superior to everyone else, particularly Subdo like himself.  He hated the planet’s heat, he hated the poison in the air ... and, most of all, he hated the Belosi.  Dull creatures, worthy of nothing but scorn and contempt, so dumb they couldn’t count past two without using their fingers; beasts who should have been put out of their misery long ago.  And yet ...

He glared at the slaves as the vehicle rocketed along the road, heading towards the distant plantation.  His grip tightened on his neural whip, just waiting for one of the slaves to give him an excuse.  The master would make a fuss if he crippled a slave – idiot; it wasn’t as if he couldn’t get a replacement – but a good whipping would relieve his feelings while keeping the slaves in line.  They couldn’t be allowed to get uppity or the entire planet would collapse.  He felt another surge of contempt as the slaves looked away, unwilling to meet his eyes.  They were so broken it never seemed to occur to them that, if they charged, they’d be able to crush him beneath their feet.  The whip shouldn’t have deterred them, but it did.

His thoughts darkened.  He’d meant to be on his way back to the homeworld months ago, but his supervisors had refused to let him go.  They said they needed him and yet they barely paid him much, most of which was spent on rent, tax and visits to the brothel. He’d been promised a chance to build up a nice little nest egg, the sort of savings that would attract a mate, but his bank balance was slowly – yet steadily – declining.  It was just a matter of time before he had to take a loan, which would keep him trapped on Belos until he paid it off or tried to find someone willing to put him up for a few weeks or months.  He doubted anyone would, not when he had little to offer in return.  The planet didn’t encourage charity.

The road twisted, wind brushing against his face as the driver steered over the bumps and down to the plantation.  The undergrowth closed steadily until there was almost no gap between the road and a completely impassable jungle, the visible trees bearing the signs of being pruned back regularly by worker gangs.  Da’Chak felt another wave of hatred and contempt.  The road could have been cleared by machines, and then covered with something that would keep it clear, but the masters preferred to use slaves rather than expensive equipment.  It kept the slaves busy – an idle slave was a troublesome slave – but personally Da’Chak suspected his employers were just cheap.  Why waste money when the slaves could do the work instead?

One of the slaves grunted.  Da’Chak raised his whip, casting his eye along the immobile rows to see who’d dared speak.  Some slaves would throw themselves before him, pleading to be whipped instead of their peers; others would hide in the shadows, trying to remain unnoticed as long as possible.  It was strange how some slaves would protect others, the kind of advanced thought he’d believed impossible for them.  He had no idea where they’d learnt it.  The Tichck were not known for their compassion for the weak and the Subdo weren’t much better.  Perhaps it was just another sign of inferiority.  A genuinely intelligent race would exploit its weaker members ruthlessly, just like the Galactics ...

The truck heaved, violently.  Da’Chak had no time to realise what was happening before he found himself flying, thunderous sound blasting across his eardrums without leaving an impression.  He hit a tree – or something – and fell, landing on his back.  The truck was tipped on its side ... the front cab was a blazing wreck, trailer cracking open to allow the slaves to escape.  Da’Chak could barely move as he stared at the wreckage in horror.  He’d known there were bandits in the rough wildlands – everyone did, at least in the countryside – but they rarely moved so openly.  They certainly didn’t dare attack a slave convoy ...

His fingers twitched.  The whip.  Where was the whip?  It dawned on him, in his dazed state, that he’d lost his grip when the truck had been flipped over.  He tried to move and discovered he couldn’t.  Was something broken?  He hoped not – a medical bill, here and now, would put him in debt for the rest of his life.  His masters wouldn’t hesitate to take advantage if he owed them a sum he couldn’t hope to repay.  They’d send him to the worst places on the planet and make him work overtime and he’d never see the homeworld again.  It just wasn’t fair.

The slaves loomed over him.  Dull faces, belonging to dull creatures.

Da’Chak found his voice.  “Pick me up and carry me down the road,” he ordered.  The plantation gatehouse wasn’t that far away.  There was no point in giving the slaves any more precise orders.  They were too dumb to understand.  “Get me to the nearest plantation, now!”

A slave raised a foot, moving with a slow deliberateness that was either fear or grim determination, and stamped – hard – on Da’Chak’s leg.  It broke.  He heard the crack.  The pain hit him a moment later, agony so intense he threw back his head and screamed.  The slaves stared at him, their faces twisting in a manner he didn’t understand, then stampeded forward.  Da’Chak tried to crawl away, but he couldn’t move.  A slave lifted a foot and kicked his former master in the head and ...

The world went dark.
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“The IED went off a little too early,” Riley observed, from where he’d been watching the ambush.  The vehicle should have been destroyed but seeing that it was a slave transport he found it hard to be too irritated.  The rebels were already swarming the transport, freeing slaves caught in the wreckage and inviting them to join the rebellion.  It wasn’t as if they had a choice.  The punishment for a slave who raised a hand against a master was death.  “But it worked.”

“Yes,” Nine said.  “But one slave transport isn’t a serious loss.”

Riley nodded.  The countryside was ... strange.  There were places that were heavily guarded, as if a slave revolt was a very real possibility, and places that were so open to attack they could be overwhelmed by unarmed slaves.  He was surprised there hadn’t been a hundred attacks a long time before his team arrived on Belos.  But then, what could the slaves hope to accomplish?  Without modern weapons and communications, the most they could do was get themselves killed.

He glanced skyward.  The cloud cover was lighter than he wished.  He had no idea if there were any prying eyes, overhead, monitoring the truck ... but it didn’t matter.  The truck would be missed, sooner rather than later, and troops would be dispatched to figure out what had happened.  They’d think the attack an accident, at first, and then ... Riley felt cold.  The Belosi couldn’t have carried out the ambush without help.  Their enemies would know it too.

But they have a lot of raw materials, he told himself.  There was no shortage of fertiliser in the countryside.  Nor was there any lack of chemicals that could be used to make improvised bombs, or poison gas, or ... quite a few other surprises, if one didn’t mind taking a few risks along the way.  Making homemade explosives wasn’t the safest thing in the world.  If we could smuggle knowledge into the occupied worlds ...

The thought made him smile.  The Galactics were pretty good, according to Sally, at keeping unwanted information off the datanet.  There was no dark web on Belos, no network of underground computers and datanodes that used encryption to hide its activities from watching wannabe fascists.  The Belosi had very limited access to the planetary datanet – if any – and no way to hide their activities from prying eyes.  They couldn’t download information on how to raise a rebellion and, if they tried, they’d simply get arrested.  But a paper book would be almost impossible to detect.  If the Solar Union printed a few million copies of a set of insurgent training manuals, they could spark riots and revolutions across the galaxy that could buy Earth time to build up her defences.

Don’t get ahead of yourself, he thought, wryly.  You have to complete your mission before you can go home.

He tensed as the rebels flowed past, the slaves following.  It was still hard to read any expressions on their faces, but they looked both shocked and excited.  Riley understood.  It wasn’t easy to muster the nerve to stand alone when the whole world seemed arrayed against you, or to push back at your master when he struck you.  He’d seen oppressed societies burst into orgies of looting, violence and murder when the oppressor was destroyed, years of resentment and hatred finally bursting into the light.  He didn’t envy the local masters.  They were about to reap what they’d sown.

“It is just a matter of time before they strike back,” Nine said.  A dull explosion echoed in the distance.  Riley turned, to see a plume of smoke rising into the air.  Someone had driven across another IED ... or something.  It didn’t really matter.  The point was to give the planetary defences a threat they couldn’t ignore.  “They’ll be on their way soon.”

“I know,” Riley said.  If the plan worked, the defenders would have too many problems to tackle.  They wouldn’t be able to prioritise.  “And if they come at us, we will slip back into the shadows and hide.”

His lips quirked.  He knew how intensely frustrating it could be to fight an insurgency.  The insurgents were strong where the governments were weak and vice versa, fading into the background rather than risking a stand-up fight against superior firepower.  Even the most ruthless counter-insurgents, the ones willing to remove or exterminate entire populations, found it hard to crush an insurgency.  It would take years, at best, to wipe them out ... and it was almost impossible, if one could not win hearts and minds.  His smile grew wider as they turned to follow the rebels, just as another explosion shook the ground.  The Tichck couldn’t lay waste to the entire region, not without wiping out the entire population.  And their slaveowners would object to slaughtering their property ...

Bastards, he thought.  He hated having to rely on his enemy’s bad nature, but ... there were times when it could be quite useful.  People – and the Galactics were no different – would generally do what was in their own best interest and to hell with everyone else.  The longer they keep the defenders from using extreme measures, the better.

“Move faster,” he said.  “I want to be in position for the big attack.”

Nine nodded.  “Got it.”
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“I ordered fifty livestock!”  The Master’s voice rose in fury.  “Where are they?”

Gahanna tried to keep her face under control as she carried the drinks tray into the Master’s office.  The Master – she didn’t know his name, she wasn’t worthy to know him as anything other than Master – was in a bad mood, which boded ill.  Gahanna was a house slave, not a field hand, but she was far from immune to her master’s temper.  She’d been whipped, more than once, because the master – or his wretched children – were having a bad day.  And she knew, all too well, that if she dared object – even slightly – she’d be in the fields herself within seconds.

She was lucky, compared to so many others, but she was still discontented.  She might be ignorant –she’d gone to some trouble to hide the fact she could read – yet she was far from stupid.  The Tichck insisted they were a superior race, that they were infinitely more capable than their servants and slaves, but she had seen enough to be sure they were no brighter than anyone else.  The Master was running his plantation at a loss – worse, he didn’t even seem to be aware of it – and his children were just ... ugh.  They were so convinced of their own superiority they didn’t even bother to keep a close eye on their servants.  And that made them vulnerable.

Her heart raced as she placed the tray in front of her master, who was still screaming into the terminal.  Something had clearly gone wrong ... she allowed herself a moment of pleasure at his obvious discomfort, even though she knew it might be taken out on her.  The whip was lying on his desk, easily within reach.  She dropped into the posture of respect and waited, keeping an eye on him without making it obvious, a trick she’d learnt years ago.  He was giving the person on the far side one hell of a tongue-lashing and yet, she knew him well enough to hear the desperation in his voice.  Perhaps he hadn’t been as unaware of the plantation’s problems as she’d thought.

“Get them out here as quickly as possible,” her master snarled, hitting the terminal hard enough to shake his desk.  “Now!”

Gahanna braced herself, wondering if he’d take his drink before doing anything else ... anything to her.  If he didn’t ... she raised her eyes, just slightly, as the master picked up the drink and poured it down his throat.  The intoxicant wouldn’t put him in a better mood under any circumstances, but this time ... the master glared at her, reached for his whip, made a gurgling noise and fell flat on his face.  Gahanna counted to ten, as slowly as she dared, then stood and checked his pulse.  It was gone.  The poison had taken effect so swiftly he hadn’t managed to call for help.

And by the time they realised I poisoned him it will be too late, she thought, as she hastily searched his desk.  She wasn’t supposed to be able to use a terminal, let alone access the plantation’s datanet, but the master had been careless and she’d noted his access codes.  She tapped in a string of commands she’d memorised, then headed for the door.  No one would come to check on him, not until they realised he hadn’t shown up for dinner.  His idiot children might not even realise the servants are gone.

Her blood ran cold, just for a second, as she made her way down to the exit and slipped out into the warm summer air.  She knew precisely what she could expect now if she were caught.  Rebellious slaves were broken on the wheel or ... she shook her head as she joined the exodus.  She’d been taken from her family, then separated from her partner, then forced to breed ... she didn’t care if she was executed, so long as her master and his family suffered.  And with their patriarch dead ...

They’ll fight over the inheritance until it is far too late, she thought.  She wasn’t supposed to know anything about her master’s family problems either, but it was astonishing what you could learn if your masters thought you were part of the furniture.  And there’ll be nothing left by the time the winner tries to claim the prize.

***
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Security Colonel Dusk-Ask cursed his superiors under his breath as more and more emergency messages flowed into the datanet.  The Board of Directors insisted the planet was peaceful, that the Belosi were pacified and reconciled to their roles as servants, slaves and livestock, but Planetary Security knew better.  There were rebels in the hills, hiding in places they couldn’t be rooted out in a hurry; there were rebels trying, desperately, to obtain weapons and equipment from offworld.  Security had intercepted enough messages to be sure the rebels were trying, but their superiors didn’t give a damn.  They were convinced the planet was safe and the rebels wouldn’t amount to much of anything, beyond a minor nuisance.  Dusk-Ask knew, looking at the reports, that his superiors were dead wrong.

The reports were confused – shootings, bombings, a handful of masters and supervisors dying under suspicious circumstances – but the overall picture was clear.  The rebels had somehow obtained weapons from offworld, weapons they’d used to start a minor uprising.  They had no conception of the kind of power Dusk-Ask and his superiors could bring to bear against them, if they became more than a small headache, but ... their patrons, whoever they were, wouldn’t care.  They wanted to cause trouble for the planetary government.  And they might well succeed.

His assistant stuck her head through the door.  “Sir,” she said, her tone urgent.  “We just got another report.  A plantation is under siege ...”

Dusk-Ask nodded as the alert flickered up in front of him.  There couldn’t be that many weapons in rebel hands.  No matter how many bribes were paid, getting them through customs and down to the surface would be incredibly chancy.  Dusk-Ask couldn’t imagine more than a few hundred modern weapons at most, enough to turn the rebels into a threat without giving them a chance to actually win.  There was no way they could.  If worse came to worst, the orbital defences would bombard the rebels from orbit.

“Dispatch reinforcements immediately,” he ordered.  “No, wait; order the assault squads to block the rebel line of retreat first, then round them up.  Tell the CO we need prisoners for interrogation.”

“Yes, sir,” his assistant said.

Dusk-Ask nodded, then grinded his teeth as she retreated.  Someone was going to get the blame for the whole affair, once the offworld weapons were confiscated and destroyed, and unless he moved quickly it was going to be him.  But the rebels had made a mistake.  A pitched battle could only work in his favour ...

If I wipe them out or take a prisoner who can tell me where they’re hiding, I can win, he told himself.  And if I get the credit for that ... who knows how far I can rise?
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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The Security HQ, Riley decided as darkness fell over the land, looked decidedly formidable.

He scowled as he assessed the defences.  The plantations had been easy targets.  Their fences were designed to keep the slaves inside, not slow down an assault force.  The Security HQ was a great deal tougher, with heavy walls – probably prefabricated – and fixed defences carefully positioned to cover all the approaches.  It wasn’t the biggest enemy base he’d ever seen, but it was certainly one of the most ominous.  The rebels had made it clear they knew nothing about the interior, beyond what they could see from outside.  No Belosi who went into the Security HQ was ever seen again.  It wasn’t clear if they were executed, or simply shipped to a labour camp at the poles, but it didn’t matter.  They didn’t know what might be waiting for them inside the fence.

That building looks like a barracks, he thought, as he peered towards the base.  That one is definitely a vehicle shed – they’d watched troop transports leaving, heading to relieve the plantation they’d attacked – and that one might be a prison ...

Sally crawled up to join him.  “The enemy transmissions have reached Point Fred,” she said, curtly.  “They’re well on their way.”

Riley nodded.  The plan was simple enough.  The rebels would attack a number of targets, laying siege to plantations and towns without pushing through the defences – such as they were – hard enough to win.  Any competent counter-insurgent commander would realise most of the attacks were nothing more than feints, but it was unlikely he’d be able to ignore them with so many Tichck lives at stake.  He’d send reinforcements to Target One, then to Target Two, then to Target Three ... by the time the main assault went in, if everything had gone according to plan, the Security HQ – the real target – would be effectively denuded of defences.  They could teleport more troops into the base if they wished – if he’d been in command, he’d be doing that right now – but heavy weapons and vehicles couldn’t be teleported.  They’d need shuttles to ship them to the battleground and organising that would take time, time they didn’t have ...

“Fire the flare,” he ordered.  “Open fire.”

Sally shot the flare into the air.  The shooting started a moment later, mortars hurling rounds into the Security HQ – targeted on the defences – while automatic weapons poured bullets into enemy positions.  The rebel accuracy was shitty, Riley noted dispassionately, but there were so many rounds heading into the combat zone that they were bound to hit something, even if it wasn’t the target.  They’d improve, if they were given time.  He smiled, grimly, as the enemy returned fire, plasma bolts briefly turning night into day as they scythed overhead and vanished into the distance, setting fire to the surrounding landscape.  They were formidable weapons, but they had their limits.  It was impossible to drop a plasma pulse into a rebel position, even if the gunner had a good idea where the position was.  They probably hadn’t trained to face projectile weapons.  Did they know they needed to look for the muzzle flashes ...

And the mortars are undercover anyway, Riley thought, as explosions shook the air.  A line of security troops, rushing to reinforce the defences, was hit by a mortar shell and blown into bloody chunks.  It would be a deadly mistake, if we were attacking a human base, but here ... it works.  They don’t have anything they can use as counterbattery fire.

“They’re bringing their skimmers online,” Sally said, sharply.  “I’m detecting emissions ...”

“Launch the blue flare,” Riley ordered.  They hadn’t been able to fabricate modern sensor warheads, but the improvised devices would hopefully be good enough.  “And hurry!”

“Aye, sir,” Sally said.

Riley gritted his teeth as enemy fire intensified.  None of them had realised just how brightly the enemy weapons would light up the darkness, to the point that the blue flare might be missed completely.  If it was ... he breathed a sigh of relief as the mortar rounds crashed down on top of the skimmers, killing their pilots and hopefully damaging them beyond repair.  More explosions shook the complex as, one by one, the enemy guns were silenced.  Flashes of white light lit up the sky as the plasma containment fields failed, bursts of superheated plasma incinerating the weapons crews before they could escape.  Riley would have felt sorry for the enemy – plasma burns were nothing to laugh at, even if they weren’t immediately fatal - if they hadn’t been fighting to keep an entire planet in bondage.  As it was ...

Hopefully, the energy surges will make it harder for them to bring in reinforcements, he thought.  The enemy’s deployed troops should have found themselves bogged down by now, but no battle plan ever survived contact with the enemy.  A skilled officer could have realised his base was under attack, extracted his men and headed back to join the counterattack, without Riley having the slightest idea as to what had gone wrong.  They dared not use any modern communications.  That would be just asking to be killed.  We have to move fast.

“Launch the pink flare,” he ordered.  “It’s time to charge.”

“Aye, sir.”

***
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“We’re being fired upon from all directions,” someone shouted.  “They’re coming over the fence!”

The ground heaved, violently.  Dusk-Ask cursed as the thunderous explosions – the sound blurring together into a single terrible roar – battered his ears, making it hard to think.  He’d been tricked.  He’d sent two-thirds of his deployable forces away, gambling everything he could save the plantations before it was too late; now, his base was under attack, his lines being hammered so savagely he knew it had to be the main attack.  He wasn’t sure quite how he was being attacked – the alien weapons were very strange; he didn’t think his men had silenced a single one – but it didn’t matter.  His skimmers were flaming wreckage, his defences were being smashed piece by piece and his remaining troops were taking heavy losses.  And there was no hope of immediate reinforcements ...

“Assault Group Three reports heavy resistance,” an operator shouted.  “Assault Group Four has gone silent!”

“Recall all forces,” Dusk-Ask snapped.  If he was lucky, very lucky, he could trap the enemy between two fires.  If he was really fortunate, he might even catch one of their offworld advisors.  He refused to believe that the Belosi could put together such an assault without assistance.  It was just impossible.  “And get more troops dropped from the high orbitals!”

He forced himself to think as the shooting – the alien weapons even sounded wrong – grew louder.  There was no way any of the other bases would dispatch reinforcements.  No one wanted to be the CO who’d sent half his troops away, only to discover his base was being attacked too.  The only place to draw troops was the high orbitals and there were never that many on standby, ready to be dropped.  There was so much energy in the air that teleporting simply wasn’t an option.  He had the nasty feeling his time was running out.

“They’re advancing through the outer defence line,” someone screamed.  The idiot was panicking.  “They’re coming ...”

“Order the troops to fall back to the inner command centre,” Dusk-Ask ordered, curtly.  The urge to give the panicking officer a slap was almost overwhelming.  If he hadn’t been distantly related to someone on the Board of Directors, Dusk-Ask would have.  “And get me a count of what vehicles we have remaining!”

It was hard to think clearly – his training exercises hadn’t prepared him for such a ruthless attack, with everything so jumbled he had only a very limited idea of what was happening outside his field of vision – but one thing stood out.  The base was going to fall.  The command centre was tough, but it hadn’t been designed to stand off a full-scale offensive by an assault force that knew what the hell it was doing.  There was no way the assault forces he’d sent out would return in time, even if the enemy didn’t try to slow them down.  They wouldn’t miss that trick.  Whoever was advising the Belosi, and providing them with weird alien weapons, was highly competent.  And that meant ...

He turned his gaze to the display.  He was supposed to have realtime awareness of everything happening along the defence line.  The system had broken down completely, and half the defence posts and sensor nodes had either been destroyed or overrun, but it was clear the main attack was coming from the north.  The enemy was pushing too hard against the lines now, trying to break into the base itself.  They’d succeed, too.  The defences were too weak and there were no reinforcements on the way.

“Sir,” a more composed aide said.  “We have seven transports remaining.”

Dusk-Ask silently bid his career goodbye.  “Get the command staff to fall back to the vehicle shed, then board the transports and head south,” he ordered.  “The troops are to hold the line as long as possible and then fall back and make their way independently to the nearest security base.”

“Aye, sir,” the aide said.

***
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Riley kept his head low as he led the way through the shattered defences and into the base itself.  There were only a handful of remaining defenders in the lines, all trying desperately – and futilely – to slow the attackers for a few more seconds.  The Belosi wiped them out – Riley saw one rebel put his gun to a defender’s head, switch the weapon to automatic and practically vaporise his target – and kept running, howling their hatred as they charged into the base.  A handful fell – it looked as if the enemy was trying to make a stand, shooting through murder holes – but the remainder kept going, firing antitank missiles into the murder holes.  Riley smirked as explosions shook the building.  The missiles weren’t powerful enough to crack the walls, but that wasn’t a weakness.  The blasts were directed along the inner corridors, wiping out any defences within range.  They might have been wiser to set up more automated defences, rather than makeshift firing ports ...

“Team One, with me,” he bellowed.  “Two and Three, mark your targets!”

Another explosion shook the ground as they charged into the command centre.  It felt oddly deserted.  Riley frowned, glancing from side to side.  The defenders might have ordered non-essential personnel to the bunkers – it was what he would have done, if there were any– but they’d still need to keep some people up top to coordinate the defence.  Or ... had they been broken completely?  He told himself not to count on it as he reached a locked door and used a HE charge to blow it down, the Belosi following him into the chamber.  It looked like the nerve centre of their operations, a nerve centre that had been abandoned so quickly a warm drink still sat on the table.  His lips quirked.  The enemy had clearly decided discretion was the better part of valour.

“Hack the computers,” he snapped, as he reorganised the team.  “Hurry!”

Sally got to work.  Riley detailed two Belosi to stay with her, then led the rest of the team to search the remainder of the complex.  It reminded him of the more notorious FOBs during the early years of the Iraq War, offering a strange combination of luxury and danger for senior officers and politicians while the junior officers and enlisted men strove to counter an insurgency fuelled, in part, by poor political decisions.  The bedrooms were larger than anything he’d had as an officer ...

Charles joined him as he returned to the command centre.  “Half the remaining bastards are fleeing south,” he snapped.  “We have movement from the north!”

“Get your teams out,” Riley ordered.  The only thing deterring the orbital defences from raining KEWs on the ruined base was the danger of hitting and killing their own people.  They’d start dropping projectiles the moment they realised their people were either already dead or outside the blast zone.  “Sally?”

“I’ve got what I can,” Sally said.  “They scrubbed much of the secure datacore.”

“Fuck.”  Riley hadn’t expected anything else – the protocol had been devised before the human race had mastered fire – but he’d hoped for more.  “Destroy the remaining nodes, then run.”

Sally nodded.  Riley watched her go, then directed his team towards the exits.  There was no point in staying any longer.  It was a shame they couldn’t take the nodes with them, but it was just too dangerous.  A single accidental transmission, even something as innocent as a datanet handshake, would bring hell itself down on them.  Leaving them intact wasn’t an option.  The Belosi couldn’t hack the nodes themselves. If the enemy recovered evidence the nodes had been hacked ...

The base was burning merrily as they made their way outside and back towards the gap in the defences.  A pair of vehicles were also on fire – they’d been caught, Riley guessed, as they tried to flee – but the remainder had made it out.  Riley silently congratulated the alien commander for knowing when to fold his hand and retreat, even though his superiors would likely blame him for the disaster.  His report would be all too revealing.  Riley had cautioned the rebels to make sure they collected all the fabricated weapons, but a report from a skilled observer would be enough to tell the enemy what they’d done.  And then?  Would they realise the fabbers had been stolen?  Or ... what?

Nine joined him.  “I’ve rigged the armoury, as planned,” he said.  His tone dripped contempt.  “They didn’t even issue half their weapons!”

“They didn’t think they’d be attacked,” Riley pointed out, dryly.  The enemy commander was definitely going to be in hot water.  If he’d fucked up so badly, he’d be lucky if he was merely dishonourably discharged.  He’d certainly never hold another command.  “Did you find anything we could steal?”

“Nothing safe,” Nine told him.  “They could track the weapons even if we didn’t fire them.”

Riley nodded.  “No matter,” he said.  He hadn’t expected anything different.  “We have enough to make their lives miserable.”

He took one last look around the ruined base, grimacing as he saw rebels moving from body to body to make sure they were dead.  He understood their anger – and it was vitally important no enemy soldier got a close look at the human advisors – but still ... it didn’t sit well.  Killing men in combat was one thing; killing helpless and wounded men who couldn’t defend themselves was quite another.  But there was nothing he could do.  The Belosi wouldn’t listen, even if he tried.

“There’s a lot of electromagnetic distortion in the air,” Sally said, as she joined them.  “But I think they’re coming.”

Riley nodded.  The enemy should have troops on the way shortly, if they weren’t already.  They’d been caught by surprise, with their pants around their ankles, but they’d recover.  Their command datanet hadn’t been taken down ... how could it?  Even if the HQ hadn’t sent an emergency alert, the moment the shooting had started, someone would have noticed ... he looked north, towards the fires burning through the jungle, and shuddered.  They’d have to be asleep at the switch to miss that.

Sally tensed.  “Incoming,” she said. “At least three shuttles.  Perhaps more.”

“Move,” Riley snapped.  He drew the red flare from his belt, pointed it skyward and pulled the cord.  The flare shot into the air and exploded.  The final set of mortars opened fire a moment later, hurling preset flares into the air and detonating high overhead.  Riley doubted the blasts would do more than annoy the shuttle pilots, if they did anything at all, but it would buy them a few more seconds.  “Get out of here!”

The assault team leaders blew their whistles, then ran for their lives.  Riley followed, leading his team into the burning jungle as the shuttles raced by overhead.  He had no idea what sort of sensors they carried, but they wouldn’t be enough to pick out human or alien life signs from their surroundings.  The shuttles opened fire, their weapons lashing the ground a long way from any known rebel force.  Perhaps they’d seen something move, or a straggling rebel had tried to shoot a shuttle down with an AK-47, the kind of shot that only worked in bad movies ... who knew?  A plasma blaster might have done real damage, but it would be easy to detect even before the trigger was pulled.  His lips curved in disgust.  It didn’t matter.  He had no doubt the pilot would claim he’d killed hundreds of rebels.  He’d seen that before too ...

The ground heaved.  A flash of white light lit up the sky for miles around, followed by a fireball that looked alarmingly like a mushroom cloud.  The explosion was so loud his implants flashed up safety messages, dampening the sound to save his ears.  It could be seen and heard for miles around.  He smiled, even though he knew the planetary government would strike back as soon as possible.  There was no way it could be hushed up, no way it could be kept from the slaves.  How many, he asked himself, would feel emboldened to turn on their masters now?

“That was their armoury,” Nine said, quietly.  He didn’t seem awed by the blast.  “The shuttles might have been taken out too.”

Riley nodded.  “A good night’s work,” he said.  It wasn’t over yet.  The rest of the attacks were still underway, if the rebels hadn’t won or simply retreated.  “But tomorrow is another day.”

“Yes,” Nine said.  “They won’t let this pass, you know?”

“Yeah,” Riley said.  There was no way to avoid it.  The best he could do was tell himself the Belosi knew the risks.  “I know.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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The scene below him was one of utter devastation.

Director Rulaveon stared at the hologram, feeling as if he’d been kicked in the groin.  He’d never taken the rebels seriously – no one had.  They skulked in land too worthless to be developed, unable to do more than irritate their lords and masters ... irritation so minor, by and large, that the planetary government rarely bothered to do anything about it.  There was no need.  The bandits couldn’t cause any real trouble and they even served a useful purpose, by skimming off plantation slaves rebellious enough to threaten their masters.  He’d known they were there, of course.  But the idea of them posing a threat was just absurd.

It was hard, very hard, to accept that the world had changed.  But it had.  The rebels had attacked nearly a hundred targets over two days, starting with a handful of vehicular ambushes and rising all the way to striking a security HQ ... the kind of target, his mind noted, that should have been invulnerable.  The rebels had no weapons, beyond sticks and stones.  They could no more knock over a security HQ than they should shoot down an orbiting starship.  But ... they’d done it.  They’d attacked the base, broken through the defences, killed dozens of troops and put the rest to flight, freed the prisoners and – to add insult to injury – blown up what remained of the base, catching the reinforcements in the blast.  The reports were vague about precise details – they still didn’t have an accurate count of how many were dead – but it didn’t matter.  They’d taken a major blow.

His terminal bleeped.  “Sir,” Security General Uri said.  “I have Security Colonel Dusk-Ask here.”

Rulaveon swallowed the urge to tell the general to take the colonel out and shoot him in the head.  Someone had to take the blame.  The Belos Board of Directors answered to the Consortium’s Board of Directors and when they found out ... he felt his heart beat painfully as it dawned on him there was going to be more than enough blame to go around.  His enemies would seize their chance to bring him down ...

“Bring him in,” he ordered.  “Now.”

He straightened in his chair as his two subordinates were shown into the office.  The colonel looked as shocked as Rulaveon himself, as if he hadn’t had a moment to sit down and process what had happened.  Uri looked a little more focused ... it probably hadn’t dawned on him, not yet, that he’d be swept up in the blame game too.  He was in charge of planetary security and the offworld weapons had to have been smuggled through the customs and security checks before they were transported to the planet itself.  Unless ... his mind raced, putting together possible scenarios.  Perhaps the weapons had been transported on a stealth shuttle that had made its way through the orbital defences and landed on the surface.  It wasn’t impossible.  If they really were being challenged by a first-rank race ...

The Vesparians have good reason to undermine us, he thought, coldly.  But would they risk doing so openly?

“Colonel,” he said.  It was normally pleasant to watch his subordinates bend themselves into the posture of respect, but right now ... there just wasn’t time.  “What happened?”

Dusk-Ask looked, just for a moment, as if he’d rather be somewhere – anywhere – else.  “The base was attacked and ...”

“I know that,” Rulaveon snarled.  He’d been woken from a sound sleep to hear the news.  By the time he’d reached the planetary defence command centre, it had all been over.  That wasn’t going to look good either.  He made a mental note to come up with an excuse that might – might – satisfy his superiors.  “Who attacked, and why?”

“The rebels,” Dusk-Ask said.  “They had alien weapons.”

“Alien weapons,” Rulaveon repeated.  “What – exactly – happened?”

The colonel drew himself up to his full height, a posture suggesting he knew he no longer had any hope of escaping with his career intact.  “The rebels have always been a minor nuisance,” he said.  “A handful of attacks, all pointless in the grand scheme of things.  We made sure to retaliate for everything they did, reminding the slaves that they are – and will always be – ours.  We taught the field workers not to even think about trying to lash out at us.  If they tried, unsuccessfully, the entire community would face punishment.”

Rulaveon nodded, impatiently.  There was little point in trying to isolate and punish individual Belosi.  There was no accurate count of how many slaves there were in the plantations, no individual records for any Belosi save for the few – the very few – who managed to win themselves a place in society.  It was quicker and more effective to punish entire communities, from field hands to worker gangs.  It gave the more rational workers an incentive to keep the rogues from doing anything stupid, anything that might ensure collective punishment.  And yet ...

“Carry on,” he ordered.

“The first reports were minor,” Dusk-Ask said.  “A slave transport tipping over.  A field convoy sending a distress call, then going off the air.  A plantation master dying ... apparently of poison.  A number of slaves escaping ...”

He paused.  “And then the reports got worse.  Plantations were actually under attack.  It was unbelievable!”

“I’m sure it was,” Rulaveon said, with heavy sarcasm.  It genuinely was.  The rebels might have been able to overrun isolated transports, or murder individual troopers, but attacking plantations ... it should have been impossible.  They didn’t have any weapons and without them, they’d just be slaughtered.  “What did you do?”

“I got confirmation, then dispatched troops to rescue the plantations,” Dusk-Ask said.  “They moved out, into the darkness.  And then the security base itself came under attack.”

There was a long pause.  “They had heavy weapons,” he added.  “They broke through the defences and came at the command post.  There was no time to recall the troops I’d sent out, most of whom were under attack themselves, so I ordered a retreat.  I ... it was incredibly difficult to get the remaining command staff out under fire.  We were lucky to save as much as we did.”

Rulaveon said nothing for a long cold moment.  Loyalty to one’s subordinates was not a quality praised amongst the Tichck.  One either climbed over one’s subordinates, trampling them into the ground as one climbed the ladder, or ran the risk of being trampled oneself.  He suspected, reading between the lines, that Dusk-Ask had made the decision to abandon his subordinates to save his own life, hardly an unreasonable decision – by their standards – but also one that might come back to haunt him.  And it would.  Rulaveon had ordered an information blackout, of course, but there was nothing he could do about the ships leaving the system.  The news would get out and then ...

“And then?”  Rulaveon met the colonel’s eyes, a silent challenge.  “What happened?”

“We called for reinforcements,” Dusk-Ask said.  “A shuttle landed to support us; others, armed to the teeth, went to liberate the base.  They were caught in an explosion and ... some were brought down.”

“The surviving pilots insist they killed hundreds of rebels,” Uri put in.  “Data analysis suggests they might be right.”

“Good,” Rulaveon said, coldly.  “Colonel, wait outside.  My servant will fetch you something to drink.  Go.”

Dusk-Ask hesitated, noticeably.  Rulaveon didn’t bother to hide his irritation.

“Yes?”

“Sir, you have a Belosi in your office,” he said.  “Can she be trusted?”

“She is only fit for taking care of my needs,” Rulaveon said, curtly.  He would have preferred a Tichck servant, but they were often untrustworthy.  “She has no contact with the outside world.  Go.”

Dusk-Ask bowed, then retreated.  

“There is something to add to the colonel's report,” Uri said, once the door was firmly closed.  “We scrambled an investigative team to the site, with orders to sift through the rubble for clues.  Someone is helping the rebels and we need to know who.  They found very little – the plasma explosion wiped out much of the base – but they did find a weapon.  It is crude and primitive, according to the experts, yet quite serviceable.  Also well – well – beyond anything the rebels could make for themselves.”

Rulaveon stared at his hands.  He was one of the few – the very few – people who had access to the records covering the planet’s incorporation.  The Belosi hadn’t had anything more dangerous than catapults, none of which had done any damage before they’d been ruthlessly destroyed, along with their crews.  They were just too primitive to pose a threat without outside help.  Their inferiority complex alone – they knew they were right at the bottom of the galactic hierarchy – would be difficult to overcome.  But if they had weapons ...

“Who made it?”

“Uncertain,” Uri said.  “The gun is a very basic design, adapted for their use.  There’s nothing that points to its maker ... and, given how simple the design is, there’s no reason someone else couldn’t duplicate it in hopes the original maker would get the blame.”

He paused.  “It could be Subdo.”

Rulaveon blinked.  “What?”

“They have been looking for ways to enhance their position on the galactic stage,” Uri said, calmly.  “They’d certainly be more aware of how primitive technology could be used by primitives.”

“Or ...”  Rulaveon stared at the terminal.  The Subdo certainly wanted to rise in the galaxy – it was the logical thing to want, unless you were so primitive you didn’t even realise there was a galaxy – but would they risk an open clash with a superior race?  The Tichck would have no difficulty teaching the Subdo a lesson, if they got uppity.  The Subdo would have to be insane to try, unless they were counting on their masters dismissing the prospect as insanity.  Or ... someone else was using them as agents.  “Are the Vesparians backing them?”

“Unknown,” Uri said.  “It might be a splinter group, or ...”

Rulaveon met his eyes.  “How many guns do they have?  How many did they get into rebel hands?”

“Unknown,” Uri repeated.

“Unknown?”

“Every day, hundreds of starships pass through the system,” Uri said.  “Some dock at the orbital towers, others land on the spaceports ... there are, literally, thousands of shuttles passing through, with millions of pallets making their way up and down the towers or simply moving from ship to ship.  We inspect as many as we can, of course, but there are still thousands that go uninspected.  It’s quite possible the weapons slipped through the customs and security checks, their path smoothed by a bribe or two, or they were flown to a spaceport on a corporate shuttle.  If that’s what happened, sir, there’s no way we’d know about it until far too late.”

Rulaveon grimaced.  The Board of Directors had gone to some trouble to turn Belos into a corporate paradise.  Low taxes, little regulation, a planetary government willing to look the other way if – when – a corporation bent the rules on what it could and couldn’t do on a planetary surface, a population composed of beings too ignorant to know their rights and a workforce too indebted to demand them ... it really was paradise, if one was on top of the heap.  But now ... any sort of security measures, such as inspecting starships and shuttles landing on the planet, would cause hundreds of problems.  If the corporations no longer felt safe, they’d pull out.  And that would be the end of his career.

He looked up.  “How many weapons did they slip through the security checks?”

“It’s difficult to say,” Uri said.  He couldn’t give any real answer and they both knew it.  “Not many, I am sure, and little ammunition.”

Rulaveon scowled.  “How can you be sure?”

“They won’t want the rebels getting too uppity, not if they intend to take the planet for themselves,” Uri said.  “They’d make sure not to give the rebels enough ammunition to continue the fight, once they take over.  They wouldn’t want the rebels shooting at them instead.  I suspect, sir, there were never that many weapons sent down to the surface.”

“Perhaps.”  Rulaveon wasn’t so sure.  “If they really are trying to take the planet ...”

His voice trailed off.  If someone wanted to take the planet without sparking a full-scale war, how would they go about it?  Arm the rebels, let them threaten the planet’s security - and the lives of every offworlder – and then step in when the planetary government was unable to handle the matter.  It might just work, if everything went according to plan.  The Vesparians – or whoever – would have an excuse to send a battle fleet to Belos and take control.  And if the plan didn’t work, they could simply back off and dare the Tichck to prove it.

He gritted his teeth.  He understood corporate warfare.  He understood how best to undermine his rivals or launch a hostile takeover of another corporation or corporate subdivision.  He knew how to manipulate his enemies into exposing their backs for the knife or pushing them into a position where they had to surrender and pledge themselves to him or face total defeat and disgrace.  But this was different.  His enemies were fighting on a level he’d never really studied, let alone played.  It could end very badly.

Cold logic told him to send for help.  But it would be the end of his career.

“We need to crack down on the rebels, fast,” he said.  “How many troops can you deploy into the rebellious zone?”

“Not enough,” Uri said.  “Most of our security troops have very light weapons.  They were trained for security policing, not outright war.  We can change that, of course, but it will take time, time we don’t have.  If only a small fraction of the slaves join the rebels ...”

Rulaveon stared at the display.  The Belosi had been kept deliberately ignorant.  The vast majority of them didn’t know anything about the world beyond their plantations, let alone the megacities, the orbital structures, the gravity points and the towering galactic civilisation that stretched across the stars.  Many believed, if they bothered to think about it, that the planet was flat.  Even the ones who knew better, the ones who lived in the megacities and had contact with other races, didn’t really comprehend the sheer power of their masters.  It had been policy – and he understood the reasoning behind it – but it had come back to bite them.  The rebels had no idea how much power was arrayed against them.  Their ignorance meant they thought they could win.

They don’t even realise we can bombard any camp we locate from orbit, he thought.  He dared not fire on a plantation – people would complain – but the rebel camps had to be quite some distance from anything important.  They’re too ignorant to understand how vulnerable they are.

“There is another option,” Uri said.  “Mercenaries.”

Rulaveon felt a flash of hope.  “How many can you hire?”

“Thousands, probably more,” Uri said.  “There’s always a few thousand passing through the system.  We can hire them, put them into the field, use them to soak up the rebel fire while we prepare our riposte.  We can even use them to locate rebel bases so they can be destroyed.”

“See to it,” Rulaveon said.  “I also want you to tighten up security.  I want every pallet going down the orbital towers to be inspected, before it is allowed to reach its final destination.  We can also surround the corporate estates, in the name of security, and inspect anything going in and out.  If we can cut the rebels off from their suppliers, they’ll wither and die.”

Uri sounded a note of caution.  “Sir, inspecting every pallet will take time,” he said.  “There will be complaints ...”

“And we’ll lose transhipment fees,” Rulaveon agreed.  The cost could be borne, in the short term, but if the policy didn’t bear fruit fast his superiors would be furious.  They might agree the gravity points couldn’t be moved, limiting the economic damage, yet ... any revenue downturn was bad news.  Belos was a net gain for the consortium.  If that changed ... he’d be in deep trouble.  “I see no choice.”

He met his subordinate’s eyes.  “Bring in the mercenaries,” he said.  “And do what you can to force the rebels to burn through their ammunition.”

“Yes, sir,” Uri said.  “I’ll see to it at once.”

He backed out of the office, the door closing behind him.  Rulaveon barely noticed.  First the attack on Fly-By-Night and now this, an obvious ploy to undermine the planet’s security and create an opening for someone to waltz in and take over.  Would it work?  He honestly didn’t know.  The Tokomak would have to give a ruling, with both sides insisting they owned the world ... it would be years, at best, before the matter was sorted out.  Not that it mattered to him, he thought coldly.  If everything collapsed so completely, his career would collapse with it.

His terminal bleeped.  The Board of Directors was finally ready to meet.  He cursed under his breath.  He had no illusions about what they’d been doing, in the last few hours.  They would have been laying the groundwork to ensure they remained blameless ... probably.  Or they might have been looking for ways to take advantage.  If they came up with a better idea for handling the crisis, one that made him look like an idiot ...

Don’t worry about it, he told himself, sardonically.  If there was one advantage to the whole affair, it was that he had enough leverage – finally - to convince the board to go along with him.  They had to work with him or risk getting a share of the blame, no matter what excuses they devised.  His lips quirked at the thought.  There’ll be more than enough blame to go around.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Just like old times, Riley thought.

He lay on his belly, carefully concealed within the undergrowth, and watched the enemy convoy as it came into view.  The Tichck and the Subdo troopers, at least at first, had demonstrated the situational awareness of a pack of militia wannabes, but he had to admit they’d learnt a few lessons over the last few weeks.  The insurgency was steadily growing in strength – there was no shortage of Belosi willing to put their lives at risk to hit back at their tormentors – and learning how to fight, yet their enemies were learning too.  It was a perverse form of evolution, he noted coldly.  The ones who survived were the ones who passed their lessons down to the next generation. 

We blew away countless idiots who sprayed and prayed the moment they saw us coming into view, he reminded himself.  He had little sympathy for the insurgents he’d killed – they had served a bad cause – but he knew, all too well, that the survivors had become considerably more dangerous.  Their successors gave us a very hard time indeed.

His eyes narrowed as the convoy rolled towards him.  The enemy had hammered armour plates over their vehicles, turning them into makeshift tanks, and spread out to keep from being caught in a single explosion.  It wasn’t a bad tactic, part of him noted thoughtfully.  The armour wasn’t that good, not by modern standards, but it would provide at least some protection against bullets and bazookas.  It wouldn’t stand up to a plasma cannon for a moment, yet the rebels had none.  The cynical part of his mind wondered if that was deliberate.  The Tichck might not want to give the Subdo weapons and protections that could be turned against them.

He glanced up, into the bright blue sky.  The faint haze – the pollution – shimmered overhead ... a grim reminder that, no matter what they did, the planet was doomed.  It wasn’t enough to keep orbiting eyes from watching the convoy either.  If he’d been in their shoes, he would have seriously consider using the convoy as bait.  They had to know it would draw fire.  The rebels were doing everything in their power to keep the government from running regular patrols through the countryside.  

And yet, it is hard to operate in the open, Riley thought.  If they drop a hammer on us ...

The thought mocked him as the convoy neared the IED he’d emplaced two hours ago.  It was well hidden, although he knew better than to assume it was impossible to spot.  The enemy had started using slaves to clear foliage back from the roads, making it harder to hide bombs without being noticed; he was surprised, if only mildly, that they hadn’t started using slaves to clear the minefields.  On Earth, soldiers had driven sheep across minefields to detonate the mines.  The principle was the same.  Given everything the Tichck had done to the Belosi, there was no reason they wouldn’t use them to detonate bombs.  It was hard to believe they had any moral objection.

His mind started a silent countdown as the convoy entered the blast zone.  The lead vehicle was within seconds of running over the pressure plate ... he gritted his teeth, bracing himself as the IED detonated, the blast wave tipping over a pair of vehicles and hurling a cloud of makeshift shrapnel into the rest.  He doubted the blast would be that effective, not against the armour, but it would give the enemy a nasty fright.  His lips twisted as the guards scrambled out of the overturned trucks, making a beeline for the vehicles that had remained standing.  They really had learnt something.  The first few times, they’ll milled around and given the rebels all the time they needed to gun them down.

Riley took aim, braced himself and pulled the trigger.  A guard – a Subdo – tumbled to the ground.  His comrades yanked up their weapons, instinctively looking for a plasma rifle, then hit the ground as Riley fired again and again.  It was growing harder to pick out targets – some of the bodies were dead, some were probably faking it – but it didn’t matter.  He was running out of time.  The intact vehicles were already swinging their weapons around to mow him down ...

He rolled backwards, into a ditch he’d found and deepened while waiting for the convoy to come into view.  A second later, bolts of superheated plasma crackled through the air above, setting fire to the foliage as they missed him completely.  Riley wondered, idly, if the enemy CO would order his men to give chase, right into the burning bushes, or simply pull back and abandon the scene.  How close were their reinforcements?  There was no way to be sure.  The enemy didn’t seem to have figured out – yet – that their transmissions could be detected, but passive sensors weren’t always reliable.  There could be an entire army bearing down on him, or – more likely – a fleet of shuttles.  He crawled further into the foliage as the shooting died away, to be replaced by alien shouting.  It sounded as if the CO was ordering his men to force their way into the burning foliage.

Oh, you poor bastards, Riley thought.  There was no waiting ambush, no concealed IED ready to explode in someone’s face, but the fire would be bad enough.  What did you do to have such a man as your CO?

He put the thought out of his head as he crawled onwards, implants blinking up alerts as high-energy pulses flickered through the air.  Teleports.  Someone was teleporting in more troops.  He made a mental note to put together a makeshift teleport denial field when they had a chance – enemy transmissions had made it clear they thought the Belosi had offworld advisors, so a denial field was within the realm of possibility – and trigger it, the next time they tried to teleport troops into the field.  Enemy morale would collapse if they thought – rightly or wrongly – that their atoms would be taken apart and wind up scattered over the world, not put back together again.  The Galactics didn’t fear the teleporter – even though there were quite a few humans who regarded it as a de facto murder weapon – but they’d change their minds if they thought it would kill them.  Riley had no idea how disciplined they were, yet ... he found it hard to believe they wouldn’t mutiny.  Going into danger was one thing; going to certain death was quite another.

The shouting died behind him.  Riley was almost disappointed.  The enemy sweep wouldn’t catch him – or anyone – but it would waste their time, hurt their morale, and make them disinclined to do it again.  The next time, maybe he’d set up an IED or something else equally nasty, just to keep them guessing.  The rebels were doing their level best to make entire sections no-go areas, isolating entire plantations and prepping them for attack.  It was odd that the enemy hadn’t tried to evacuate them, but ... he suspected it was a matter of pride as much as anything else.  They dared not admit their society was under threat.

He stood and kept walking, making his way back to the hidden camp.  Gunfire echoed in the distance, a brief sound that came and went so quickly he had no time to figure out what was going on.  A planned ambush, a target of opportunity, a collision ... who knew?  They’d handled out so many weapons, and taught so many lessons, that the war was spreading well beyond their ability to control it.  He just hoped the insurgency convinced the Tichck to take the Belosi seriously.  

The camp itself was so artfully concealed he suspected he would have missed it if he hadn’t known it was there.  He nodded to the guard, who waved him into the concealed hut.  A pair of birds – close enough to the birds he knew to be weirdly disconcerting – sat on a perch, waiting for their master.  The Belosi had mastered the art of raising and training carrier birds – animals that looked like crosses between pigeons and parrots – and using them to pass messages to one another.  Their codes were simple, but that was their strength.  They also knew better than to trust them completely.  The codes were based on Galactic One.

But their enemies never seem to have realised the birds could be used to carry messages, he thought.  The creatures were as common as pigeons or seagulls back home.  The enemy could shoot thousands out of the skies – apparently, there were hunting preserves where wealthy Tichck did just that – but there’d always be thousands more.  They’re a neat way to carry messages from place to place under the radar.

The Belosi troop leader nodded to him.  “Success?”

“Yes,” Riley assured him.  “I took out two vehicles and shot at least nine troopers.”

The leader nodded, then started to write a message.  Riley couldn’t help thinking, not for the first time, that Galactic One looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs.  There were people back home who through the similarities were clear proof of early contact, perhaps alien colonists advising ancient humans how to build the pyramids, but the two languages were very different.  No expert in the field would assume they were the same, just because they looked a little alike.  His lips twitched in droll amusement.  Why was it, he asked himself, that some people wanted to believe aliens had helped the human race?

And everything we learnt since First Contact told us that the best we can expect from the Galactics is indifference, he thought.  Why would they bother to teach us how to build anything?

“You’re expected back home,” the leader said.  “Do you need an escort?”

Riley shook his head.  The Belosi were strong – they spent their lives working in the plantation fields or trying to eke a living from the mountains – but they were no match for an enhanced human.  He could make it back quicker without an escort.  His lips twitched as the leader turned away, silently dismissing him.  He had a private suspicion the rebels didn’t entirely trust their new allies, and who could blame them?  They knew nothing of the real mission, but they knew enough about offworlders to fear they’d be abandoned when they’d outlived their usefulness.

And we might have to leave them to their fate even if it’s the last thing we want to do, he reflected, as he started to jog.  They weren’t in Iraq or Afghanistan or somewhere else they could aid their allies if they had the political will.  The Solar Union could no more liberate Belos than it could invade Tokomak Prime itself.  The planet’s orbital defences were enough, on their own, to stand off the entire Solar Navy.  There’s nothing we can do to save the planet.

He shivered, despite the heat, as he heard another explosion.  The war was still going on ...

But who knew how it would end?
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“I need to get closer,” Sally said, as she opened her passive receptors as far as they would go.  “There just isn’t enough bandwidth out here for a covert insertion into their network.”

Nine shook his head.  “We can’t get any closer,” he said, flatly.  “They’ll spot and kill us.”

Sally scowled, although she knew he was right.  The first Security HQ they’d knocked over had been an easy target, not least because the defenders hadn’t realised the balance of power had shifted enough to make an attack plausible.  The second HQ, miles closer to the megacity, was a far tougher target.  She could sense, more than hear, scout drones humming through the air, signals flickering from drone to drone as they watched for potential intruders; she knew, behind them, troops and guns waited to engage any threats before they could get close enough to be dangerous.  A low rumble split the air as an antigravity transport made its way towards the base, dropping to the road to pass through the checkpoint rather than land within the base itself.  The enemy hadn’t been that concerned about security a few weeks ago.  Now, from what she’d heard, they’d shot a pair of aircars out of the sky for entering a secure zone without clearance.

And they probably have all sorts of other surprises lined up and waiting for us, she thought, coldly.  The base is so heavily defended they think no one would dare attack it.

She studied the live feed from her implant receptors.  The base was glowing with signal traffic, all heavily encrypted.  She thought she could crack the encryption, given time, but she suspected she didn’t have it.  The enemy was shipping more and more troops into the base and planning ... what?  She didn’t know, but could guess.  The longer the enemy waited before they tried to secure the rebellious zone, the harder it would be to keep the rebellion from spreading.  It might already be too late.

“We need to move,” Nine said.  He sounded oddly edgy.  “I can feel their patrols on the way.”

Sally nodded curtly, then turned and followed him as they made their way deeper into the undergrowth.  The enemy had cleared vast tracts of land around the base, ensuring no one could get any closer without being detected and fired upon.  There were no lawyers inside the wire, telling the gunners they couldn’t shoot without orders in triplicate.  A small raiding party had tried to get to the wire, a few days ago, only to be shot down without warning or mercy.  She scowled as her implants noted more and more sensor platforms.  If she hadn’t been so heavily enhanced, she might have triggered the sensors by passing too close to the line.  

But we can use it against them, she thought.  Their sensors are so advanced they can be spoofed easily, with the right insights ...

She tensed as she saw a convoy driving down the road, armed guards ostentatiously visible in the lead and flank vehicles.  The others were open-topped trucks, the kind of vehicle she might have seen back home, crammed with Belosi.  Their hands were tied behind their backs; she suspected, from their way they stood, that their legs were shackled too.  The wind shifted, a stench wafting through the air and across her nostrils.  She didn’t know who the prisoners were – rebels, rebel sympathisers, plantation workers guilty of not lowering their eyes quickly enough – but it didn’t matter.  They were going into the base and, if what they’d been told was true, they’d never be seen again.  She wanted to free them, but she knew there was nothing she could do.  There were just too many guards.

Where the enemy is weak, we strike, she thought, as they turned and made their way back to the rebel camp.  It was common sense, if one was the weaker side.  A direct confrontation would end badly.  Where the enemy is strong, we avoid.

“They didn’t look like rebels,” Nine said, once they were well away from the Security HQ.  He spoke as if he were discussing the weather, not prisoners who were almost certain to be shipped to a hard labour camp or simply executed.  “I suspect they were scooped up at random.”

Sally grimaced.  In the military, and parts of the corporate world, it was often difficult to measure success.  Too many of her old superiors had fallen back on old standbys – the number of insurgents killed, the number of widgets shifted, the number of meetings held – to the point it was almost impossible to get anything done.  She wondered, idly, just how many new products had been killed, before they’d even gotten onto the drawing board, simply because the managers had forced the designers to waste their time attending worthless meetings.  Riley had certainly bitched enough about superiors who’d complained when few insurgents had been killed, either too inexperienced or incompetent to realise a lack of insurgent activity wasn’t actually a bad thing.  It was galling to think the enemy were rounding up prisoners at random and executing them – after an interrogation that was probably rigged – even though she knew it would be helpful.  There was no way any of the plantation workers could sit on their hands and do nothing if they were likely to be killed anyway.

“I guess so,” she said.  The rebels had an impressive network of cut-outs and camps that had little direct contact with each other.  If one was discovered, the others would remain untouched.  At worst, the exposed camps would have time to break up and hide before the hammer came down.  “If they did catch a real rebel, they’re not going to get anywhere in a hurry.”

Her heart sank.  It was almost certain the enemy had recovered a handful of fabricated weapons.  Sure, there’d been no reports of weapons being lost, but that was meaningless.  Quite a few attacks had failed so completely there’d been no survivors ... if the enemy hadn’t swept the battlefield for clues, afterwards, she’d eat her hat.  If they’d found weapons ... she sighed, inwardly.  She’d done all she could to obscure the original design, and hint to any inspector the guns had been put together by a first-rank race, but she knew how easily something could go wrong.  If they’d been found out, their homeworld would pay the price.

“We need to take that base out,” Nine said.  A distant explosion underlined his words.  She saw a pair of shuttles flash overhead, racing towards the smoke.  They were already too late.  “As long as they have a secure base of operations, we will never be able to relax.”

“Yeah,” Sally agreed.  She split her attention between the walk and assessing the limited – very limited – data she’d been able to recover.  Most of it was almost certainly useless.  The remainder ... it was impossible to be sure.  “But we need a plan first.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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The war, Dusk-Ask thought grimly, will go on for a very long time.

He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t been dishonourably discharged and sent into exile.  The Board of Directors had howled for a scapegoat, as had the planet’s upper crust.  He was too low-ranking to serve in the role, at least for long, but throwing him to the wolves – and into permanent exile – would have bought his superiors some time to arrange matters to ensure the real blame fell on their rivals, rather than anyone who actually deserved it.  It would have been tricky to put the blame where it belonged under any circumstances, but ... in hindsight, the groundwork had been laid decades ago.  There was no way the original directors could be held to account.  They were either dead or so highly placed that any attempt to penalise them would be suicide.

The thought mocked him as he studied the live display.  The security situation was deteriorating rapidly.  The Vesparians - Dusk-Ask wasn’t convinced it was the Vesparians, but there was no point in arguing with his superiors – had clearly spent years laying the groundwork for the insurgency.  They’d done more than just slip guns and bombs to the rebels.  They’d made sure the rebels knew how to use them – and, worse, collect supplies from the surrounding farms and plantations to make bombs, poison gas and a whole host of other surprises.  Hundreds of plantations were in ruins; hundreds more were clearly teetering, the field workers only kept in check by armed guards and close supervision; the roads, once so safe a lone man could walk from one megacity to another without being harmed, were now so dangerous the only way to guarantee safe passage was to travel in a heavily armed convoy.  They hadn’t lost control of the air – the Vesparians, thankfully, hadn’t given the Belosi HVMs or other modern antiaircraft weapons – but they just didn’t have enough gunships and shuttles to cover everywhere.  It was bad enough they’d lost a dozen craft to a suicide bombing two weeks ago.  Dusk-Ask had taken pleasure in having the CO of that particular airbase reassigned to patrol duties.  It was less than he deserved - Dusk-Ask had wanted to have the CO shot at dawn – but would keep him out of trouble.  And if an insurgent shot him ...

No loss, he thought, coldly.  None at all.

His mood darkened as another set of messages popped up in his display.  Some of his subordinates had survived close encounters with the rebels and learnt, the hard way, that they had to be taken seriously.  The others ... ugh.  Four weeks of brutal warfare, sniping and bombing and brief savage moments of naked violence, and they still hadn’t adapted to the new world order.  They weren’t complaining about the shortage of heavy weapons, or protective armour, or gunships, but Dusk-Ask’s order to remove all Belosi from the security bases and march them to labour camps.  The idiots were whining and moaning at having to send their servants away, arguing loudly that their retainers had been with them for years and were completely trustworthy ... and, of course, didn’t have the mental capacity to even think of rebellion.  The rebels were only rebellious, they argued, because the Vesparians had made them discontented.  Everything would go back to normal once the outsiders were exposed and kicked offworld.  Dusk-Ask stamped his foot in frustration.  He would have liked to believe the idiots were right, but ... he knew better.  The Belosi might be primitive.  They weren’t stupid.  And having a single one, no matter how trustworthy, in a security base was asking for trouble.

He banished the messages with a wave of his hand.  His superiors could handle the issue.  He’d made his feelings on the matter clear and if – when – the retainers turned into a major security threat he could prove he’d argued against it.  Until then ... he looked up at the map, gritting his teeth as another alert flashed up.  A shooting ... seemingly a target of opportunity, but who knew?  The enemy were growing bolder ...

And getting closer to our walls, he thought, grimly.  The giant base was a prime target.  The rebels had to take it out, if they wanted to set the entire planet ablaze.  His troops had intercepted messengers making their way from plantation to plantation, whispering words of rebellion and revenge, and he dreaded to think how many they might have missed.  All the Belosi looked pretty much identical, to his eyes.  It was difficult to tell which ones might be new – and dangerous.  They’re coming here.

His lips quirked.  The enemy pattern was slowly taking shape.  They were mounting small attacks on his convoys, and on isolated plantations and guardposts, to force him to deploy more and more of his troops away from the line.  It was slow and steady, but ... it was right in front of him.  The tactic had worked before, why not use it again?  Lure his men away, then overwhelm the base.  And if it worked ...

We have a surprise or two lying in wait for them, he thought.  Pretending he’d fallen for the enemy tactic was a gamble, but he didn’t want them to fall back and come up with something more effective.  His superiors wanted – needed – a quick and decisive victory.  Let us see what happens when they finally attack.
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“The first assault force is in place,” Nine reported, as the sun dipped below the distant horizon.  “The decoy units are ready to go on the offensive at your command.”

“You mean, shortly after I give the command,” Riley said.  They hadn’t been able to set up a radio network of their own, let alone something a little more advanced.  The Galactics might scorn the idea of radio – their communications systems were much more capable – but they’d have no trouble picking up a radio signal and dropping a KEW on the transmitter.  “Are the runners in place?”

Nine didn’t seem troubled by his tone.  “Yes, sir,” he said, simply.  “They’re ready to go.”

Riley nodded, thoughtfully.  It hadn’t been easy to convince the Belosi to stick with the plan.  They wanted freedom and bloody revenge on their tormentors and, now they had weapons, had no real inclination to wait any longer.  Riley didn’t blame them in the slightest – and their random attacks were impossible to predict, let alone counter before the shooting started – but it was a bloody nuisance.  The more they wasted their firepower on minor targets, the more time the enemy had to come up with effective tactics of their own.  Riley had no idea what the Tichck would do, but he doubted it would be anything good.  They didn’t appear to have even considered granting the former slaves any rights in exchange for an end to the violence.

Not that they’d honour any agreement they made, he reflected.  History was very clear.  No authoritarian state could be relied upon to keep its word, the moment the agreement – whatever it happened to be – proved inconvenient.  They think the Belosi are suited to be nothing more than slaves.

He sighed, inwardly, as he peered towards the distant alien base.  It was easily the size of a small town, big enough to house troops, aircraft and everything else the enemy needed to mount an effective counterinsurgency campaign.  They were lucky, he supposed, that the Tichck hadn’t realised they’d need to fight one, let alone laid in the stockpiles they needed to defend themselves and then take the offensive.  That would change, if it wasn’t changing already.  The planet was heavily industrialised.  There were enough orbiting industrial nodes to outfit a dozen armies ...

And whoever is in command over there has learnt some of the right lessons, he reflected, curtly.  The undergrowth had been cleared and guns emplaced to cover all the possible angles of approach, ensuring the rebels couldn’t get close without being spotted.  There were hundreds of sensors and drones surrounding the wire too, but the enemy CO wasn’t relying on them.  His men were patrolling constantly – moving around at random intervals – and Riley was sure there was a QRF on standby within the wire.  Did we have a go at him earlier or something?

He looked at Nine.  “Tell the runners to go,” he ordered.  “We’ll attack in thirty minutes.”

The cyborg nodded, then left.  Riley turned his attention back to the base.  It was going to be a tough target, even if the first stage went off without a hitch.  They had no clear insight into enemy thinking, but whoever was in command was no slouch.  If he realised he was being set up for the kill ...

He grimaced.  They’d set fire to a chunk of the planet, but it was a planet.  Planets were big.  The insurgency hadn’t spread that far across the alien countryside, let alone reached into the cities.  If he was any judge, the Tichck might be hoping they could contain the chaos before it started alarming their investors and convincing them it might be time to pull out.  Riley grimaced, again.  It would be the height of irony if Fly-By-Night lived up to its name and abandoned Belos, taking the GalCores with them.  Riley’s superiors would not be pleased.  The mission would have failed and they might never get a second chance.  It might be the end of everything.

Nine returned.  “They’re on their way,” he said.  “We’re committed.”

Riley shrugged as he saw a flash of light in the distance, followed rapidly by a rumbling explosion.  They’d been committed from the moment they’d made contact with the rebels and offered to trade advice for support.  There was no way they could abandon them now, not without abandoning the mission.  They might be able to sneak back into the city and buy passage offworld, but ... he shook his head.  He’d never given up in his life and he wasn’t about to start now.

“Yep,” he said, finally.  “Sally gets the first shot.  Then us.”
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I’m a modern high-tech girl, Sally thought, with a flicker of amusement.  She knew people who thought the world had been a simpler place in the 1800s and wanted to go back there, but ... they were idiots.  Life had been nasty, brutish and short, even for the richest and most powerful men of the era; modern technology might have its downsides, and even she would concede as much, but it could be used to make a better world.  Doing this ...

She shook her head as she studied the alien contraptions.  She couldn’t help thinking they looked like windmills.  They were so mind-bogglingly simple that she conceded, without rancour, that she would never have thought of them.  It would have been easy to come up with a powered device, but that might have gotten them killed.  The clockwork devices in front of her, put together by alien carpenters, were almost completely undetectable.  She snorted, inwardly, as she felt the wind change.  The Tichck hadn’t thought the carpenters could produce anything dangerous.  They were about to discover they were wrong.

“Do it,” she ordered, quietly.

The devices started to move, the clockwork mechanism unspooling rapidly and making the vapour dispensers spin.  She felt her skin itch as the wind picked up speed, even though she was standing on the wrong side of the windmills.  The mist flowing towards the security base contained a high percentage of concentrated alien urine, enough to set off the sensors the aliens had positioned outside their fence.  The sensors would start screaming soon enough, insisting millions upon millions of rebels were charging the fence ... they’d know they were being fucked with, if only because there weren’t millions in the region, but they could hardly ignore the threat ...

Her implants bleeped an alert.  A signal ...?

Alarm shot through her.  The signal had been brief, very brief, but ... it had come from the other side of the base.  And that meant ...?

Shit, she thought.  They’d feared it was just a matter of time until the enemy managed to get a spy into the insurgency.  There was always someone willing to sell out his peers, for money or power or rank ... she scowled.  The enemy had no shortage of potential hostages.  They could snatch up a rebel’s family and threaten to murder them – or worse – if the rebel refused to spy for them.  If someone has a transmitter ...

She cursed out loud as her implants picked up the first alarms.  The enemy hadn’t had that much warning, but ... was it enough?  She knew the attack had to succeed and yet ... if the enemy was ready for them, the rebels might be defeated so badly they couldn’t resume the offensive.  Or ... they might get a good look at the outsiders.  Humanoid life forms were hardly unknown – there were only a dozen or so intelligent races that weren’t humanoid – but if they saw the team’s faces ... they might draw the right conclusion.  And who knew what would happen then?

Sally grabbed for the flare but knew – even as she launched it into the air – that it might already be too late.
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“Report,” Dusk-Ask said.  The command staff looked as if they were panicking.  He’d done what he could to prepare them for the moment when they came under attack, but clearly he hadn’t done enough.  He kept his voice under control, doing his best to project an air of composure.  “Calmly, if possible.”

“We picked up a low-power alert from the north,” the operator reported.  “Two minutes later, we detected hundreds of thousands of rebels in the south.”

Dusk-Ask looked at the display and shook his head.  The screen was practically bathed in red light.  There were so many aliens charging towards him that ... it couldn’t possibly be real.  There weren’t that many Belosi in the district and, even if they were, it beggared belief they’d been assembled so close to the base without being detected.  The rebels were good at hiding, but they weren’t that good.  

No, it was a trick of some kind.  It had to be.

The alert came from the north, he thought.  It made little sense.  Intelligence hadn’t bothered to plant agents in the rebel ranks, insisting the rebels couldn’t possibly pose any sort of threat to the planet’s masters.  They’d concentrated on monitoring the other Galactics ... in hindsight, another mistake.  Does that mean the assault is coming from there ...?

The ground heaved.  Alerts howled.  “Report!”

“Explosion at the northern gates,” an operator snapped.  The ground shook, again.  “We’ve lost contact with the gatehouse!”

The gatehouse is gone, Dusk-Ask thought.  The explosion had been big enough to shake the entire base.  He had no idea how the enemy had managed to get a bomb so close to the defences, but he’d figure it out later.  We have to seal the hole before it is too late.

“Dispatch Force One to seal the gap,” he ordered.  The enemy had torn a gaping hole in his defences.  He had to close it before the enemy managed to thrust right into the base and tore it to pieces.  “And signal Base Two.  Deploy.”

“Aye, sir.”
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Riley found himself, as the truck exploded with enough force to damage the gatehouse and kill the guards, unsure if he should proceed or signal the retreat.  Sally’s flare told him to retreat, to abandon the attack and fall back into the shadows, but the rebels were already surging forward.  Their mortars were hurling shells into the base itself, while the lead assault force was charging towards the gap in the defences and trying to seize the gatehouse.  They had to move fast.  The damage looked immense, and the gatehouse would probably need to be torn down and replaced from scratch, but it was a tiny fraction of the entire base.  They had to overrun the remainder and pull out before enemy reinforcements arrived.

She told us to leave now, he thought, his mind racing.  Indecision wasn’t normally a problem.  If it had just been the team, he would have signalled the retreat at once and fallen back with nary a qualm.  He hated losing even at something as minor as a hand of cards but knowing when it was time to fold them – and pull back in good order – was an important skill.  His team would follow orders, but the rebels ... he scowled as the next assault force rushed into the gap.  If I order them to fall back, they won’t.

He cursed under his breath as the shooting grew louder, automatic weapons clashing oddly with plasma blasters.  The enemy were counterattacking with respectable speed – it didn’t look as if they’d been fooled by the urine trick – only to run right into alien rebels who didn’t give a damn if they lived or died, as long as they took one of their oppressors with them.  He snapped off a shot himself at an alien taking up a firing position, then noted two more falling to long-range sniper fire.  Terry was doing his job.  Riley just wished they were free to use better weapons.

An alert flashed up in front of him.  The alien teleport denial field was shifting ...

The skies lit up.  Riley blinked in surprise.  Starshells?  He’d cautioned the Belosi not to use them if possible, although ... horror washed through him as he realised what was happening.  The aliens were shooting the incoming mortar rounds out of the air, clearing themselves room to deploy ... he swore out loud as more and more alerts flickered through his implants.  The enemy were teleporting reinforcements into the base.  The enemy CO was gutsy as hell, Riley conceded ruefully, but his gamble had paid off.  The rebels had walked right into a trap.

“Sound the retreat,” he snapped.  “Now!”

But he knew, even as he spoke, that it was already too late.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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“Sir, the mercenaries are teleporting in now.”

“Good.”  Dusk-Ask studied the display.  Reports were still confused – he told himself he’d be holding more drills, after the rebel assault was beaten off – but the overall picture was starting to take shape.  The attack from the south was nothing more than an illusion; the attack from the north was all too real.  “Order our troops to hold the line; deploy the mercenaries to drive the rebels back into the countryside and pin them down.”

“Aye, sir.”

Dusk-Ask allowed himself a wintry smile.  The plan had worked as well as he’d dared hope.  The rebels had been lured into a trap, then caught and pinned down ... the mercenaries would take heavy losses, he suspected, but they were pretty much expendable.  The planet could afford to hire hundreds of thousands, if not millions, and throw them at the rebels, soaking up the losses in a bid to destroy the enemy once and for all.  And once the rebels were broken ...

“Bring in the air force,” he added, calmly.  “I don’t want a single rebel to leave the killzone alive.”

He directed his attention back to the display as his staff scrambled to do his bidding.  The air force wouldn’t just pound the rebels from high overhead, although that alone would give the bastards more than they could handle.  They’d drop troops – mercenaries – in the rear, cutting off the rebel line of retreat.  An expensive operation, to be sure, but if it convinced the Belosi not to raise a hand to their masters again it would be worth every credit.  He had orders to take prisoners, if possible, yet ... he doubted any of the rebels would surrender.  They knew all too well that surrender meant nothing except death by slow torture.  They’d be hung, drawn, and quartered, their executions serving as a warning to every other slave that revolution meant nothing but agonising defeat and death.

“And bombard the undergrowth,” he added, coolly.  “Cut all their lines of retreat.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Sally cursed under her breath as her implants detected the incoming aircraft.  They were coming from the south, probably either dropping from orbit or flying from one of the more distant bases that hadn’t seen much – if any – rebel activity.  She had to admit the enemy had planned their ambush very, very well.  The traitor had done a good job ... she put the thought aside, forcing herself to think.  Did she dare risk activating the sensor decoys she’d fabricated, devices she knew better than to use if there was any other choice?  They were primitive, by Galactic standards, but they were still an order of magnitude more advanced than anything else they’d given the Belosi.  The aliens would suspect something ... she shook her head.  Right now, it didn’t matter.  The team – and the rebels – were about to be caught like rats in a trap.

She glanced at the young alien beside her.  He hadn’t realised what was happening.  She couldn’t help feeling a pang of guilt.  The alien and his team hadn’t been pleased when they’d been assigned to the diversionary operation, not when they could have joined the main attack instead.  Would they be relieved they hadn’t been pinned down, she asked herself, or would they feel guilty they hadn’t died with the rest?  Or ... she wondered, grimly, if they’d listen when she told them to run?  They wanted to hurt their tormentors so badly they didn’t care if they got killed, as long as they went out with their hands wrapped around an alien throat.  

“Leave the windmills,” she ordered.  There was nothing particularly special about them.  The  security forces would have no trouble working out what they’d been designed to do ... her lips quirked in grim amusement.  The Belosi carpenters weren’t allowed to use anything more advanced than hand-powered tools, but that didn’t keep them from being dangerous.  They were already churning out bows and arrows that were primitive, yet completely undetectable.  “Head back to Point Omega and don’t look back.”

The alien stared at her.  “But ...”

“Go,” Sally ordered, flatly.  She triggered the decoys one by one, trying not to cringe inwardly.  There was a very real chance that activating the decoys would bring a KEW down on her head.  “We need to move!”

She turned and led the way into the darkness, gritting her teeth as the alien aircraft roared overhead.  Their guns started zipping a moment later, hurling plasma bolts towards the decoys ... their shooting wasn’t accurate, part of her mind noted, but they were spitting so much fire it probably didn’t matter.  Alerts flashed up in front of her eyes, teleport signatures so powerful she had no trouble detecting them from quite some distance.  The enemy was taking one hell of a risk – she suspected they’d set up signal boosters ahead of time, just to make sure the teleporting troops arrived in one piece – but it had paid off for them.  She wished she’d had time to set up a denial field of her own.  It would be hard to make it look accidental, rather than something put together by an engineer who knew what she was doing, but she could do it.  Given time ...

The ground heaved.  The sky seemed to lighten ... she glanced back and saw flames rising into the air.  The enemy aircraft had set the undergrowth on fire ... again.  She allowed herself a flicker of relief as the decoy signals started to vanish, one by one, the flames ensuring the enemy would never be able to tell they’d destroyed decoys rather than living rebels.  She suspected they wouldn’t look too closely.  If she’d taken the risks the enemy had, she’d do everything within her power to convince her superiors it had been worthwhile too.  

Another flight of aircraft flashed overhead.  Sally braced herself, but nothing happened.  The aircraft flew onwards, heading to the base.  Sally motioned for the rebels to keep moving, heading deeper and deeper into the undergrowth.  There was no way to know what was happening to the rest of the team, not now.  She had her orders.  If the shit hit the fan, she was to break contact and retreat, hoping to hell the others joined her at Point Omega.  If they didn’t ...

I may have to get back home on my own, she thought.  She was the best suited to sneaking back to the megacity and finding passage back to Earth, but ... she didn’t want to abandon her friends.  And if I’m left alone, the mission is fucked.
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“Get them back,” Riley snapped.  The third and fourth assault groups were pushing into the enemy base, but he could see the enemy lines tightening in preparation for a counterattack.  His implants weren’t as sensitive as Sally’s – he hoped she’d done the smart thing and bailed the moment things went to hell – yet he had no trouble picking up the teleports.  He’d ordered the mortar crews to hit the enemy plasma cannons, in hopes of triggering an explosion that would cripple the enemy teleporters, but the shelling had been ineffective.  “Get them back ...”

The line seemed to explode.  Humanoid figures shot out of the darkness, shooting as they came.  They moved with such speed and power he knew they were boosted ... cyborgs like Nine, perhaps, or enhanced humanoids like himself.  The rebels were at a severe disadvantage against normal troops and cyborgs were worse, much worse.  Their line was coming apart at the seams.  The incoming aircraft, hammering the fields around the base, were only making it worse.  They didn’t seem to have a good idea where the mortar crews were based – odd, given the enemy had been putting out hellishly effective point defence – but they were pounding the ground so heavily it barely mattered.  One by one, the mortar crews were silenced.  The attack had already failed.  It was on the verge of turning into a rout.

He gritted his teeth and reached for the final flare, shooting it into the air.  The red light was barely visible against the plasma fire and explosions – flames were already spreading rapidly on the other side of the base – and he had no idea how many rebels had seen it, but it was all he could do.  He glanced at Nine, the cyborg lifting an antitank weapon and aiming it at an aircraft as it came right at them, firing the missile into the cockpit.  It wasn’t anything like powerful enough to bring the aircraft down, but the pilot panicked and tried to evade, crashing to the ground.  Riley had to laugh, despite the growing nightmare.  He’d heard of a pilot who’d crashed because he’d been fumbling with his waste bags, but ...

“Sir,” Nine said.  “We have trouble.”

“We do?”  Riley barely managed to keep the sarcasm out of his tone.  “And there I was thinking we were having a pleasant holiday by the sea.”

Nine pointed towards the burning base.  Riley looked – and swore.  The enemy were deploying light tanks, the vehicles inching out as the rebels started to retreat.  A lone missile struck the lead tank’s frontal armour, the blast leaving a nasty scorch mark but little else.  Riley gritted his teeth.  They’d known the missiles were hardly modern, yet ... he ducked as their cannons opened fire, spraying bursts of superheated plasma in all directions.  The attack had very definitely failed, he told himself.  It was time to run.

“Move,” he snapped.  He raised his voice.  “Get moving!”

He glanced around as he turned to run.  Half the rebel force was dead – hell, he hoped they were dead.  The Belosi had done what they could to make sure no one knew anything they didn’t need to know, but there were limits.  The enemy would make any prisoners talk – Riley had no illusions; everyone talked eventually, unless they had implants preventing it – and then they’d put the intelligence to good use.  The remaining rebels were either trying to make a last stand or running for their lives, all discipline shattered beyond immediate repair.  Riley didn’t mind.  There was nothing to be gained by trying to stop them, not when flight was their only option.  They’d sort out the survivors later, if they could ...

They’re not trained for full-scale warfare, he thought.  And we don’t have time to prepare them for it.

He lowered his head as a trio of assault shuttles flashed overhead.  A pair of antitank missiles were launched after them, completely uselessly.  The enemy aircraft swooped down and pounded the launchers, silencing them.  Riley knew they were wasting their time – the antitank missile launchers were one-shot weapons, designed to be fired and then discarded – but they were making the panic worse.  The ground shook, time and time again.  The fires spread rapidly, the wind fanning the flames.  Riley hoped – prayed – the fires would wash over the base, disrupting the enemy plans and burning away as much evidence as possible.  It was unlikely the enemy could identify individual Belosi – they didn’t keep proper files on their field workers, something that had made no sense until he’d realised they were considered interchangeable – but anything that confused them would work in his favour.  It was a shame they hadn’t been able to find anything that would suggest the rebels had travelled from the other side of the continent ...

“Sir,” a voice called.  “You run!  We stay!”

Riley blinked.  A handful of rebels – some so badly scarred from whippings he was astonished they had survived long enough to escape – were putting together a line, manhandling mortars into position to cover the escape.  The remainder were running past them, fleeing into the semi-darkness.  He checked his implants.  They still had hours until sunrise, but the combination of ever-growing fires and night-vision technology meant the darkness didn’t offer as much cover as he’d hoped.  Shots rang out behind him, automated weapons.  He hoped the enemy were taking a pounding.  He feared they had the manpower to take losses and keep going ...

“Don’t be idiots,” he snarled.  He’d grown up on stories of desperate land stands.  They might be heroic, and make good and inspiring tales, but they were also wasteful.  “There’ll be another chance!”

“Go,” the leader snapped.  “We can’t run!”

Riley hesitated, then forced himself to leave them.  The rebel had a point.  Some of his men were badly wounded, others crippled ... they couldn’t run fast enough to escape, not when the enemy were hunting them with tanks and aircraft.  The burning undergrowth would provide some cover for an ambush, but... he promised himself, silently, that the brave Belosi fighters wouldn’t be forgotten.  Their last stand might inspire their peers to stand up and go for their master’s collective throat.

If anyone finds out about it, he thought, as the shooting broke out again.  It wasn’t easy to get messages from place to place.  Perhaps a song would work ... did the Belosi have any singing traditions?  He didn’t know, but he’d find out.  Their people had to know what they could do and singing, as far too many human tyrants had found out over the years, was very hard to stop.  We’ll have to work to make sure they know about this.

***
[image: image]


“Go around them,” Dusk-Ask snarled.  The rebels were making a stand – they’d used their mortars to take out a tank ... somehow – and blocking the mercenaries from pushing onwards.  It was impossible to be sure – sensor records insisted they’d wiped out hundreds of rebels to the south, although he suspected they were unreliable – but it looked as if large numbers of rebels were on the verge of breaking contact.  “Leave them to die and get after the rest ...”

He swore savagely as the mercenaries overran the position, gunning down all the rebels before they could escape.  The final rebel yanked a grenade from a box and triggered it, setting off a chain of explosions that killed a dozen mercenaries and shattered the enemy position beyond repair.  Bastards.  The mercenaries were tough, but they were used to fighting in a very different world.  There were no rules of war on Belos, not any longer.  They’d have to do better, if they wanted to survive.  If they didn’t ... he knew what his superiors would say.  There were always more mercenaries.

“Sir,” his aide said.  “The outer fence is secure.  The enemy is in full retreat.”

“Really?”  Dusk-Ash glared at the Subdo.  “Do you think a shattered fence is secure?”

He calmed himself with an effort.  The plan had worked well enough.  The enemy had played a few more tricks – he still had no idea how they’d convinced his sensors a major attack was developing from the south – but his plan had worked.  He’d taken a risk in writing off most of the smaller targets, and his superiors might still chew him out for it, yet it had allowed him to concentrate most of his troops to defend the prime target.  He had no idea how many rebels had been killed – he’d issued orders to count the bodies – but there was no denying they’d given the rebels a bloody nose and forced them to expend their ammunition.  It was probably too much to hope they’d give up, but if they could be kept from obtaining more ammunition from offworld ...

“Deploy troops to sweep the bushes, and put out the fires,” he ordered.  The mercenaries would keep hunting the rebels, but he doubted they’d catch many.  The rebels were good at hiding within the countryside.  “The war isn’t over yet.”
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“The war isn’t over,” Riley said, as he and Nine rejoined Charles and Terry.  Sally hadn’t made it back to base, not yet.  He hoped that wasn’t a bad sign.  “We got our asses kicked and no denying it, but ...”

“If Josh was here, he’d say we got our cocks caught in a sausage grinder,” Terry said, morosely.  It wasn’t the first time they’d lost a battle, or an exercise, but ... they weren’t alone.  Their alien allies had to be having second thoughts about the alliance.  “How badly did we fuck up?”

“They knew we were coming,” Charles said, bluntly.  “They were ready for us.”

“That base is an obvious target,” Nine said, emotionlessly.  “They knew we’d have to take it out eventually.”

“Yeah,” Riley said.  In his experience, being predictable could be just as dangerous as being incompetent.  Perhaps more so.  “We had no choice.”

“We need to adjust our tactics,” Charles said.  He glanced around.  There were no non-humans within earshot, but he lowered his voice anyway.  “We can’t take another defeat like that.”

“No, we—and they—can’t,” Riley agreed.  Elder and his peers had hoped to liberate the whole area, to let them turn the slaves into soldiers.  The plan had failed.  “Do we head around the base instead, or push into the cities?”

“It depends,” Terry said.  “We still don’t know ...”

He looked up.  Riley turned, just in time to see Sally striding into the clearing.  He breathed a sigh of relief.  If she’d been captured ... her implants should have vaporised the body, ensuring there was nothing left that could lead back to the Solar Union and Earth, but it would have been impossible to be sure.  Seeing her alive and well was one hell of a relief.

“We have a problem,” Sally said, bluntly.  She was holding her hand in attack position.  Riley tensed.  He trusted her completely, but ... had she been captured and compromised?  It was supposed to be impossible ... twenty years ago, everyone had known FTL was impossible too.  “It’s a big one.”

She jabbed her hand at Nine, sending a stun pulse into his chest.  He folded and hit the ground with a thud.  Riley blinked in surprise.

“What?”

“He’s an unwitting traitor,” Sally said.  Her voice betrayed nothing but total confidence.  “And I didn’t see it until it was far too late.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“Explain,” Riley ordered.

Sally braced herself.  She hadn’t put it together until her team had broken contact and slipped back into the undergrowth, giving her time to review her implant’s sensor records.  There’d been a very low-power datapulse, so low she knew she’d been lucky to be close enough to pick up even a hint of its presence ... and yet, when she ran it through an analysis program, she’d had no trouble determining it had come from the other attack force.  The alien reaction had been enough to convince her they’d picked it up too ...

She took a moment to compose her argument.  Nine could not have been a willing spy.  He had had ample opportunity to compromise the mission earlier, if he’d wished to do so.  They could have walked straight into an ambush at Fly-By-Night or simply been arrested in their apartment, if Nine had willingly betrayed them.  Instead, he’d sent a low-power transmission ... so low-power, she suspected, that civilian-grade GalTech probably wouldn’t be able to detect it.  He might not have sent the signal until they were deep inside Fly-By-Night ... it was quite possible.  They hadn’t figured out what had alerted security to their presence.

“His implants have some hidden pieces of programming,” she said, finally.  The Solar Union banned such backdoor programming, with heavy penalties for anyone who wrote one into the implant operating systems, but the Galactics weren’t as concerned about individual freedoms and liberties.  “One of them, I think, forced him to transmit an alert when we neared our targets.”

Riley looked pale.  Charles snorted.  “He could have betrayed us a hundred times over if he’d been compromised,” he said.  It was his job to play the devil’s advocate, and Sally didn’t fault him for it, but the sneer in his voice was still irritating.  “Why didn’t he?”

Terry leaned forward.  “I thought you hackers confirmed he was his own man?”

“We did,” Sally said.  “I don’t think he betrayed us willingly.  I just think there’s a hidden subroutine within his implants that sounds the alert, if he’s up to something they disapprove of.”

“Like doing a tech raid,” Riley said.  He didn’t sound convinced.  “If this subroutine exists ... why didn’t he call a KEW strike on the rebel base?”

“I need to check, to be sure,” Sally said.  “The subroutine escaped detection.  I don’t think ...”

“If it exists,” Charles pointed out.

Sally ignored him.  “It has to be a very small subroutine, buried deeply within a larger program,” she said.  “It can’t be very discriminating – or active.  I’d be surprised if it wasn’t passive pretty much all of the time.  It won’t have the intelligence to determine the host is in a rebel base, which needs to be smashed.  The most it can do is signal whenever it passes too close to a military datanode.  If it’s a false alarm ... well” – she shrugged – “good practice for the guards.”

“It must have sent out a signal when we first visited Fly-By-Night,” Riley mused.

“If it really exists,” Charles said.  “For all we know, one of the rebels is a spy.”

“A spy who would have to be carrying a transmitter,” Sally pointed out remorselessly.  “The rebels are careful about such things.  They’re practically naked at all times.  The spy would have to be implanted and ... if they’re going that far, why not call in the KEW strike you mentioned?”

“Or condition a rebel to betray his peers,” Riley said.  “Can a Belosi be compromised and conditioned?”

“I don’t see any reason why not,” Charles said.  “The Tichck have occupied this planet for centuries.  Even if they didn’t see any reason to do it until now, they could do it very quickly.”

Riley met Sally’s eyes.  “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”  Sally looked back at him, meeting his gaze evenly.  “I can think of no other explanation.”

“Hack his implants,” Riley ordered, curtly.  “If you can erase or isolate the subroutine, do it.”

Sally nodded.  She’d expected as much.  Riley wasn’t the type of person to willingly murder a subordinate, particularly if the subordinate hadn’t acted of his own free will.  “Yes, sir,” she said.  “But it may take some time.”

“Get on with it,” Riley said.  She could hear the worry in his voice.  If Nine had betrayed them, however unwillingly ... anything and everything he knew might have been passed to his alien masters.  The Solar Union’s survival depended upon obscurity.  There was no way the newborn Solar Navy could stand up to even a minor alien power if they sent a fleet to bring humanity into the fold.  “And ... don’t fuck up.”

“No,” Sally said.  “I won’t.”

She knelt beside Nine, put her hand against his forehead, and started to work.
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Riley was not used to betrayal.

Not from within his team, at least.  The Firelighters had been vetted extensively, time and time again, then tested in the fields of fire.  They had, collectively, nearly two centuries of military and intelligence experience, spent at the cutting edge of operations.  There might be disagreement and dissent, and arguments over the best way to carry out the mission, but once a plan was agreed upon, they stuck to it.  Riley knew better than to think his superiors had handed him infallibility when they’d given him his rank – and he certainly knew better than to feel threatened by disagreement – yet ... he gritted his teeth.  The idea of being betrayed was unthinkable.  

And yet, if Sally was right, it had happened.

He scowled.  Accidents happened.  No military officer worthy of his rank thought otherwise.  A carefully planned operation could fail because someone broke radio silence at the worst possible moment, or simply stepped on a twig, or ... he recalled once, back during an emergency drill, discovering that some idiot had locked the armoury and walked off with the keys.  It had been a monumental fuckup and heads had rolled, but ... he felt his expression darken, even as the first glimmerings of sunlight flickered in the distance.  This fuckup put that one in the shade.

It might not be true, he thought, although he feared otherwise.  They hadn’t worked out, until now, just how they’d been exposed during the tech raid.  We might just have had a run of bad luck.

Charles joined him.  “Fancy a smoke?”

“I don’t smoke,” Riley said.  There was no risk of cancer, thanks to his enhancements, but ... he’d never caught the habit.  “And you don’t have any smokes to offer.”

“Quite.”  Charles shrugged.  “You think she’s right?”

“She is the expert in her field,” Riley said.  “And there aren’t many other possible explanations.”

“We need to check there isn’t a spy amongst the rebels,” Charles said.  “One of them could have sold us out.”

Riley nodded.  Betrayal from within the team was unthinkable, but betrayal from outside was all too common.  The rebels could change sides at any moment, particularly if they thought they were going to be betrayed first, or simply come to terms with their enemies that would leave the team dangerously exposed.  Riley had experienced both, during his career.  One moment, everything had been fine; the next, he’d had to scramble to escape men who’d been his allies only a few short days ago.  Here, at least, it was hard to believe the Tichck would make any sort of offer to their former slaves, or that the slaves would believe them.  But hope sprang eternal ...

Sure, his thoughts pointed out.  Mostly in the minds of the deluded.

“We’re tied to them now,” he said.  He grimaced as he mentally replayed the latter half of the engagement.  “The government brought in mercenaries.”

“Looks that way,” Charles agreed.  “Do you think they’re some of ours?”

“I hope not,” Riley said.  There were several hundred thousand humans serving as mercenaries for various alien powers, most of whom had ties to Solar Intelligence.  They were a treasure trove of intelligence, sending back information the Solar Union desperately needed, but they were also a two-edged sword.  He certainly didn’t want a clash with one of them, not if it could be avoided.  “We’re quite some distance from home.”

“They’d be more likely to bring in closer units,” Charles said.  He let out a breath.  “Does it mean the plan has failed?”

“Not yet,” Riley said.  The plan to destroy the security base had failed, but there was nothing stopping them from taking the insurgency global.  “We may need to rethink, though, if they bring in more mercenaries.”

“Or simply evacuate the GalCores,” Charles cautioned.  “They don’t have to know what we want to fuck us.  They just need to do the smart thing and evacuate.”

Riley couldn’t disagree.  It was hard to know just what the Tichck were telling the other Galactics.  Their news broadcasts were bland to the point of uselessness.  Riley was sure they were saying something, at least to the races important enough to be told that something was going on, but they weren’t privy to those messages.  The Tichck would do everything in their power to prevent an evacuation – if the Tokomak pulled out, the other investors would follow in short order – yet ... could they?  If the Tokomak felt threatened, there was nothing the Tichck could do to keep them from leaving.

“We need to keep their security forces busy, to give us a chance to take the city,” he said.  The Belosi would have real leverage for the first time, while the team would have the freedom to take the GalCores and vanish before the hammer came down.  “And that means we need to keep up the pressure.”

“Heads up,” Charles said.  “We have company.”

Riley nodded, turning to see a young alien making his way towards him.  It wasn’t easy – still – to tell the aliens apart, but he was starting to get the hang of it.  Elder’s assistant looked prematurely aged, like so many other slave runaways.  Riley shuddered as the alien beckoned him to follow, thinking harsh thoughts about the towering alien civilisation surrounding them.  He’d seen all sorts of horrors in human refugee camps, but this was worse.  The Tichck regarded the Belosi as worthless, less than worthless.  They barely bothered to provide even a minimum of medical care.

We didn’t have the resources to feed the refugees back home, he thought.  But the Galactics do.  They just don’t.

He kept his eyes open as they made their way through the makeshift camp.  The rebels were still quite secretive, concealing much of their strength from their allies as well as their enemies.  Riley didn’t mind, as long as the strength was real.  He’d met a couple of insurgent gangs in his career that had been little more than cosplayers, their leaders insisting they were taking orders from superiors who simply didn’t exist outside of their imaginations.  He still wondered how anyone had been fooled, although he knew from bitter experience that the best lies were the ones people wanted to believe.  And none of those gangs had posed a true threat ...

The rebels had been beaten, but they didn’t look defeated.  The wounded were being treated – the rebels had learnt quite a bit about battlefield medicine – and the fighters were talking in low voices, assessing what had gone wrong and working out how to prevent it from happening again.  The bomb-making crews were giving impromptu lessons, explaining how to make bombs from household and farming supplies; Riley wondered, dispassionately, if the enemy had realised just how many substances they’d have to restrict if they wanted to put an end to the bombing campaign.  They’d insisted on turning the planet into a giant plantation, growing bioengineered plants ... he smirked, inwardly, at just how much the rebels could do with the plants.  Their masters truly would have been wiser to treat them as potential allies, rather than slaves.

Elder nodded a polite greeting.  “We lost at least a hundred and seventeen warriors.”

Riley grimaced.  There were millions of Belosi – no one knew precisely how many, not even their masters – but losing over a hundred trained warriors was going to be painful.  In theory, they could be replaced; in practice, it would be tricky.  They needed to ramp up training as much as possible, while somehow keeping up the pressure on the enemy at the same time.  It wasn't going to be easy.

“They died in a good cause,” he said, finally.  The Belosi were oddly fatalistic, by human standards.  Their lives were so insecure they had to roll with the punches, taking each day as it came.  “And they hurt the enemy.”

“They drove us back,” Elder said.  “We lost many good men.”

They would have survived if they’d retreated when Sally launched the flare, Riley thought.  He couldn’t point it out.  They’d had very little battlefield control and lost what little they’d had completely, when the rout began.  That last stand might sound good, in song and story, but it wasted men and weapons we couldn’t afford to lose.

“We can’t do it again,” Elder said.  “Not like that.”

Riley nodded.  The Belosi didn’t have access to modern tech, but word would spread anyway.  It always did.  Their masters and supervisors might not be believed, if they told their servants and slaves about the defeat, but ... eventually, the truth would come out.  The house servants would hear the news and relay it to the field hands.  It wouldn’t be enough to slow the insurgency, not with more and more weapons flowing into rebel hands, but it might win the enemy some time to come up with a solution.  If nothing else, they could keep the rebels from posing a major threat ...

“We’re already sending weapons to the other districts,” Elder added.  “We need to send more – and experienced men too.”

“We also need more fabbers,” Riley said.  The machines were wonderful, but there were hard limits on just how many components they could churn out, even with an unlimited supply of raw materials.  “That’s not going to be easy.”

He scowled.  It wasn’t clear if the enemy had realised what they’d done – the uprising had torpedoed any investigation into the fire that had consumed the industrial node – but they’d made sure to dismantle and remove the remaining fabbers within the district.  Riley didn’t know if it had been intentional, yet he couldn’t deny it had been effective.  They were going to have to extend their operations quite some way, if they wanted to snatch more fabbers.  And doing so would expose them to more risk ... 

“We will see what we can find,” Elder said.  “There are other possibilities.”

As long as you’re not trying to negotiate, Riley thought.  It was fortunate, from a cold-blooded point of view, that the Belosi had so little.  A more comfortable society might be more sensitive to deprivation.  It would also be more inclined to give up if it met determined opposition.  If you did, we might be in some trouble.

“We will provide all the support we can,” he said, calmly.  “I’ll speak to my team and see what we can devise.”

Elder dismissed him with a nod.  Riley turned and left, allowing his guide to show him back to the team.  There were more rebels within eyesight, learning the tools of the trade ... he wondered, grimly, just how long it would take the enemy to devise internal passports and make them stick.  The system worked fine inside the cities, from what he’d heard, but was pretty much useless outside them.  But then, any Belosi outside the plantations without an escort was automatically assumed to be a runaway or a rebel and arrested on the spot.

Sally waved to him as he rejoined the team.  “I found it,” she said, curtly.  “Nasty little thing – and very well hidden too.  It was completely dormant until Nine returned to a Galactic world, which is why the hackers didn’t find it ...”

Riley made a face.  Nine was still stunned, but he’d recover soon enough.  “How dangerous is it?”

“Not as bad as we thought,” Sally said.  “But it will raise the alert if we go too close to a high-level security node.”

“We might be able to do something with it,” Charles said.  “If they think it’s a genuine alert ...”

“Maybe,” Riley said.  They’d have to say something to Nine.  The truth?  Or a plausible lie?  “Do they know who it is?”

“I don’t think so,” Sally said.  “There’s nothing particularly specific about the signal, nothing that might point to him personally.  It’s just an alarm siren – it could be anything from fire to a burglar breaking down the door.  But we could use it ...”

“Under the right conditions,” Riley said.  If the enemy had picked up the signal and reported it to higher authority ... what did they know?  If they thought they had a spy in the rebel camp... there were all sorts of options, from the subtle to the blunt.  He knew what he would do ... he also knew he’d be wary of a trick.  “Can you shut it down?”

“I can freeze the programming, for the moment,” Sally said.  “The subroutine is linked to a set of biomonitors – it seems to come awake every time his ship drops out of FTL, checks to see what’s going on, then either goes back to sleep or waits for him to pass close to a security node.  I think I can keep it shut down, although ...”

“The only way to be sure is to kill him,” Charles said, quietly.  

“Shut it down,” Riley ordered.  He didn’t want to kill a teammate, not if there was any other choice.  “When he awakes, we’ll have a chat with him.  And then we’ll decide what to do.”

“Yes, sir,” Sally said.  
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The Belosi screamed.

Dusk-Ask kept his face under tight control as the interrogator slowly drew his probe over the prisoner’s skin, exciting the pain nerves one by one.  The screaming grew louder, the prisoner writhing in agony even through the pain didn’t really exist.  Or so he’d been told.  It looked real, disturbingly so.  The Belosi prisoner – the concept of giving captured insurgents their rights under Galactic Law was laughable – started to shout, trying desperately to give the interrogator what he wanted to know so the pain would stop.  Dusk-Ask hoped, as the prisoner’s body fluids ran like water, that his confession proved useful.  The Belosi were property, to be used and discarded as their masters willed, but still ...

The interrogator smirked.  “There is much more to learn,” he said, showing a flair for the dramatic Dusk-Ask hadn’t known the Subdo possessed.  “What else can you tell me?”

The screaming started again.  Dusk-Ask turned and left the interrogation chamber.  The interrogator could revel in his sadism all he wished, as long as it produced results, but his people were a superior race.  They would understand the hopelessness of their position and come to terms, rather than wasting their lives on a futile struggle for a liberty that would never come.  The Belosi were just too primitive, he told himself, to understand their place in the grand scheme of things.  And their minds were too undeveloped to be coaxed into submission.

Another Subdo greeted him, holding out a datapad.  “We have identified five more cell members, My Lord,” he said, briskly.  “Troops are already on their way to take them into custody.”

Dusk-Ask nodded curtly, swallowing the urge to point out the sheer bloody futility of the mission.  The rebellion was spreading – shootings had been reported at plantations right across the continent, bombings marred roads far too close to the orbital towers and spaceports for comfort – and it was growing alarmingly clear it wasn’t going to be put down in a hurry, no matter what they did.  The Consortium had hired every mercenary within a dozen star systems – and put out feelers for more – but it wasn’t enough.  He wondered, idly, how long it would be before the offworld backers grew confident enough to try to take the high orbitals and steal the planet from under their nose.  The mere fact they were hiring mercenaries was clear proof the offworlder plan was working.

He wrinkled his nose as a line of prisoners, chained hand and foot, were marched past him on their way to the cells.  Some would be real rebels, who’d be broken and forced to give up their comrades; some would merely have been in the wrong place at the wrong time, swept up by accident.  It didn’t matter.  Dusk-Ask didn’t give two credits for their fate.  They’d be lucky if they were merely sent to the labour camps.  The way things were going, it was more likely they’d be executed and their bodies ground down to mulch.  He felt a pang of something he didn’t care to look at too closely, not when it could land him in trouble.  It was growing harder to believe the Belosi were nothing more than animals ...

Dusk-Ask bit off that line of thought before it could get any further as he stepped into the elevator and directed it towards the uppermost floor.  The security guards at the top checked his ID against their files, then waved him through ... their faces, grim and wary, suggesting they were unsure they were doing the right thing.  Dusk-Ask had made it clear everyone was to be checked – no exceptions – but his superiors might have other ideas.  If someone took exception to having to pass through a security check ... he rubbed his forehead in irritation.  It was the least of his problems.  Too many plantation masters and supervisors were refusing to double their security, let alone list their household staff and field hands ... they saw it as an unwarranted intrusion into their domains.  Their refusal to believe that their slaves might turn on them was going to get them killed.

Which wouldn’t be so bad, if it didn’t spur more demands for the insurgency to be destroyed yesterday, he thought, as he stepped into the command centre.  And then they complain about the steps we take to destroy it.

He snorted in disgust.  Every kill-sweep, every roadside checkpoint, every attempt to list every last worker, every reasonable step to stop the insurgency ... there was someone, almost always someone a safe distance from the war, who was complaining about the costs and delays imposed on them.  There was always someone willing to demand an exemption, or to refuse to go along with security measures, or ... he shook his head.  The plantation owners were already at risk of not meeting their commitments, yet ... surely they were smart enough to know they could easily wind up dead.  Or worse.  There was a rumour going ‘round that hostages – important hostages – had been killed in an airstrike.  Dusk-Ask didn’t think it was true – the rebels rarely risked trying to take prisoners – but it was possible.  And if it turned out to be true ...

Heads will roll, he thought.  Literally.

The display flickered and updated.  Another bombing.  He watched his staff rush to respond, to get troops and medics on their way.  He was proud of them, even as the stress started to tell.  The enemy assault had been beaten off, but there’d been no rest for his staff.  They’d had to cope with an ever-growing insurgency that was rapidly spreading in all directions, no matter how many roadblocks they tried to put in its way.  And half of them needed a break.

Which isn’t going to happen, he thought.  We’re understaffed as it is.

The thought didn’t please him.  His masters had never seriously considered a major insurgency.  The rebels couldn’t pose a threat without weapons and they didn’t have any ... it was funny, he reflected sourly, how they’d assumed, without ever quite admitting it to themselves, that that would never change.  The security police had been cut back sharply, entire districts left without proper protection ... the planners, from what he’d managed to gather, had assumed they could fly in or teleport reinforcements if unrest turned into a full-fledged riot.  They might have been right, normally, but they hadn’t reckoned with an insurgency that had spread across the countryside and might well be on the verge of flowing into the cities.  There just weren’t enough police and security forces to hold the line.  

And we can’t draw back and abandon half the plantations, he reminded himself.  He’d been told in no uncertain terms it wasn’t going to happen.  The planet needed those crops or it would face financial ruin.  Or so he’d been told.  He doubted Belos itself would be ruined – the planet was incredibly wealthy and the system even more so – but a great many plantation masters would lose their investments.  No wonder they’re bringing all the pressure they can to bear on us.

The display updated, again.  Another bombing.

“Sir,” his aide said.  “The director requests an immediate holoconference.”

Dusk-Ask nodded, curtly.  It wasn’t the director who was asking.  It would be his secretary’s secretary, someone charged with setting up the holoconference and getting everything in place before his master’s master deigned to enter the conference.  He was surprised he was even being invited to join personally, rather than being ordered to brief his superior so he could take the credit ... he smiled, rather humourlessly, at the thought.  His superiors were probably quite happy to step out of the way, calculating that letting Dusk-Ask talk to the director would lumber him with the blame when the auditors arrived.  They might be right.  Dusk-Ask was high-ranking enough to be a credible scapegoat, but too low-ranking to convince his superiors to look elsewhere.

“I’m on my way,” he said.  It wouldn’t be immediate.  The director was an important bureaucrat.  His time was money.  He’d wait for everyone else to arrive before entering the conference.  “Inform me if there are any developments.”

“Aye, sir.”

The display updated, again.  A third bombing.  He grimaced as he made his way to his office.  A few weeks ago, a single bombing would be a major emergency.  Now, it was just routine.  His staff were gradually being worn out, as were the troops on the ground ... were the bombings intended to draw his troops into a trap, or get them away from their firebases, or were they just random attacks?  The only upside, as far as he could tell, was that the offworlders hadn’t given their patsies modern communications.  It was a pain – the security forces could have tracked their signals – but it limited their ability to send messages around the world.  Their attacks simply couldn’t be very well coordinated.

But it doesn’t matter, he reminded himself.  There were untold millions of Belosi.  The rebels might be nothing more than one or two percent of the whole, but that would still mean there were hundreds of thousands of rebels and rebel sympathisers spread out across the planetary surface.  This war will go on for a very long time.

***
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The message made grim reading.

Director Rulaveon scanned the message twice, wondering – morbidly – why the homeworld hadn’t sent in the auditors or simply ordered the planetary directors replaced.  It wasn’t as if they didn’t understand how badly things were going, or that they needed much of an excuse to have the consortium leadership replaced by someone a little more tractable.  Director Rulaveon hadn’t tried to downplay the seriousness of the crisis – and hiring hundreds of thousands of mercenaries would have undermined the ploy, if he had tried – but he doubted the homeworld really grasped what he’d told them.  Belos was a single world in a galaxy teeming with life, a tiny part of the galactic economy.  The idea an insurgency could threaten the whole was laughable.

He reread the message, cursing under his breath.  Word had spread.  The Galactics knew something was wrong, that their own interests were threatened.  There’d been nothing from the Tokomak, for better or worse, but most of the others were insisting on sending ships and troops to protect their investments.  Director Rulaveon snorted in disgust.  Protect their investments?  He knew better than to believe that.  They were hoping for a chance to seize the system for themselves, to claim the gravity points ... or, at the very least, to pry them out of his hands.  Director Rulaveon had no illusions.  If the Tichck looked weak, their rivals would jump on them.

And the Vesparians are sending ships too, he thought.  They weren’t the only outsiders sending ships, if the updates were accurate, but ... paranoia washed through him.  What were they doing?  They could get into orbit and ... start supplying the rebels with newer and better weapons, or give them access to modern communications, or even offer them orbital observations and intelligence support.  They really do want to claim the system.

He grinded his teeth in frustration.  The Vesperian plan was working.  His forces were losing their grip on the planet’s surface, which meant they couldn’t prevent the other races from sending forces to protect their people and investments.  He couldn’t legally bar the Vesparians from orbit without barring everyone else, which would provoke a major diplomatic crisis ... no matter what he did, he would wind up in hot water.  It was no wonder, part of his mind noted, that his peers were leaving him to handle the crisis.  He’d wind up weakened even if he crushed the rebels and returned the entire world to normal.

Perhaps it might be time to consider flight, he thought.  He had plenty of money, including secret accounts in interstellar banks that had branches everywhere and didn’t ask too many questions.  It wouldn’t be that hard to book passage to another world, change his name and appearance, and vanish.  If they can’t find me ...

No.  It was hardly impossible to hide, but it would mean giving up all his hopes and dreams.  He wanted to climb to the top, to use the Belos Consortium as a stepping stone to the Tichck Consortium itself and running would mean giving up everything that made his life worth living.  A wealthy exile was still an exile, cut off from his people.  There’d be little hope of return and, if he did, he’d be a laughingstock.  A man who dreamed big and watched his dreams turn into nightmares would still be a hero; a man who took his money and ran would be a joke.  No one would kill him.  They’d just laugh.

His terminal bleeped.  It was time.

He leaned back in his chair as the holoconference suite took shape around him.  It might have been a mistake to leave Dusk-Ask in his post, much less give him a de facto promotion, but their fates were bound together now.  Dusk-Ask had no reason to try to put a knife in his superior’s back and plenty of reason to protect him, not least because they would fall together.  And he had beaten off a major attack, buying time for the mercenaries to arrive and drive back the rebels ... briefly.  The war was far from over.

“I read the reports,” he said, once the formalities were over.  “Do you have anything to add?”

“The rebel attacks are spreading, but they’re not increasing in power,” Dusk-Ask said, smoothly.  “My intelligence staff believes they’re running short of outsider weapons.”

Rulaveon scowled.  “How can you be sure?”

“We have recovered a handful of unexploded bombs,” Dusk-Ask said.  “They were put together from materials that are easy to find on a plantation, from the chemical base to the timing and detonation mechanism.  The idea itself might have come from offworld; the bombs themselves are homemade.  We’ve had some success using sensors to sniff them out.  The bomb-makers simply don’t have the background knowledge to understand the dangers.”

He sounded confident, Rulaveon reflected.  But no one in his position would express doubts.

“The bombing tempo hasn’t slowed,” Dusk-Ask continued, “but the shooting tempo has.  We have not yet managed to intercept supplies coming from orbit, Director, yet it is clear our increased security checks have had an impact.  The outsiders, whoever they are, have drawn back a little.  They don’t want to be caught red-handed.”

“They won’t be,” Uri put in.  “They’ll be using agents and cut-outs to move the weapons down to the surface.  Whoever ordered and dispatched the weapons will remain firmly in the background.”

Rulaveon scowled.  “Your officers found nothing?”

Uri looked displeased.  “A sizable portion of our revenue comes from not looking too closely at transhipment crates,” he said, sourly.  “We rarely bothered to check what was happening, as long as the money was good.  Our first attempt to check the records turned up millions of crates that passed through the system, without any solid verification of either the sender or the receiver.  We tried to narrow it down but found nothing.  And if they used the black market instead ...”

“Keep looking,” Rulaveon ordered.

He took a moment to compose himself.  “We need results,” he added.  “And fast.”

“There’s no easy way to defeat the rebels,” Dusk-Ask said, grimly.  “We are working on locating rebel camps and bases, but ...”

“The time has come for extreme measures,” Rulaveon stated.  “We need to wipe out the rebels before outside powers arrive.”

“It may be impossible,” Dusk-Ask said.  “Unless you’re willing to authorise mass slaughter - gas, as well as kill-sweeps ...”

“Do it,” Rulaveon ordered.  “We must not just wipe out the rebels.  We must wipe out every Belosi who thinks they can raise a hand against their rightful masters.”

Uri visibly hesitated.  “Director ... the cost ... there will be complaints ...”

“It is of no concern,” Rulaveon snapped.  The plantation masters would bitch and moan about losing their workers ... idiots.  They were going to lose their workers anyway.  Rabid Belosi could not be tolerated, not when they’d spread the contamination right across the world.  It was time to put an end to the matter.  “I want the abandoned plantations gassed, along with the rebel camps.  I want the entire district sealed off, and every last rebel wiped out.  Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Dusk-Ask said.  “May I request emergency authority?  A proper network of blockhouses and security checks will be required ...”

“Do it,” Rulaveon ordered.  “And send anyone who complains to me.”

“Director,” Uri said.  “I ...”

“You have your orders,” Rulaveon said.  There was no time for debate.  The Galactics were already on their way, and he needed to have the rebels cut down to size by the time the first ships arrived.  “Carry them out.”

He tapped his terminal, ending the holoconference.  It was going to be messy.  No one on the homeworld would have any moral issues about mass slaughter, and the Galactics wouldn’t give much of a damn either, but the cost of replacing the livestock was going to be horrific.  The Belosi bred like primitives always did – they had no contraception, or longevity treatments – and replacing the dead was just a matter of logistics, yet ... Uri was right.  There were going to be complaints.  The plantations would have to be rebuilt practically from scratch, after they’d been searched thoroughly for surviving rebels and supplies.  The replacement workers would have to be trained.  His lips curved into a cold smile.  It might be worth buying more shares in livestock companies, taking advantage of his inside knowledge.  If he made a killing ... it would make him look very good indeed.

If we crush the rebels so brutally no one even remembers they ever existed, he thought as his servant entered with his dinner, we can start getting the planet back to normal.  And my career will soar to the very top.
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Chapter Thirty
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“You put this section here,” Sally said, demonstrating the simple mechanism.  “It produces a spark when someone stands on it”- she pushed down – “and that triggers the explosion.”

The aliens leaned forward.  Sally smiled, even though she knew half her class would likely wind up dead very soon.  The enemy were getting better at detecting bombs – particularly devices built with local supplies - and a number of bomb-makers had accidentally blown themselves up while constructing a device or emplacing it somewhere they thought it would take out enemy troops.  The young aliens were expendable – the mission came first – and yet she couldn’t help feeling a bit guilty for what she was teaching them to do.  They might pull off a bombing, or maybe more than one, but they weren’t going to liberate their homeworld.  The enemy still held most of the cards.

She put the thought aside as she continued to demonstrate other bomb mechanisms.  They were almost laughably simple, and nowhere near as flexible as modern triggers, but they could be put together in a primitive workshop and were damn near impossible to detect.  The Belosi had thousands of carpenters and blacksmiths, tolerated by their masters because they couldn’t craft or forge anything dangerous ... that had changed, so quickly she suspected the Tichck were still reeling.  They’d lost a pair of shuttles because a catapult had heaved a makeshift shell into their airbase, triggering an explosion that had wiped out both craft ... she wondered, idly, what she’d do if she were on the other side.  It was never easy to wipe out an insurgency unless one was prepared to compromise or be utterly ruthless and neither option was likely to happen.  On one hand, the Tichck saw the Belosi as property and one didn’t negotiate with property; on the other, the property owners would object, violently, if their property was carelessly destroyed.  It was strange to think they were relying on such unpleasantness to keep them alive, but ...

As long as it works, I can live with it, she told herself.  We’ll leave worrying about morality to the REMFs.

She finished the lesson with a guide to taking household chemicals and using them to manufacture bombs, poison gas and a handful of other surprises.  Her listeners nodded thoughtfully, then stood to take their lessons back to their plantations.  The enemy was cracking down hard on traffic between plantations – anyone caught outside the wire was arrested and rarely, if ever, seen again – but the plantations were just too big and the countryside too rough for the security forces to be everywhere.  They were using remote sensors to try to make up for their manpower shortage, yet the rebels had already figured out – with a little help – how to spoof them.  A single man pissing on a sensor was enough to render it completely useless ...

They must have panicked, the first time, she reflected.  They now know not to pay heed to the alerts.

Her implants flashed up an alert, an instant before three enemy aircraft flashed low overhead.  She was on her feet in a moment, heading for the edge of the camp as the aircraft banked and came around again.  They shouldn’t be able to see anything – the camp was artfully concealed – but it couldn’t be a coincidence.  She heard a faint hiss as they came back and swooped over the camp, flying with such deliberate slowness she wished for a modern antiaircraft weapon.  Hell, a bazooka would have done some damage.  She’d adjusted the warheads on the antiaircraft weapons in hopes of disrupting an antigravity field and sending an aircraft crashing to the ground.  So far, as far as she knew, there’d been no successes ...

Her implants flashed up more alarms.  Gas!  Sally blinked in shock – the gas was invisible to the unenhanced eye, probably odourless as well – and then opened her mouth to shout a warning. The rebels were well-trained – they knew to run the moment they heard the command, without asking any questions that might slow them down -  but it was already too late.  Dozens of rebels fell to the ground, bodies twitching unpleasantly as the alien aircraft flashed into the distance.  Sally’s implants provided more warnings as the gas brushed against her skin.  It wasn’t specifically targeted on humans, but if she hadn’t been enhanced it would probably have crippled or killed her.

“Keep running,” she shouted.  It had been a long time since she’d done any WMD training – and she had no idea what sort of WMD doctrine the Tichck used – but she’d bet good money there were ground troops on the way.  The gas attack hadn’t been random.  They’d located the base – somehow – and gassed it.  “Run against the wind!”

The gas was already breaking down.  Her sensors suggested it would be effectively harmless within a few minutes, then ... the ground troops would sweep the area, collecting bodies and killing anyone lucky enough to survive the gas.  Or carting them off for interrogation.  The vast majority of prisoners didn’t know anything useful, so she’d been assured, but it would only take one lucky break for the enemy to locate a second camp.  She had no idea how they’d located this one.  She snapped orders, then joined the retreat as she sensed more aircraft coming towards the camp.  There was no time to make sure there was nothing left in the ruins that could lead the enemy to them.

At least they’re nowhere near the fabbers, she thought.  The captured devices were being pushed to the limit, keeping up with the demand for weapons and supplies.  We haven’t lost the war.

She kept her head down as the survivors vanished into the jungle, some staying close to her while the remainder headed for other fallback positions.  The rebels would have trouble putting the network back together, she noted, although the decentralised system was much more of a strength than a weakness.  They had orders to fade into the woodwork and try to build up new cells, if they couldn’t link up with the old one.  Sally had no idea how well that would work, in the real world, but knowledge was power.  As long as one bomb-maker survived long enough to pass on his knowledge, the rebels couldn’t be completely crushed.

The thought gave her hope as she kept walking, her passive sensors wide open.  The enemy appeared to have landed right on top of the camp but didn’t seem interested in exploring further.  Sally didn’t blame them.  The mercenaries might be reluctant to risk poking into the jungle, where all the advantages of modern tech were reduced sharply, let alone go clowning around in alien MOPP suits or powered combat armour.  They’d much prefer to sweep the camp, collect the bodies, declare victory and return to base.  Her lips twitched at the thought.  Soldiers were prepared to risk their lives for a cause.  Mercenaries – human or alien – wanted to live long enough to spend their pay.  

She felt her mood sour.  The gas attack represented a new and dangerous escalation.  She thought she could come up with a protective injection, if she had the right tools and a lab, but the enemy would come up with newer and deadlier types of gas.  They’d started well – the gas just needed skin contact to work – and she had no doubt they’d improve on the original formula until it was even more lethal.  There was no way she could come up with a broad-spectrum counteragent, not for an alien biology.  She didn’t know enough to come up with something safe, certainly not in time to matter.  The files she had on the planet’s biology were incomplete.

And it would need a team, not a lone researcher who isn’t even a medical expert, Sally thought, grimly.  She had centuries of experience loaded into her implants, but it wasn’t real experience.  She no more understood the data than she knew what awaited after death.  She’d been cautioned not to try to use the data, certainly not to carry out advanced medical procedures, unless there was no other choice.  It would be very easy to fuck up and get someone killed.

Her mind raced.  They needed a counter – and fast.
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“Gas?”

Riley wasn’t sure why he was so shocked.  The human taboo on using chemical weapons had been broken long ago, in places as far apart as Afghanistan and South Africa.  The Galactics thought nothing of using nuclear-tipped warheads in open combat, often on planetary surfaces.  There was no reason why the Tichck couldn’t come up with a gas that only affected Belosi ... hell, if he’d been in their place, it was what he would have done.  The rebels could be wiped out, almost to a man, without any major property damage.

“Yes,” Sally said.  She sounded as if she was too tired to think clearly.  “Toxic, fatal on skin contact ...”

Riley shuddered.  He’d grown up in a world where the good guys, however defined, refrained from using chemical weapons.  On paper, gas offered all sorts of advantages; in practice, no matter how much the researchers promised, it was rarely useful.  Tear gas could be ineffective, if the victims knew how to prepare, and knock-out gas could be lethal – directly and indirectly – if the victims were trampled or suffered from heart conditions or ... he shook his head.  The Tichck saw the Belosi as property.  They had no moralistic qualms about destroying their property.

“Get some rest,” he ordered, flatly.  Sally would be no good to anyone, human or alien, while she was dead on her feet.  “You can try and analyse the gas tomorrow.”

Sally didn’t argue.  Proof, if he’d needed it, that she really was zonked.  She turned and stumbled away ... Riley saw Terry and ordered him, wordlessly, to stay with Sally.  The camp was supposed to be safe, but the other camp had been supposed to be safe too.  He wondered, grimly, what the enemy post-battle assessment teams had recovered.  His instructors had let their recruits make camp for the night, then demonstrated - coldly and precisely – just how much unfriendly eyes could learn from the remains of the campsite.  It was unlikely the enemy could have found much, but it was impossible to know for sure.

“There was a report of an isolated plantation going dark,” Charles said, quietly.  “I guess we know why now, don’t we?”

Riley nodded, curtly.  The field hands had risen, overthrown their masters ... and then settled down to turn the plantation into a farm, rather than run into the countryside to hide.  The enemy had seemingly ignored them ... he knew, now, they’d simply marked the farm down for later attention.  And now ... if the gas had been bad in the jungle, despite Sally’s best efforts, it would be far worse in the open.  The entire population would have been snuffed out in the blink of an eye.

We should have seen it coming, he thought, sourly.  We killed the bastards who were most invested in protecting their property.

He ground his teeth.  They’d assumed the Tichck would be reluctant to engage in mass slaughter.  In hindsight, that had been foolish.  The Galactics wouldn’t care and no one else had the power to stop them, if they even bothered to try.  And now ... he wondered, numbly, just how many aliens were going to die.  It was unlikely the Tichck would accept surrender, even if it were offered.  The former rebels were too dangerous to be allowed back into the plantations.  Who knew what they’d teach their peers, or convince them to do?  

“There’ll have been more gas attacks,” Charles said, quietly.  “We just haven’t heard of them yet.”

“Probably,” Riley agreed.  His mind churned.  What should they do?  Risk trying to seize the cities?  Or abandon the rebels and find another way to get into Fly-By-Night?  Or ...  “We need a counter to the gas.”

“There isn’t one,” Charles said, flatly.  “It’s a nerve gas, deadly on skin contact and practically undetectable.  It broke down quickly, from what Sally said, but as long as it lingers it’ll turn the target into a no-go zone for the rebels.”

“And they can operate freely,” Riley added.  The security troops would have countermeasures.  The mercenaries would have enhancements.  Everyone else ... he shook his head.  There was no way to get their hands on protective gear and even trying would be far too revealing.  “We need to alter the plans.”

“Go to the cities,” Charles said.  “They won’t risk using WMDs there.”

Riley nodded in agreement.  There were too many aliens in the city – unprotected aliens – for the Tichck to risk a slaughter.  The Galactics might bring pressure to bear on the Tichck to come to terms, at least long enough to get the aliens offworld, but no one in their right mind would expect the Tichck to keep their word.  And yet ... a plan ran through his mind.  Did they dare ...?

“We have a rough concept already,” he said, slowly.  “Do we dare take the city ... and let them think we believe their honeyed words?”

“It might work,” Charles agreed.  “The downside, though ... if we failed to capture the codes ...”

Riley made a face.  A plan that relied on everything going right was a plan doomed to failure.  His instructors had pointed that out, time and time again, normally after letting the recruits make the plans, try to carry them out and then retreat in disarray ... any plan that relied on the enemy doing exactly what the planner wanted was fucked before it even got off the drawing board.  But ... could they convince the enemy that was what they were trying to do?  The Belosi were dangerously ignorant of the outside universe.  It was quite plausible they would emulate Khan and try to fight a two-dimensional battle in a three-dimensional space.

We tell ourselves never to interrupt an enemy while he’s making a mistake, he thought, wryly.  Do the Tichck have the same saying?

Elder joined them.  It was hard to read expressions on the alien face, but he seemed upset.  “We just got a runner from” – he said an alien word – “who saw a village die.  They just ... died.  What happened?”

Riley hesitated.  The Belosi hadn’t known anything about the air they breathed, or the chemicals that made up the planet’s atmosphere, until the team had explained just how their world was slowly being terraformed into something different.  How did they explain poison gas?  What would happen, if they did?  What would the rebels do?

“They used a kind of poisonous smoke,” he said, finally.  Sally would have probably found a better way to explain it.  “It kills everyone who gets too close.”

Elder staggered, but did not fall.  “They’re killing us!”

Riley suspected he was right.  The only way to crush an insurgency completely was to drain the swamp.  If the district was sealed off, and gas used to wipe out every last population centre, the rebellion might be strangled in its cradle.  It was ruthless as hell, and probably de facto genocide, but ... his heart sank.  The Belosi were doomed.  Cold logic told him they’d been doomed to slow extinction before his team had arrived, yet ... he couldn’t help feeling guilty.  They’d forced the Tichck to speed up their timetable.

And now they’ve forced us to speed up ours, Riley thought.  We have to act fast.

“There are options,” he said.  They’d already outlined some, but there were others.  “If we take the cities ... we can negotiate.”

“And then what?”  Elder didn’t seem impressed.  “What do we do when they come for us?”

Riley told him.
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Elder had known, for years, that the world was changing around them.  He’d known that life was getting harder, that their skins were developing patches that were sure as hell not natural ... he’d been shocked, but not surprised, to be told the masters were steadily poisoning the world.  The concept was hardly unknown – he knew how they’d altered the land to suit themselves; altering the whole planet was the same concept on a much bigger scale – and yet, it was hard to wrap his head around it.  He’d grown up in a district that was both huge and yet a tiny fraction of the whole, his limits set by how far he could walk without being caught.  He was one of the most well-travelled rebels and yet, he knew all too well, he’d barely seen even a fraction of the planet.  The concept of a whole galaxy of worlds ...

He’d never really believed the masters would talk to their slaves.  He had seen ample evidence, over the years, that the masters didn’t see their slaves as anything other than property.  It was vanishingly rare for a master – almost always a child – to show compassion for a slave  and when they did, they were always chastised by their superiors.  And yet ...

He couldn’t wrap his head around it.  His entire race was going to die?

Despair washed over him, followed by grim resolution.  Surrender wasn’t an option.  It would mean a return to servitude at best, extermination at worst.  There was no way they could save their world, not when they didn’t understand what was happening to the planet; there was no way, no matter what they did, that they could force the masters to keep their word.  And yet ...

He looked up at the alien.  Their guests – they claimed to work for the Vesparians, whoever they were – had proven themselves trustworthy, although he wasn't fool enough to completely trust them.  They had their own interests, like the masters, and the interests of his people would always be secondary to them.  But the rebels had no other allies.

“Will it work?”

“It is impossible to say,” the alien said.  “But it gives us the best chance of saving something.”

Elder took a breath.  “We’ll do it.”
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Chapter Thirty-One
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“They’re wising up,” Charles muttered, as the enemy checkpoint came into view.  It was crude, little more than a set of concrete barriers and bunkers, but it was hellishly effective.  “Did you remember your passport?”

Riley shook his head.  “I think I left it in my other body,” he said, dryly.  The masks were unpleasant – he had no idea how the actors who’d played rubber-faced aliens had coped with wearing them – yet the last thing they wanted was for the enemy to get a good look at a pair of human faces.  It was a shame they couldn’t pose as Vesparians, but their proportions were all wrong.  “You?”

“Forgot it completely,” Charles said.  “We’ll just have to shoot our way through.”

Riley made a face.  The enemy had set up checkpoint and guardhouses along the roads, arresting any Belosi caught outside the plantations, and started spraying defoliant over the undergrowth to make it impossible for a rebel to move from place to place without being detected.  They’d been building layers upon layers of light defences around the cities, clearly relying on mobile forces to reinforce the fixed positions when – if – they came under attack.  He had to admire their energy, even though he knew their defences would strangle the rebellion when the network was completed.  It was a grim reminder, if he’d needed one, that the aliens might be stagnant, but they weren’t stupid.

They might not have registered every last slave, he thought, dispassionately.  It was a curious oversight, one that made little sense.  The slaves should have been registered even if they were nothing more than property.  How else would you know who owned what?  But as long as the slaves aren’t supposed to be outside on their own, it really doesn’t matter.

He sucked in his breath as the wagon neared the checkpoint.  The guards had grown a lot sharper over the last few weeks, the slow and incompetent dying and making room for the fast and competent.  They didn’t have lawyers paralysing their trigger fingers either, he noted rather ruefully.  He’d seen the guards open fire on suspicious-looking bushes, or gun down a handful of slaves from a distance rather than trying to interrogate or arrest them.  He knew how they felt – he’d felt the same way himself, as a young soldier deployed into very hostile country – but it was sloppy, as well as counterproductive.  Gunning down locals because they looked hostile made enemies.  He wasn’t sure the alien mercenaries had even that justification.  Sally had intercepted enough of their communications to be sure they were gunning locals down for shits and giggles.

Bastards, he thought.  He’d seen human mercenaries in the Middle East and many of them were dangerously unconcerned about civilian casualties, but the alien mercenaries were far worse.  Is there anyone supervising this crap or do they just not care?

He scowled.  The Tichck probably didn’t care.  The Belosi were nothing more than property, to be used as their masters saw fit.  If their uses happened to include target practice ... Riley wondered, sourly, if the Tichck really were trying to speed up the genocide.  They might have decided the Belosi were more trouble than they were worth ... he put the thought aside as the wagon lurched up to the checkpoint, tensing in preparation for a hasty escape if the guards levelled their weapons and started shooting.  This bunch appeared to be reasonably disciplined – he could see the megacity in the distance, suggesting they were under closer supervision than the roving kill-teams – but he wasn’t going to take it for granted.  The communications intercepts – and word from the city – suggested the Tichck were hiring everyone they could, even if they barely knew which end of a gun to point at the target.

It could be worse, he thought.  He’d met a couple of mercenaries, back home, who’d lied on their resumes.  He had never understood why their bosses hadn’t bothered to check.  A man who’d served in the military would have a record, even if he’d been assigned to a top-secret unit.  A man who didn’t have a record had never served.  Full stop.  They could be hiring human mercenaries.

He glanced at Charles.  “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Riley boosted, the moment the wagon came to a halt, and jumped up and out of the vehicle.  The mercenaries raised their weapons, too late.  Riley opened fire, switching from target to target so rapidly he barely had a chance to shoot the first before moving to the next.  His implants pinged an alert – someone inside the bunker had had the presence of mind to signal for help – as he unhooked a grenade from his belt and hurled it at the murder hole.  It hit the concrete and bounced off, exploding a moment later.  Riley cursed.

“No ball,” Charles teased.  He threw a grenade himself, right into the murder hole.  It detonated.  If there was anyone inside, they’d be dead or badly wounded.  “We need to work on your throwing.”

“Ah, anyone could have missed the shot,” Riley said.  He drew the flare gun and fired the flare into the air, then returned the gun to his belt.  The rest of the attacks would be going in now ... hopefully, the enemy would think the rebels were trying to break into the city.  “It’s this goddamned mask ...”

“Excuses, excuses,” Charles said.  He glanced up.  “Company’s coming ...”

Riley felt the air prickle, a moment before shimmering columns of light started to take shape and form on the far side of the ruined defences.  He put the makeshift static generator on the ground, keyed the switch and then started to turn.  The light twisted and warped, becoming something eerie and disconcerting before snapping out of existence ... Riley almost felt sorry for the enemy troops, dead before they knew what had hit them.  It was just possible a skilled operator might be able to save their lives ...

He shook his head as they ran.  It wasn’t going to happen.  The Galactics had loaded as many safety precautions into the teleporters as possible, but even they had their limits.  They couldn’t store someone in a teleporter buffer – he’d seen something like it on Star Trek once, a long time ago – and they couldn’t reconstitute someone if his atoms were scattered too far, the pattern too badly corrupted to survive.  The mercenaries were dead ... he heard aircraft overhead and plunged into the undergrowth, grinning to himself as he heard an explosion behind him.  They’d snatched the wagon, the wagon they’d crammed with explosives.  And the blast would have smashed the static generator beyond repair.

We need to keep running, he thought.  The other attacks would be beaten off, of course.  He would be astonished if the rebels got through the outer defence lines, let alone reached the city.  The mere threat of the rebels getting into the city would be enough, he hoped, to force the enemy to send a small army to seal the breach.  As long as we buy time for Sally ...

“I think we made them mad,” Charles said, as they paused to catch their breath.  “There’s a lot of enemy signals behind us.”

“Good,” Riley said.  The signals were growing in power.  His sensors picked up teleport pulses – the mercenaries probably hadn’t been told what had happened to the first teleporters – as the enemy rushed more and more reinforcements into the battle zone.  He could hear distant explosions and shooting, aimed to distract the enemy rather than break the line.  “As long as they’re chasing us, they’re not looking elsewhere.”
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“You know,” Terry said, as they crept into the industrial complex.  “This could turn into a really bad idea.”

Sally shot him a sharp look.  They’d spent quite some time trying to figure out a way into the city, only to discover the enemy had done a good job of securing the approaches and ensuring that no one could get across the border without being caught.  She thought there were a few gaps in the system, but nothing they could rely upon.  The slave transports still moved in and out of the city, yet they dared not assume they wouldn’t be searched.  If they were caught, they’d either have to fight their way out or trigger their self-destructs.  It would be disastrous even if their bodies were never recovered.

“I didn’t notice you coming up with anything better,” she muttered.  The complex wasn’t owned by the Tichck, something that probably explained why it wasn’t heavy guarded.  She was surprised the Tichck weren’t offering to provide guards ... no doubt they had their reasons.  “There aren’t many other options.”

She took a breath, keeping her head low.  She wasn’t sure which particular interstellar corporation owned the facility – she didn’t have access to the planetary records and the Belosi didn’t know – but it didn’t matter.  As long as they stayed out of sight, and avoided what little security there was, they should be safe.  They had no intention of trying to get deeper into the facility, merely to the aircar park.  The vehicles were already waiting.

“There’s a guard,” Terry whispered.  “Give me a moment.”

Sally nodded, then opened her implants and scanned for a vehicle datanode.  The planetary ATC should have an override function ... she grinned, savagely, the moment she accessed the datanode and located the hidden programming.  It was supposed to be impossible to remove ... and, if she recalled correctly, even trying was a serious offense.  But she had no intention of getting rid of it.

“Here,” Terry whispered.

Sally looked up.  The guard was on the ground, his head at a rough angle.  She hurried forward, pressed her palm against the aircar’s processor, and ordered it to open.  The interior smelled unpleasant – she didn’t want to think what the smell might be – as she clambered inside.  Terry scooped up the body and followed, slamming the hatch closed as Sally triggered the ATC override, ordering the aircar to fly straight to the city.  A low shiver ran through the vehicle as it rose into the air and headed north, seemingly ignoring the plumes of smoke in the distance.  Sally breathed a sigh of relief.  The first part of the plan had succeeded perfectly.

“This smells worse than my mate’s old car,” Terry said.  “What were they doing in it?”

Sally shrugged.  Josh would have joked about alien courtship rituals.  She was ashamed to admit she’d had the same thought, although ... who knew?  There were some races who smelled unpleasant to human nostrils – and, no doubt, some races that felt the same about humanity.  The vehicle wasn’t designed for human use.  Whoever had ordered it hadn’t bothered to make it comfortable for anyone but themselves.

“I dread to imagine,” she said, as they glided towards the city.  Air traffic wasn’t getting harassed, unlike ground traffic, but she dared not assume the police wouldn’t take a look at a recalled car.  The buildings were growing larger ... she frowned as she spotted drones and patrol aircraft surrounding the city, watching for intruders.  “Get ready to jump if the shit hits the fan.”

She braced herself.  The slums were coming into view, teeming with alien poverty.  The rebels had allies there, she’d been told, allies who were getting weapons and advice from outside the city.  She wondered, sourly, why the government hadn’t simply driven them away or gassed them.  Perhaps they feared Galactic reaction or ... perhaps more likely, they were still using the Belosi for cheap labour.  The slaves didn’t all live in the barracks, or shared living space with the dogs ... her lips twitched, remembering a woman she’d met during a brief visit to Brazil.  She’d bitched and moaned because her prospective maid had indignantly refused to share a room with a dog, or accept gross underpayment, or generally let herself be exploited.  The poor girl had had legal rights, at least.  The Belosi had none.

And anyone who wants to hire a servant can pick one off the streets or out of the slums, she thought.  There had been a time, she’d been told, when every middle-class family had been able to afford a cook or a maid.  They’d been poor ... apparently.  Perhaps they’re not cleared away because it would start a riot.

The aircar passed into the city and joined the flow of traffic.  There didn’t seem to be any real reduction, as far as she could tell ... didn’t the city residents know there was a war on?  She didn’t think so ... she glanced from side to side, silently looking for signs of trouble, but saw nothing.  Nothing visible, at least.  If she was reading the planetary government correctly, they’d probably go to some trouble to try to hide their preparations.  They wouldn’t want to spook investors.

She looked at Terry.  “Are you ready to run?”

“Yeah,” Terry said.  “Hit me.”

Sally grinned, then accessed the aircar’s central processor and triggered the emergency system.  The aircar heaved, then fell out of the sky.  She gritted her teeth, taking direct control of the antigravity field, the vehicle swinging madly from side to side as it plummeted towards the ground.  Her head spun – she felt a sudden urge to be sick as competing gravity fields washed through the air – only to clear as they came to a stop, a couple of metres above the ground.  She forced open the hatch, motioned for Terry to drop through and then followed, sending a final set of instructions into the processor.  The aircar would fly to the ATC headquarters and crash straight into the wall, the impact damaging the processors beyond repair.  If they were lucky, they’d assume the guard went for a joyride and accidentally killed himself.

And if we’re not, they’ll guess the truth, she thought.  There were hundreds of thousands of aircars on the planet.  The Belosi didn’t have the technical aptitude to make use of them – she wasn’t sure there were many people on the planet, no matter the race, who knew how to fly the aircars when the ATC did all the work - but their offworld allies could and did.  They’ll know someone got into the city.

She followed Terry into the maze of buildings, keeping a wary eye out for police or muggers.  The buildings were huge, far bigger than anything she’d seen in New York; they cast long dark shadows over hidden alleyways and stalls, most – from what she’d heard – firmly off the record.  Her implants picked up a handful of datanodes, mostly inactive.  She downloaded a handful of news items for later study, then closed the connection.  It was nearly an hour before they reached their destination.

We knew there was an underside to the city, she thought.  She’d seen something like it, in Dubai before the country collapsed into chaos, but it was far more overt here.  And there’s a whole hidden world down here.

Terry glanced at her.  “Last chance to go find a hotel.”

Sally shook her head.  They had several sets of forged ID, but she dared not assume they’d pass scrutiny.  The ship was gone.  Anyone who started to ask questions would rapidly uncover the lies.  A year ago, she suspected no one would have bothered.  Now ... the government had to be checking everything that went through the customs posts, no matter how much it cost.  Strangers in the city, with no clear trail leading back to a ship, would be all too easy to spot.

“We’ll go with the contact,” she said.  “And hope for the best.”

She kept her eyes open as they slipped into a towering skyscraper.  It was something out of an urban nightmare, a honeycomb of cheap apartments that reminded her of her sister’s former home ... or the giant city blocks she’d seen in China, before the civil war.  She couldn’t imagine how many people could be crammed into such a building, let alone how they managed to cope.  It was easy to imagine a skyrocketing murder rate.  There was just no space to breathe.

And this is what they would do to us, if they had the chance, she thought, as they picked their way to a door and pressed the buzzer.  We can’t let them get to Earth.

The door opened.  A Belosi looked out.  “What are you selling?”

“Shares in a profit-making scheme, with promised rewards for anyone who gets in at the start,” Terry said, as per instructions.  Multi-level marketing schemes were apparently common on Belos, driven by the Tichck determination to make as much money in as short a space of time as possible.  “May we come in?”

The Belosi stepped aside, then closed the door behind them.  Sally activated her implants and swept the apartment for bugs.  There were none.  The chambers were surprisingly bare.  No furniture, save for a large bed; no computer terminals, no televisions, nothing more advanced than a simple electric stove and tiny fridge.  There was no sign anyone else lived in the apartment; no wife, no children, no extended family.  She scanned the two devices, just to be sure, then relaxed.  Slightly.  The alien was dirt poor, by human standards, but he was still richer than nearly all of his peers.  He had something to lose.  He could easily turn on them in a heartbeat, if he thought it would profit him.

“I am Wit,” the alien said.  “I have orders to assist you.”

“Good,” Terry said.  “Why are you a rebel?”

Sally resisted the urge to facepalm.  She would have asked the question a little more carefully.

“I am a pet,” Wit said.  His voice was flat, but there was a faint undertone of anger.  “I paid my debts.  I have my rights.  But they’re worthless.  What is the point of struggling when there is no reward?”

Sally nodded in understanding.  Wit might be clever, and debt-free, but he was still a Belosi.  He couldn’t rise any further and he knew it.  And it had to sting.

“Good point,” Terry said.  “Now, I have a great many other questions ...”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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Sally felt almost as if she’d come home.

The datastream flowed around her, an endless torrent of information that poured into her implants and – through the wonders of a powerful sorting algorithm – into her brain.  It was fascinating to have access to the enemy datanet, even just the civilian side, through a set of datanodes that couldn’t be locked down properly without rendering them useless.  The Belosi might not understand how the network worked – she’d discovered they had no conception of how the datanodes were linked together, or how one node could talk to another – but the Subdo and the other spacefaring races had no such problems.  They needed access to the datanet and there were limits to how far it could be censored, not without causing problems and protests.  Her lips quirked in amusement.  It was the same old story.  It didn’t matter how many security precautions you worked into your datanet, if your people weren’t educated in their importance or penalised for carelessness.  She’d already hacked a bunch of datacores that should, at least on paper, have been impenetrable.

In one corner, we have firewalls and encryption protocols and five-hundred-digit passwords, she thought, recalling the old joke.  And in the other, we have human error.

Her smile grew wider as she downloaded more and more data.  The public news broadcasts were bland to the point of uselessness.  The insurgent attacks in the distant countryside might as well never have taken place, for all the mentions they got in the media.  The explosions nearer the city, the ones they’d used to keep the enemy busy while Sally and Terry slipped through the lines, were explained away so crudely she’d bet good money very few people had been fooled.  The secure news broadcasts and channels, available only to the higher races, were a great deal more informative, although they were still surprisingly optimistic.  It seemed there really were limits to how much the Tichck could censor, even though they owned the planet.  The Galactics had no intention of letting them dictate what they said and did.  

And they have enough power to make their views stick, she mused.  The enemy censors must be raging.

She sobered as she studied the data, carefully putting together a picture of the city.  The enemy had tightened security in some places, but not – as far as she could tell – in others.  She wasn’t sure if they were being pragmatic – a defender who tried to be strong everywhere was strong nowhere – or simply trying to keep the scale of the crisis out of the public eye, yet it didn’t matter.  She catalogued targets – the police stations, the military bases, the government and corporate installations – and filed them away in her implants, silently comparing what she’d downloaded to what the underground had told her.  The Belosi had a surprisingly good idea of just what their masters were doing, even if they didn’t understand everything.  Her heart twisted.  The Tichck insisted the Belosi were little more than dumb animals.  It was clear, after a few weeks of working with them, that the Belosi were an intelligent race in their own right.

They might not be able to overthrow their masters, she thought.  But that doesn’t stop them from trying to resist.

She shook her head in awe.  The underground had contacts across the city.  They’d faked hundreds of deaths to help slaves escape abusive masters, found ways to mitigate the worst of their treatment, or even passed on information or quietly sabotaged their masters in a petty – primitive – bid for revenge.  Families separated by masters stayed in touch through whispered messages, children vanished from the books and into the underground ... there was an entire community of refugees hidden under the city, not all of them Belosi, who were completely off the records.  They taught their children to read and write, drawing on tutoring programs intended for much more advanced races to build up their skills ... if they’d been free, Sally suspected, they’d have matched or even exceeded humanity.  But they had been smacked down every time they risked showing themselves.

The only good thing is that the enemy don’t dare tear open the city to find them, she thought, worriedly.  There were too many aliens in the city for the Tichck to use extreme methods.  But that might change, if they feel pushed ...

She launched a handful of propaganda programs into the datanet, bootstrapping them through a set of nodes that should obscure their origin, although she had no idea if they’d find a receptive audience.  The Galactics were unlikely to pay too much attention to threats, even if the Tichck themselves were starting to feel uneasy.  She’d done what she could to make them sound Vesperian, in hopes the Tichck would believe their rivals were pulling the strings, but again ... there was no way to be sure.  If she was in their shoes, would she believe it?  The Vesparians had good reason to undermine the Tichck, but ... was it not a bit too obvious?

They do seem to believe it, she mused.  The security forces seemed to be keeping a close eye on the Vesperian Embassy.  They’d deployed protective forces to all off-world installations, all too aware a single successful insurgent attack would embarrass the Tichck in front of the Galactics, but they’d doubled or tripled the forces protecting the Vesperian installations.  Are they trying to ensure they don’t have an excuse to demand intervention, or are they trying to make sure they don’t try to manufacture one?

She smiled, rather humourlessly.  It was hard to get any data from the high orbitals – there was no way she could hack the command datanet without the right codes – but it was clear the outside universe was taking an interest.  There were at least seven battle squadrons near the planet, close enough to intervene while remaining far enough to ensure the Tichck couldn’t legally protest about it.  They had to be cursing their decision to develop Belos as a transit system, she decided, as she noted and logged the data for later analysis.  There was no way they could order the battle squadrons to beat it, not without provoking a major incident or starting a war.  But then, the gravity points meant they hadn’t really had a choice.

“Sally?”

Sally disconnected from the datanet, her head spinning as the grotty apartment seemed to materialise around her.  It was hardly the first time she’d gotten lost in a datanet, but ... it was perhaps the riskiest.  The apartment was nowhere near as safe as the hotel and that hadn’t been particularly safe.  Here ... a goon squad could rush in at a moment’s notice, if anyone traced the datanet link back to her.  It was supposed to be impossible, but who knew?  The planetary datanet hadn’t been designed with freedom of speech in mind.

She turned her head.  “Terry?”

“Who else?”  Terry snorted.  “You were expecting Santa Claus?”

Sally sat up.  “I’d like a trillion galactic credits, my own asteroid and a pony,” she said.  “And while I’m wishing, I’d like to have an intergalactic cruise liner too.”

“You have to sit on my knee for that,” Terry joked.  He passed her a steaming mug.  “That’s the best I can do, I’m afraid.”

“Yeah.”  Sally sipped the liquid carefully.  It was meant to be something akin to coffee, from what she’d been told, but it tasted worse than anything she’d had on Earth.  There was no way to get anything more tailored to their tastebuds, not without risking detection.  They were lucky they could get the fake coffee, whatever it was really called.  “How many times did you piss in this before you gave it to me?”

“Not enough, clearly,” Terry said.  “But I did manage to move the taste from fucking terrible to bloody terrible.”

He smiled.  “When all of this is over, and we can trade openly, I’m going to start selling coffee,” he said.  “Even the bland cheap crap I drank as a student was better than this.”

Sally shrugged.  Humans and aliens had very different biochemistries.  Some races could eat human foods and vice versa, while others found them unpleasant or poisonous.  The finest coffee known to mankind might be the worst to an alien drinker, if he nerved himself up to taste the drink at all.  Her implants and enhancements let her eat a wide range of foodstuffs, including some that were poisonous to a baseline human, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed them.  Hell, there were even races that were effectively cannibals.  They thought that being eaten, after their death, was a great honour.  The thought made her sick.  

“I’m sure you’ll make a killing,” she said.  “What’s the word from down below?”

“Lots of weapons slipping into the city, lots of training being done ...”  Terry shook his head in annoyance.  “We can’t risk actually shooting, not until we’re ready to take the offensive, but we can cover everything else.”

Sally nodded.  The underground was supposed to be safe, and the enemy were reluctant to risk tearing their way into the hidden world below their feet, but that would change the moment the Tichck realised they had a serious problem.  The underground fighters hadn’t had any weapons, certainly nothing that could pose a real threat ... until now.  She had no idea why they hadn’t tried to quietly push the underground out of the city, or quite why they were practically leaving it alone, but ... that would change.  Sneaking weapons into the city was one hell of a risk.  If they were caught ...

Not that there’s any other choice, she thought.  There were hundreds of fabbers within the city, all of which could be reprogrammed to churn out makeshift weapons, but there was no way to take control without showing their hand too early.  We have to take the risk and hope for the best.

She stared down at the steaming liquid.  They had a time limit.  They didn’t know how long they had before there was a leak, or the GalCores were moved, or something – anything – happened to shift the balance of power against them.  It was tempting to believe that each and every Belosi was a dedicated rebel, willing to run any risk for the slightest hope of freedom, but she knew better.  Some would be loyal to their masters, some would see resistance as futile, some would sell out the rebels in hopes of a better life ... it was lucky, she reflected sourly, that the Tichck didn’t really reward their slaves for earning their way out of slavery.  They’d have far fewer problems if the system looked fair, even if it was an illusion.  But instead ...

Dixie’s slavery was very far from fair as well, she reminded herself.  It was an old story.  No regime, no matter how oppressive, could have got into power and stayed there without the collaboration of people too scared to stand up and say no.  She’d seen it too many times before.  The slaves had no hope, nothing to live for, and yet there were slaves who betrayed their peers to their tormentors.

“We should be ready shortly,” Terry said.  “But ... we need to start boiling the water.”

Sally made a face.  Building an authoritarian regime – whatever the ideology behind it - was like boiling a frog.  If the frog was tossed into a bubbling cauldron of boiling water, the frog would jump out at once; the trick, she’d been told, was to put the frog in a cauldron of cool water and slowly, but steadily, increase the temperature until the poor creature was boiled, unaware – until it was far too late – that his doom was approaching with terrifying speed.  The slaves were caught in warm water, with the temperature steadily rising, but they were used to it.  They thought they could survive, as long as they did what they were told.  They had to be shocked out of that delusion before it was too late ...

She grinded her teeth.  She was not unfamiliar with such calculations, although she loathed the cold-bloodied thinking that saw humans – and intelligent aliens – as disposable tools.  It was easy to tell herself there was no choice, that the slaves were doomed no matter what she did, but it didn’t sit well.  The mission came first, but that didn’t mean they had to abandon their allies ... she certainly had no intention of leaving the Belosi to be slaughtered when their masters counterattacked.  They weren’t expendable to her.

“The others will be here soon,” she said, quietly.  “You have a plan?”

“I have half of one,” Terry said.  “The trick is to boil the water without boiling it too fast.”

Sally scowled.  They wanted to convince the Belosi the time had come to rise and go for their masters’ throats.  They didn’t want to convince the Tichck that it was time to go for mass slaughter and genocide.  They could crack down too hard and then ... she’d seen the numbers, she knew a total crackdown was unlikely to work, but ... logic and reason meant little, when weighed against racism and bigotry.  The Tichck had a superiority complex that made the worst of humanity’s racists look accepting and tolerant.  They might panic, when confronted with an uprising, and overreact.  And then all hell would break loose.

“Tell the others, when they arrive,” she said, stiffly.  She hoped to hell the rest of the team got through the lines safely.  There was no way the two of them could complete the mission if the rest of the team was wiped out.  “Until then, keep up the good work.”

She leaned back, closed her eyes, and started to sort through the mountain of data she’d collected.  There was so much of it that she felt overwhelmed, no matter how many programs she had to help her.  She understood, all too well, why the intelligence networks had had a nervous breakdown after 9/11.  There’d been so much data flowing into the system that there’d been no way to access it, a problem the terrorists had gleefully exploited for their own ends.  She knew better, too, than to think her data was complete.  There were hundreds of things she didn’t know ...

But as long as I don’t fall into the trap of forgetting it, I should be fine, she told herself.  And we have a pretty good idea of what we’re missing.
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“I’m sure we’ve been in worse places,” Charles said, dryly.  “But this fucking blows.”

Riley had to smile.  The shipping crate was roomy enough for three humans – so long as they didn’t mind being a little too comfortable with each other – but it wasn’t pleasant.  It was hardly the first time he’d sneaked through enemy defences, yet ... he couldn’t help feeling vulnerable.  If they were discovered ... they might have no choice, but to fight to the death and trigger their self-destructs as they died.  Sally and Terry would have to complete the mission without them.

He looked at Nine.  “How are you?”

“Angry,” Nine said.  His voice was flat, robbed of all intonation.  “They left programming in me.”

“Yeah,” Riley agreed.  They’d been lucky the subroutine was designed to hide itself.  A more active program would have brought a hammer down on their heads.  As it was ... they’d been lucky they hadn’t been caught quicker.  “But at least we know now ...”

“And we can use it,” Charles put in.  “It’s all part of the plan, man.”

Nine didn’t look amused.  Riley didn’t blame him.  His implants were part of him.  To have them hacked, to have a secret subroutine inserted into the software ... it was an unforgivable violation.  He knew how he would have reacted, if someone had done it to him, and he was mildly surprised Nine wasn’t demanding bloody revenge.  It was like discovering someone had sneaked spyware onto his computer, only worse.  It destroyed trust.  And once trust was gone it would never be regained.

The crate shifted, violently.  Riley tensed.  Sally’s brief message had insisted the shipping crate was secure, that so long as they got inside without being noticed they’d be moved to a warehouse inside the city without being scanned, but ... he couldn’t take it for granted.  If he’d been on the other side, he would have made sure to pay special attention to crates he’d been ordered not to inspect ... his lips thinned, recalling a story about a customs officer who’d heard banging from a diplomatic pouch and opened it to discover a kidnap victim being smuggled out of the country.  The man had taken one hell of a gamble – opening a diplomatic bag was a serious offence, and he’d have been in deep shit if it hadn’t paid off – and yet he’d been right.  If the local security guards ignored the warnings and opened the crate ...

His hand tightened on his pistol as the crate shifted again, then settled.  Charles and Nine followed suit as they heard scrabbling outside, followed by a dull clank.  The crate opened an instant later, bright lights pouring down from high above.  Riley’s eyes adjusted instantly.  Terry was peering down at them, his face relieved.  He looked as if he’d been expecting trouble.

“We need to move,” Terry hissed.  “Hurry.”

Riley scrambled out of the crate, then dropped to the ground and looked around.  They were in a large warehouse, crammed with hundreds of unmarked crates.  His implants reported a pair of datanodes nearby, neither of which seemed particularly interested in him.  The automated machinery overhead was utterly unmoving ...

“Welcome back, sir,” Terry said, once they were on their way out of the complex.  “How was the trip?”

“Terrible service and worse food,” Charles said.  “Would not recommend.  No stars.”

Riley snorted.  “We got into the city,” he said.  “That’s all the matters.”

“Yeah,” Terry said.  “And we’re ready to turn the place upside down.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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The gatehouse was nowhere near as secure, Riley decided, as it could have been.

He smiled as he slipped towards the gates, feeling a twinge of fellow feeling for the private security guards on duty.  It was never easy to balance the need for security with the need to avoid making the gated community’s residents uncomfortable.  No one, human or alien, wanted to live inside an armed camp, certainly when they weren’t serving in the military.  It helped, he supposed, that there’d been very little trouble inside the city itself.  The locals hadn’t realised, not really, that it was only a matter of time before the trouble in the countryside spread to the city.  They hadn’t realised, either, that they were almost humiliatingly vulnerable.

I wonder if the guards have noticed, he thought, as he studied the guardpost.  Private security guards, in his experience, were either ex-military or police personnel who knew what they were doing, or barely trained civilians who didn’t know which end of a gun to point at the enemy.  The community was wealthy enough to hire the former, from what he’d been told, and ensure they had permission to carry whatever weapons they needed, but he couldn’t see any firearms on their belts.  Their only weapons were shockrods ... good enough for dealing with drunkards, human or alien, but completely useless against real guns.  Can they feel the trouble in the air?

He schooled his smile into a mask and watched the guards doing their duty.  Night was falling rapidly, corporate workers and wage slaves leaving their workplaces and heading to the bars near the community before making their way home.  It struck him as odd – in his experience, it was rare for well-paid people to live close to the red-light district – but the locals weren’t human.  Hell, there were enough human cultures that had a very different idea of proper behaviour.  In America, workers didn’t go out drinking with the boss; in Japan, it was considered perfectly acceptable.  Here ... it was hard to believe the bosses did anything of the sort, but who knew?  He’d been a traveller long enough to know nothing was ever quite the same.

And we’re ready to take advantage of it, he thought.  The underground had been infiltrating agents into the district all day.  It was a shame they couldn’t get operatives into the community itself, particularly when some of the local workers were their best sources, but he didn’t want to risk a purge.  The masters didn’t seem to think they could live without their slaves – in their place, he would have tossed all the Belosi workers out before it was too late – and he didn’t need them changing their minds.  We’re going to give them one hell of a scare.

He gritted his teeth.  It wasn’t the first time he’d caused a riot – he’d done it before, on Earth – but it was difficult to tell how the aliens would react.  Some humans would be caught up in the excitement and join in the rioting, forgetting their morality as they were sucked into the emotional storm; others would turn and flee, or freeze until the mob trampled them into the dirt.  A person might never dream of picking up a rock, smashing a storefront window and stealing whatever was inside, but a mob could and would.  Or worse.  He’d seen mobs hunt down people for having the wrong religion, or the wrong sexuality, or just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  His heart sank as he neared the gate.  If the timing worked out just right ...

The guard – a Subdo - held out a scanner.  Riley took one last look around, then drew his pistol and shot the guard neatly through the head.  His companion gaped, too stunned to either draw his shockrod, beg for mercy, or – more practically – sound the alert.  Riley didn’t give him time to get over the shock.  He shot the other guard, too, then hurried inside the guardhouse and shot the third.  The Subdo hadn’t even realised anything was wrong.  Riley rolled his eyes.  He’d been told the Tichck were cheap, but still ...

He opened the gates as wide as they would go, then locked them open and destroyed the controlling datanode.  Sally would probably have done a better job, but so long as the gates were locked open it didn’t matter.  The mob was already spilling out of the bars and entertainment arcades, muttering angrily – and drunkenly – as they picked up speed and headed right towards the gates.  Riley saw a handful of community residents running for their lives as the tidal waves broke through the gates and kept going, their shouts blurring together into a wave of primal hatred.  He scrambled up and onto the wall, wondering if the rest of the team had completed their missions.  If the rest of the gated communities were being attacked themselves ... all hell was going to break loose.

And the government will have to crack down, he thought.  They’ll have no choice.

***
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Alana-Alake wasn’t sure quite what had happened to her, in the hour since she’d left the industrial estate and made her way to the bar to drink away her sorrows, but she found it hard to care.  She’d spent years trying to earn her way out of debt, only to discover – the hard way – that the corporation had carefully rigged the system to ensure escape was impossible.  She had, on paper, a good salary, but she had to pay for everything from living accommodations to food and drink, making it incredibly difficult to save enough money to repay her debt.  She couldn’t even look for a better job.  Her manager had made it clear, when she’d asked, that she’d be fired, which would mean the end of her transit visa.  She’d be deported and blacklisted and her family would be liable for the debt ...

She’d felt the anger – everyone’s anger – bubbling in the air as she’d sat and drank.  She’d heard speakers – members of a dozen different races – talking about their lives and how unfair it was they didn’t have a good salary, or a good place to live, or any of the other perks their superiors took for granted.  Others had loudly insisted it wasn’t fair that the rich had a gated community of their own – more than one – while the wage slaves had to make do with rented accommodation in the cheapest parts of town.  Alana-Alake had kept drinking – the alcohol kept coming, even though she hadn’t opened a tab – and listening, feeling her anger grow and grow with every speaker.  It just wasn’t fair!  She worked her ass off, like everyone else, and what was her reward?  She didn’t even have a chance!

The anger bubbled over.  She didn’t see who started the march, but she didn’t care.  Everyone was flowing out of the bar ... she stood and followed, allowing the shared anger and rage to carry her on.  The gated community was right ahead of them ... she saw the rich and their families running, scattering in fear, and felt a surge of unaccustomed power.  She had to put up with shit from her boss and her boss’s boss and his boss ... she had to put up with their sneers and jibes and outright harassment, because she could be replaced at a moment’s notice and she knew it.  Her hatred grew stronger and stronger, her thoughts blurring together as they crashed through the gate.  Her boss lived somewhere inside, she was sure.  The mob would teach him to fear ...

They crashed through a garden and into a shopping street, the storefronts showing row upon row of things she wanted but couldn’t afford to buy.  The mob started to throw stones, shattering windows and leaving the goods exposed ... some ran inside to steal all they could, while others plunged on, hunting the rich.  Alana-Alake stayed with them.  She wanted to make her boss suffer.  They smashed into an apartment block, only dimly aware of aircars hastily lifting off from the rooftop and crashed up the stairs.  She saw a child fall to his death and recoiled, just for a second, before being swept up in the mob’s howl of glee.  The child would have grown up to be another monster ... she was too far gone to care.  She thought she saw her boss’s face, just for a moment, and charged.  The mob charged with her.
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Sally lay on the roof and watched, from a safe distance, as the mob rampaged through the wealthy estate.  A handful of the more practical inhabitants were taking to their aircars and fleeing, but the remainder were either unable or unwilling to take flight and escape before it was too late.  Dozens of aircars were landing outside, unloading youngsters – alien teenagers – hoping to join in the fun before it was too late.  Sally wasn’t surprised.  The various alien races might not think like humans, but no one could live on such a world without building up a lifetime supply of pent-up hatred.  The underground’s agents hadn’t had to do much, beyond handing out free alcohol and encouraging grumbling, to get the mob heading in the right direction.

And the police are already overstretched, she thought.  The underground had tried to target every major gated community.  Given the sheer size of the city, it would be difficult for the police to bring the riots under control even if they resorted to extreme measures.  They might have to bring in troops to crush the riots.

She braced herself as aircars started to turn and fly away.  Someone had had the common sense to order the city’s ATC to redirect all the aircars away from the riots, perhaps put the vehicles into a holding pattern until their occupants could be arrested and detained.  She wondered, idly, what they’d do if – when – they discovered the passengers were wealthy louts, like so many of the rioters she’d seen back home.  They hadn’t given a damn about the cause.  They’d just wanted to smash, loot and generally wreak havoc.  The police had had to treat the little bastards with kid gloves ...

A trio of aircars flew overhead, bright lights spearing down at the rioters.  “DO NOT MOVE,” they thundered.  “REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE!  DO NOT ...”

Someone threw a rock.  The light snapped out.  Sally smirked – Terry had shot out the light, creating the illusion that the rock had been effective – as others joined in, pelting the aircars with stones, rubbish and whatever else came to hand.  The aircars hastily retreated – she guessed their pilots weren’t sure what had happened– as other, heavier, transports glided over the city to join them.  She wasn’t too surprised to see troops dropping to the ground, carrying heavy weapons; she shuddered in disgust as they opened fire.  They didn’t look to have any real riot training.  They certainly weren’t trying to take prisoners.  She saw a handful of bodies drop, their peers either shocked or angry ... some were trying to run, others to charge.  It looked very much as if the enemy commanders had lost control ...

You’ll never be seen the same way again, she thought, as the troops cleared the road.  Her implants blinked up a warning.  The enemy teleport denial field was shifting.  It would be seconds, at best, before they started teleporting in reinforcements.  The city will go mad with hatred.

She watched the first wave of reinforcements materialise, then turned her attention to the remainder of the gated compound.  The riot appeared to be breaking up, hundreds of rioters running for their lives, but the damage was done.  Shops had been looted, private homes and apartment blocks had been set on fire, the flames fuelled by chemicals looted from industrial estates and spread everywhere to make it harder for the police and fire departments to put out the fires.  She doubted the damage would be that extensive – the fire departments could teleport in supplies or drop fire suppressants from orbit – but it would shock the government and galvanise them into doing something stupid.  The dead bodies lying on the ground would be all the impetus they needed.  There were at least two Tokomak amongst the dead.

I wonder what happened to our old friend, she thought.  Hekla had been left bound and gagged ... it was unlikely in the extreme, to say the least, that she hadn’t been found before she’d starved to death.  Any halfway competent investigator would have worked out whose codes had been used, then gone to check out her apartment.  Is she still on the planet or was she kicked out for gross incompetence?

She pushed the thought out of her mind as more aircars arrived and unloaded more troops.  It was time to go.  The remaining rioters were being wiped out – or captured, judging from the way the troops were behaving – and the area would be searched shortly, once the enemy thought the situation was under control.  She stood and took one last look, then turned and ran, relying on her enhancements to keep her concealed as she jumped from block to block before heading down to the surface and running into an alleyway.  The riot had been quite some distance from the slave barracks, let alone the slums, but she kept her head down anyway.  She’d been in places where one attack triggered an indiscriminate revenge attack, setting off a cycle of violence that never ended ... how could it?  The side that felt it was behind wanted to make one final attack before agreeing to a ceasefire, which meant the other side wanted to make an attack of its own ...

Her implants pinged a warning as she headed on.  More and more enemy aircraft and drones were passing overhead, heading to the riot zones.  It sounded as though the other riots were dying too, although she could hear shooting in the distance that suggested some of the riots were being brutally suppressed.  Her implants reported more and more encrypted communications, some, she thought, that didn’t belong to the planetary government.  Her lips twisted in humourless amusement.  The government might try to keep the news under wraps, but there was no way they could keep it from spreading across the stars.  The Galactics would know something had gone wrong very soon.

And they may try to intervene, she thought.  The Tichck would certainly expect their rivals to interfere.  They looked weak, so their enemies would pounce.  It was what they’d do.  If they crack down hard, they might spark a full-scale revolution and unleash hell.
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“Incredible,” Dusk-Ask breathed.

He’d never seen anything like it, not on Belos.  There were vague reports of riots and uprisings on primitive worlds, planets settled by corporations that thought nothing of cutting corners wherever possible, but not here.  The population knew that if they worked hard, and saved every last credit, they could climb the ladder to the very top.  Even the Belosi, as primitive and unprepared for modernity as they were, had a chance to rise.  The sort of sheer hopelessness that led to incoherent rage and rioting was unknown.  And yet ...

It was hard, so hard, to grasp the sheer scale of the disaster.  A dozen wealthy districts had been ransacked and looted, then set on fire.  Several more, thankfully, had been able to repel the rioters, although at a cost.  The worker districts had been turned upside down too. If the first reports were accurate, the riots had started there.  And then they’d spread.

He shuddered as he stared at the remains of the gatehouse.  Dozens of prisoners lay on the ground under armed guard, waiting to be hauled off to justice.  There were at least seven different races amongst the prisoners, some powerful enough to make their feelings known if they thought their people had been mistreated.  Others ... he doubted their governments would care, but their employers were a different story.  What would happen, he asked himself, if one of the big interstellar corporations demanded their people back or else?  Or insisted they’d been arrested by mistake?  They might even be right.  The police and soldiers had arrested everyone they’d caught within the zone, if they hadn’t been in uniform.  It was quite possible a few hundred innocents had been arrested, too ...

And someone will have to take the blame, he thought.  Who?

His mind raced.  He hadn’t had any real responsibility for internal security until he’d received a panicked demand for troops.  He could hardly be blamed for the riot ... although he knew, perfectly well, that might not be true.  Someone would have to take the blame and he was the CO who’d ended it.  He shuddered as he looked at the bodies, being carried out by Belosi workers and piled high by the walls.  How many rich and well-connected beings had died in the riot?  Hundreds at least, more likely thousands.  Their families and employers would be looking for someone to blame.

The terminal bleeped.  He glanced at it.  A bombing – another bombing – outside the city.  He cursed under his breath.  He’d had to yank troops out of the line to crush the riots and ... the insurgents had taken full advantage.  Had it been planned?  He couldn’t imagine how – the locals had no modern communications gear – but the timing suggested it was possible, perhaps even probable.  For all he knew, the enemy had somehow obtained a transmitter and turned it into a passive listening device.  The Belosi lacked the technical ability to do it, but the Vesparians had ...

We know they sent mercenaries down to the surface, he thought, and smuggled weapons into the countryside.  What else have they done?

His communicator bleeped.  “Sir, the Director and the Security General request your immediate presence,” his aide said.  “In person.”

Dusk-Ask gritted his teeth.  In person, not a holoconference?  It didn’t bode well.

“Understood,” he said.  The local police – or what was left of them – could take command of the scene.  “I’m on my way.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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“This does not please me,” Director Rulaveon said.

It was rare, very rare, for him to meet his subordinates in person.  Holoconferences were normally more than sufficient, not least because it kept them properly respectful and aware of their own subordination.  His peers were about the only people Director Rulaveon met in person – his superiors, of course, rarely permitted him to enter their presence.  And yet, it was the only way to ensure no one was monitoring the conversation.  The government datanet was supposed to be impossible to hack, with most of the datanodes carefully isolated from their civilian counterparts, but the growing insurgency was backed by a first-rank race.  He dared not take any chances.  His career was alarmingly close to being over.

He looked from Uri to Dusk-Ask and back again.  “What happened?”

There was a long pause.  Dusk-Ask hadn’t been the being on the spot until his troops had been called in, but ... there hadn’t really been anyone on the spot.  The local security guards were dead, seriously injured, or coming up with all sorts of excuses for not nipping the riots in the bud before it was too late.  The police officer who’d assumed local command had been killed and the chain of command had died with him, at least until the military arrived.  There was no one else to ask.  There was no one else to blame.

Uri, surprisingly, spoke first.  “We are still assessing the situation,” he said, a reminder it had only been an hour since the riots had been quashed.  “As near as we can tell, the riots started in the entertainment districts and spread, rapidly, to the wealthier districts.  Some reports insist the rioters were directed by enemy agents, others that they were largely spontaneous ...”

“They will have been directed by agents,” Rulaveon said, flatly.  “Junior workers do nothing on their own initiative.  They lack the ability to act on their own.”

“As you please,” Uri said.  “Regardless, the rioters were able to get through the gatehouses – in one place, knocking down the walls – and rampage through the districts.  The security alert came too late to save all but a tiny number of residents.  The ones who escaped were the ones who had the presence of mind to take their aircars and flee, with their families, before it was too late.  The remainder ... a number were assaulted or killed by the rioters.”

Rulaveon sucked in his breath.  “How many?”

“We don’t know,” Dusk-Ask said.  “We’re still recovering and identifying the bodies.”

“Find out,” Rulaveon snapped.  The really wealthy and powerful beings lived on orbital habitats, not on the planet, but ... losing so many would sting.  He tried to calculate a worst-case possibility and swore, savagely, as he realised the death toll could be well over ten thousand.  Perhaps even more ... no, some districts had beaten off the attackers and others hadn’t been touched at all.  “Did you find any of the agents?”

“There may be some agents amongst the dead,” Dusk-Ask said.  “But it will take us some time to be sure.”

“Their agents might have an effective cover story,” Uri put in.  “We know they got mercenaries and their supplies, plenty of supplies, through the defences ...”

“Yes.”  Rulaveon cursed his peers under his breath.  Under normal circumstances, being given sole responsibility for a problem was a dream come true.  Success would boost his career into orbit.  Right now, it was a poisoned chalice.  The Board of Directors was happy to let him make all the calls, while planning their excuses when their superiors demanded answers.  Bastards.  The fact it was exactly what he would do, if he’d been in their shoes, didn’t make him feel any better.  “And we have another problem.”

He tapped his terminal.  “Right now, we have four outsider races – including the Vesparians – demanding the right to land troops to protect their investments.  The others will probably make demands of their own, within the next few hours.  The timing is very suspicious.”

“Yes, sir,” Uri said.  “They clearly knew what was going to happen.”

Rulaveon nodded in agreement.  He wasn’t entirely convinced the Vesparians were backing the Belosi rebels – the evidence was a little too good for his peace of mind – but he had no doubt they’d take advantage of the crisis to press their own agenda.  Their allies – and the other races with interests on the planet – would back them up, demanding the right to land troops, take control of vital infrastructure and bring down everything they needed to secure their position.  And then they’d be impossible to dislodge.  He wondered, in a flicker of paranoia, if they were all behind it.  His people had countless enemies.  If they’d banded together ...

He looked at Uri.  “We have to act fast,” he said.  “Once outsider troops land, we’ll never get rid of them.”

And it will be the end of my career, he added, silently.  I’ll be lucky if I am merely sent into exile.

“The time has come to take drastic measures,” he continued.  “The entire planet is to go into lockdown.”

Uri blinked.  “Sir ...”

“Lock down everything,” Rulaveon snapped.  “Nothing moves without our say-so, not unless it has been searched ...”

“Sir,” Uri repeated.  “We cannot lock down the entire planet without provoking a major incident.”

“We already have a major incident,” Rulaveon told him, bluntly.  “We’re already getting angry protests about the lack of security.  We have to do something!”

“We can restrict a great many activities,” Uri said.  “But there are limits.”

Rulaveon glared.  It was rare for his subordinates, even ones who’d hitched their careers to his, to argue so openly.  He had every right to tell Uri to shut up and do as he was told, yet ...

“We have to act fast,” he said.  “What do you suggest?”

Dusk-Ash leaned forward.  “We crack down hard,” he said.  “Troops on the streets, yes, but also raids on the underground.  We know some Belosi who have ties to the underground – we grab them, we sweat them, we follow their lead to wipe out the rest of the underground.  We mount raids too, trying to disrupt their operations; we lock down the slave barracks, keeping them isolated, as well as under our control ...”

“The corporations will complain about losing their cheap labour,” Uri said, gloomily.

“They’re already complaining about their staff being killed or arrested,” Rulaveon said, eying the terminal sourly.  He’d had to listen to outraged calls from senior managers.  His staffers, thankfully, had been able to handle the ones from their junior counterparts.  “We don’t need to give them anything more to complain about.”

“The workers are well-treated,” Uri agreed.  “Why would they revolt?”

Dusk-Ask sighed.  “Because they’re slaves?”

He leaned forward.  “We also need to lock down the spaceports and orbital towers,” he added, curtly.  “We have to cut their supply chain before it’s too late.  It’s bad enough they know, thanks to their patrons, how to make makeshift bombs from common materials.  If they get more modern weapons ...”

Rulaveon stared at his hands.  “We could call it a quid pro quo,” he said.  “We let them land troops – light infantry – in exchange for them backing us when we search the ships.”

He smiled, rather tiredly.  It would work ... probably.  If the other races backed him, the starship owners and crews couldn’t object; if they refused, which was quite possible, he could use it as an excuse to deny them the right to land troops.  He doubted they’d risk trying to land their forces against his express order, not when the planetary defences could shoot them out of the sky.  It would cause another diplomatic crisis ... hopefully, they wouldn’t take the risk.  Hopefully ... he was tired, too tired, to consider all the implications.  He needed a proper rest without any more bad news.  Perhaps he could convince one of the other directors to take command for a few hours.

“Start making the preparations,” he ordered.  There was no way to tell if the raids would produce any results – they might never know – but at least they’d be doing something.  “Bring in more troops from the countryside, if you must.  The cities are far more important in the short run.”

“We need to keep bringing in mercenaries,” Dusk-Ask said.  “We just don’t have the numbers to be completely effective.”

“Do it,” Rulaveon ordered.

“We also need more troops from the homeworld,” Uri said.  “There’s a limit to how far we can trust mercenaries.”

Rulaveon made a face.  The homeworld hadn’t asked too many questions – yet – but that would change the moment he started asking for troops.  His superiors would want to know what had happened, what Rulaveon and his peers couldn’t handle with their own troops and mercenaries.  If the plan worked, if they shattered the rebel underground, they wouldn’t even need the troops ... he wanted to believe they didn’t need them.  But if they were wrong ...

“I’ll put in the request,” he said.  The Tichck had never been a particularly martial race.  They preferred to think of themselves as businessmen, wheeling and dealing and drawing up agreements that were always slanted in their favour.  They weren’t strangers to the importance of military power – and they maintained a sizable fleet, if only to deter predators – but they had fewer ground forces than one would expect.  They normally hired mercenaries if they needed groundpounders.  “We’ll see what they say.”

“Yes, sir,” Dusk-Ask said.

Rulaveon’s terminal bleeped.  He glanced at the message and scowled.  Another major race was requesting permission to land troops ... an achingly polite request that carried a hidden sting in the tail.  He knew the rules as well as everyone else.  If his people lost control of the surface, they would be judged to have lost control of the system ... and the other powers would have the right to intervene with or without their permission.  And then ... he wondered, tiredly, which way the courts would jump.  There were precedents for matters to go either way.

“Start at once,” he ordered.  “Keep me informed.”
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“We just had word from the prison camps,” his aide said, as Dusk-Ask returned to the makeshift command post.  “We took seven hundred and fifty-two prisoners, all of whom insist they’re totally innocent.”

Dusk-Ask bit down the urge to say something sarcastic.  Anyone who was innocent, and had a drop or two of common sense, would have headed in the other direction as soon as he saw the mob heading towards him.  A number of people had done precisely that, if the recordings were to be trusted; some would have found somewhere safe to spend the night, some would have just kept going until they dropped or were picked up by the local police.  He doubted they’d have gotten very far.  The police, to be fair, had managed to set up barricades fairly quickly.

And now they’re arguing over who’s to blame for the whole crisis, he thought.  It had clearly been a mistake to pull so many experienced policemen out of the city, even though they’d been needed in the countryside.  No one had realised it was a problem until the first riot and then it had been far too late.  But that gives us time ...

He took the list and scanned it rapidly.  His staff, thankfully, had cross-referenced the names with the legal residents of the gated communities.  Two hundred or so were registered residents; the remainder, it seemed, had apartments scattered across the city.  Only a handful had any real criminal records ... odd, given that most criminals were deported, but probably proof someone had taken a bribe or two.  He made a mental note to look into it later and then passed the datapad back to his aide.  

“The legal residents can go free,” he said.  They – or their relatives – were wealthy enough to cause real problems.  If there was no solid case against them, they had to be let go before the lawyers got involved.  “The others are to remain in custody, pending interrogation.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I want two tactical assault squads assembled and ready to depart in ten minutes,” Dusk-Ask continued.  “Their commanding officers are to report to me at once.”

“Aye, sir.”

Dusk-Ask nodded, then strode into his office.  He’d barely had a chance to even notice it existed, let alone move in.  He had no idea if he’d be staying in the city or returning to the countryside ... he’d come with his troops, but once the shock wore off the city’s security officers would demand to take command.  Would his superiors let them?  He didn’t know.  The director had given him his orders, but the director didn’t have supreme power.  He had to act as quickly as possible.

He glanced at his terminal, then nodded as the commanders stepped into his office.  His aide had summoned the best, rather than the most senior.  He made a mental note to commend the young officer for good thinking, particularly in the midst of a crisis.  He knew too many junior officers who wouldn’t think as clearly ...

“The rioting started in the entertainment districts,” he said, using his terminal to display a map.  “We have barely started interrogating the surviving rioters, but if the first reports are correct there were agents – enemy agents – inciting and directing the rioters.  Those agents could not have operated without the cooperation of the local businessmen.  You are to take the businessmen into custody so they can be interrogated.”

“Yes, sir,” one said.  “Do we have a warrant?”

“We have full authority to hunt down rebels, subversives and outside agents,” Dusk-Ask told him, bluntly.  The government had declared a state of emergency when the riot had begun and, so far, it hadn’t been declared over.  He had all the authority he needed to take the staff into custody for interrogation, at least for the moment.  “When they are in custody, search their apartments for anything that might point to their contacts.”

He dismissed them with a nod, then keyed his terminal.  The city police hadn’t bothered to keep good track of the Belosi within the city limits.  The corporations, thankfully, did have lists, but they were neither complete nor conclusive.  There were thousands – perhaps hundreds of thousands – of Belosi who were effectively off the records, either working as brute force labourers or simply existing under the city.  The police hadn’t bothered to keep good track of the underground either.  Reading between the lines, he suspected they’d seen it as an escape valve.  The most dangerous slaves had a chance to run away, rather than rebel against their masters.  He’d seen the same logic in the countryside.  He knew, too, where it had ended.

We need to start rooting them out, as well as disrupting the network, he thought.  The Belosi were everywhere.  They were everywhere ... and practically invisible.  Where do we even start?
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“Keep your head down,” Terry warned.  “We have trouble.”

Sally nodded, pulling her hood tighter around her head as a pair of police aircars swooped over the housing estate and landed outside an apartment block.  Policemen and soldiers swept out of the vehicles, weapons at the ready, and ran into the apartment block, moving with the squeamish determination of troops who’d seen the elephant but were determined to press on and complete the mission regardless.  She saw crowds – largely, but not completely, Subdo - starting to gather outside the block as the police returned, carrying a handful of cuffed Subdo and a couple of Belosi.  The crowd muttered angrily, inching forward as if it was trying to intimidate the police.  It didn’t look as if it was working.

“Interesting,” Terry commented.  “They’re not snatching our contacts.”

“They may think they are,” Sally said.  The muttering was growing louder.  “The underground hasn’t told us everything ...”

The muttering became angry shouts.  She didn’t see who threw the first stone, but all of a sudden debris was flying through the air, raining down on the policemen as they levelled their weapons.  Someone fired a shot, a plasma burst rippling into the crowd ... the crowd lunged forward, the poor bastards in the front pushed forward by the people at the back.  The policemen started to fire, too late.  They fell, knocked under by a tidal wave of warm bodies.  Sally would have felt sorry for them – she’d seen men caught in mobs and beaten to death – if they hadn’t been enforcers of a fascist regime.  A young man – a Subdo – emerged from the scrum carrying a stolen rifle.  Sally hoped, as the prisoners were freed, that he’d keep it pointed in the right direction.  

Terry caught her arm and led her away.  Sally followed, keeping her eyes wide open.  The police would have called for reinforcements, if she was any judge, and even if they hadn’t someone would notice – surely – that the police had gone off the air.  They’d raise the alarm and send backup ... she grinned as, behind her, the sound of rioting grew louder.  It was unlikely the rioters would get anywhere, not once the reinforcements arrived, but it hardly mattered.  They’d keep the cops busy and that was all they needed to do.

“They started the crackdown,” Terry said, when they reached the base.  “I don’t know who they thought they were arresting, but they ran straight into a riot.”

“Good,” Riley said.  “Sally, do you have everything you need?”

“Nearly,” Sally said.  She’d shared everything she’d downloaded with the rest of the team.  She’d also been careful to point out the gaps in their knowledge.  “If the news reports are accurate, they’ve grounded every ship on the surface until they can be searched.”

“Ships we can’t use,” Nine pointed out.  “We don’t have the command codes.”

Sally giggled.  “We don’t need them,” she said.  She kicked herself, mentally, for not having thought of it earlier.  “I have a plan.”
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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“It feels quiet,” Riley said.

“Too quiet,” Charles quipped.  They stood on top of the towering apartment block, staring over the darkening city.  “Ten dollars says something is going to happen.”

“No bet,” Riley said.  They both knew everything was about to change.  “Is everything in place?”

“You know it,” Charles said.  “Are you ready?”

Riley nodded, curtly.  “Get into position,” he ordered.  “You’ll get the signal soon enough.”

He sucked in his breath as Charles retreated, never taking his eyes from the alien megacity.  He’d done a great many exciting and difficult missions in his time, from daring commando raids on terrorist bases to covert insertions into enemy territory with strict orders to avoid enemy contact as much as possible, but this was different.  It wasn’t the first time he’d worked closely with an insurgent group, yet ... he cursed under his breath.  He intended to do everything in his power to ensure the Belosi survived, that they managed to obtain and keep a degree of independence, but if push came to shove the Belosi were expendable.  It hadn’t bothered him so much on Earth – the democracy-loving insurgents who would craft a democratic state, given the chance, existed only in the imaginations of people who should know better – but it did here.  The Belosi deserved so much better than an eternity of servitude.

It nagged at his mind as the timer continued counting down to zero.  He’d known people, back on Earth, who’d believed aliens would have solved all their social ills, that aliens would have all the answers and they’d be willing to share with their poor cousins on Earth.  Riley had been too much of a cynic to believe it and yet ... he wondered, not for the first time, why the Galactics hadn’t used their technology to make everyone’s lives better.  They could have created a post-scarcity paradise.  

Instead, they’d created a nightmare.  And they had to be fought.  

He had no illusions, no one did, what would happen if the Galactics realised Earth was more than just a very distant and primitive world before it was too late.  The human race would be crushed and enslaved, then put to work maintaining someone else’s empire.  It would be the end.

His mind raced from point to point.  The planning process was, by design, fluid enough to account for the unexpected.  He wasn’t fool enough to believe he’d planned for everything that could and would go wrong.  There was no way to avoid the simple truth that a great many people were going to die, that he himself might die too.  It didn’t bother him as much as it should – he knew he’d have been dead long ago, without rejuvenation technology – but the thought of failure did worry him.  He thought he’d made sure no one could trace them back to Earth, but ... Earth needed the GalCores.  If they failed now, when would they get another chance?

The timer reached zero.  He took a long breath.  It was time.

He keyed the stolen terminal and braced himself.  They’d been reluctant to risk using any stolen communicators, if only because they could be traced, but there was no choice.  The message was innocuous, hardly the type of signal to be trapped in the filters, yet ... he gritted his teeth.  If the decoy operation failed, there were contingency plans.  They just had to wait and see if the first message reached its destination.  It should.  There was nothing about it that should draw alarm, nothing that should get it held for inspection.  They’d studied the filters carefully to determine which signals were allowed to proceed and which were delayed long enough for an intelligent person to take a look.  His lips quirked.  It was a shame they hadn’t dared overload the system by bombarding it with suspicious messages, each of which would have to be checked before it was too late.  But it would have been far too revealing.

Riley took one last look over the skyline – hundreds of aircars were clearly visible, with a handful of police aircraft hovering overhead – and then turned and made his way back down into the building.  The die was cast.  It was time to test themselves against the best the enemy could offer, then claim their prize ...

... And if they could save the planet’s population in the process, it would be one hell of a feather in his cap.
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Elder had no idea how the communicators worked.  It had been very difficult, if not impossible, to get their hands on textbooks explaining modern technology and the handful they had been able to download and study were far beyond their understanding.  Elder had been all too aware, long before the offworlders had arrived, that the underground was operating at a huge disadvantage, unable even to grasp the sheer power their masters could bring to bear against them.  Their allies had done their best to explain, he thought, but their explanations were difficult to follow.  He had no idea, in truth, if they were making an honest attempt to explain or if they were deliberately trying to confuse the underground ...

... And in the end, it didn’t matter.

He’d known they were doomed well before the offworlders had confirmed their worst fears.  The underground had been unable to do more than pick off a handful of isolated targets, little better than pinpricks ... there’d been no way to overwhelm a plantation, not when brutal and desperate uprisings were quashed with immense force before they had a chance to spread.  He’d built his networks – and linked them into other networks – in a bid to find something, anything, they could use to overthrow their masters, but there’d been nothing.  He’d been suspicious when the offworlders had arrived, even though they’d rescued his lost comrades, but now ... they’d proved themselves.  They wouldn’t have given the underground so much help and support if they merely intended to defeat the old masters and take their place.

And even if they did, he asked himself, would it stop us from rising?

He knew it wouldn’t.  The countryside had been seething with resentment and hatred for centuries.  The youngsters wanted to fight, even if it meant certain death.  They had weapons now and a bitter grudge, a desire to take revenge even at the cost of their lives.  If it meant falling under the sway of new masters ... would it matter?  The offworlders could hardly be worse than the old masters, could they?  And who knew?  Maybe the offworlders had meant every word, when they’d made their promises.  Perhaps there would be a chance to escape their doomed world after all.

The communicator bleeped.  It was time.

Elder reached for the device, then hesitated.  Was it the right thing to do?  He didn’t pretend to understand the explanation he’d been given, or the reason behind the other orders.  Had they been set up for the kill?  Or ... he shook his head, remembering just how many youngsters had gathered near the city, preparing themselves to do or die.  There were others too, inside the city ... they were counting on him to do his part.  He flipped open the lid and stared down at a big red button – he had no idea why the offworlders found it amusing – and then pushed it.  The device bleeped, once.  He hoped it was working as planned.  He had no way to check.

He stood, drew the flare gun from his belt and carried it outside.  It was dark, the stars hidden behind layer upon layer of fog ... pollution, he knew now.  The masters were poisoning the entire planet.  The only sound was a faint humming from the city, something so high-pitched it grated on his eardrums.  He’d heard it was much worse inside the city itself, a constant torment ... he wondered, as he lifted the flare gun and pointed it into the sky, if things would get better after the war.  Or ... in the end, it didn’t really matter.  He’d lived too long, seen too much, to feel any true hope for the future.  The young could dream of a better life.  He’d settle for taking the masters down with him.

Quite calmly, he pulled the trigger.
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Dusk-Ask couldn’t sleep.

It had been a rough couple of weeks.  The city was on edge.  He’d watched, helplessly, as police units were attacked, their reinforcements coming under attack as they tried to rescue the original police units.  The soldiers hadn’t done much better.  Their heavy-handedness, he suspected, had made matters a great deal worse; they’d made enemies nearly everywhere, even amongst races that were normally quiet and obedient.  The streets seethed with anger and resentment, to the point he quietly admitted the police had lost control of vast swathes of the city.  And the politics were rapidly growing poisonous.  

He lay in his bed, wishing he dared take a sleeping pill.  There were too many officers and politicians trying to undermine him and his superiors, too many to be ignored ... the only reason he hadn’t been fired by now, he’d been told, was that no one else wanted to take responsibility for themselves.  It was no relief.  The affair would draw the homeworld’s attention, if it hadn’t already, and Dusk-Ask would probably wind up being the scapegoat when everything calmed down.  The only upside was that he was too low-ranking to be a real scapegoat ... his superiors might offer him up as a sacrifice, only to discover their superiors intended to sacrifice them too.  And then ...

His mood darkened.  The country had been suspiciously quiet for the last few days.  It hadn’t been obvious to his superiors – the bombings had continued, even as the shootings had tailed off – but Dusk-Ask suspected something big was brewing.  His superiors wanted to believe the rebels were finally running out of ammunition – they were busy patting themselves on the back for their new security measures – yet ... he doubted it.  The rebels had shown a greater degree of organisation than he’d believed possible, and they’d somehow managed to coordinate their activities across a wide region.  They were up to something.  He knew it.

He was half-asleep when his terminal bleeped.  “Sir, we just picked up a mercenary pulse,” his aide reported.  “It’s just outside the defence line.”

Dusk-Ask straightened.  The Vesparians – or whoever was really backing the rebels – wouldn’t be fool enough to come in person.  They’d sent mercenaries, including at least one who’d been trained on Belos ... a mercenary who clearly hadn’t known, or hadn’t cared, that his implants had been designed to alert his former masters when he got too close.  The precaution hadn’t worked perfectly, but ... he clambered out of bed and headed for the command centre, throwing dignity to the winds.  The mercenaries had been careful not to show themselves too openly, only committing themselves to important attacks.  If this attack was important ...

“Sir,” the coordinator said.  Behind him, red icons were flaring to life on the display.  “The outposts are taking heavy fire.  It looks serious.”

“Yes,” Dusk-Ask said.  “Are the quick reaction teams on alert?”

“Yes, sir.”

Dusk-Ask’s mind raced.  The rebel weapons might be primitive, but they were effective.  They’d developed a habit of picking a firing position, lobbing a few shells into their targets, then breaking down the weapons and vanishing again before they could be hunted down and killed.  The only thing the defenders could do was grit their teeth and endure the hammering as best they could, but ... if the rebels were hitting the city’s outermost defence line they wouldn’t be content with a handful of shells.  They might not think they could actually break through the line – if they threatened to hit the inner line, Dusk-Ask would strike them from orbit before they could get into the city itself – but they could do a hell of a lot of damage just by harassing the defences.  They had to be pushed back, and quickly.

“Deploy the reaction teams, then dispatch every unit that isn’t already committed,” he ordered.  The enemy offensive appeared to be growing stronger.  More and more outposts were taking fire.  He briefly considered deploying orbital weapons, before dismissing the idea in disgust.  The enemy fighters and the defenders were too close together to prevent friendly fire.  “And then redeploy the drones.  I want to track the rebels as they retreat.”

“Aye, sir,” his aide said.  

Dusk-Ask frowned as the display updated, again.  It looked as if thousands of rebels were coming out of the undergrowth.  Were they trying to invade the city?  It would be suicide, but ... his mind raced.  The rebels were being backed by someone, someone who would know the government would never let the rebels into the city even if it meant bombing their own people.  Were the offworlders trying to get the rebels killed to bury their tracks?  Or were the rebels, ignorant of the peril, convinced they could win?  He had no idea.

If we break their offensive, we might be able to crush them once and for all, he thought.  The rebels had no shortage of manpower – he was honest enough to admit, at least to himself, that the field workers had excellent reasons to hate their masters – but they were dangerously short of weapons.  There were limits to how many bombs they could produce, particularly now the government was aware of the dangers.  If we can break them ...

He felt a sudden thrill.  If he won the decisive battle – if – his career wouldn’t be destroyed.  He would rise to heights he’d never dreamed possible ... he put the thought aside, burying it under simple practicality.  The rebels had exposed themselves, for whatever reason, and he had to take advantage of their mistake before it was too late.  He could pat himself on the back later, when the battle was won.  It wasn’t over yet.

“Sir, the attacks are intensifying,” his aide reported.  “They’re spreading out along the line.”

Dusk-Ask nodded.  The rebels were clearly probing the defences, looking for weak spots.  They’d be looking in vain.  Dusk-Ask had had hundreds of thousands of workers putting the line together – digging trenches, installing prefabricated bunkers and firing positions – and while he suspected some of the workers had passed on what they’d seen and done to the rebels, they didn’t know everything.  They didn’t know which strongpoints were manned and which were designed to soak up fire, they didn’t know where he’d positioned his reserves or what he intended to do with his reaction forces ... the attackers were playing it tactically smart, he noted, but strategically stupid.  Even if they broke off the attack now, they were going to take one hell of a beating.

“Let them waste their ammunition,” he said.  The primitive weapons were a good choice for a primitive race, but they lacked the killing power of more advanced weapons.  His bunkers would soak up much of the incoming fire and his people would be unharmed.  The more bullets and shells the rebels wasted on impregnable firing positions, the fewer they’d have to fire at the reaction forces when they arrived.  “Deploy the reaction forces as soon as they arrive.”

“Aye, sir.”
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It had always amused Sally that some people thought that merely encrypting their messages was enough to keep them safe and secure.  A military-grade encryption program could keep the message from being decrypted for quite some time – it was rare for a battlefield cipher to be decrypted in time to matter – but the mere act of sending a message, or more than one, was often enough to tell listening ears something the sender didn’t want them to know.  Her picture of enemy communications wasn’t complete, yet she had a rough idea of which units used which callsigns and which officers were actually in command of which forces.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.

“They’re redeploying,” she said, quietly.  The enemy signals couldn’t be decrypted, but they were flowing from known command posts to known deployable units.  “They’re shifting forces to the wall.”

“Good,” Riley grunted.  “How long for them to deploy?”

“Around ten minutes,” Sally said.  “They’ll need to push deployment if they want to catch the attackers.”

She studied the rough-drawn map for a long moment.  The megacity was huge.  The largest city on Earth was tiny, compared to this alien megastructure.  The enemy had done a remarkable good job of installing defences – and they’d done it in a hurry too – but they didn’t have the manpower to hold the entire line.  They had to keep the rebels from breaking into the city and that meant deploying troops to seal the gaps in the line and force the rebels back into the countryside ...

“Give them fifteen, then send the signal,” Riley ordered.  “Is everyone in place?”

“Just about,” Sally said.  She glanced up.  “We’ll lose control very quickly ...”

Riley nodded.  “As long as we have control over the vital points, the rest doesn’t matter,” he said.  “We can deal with it later.”

Sally nodded.  She had her own doubts about the plan, but she couldn’t come up with anything better.  The Galactics were about to be caught up in a confused multi-sided conflict, in which no one was entirely sure who was on what side ... she wondered, suddenly, if the various alien powers would start shooting at each other.  Or even try to impose a peace ... the smart thing to do, she thought, would be to wait for the uprising to burn itself out, but she doubted it was politically possible.  Belos was hardly the only world with a native race that had found itself enslaved on its own homeworld, nor were the Belosi the only races that had gotten the short end of the stick.  If they revolted successfully, or even made their masters pay for their crimes ...

She waited for the timer to reach zero, then smiled.  “It’s time.”

Riley stood.  “Send the signal,” he ordered.  “And then you’re with me.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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Slithe loathed her master.

It was, if anything, a huge understatement.  Her master wasn’t brutal, not like the masters who beat their slaves whenever they wanted to work off their anger, and he wasn’t one of the vile perverts who forced his slaves to perform sex acts on him even though they were different species ... he wasn’t even one of the masters who took delight in reminding his slaves that they were completely at his mercy, that a single word from him would be enough to send them to the labour camps.  It was his constant condescension, his constant habit of talking to her with an air of patronising superiority that would have grated even if she’d truly believed his people were naturally superior to hers.  Slithe had seen him in his most vulnerable moments; she knew there was nothing superior about him, nothing that made him better than her.  They were strong, she admitted, but they weren’t gods.  They certainly didn’t deserve to be worshipped.

Her hatred flowered as she carried the tray of drinks into the operations room and looked around.  She understood more of what she saw and heard than her master knew – he hadn’t realised she could read or understand more than one alien language – and she understood the limits of her master’s technology even if she didn’t understand how it worked.  She was just a pet to them, and that made her dangerous.  They didn’t seem to realise, even after the uprisings had begun, that she might turn on them.  Her master was just too sure of his own superiority to do otherwise.

Her heart raced as she put down the tray, then reached for the hidden capsule in her pocket and squeezed.  The capsule popped.  An operator glanced at her, face twisting with disdain, but he said nothing.  Slithe was one of the few – the very few – Belosi who might be able to cause trouble for him if she complained to her master.  She doubted her master would care, unless he wanted a chance to demonstrate his benevolence, but there was no point in taking chances.  Her master was a very important being indeed.  If he chose to punish a subordinate for being unpleasant to his pet, no one would try to stop him.

She turned and walked away, her lungs starting to hurt.  The rebel who’d slipped her the capsule had explained what it did, but she didn’t pretend to understand the explanation.  All that mattered was that it would kill everyone in the operations room, ensuring that her master – and his superiors – didn’t know all hell was breaking loose until it was too late.  She felt the pain grow worse, her lungs gasping for air that refused to come.  The operators were choking, panicking ... they scrambled to their feet and ran for the door, their faces already changing colour as they fought to breathe.  One kicked at her as he ran, only to fall to the ground a moment later as his lungs ran out of oxygen.  Slithe smirked, even as the world darkened around her.  It felt good to finally hurt her masters ... she knew she was going to die, yet she didn’t care.  More bodies hit the floor, faces locked in a rictus of agony – and confusion.  They didn’t know what had happened, or why.  They didn’t even know their displays were lighting up.  They didn’t know the entire city was on fire.

Slithe closed her eyes and smiled.  The world faded away.
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Dusk-Ask allowed himself a cold smile as his troops landed and deployed.  The rebels appeared to have been caught in a trap, too far from the defence lines to press their advantage and yet too close to his troops to escape before it was too late.  They were already breaking and running, as more and more of his men were dropped into blocking positions, but ...

The display screamed.  The ground heaved violently.  Alarms howled.  The display blanked, then rebooted, then blanked again.  Dusk-Ask blinked in shock.  He hadn’t been looking at the city-wide display before it went blank, but ... there’d been a set of reports blinking up, a moment before the display went dead.  Riots, explosions, attacks ... the city’s power network had gone down.  It was impossible and yet ... the display brightened slowly as the emergency systems came online, trying to download data from security sensors that seemed to have dropped out of the datanet.  It looked as if the entire city was on fire.

“Sir!”  Dusk-Ask turned to see a security officer, one he didn’t recognise.  “The command post is under attack!”

Dusk-Ask cursed under his breath as he realised his mistake.  The rebels outside the city had been coordinating with the underground ... he didn’t know how, perhaps their patrons had provided them with advanced communications, but it didn’t matter.  If the Belosi were rising in revolt, aided by dozens of other races ...

“Get me the director,” he snapped.  The government communications network was designed to be secure.  It should be impossible for anything less than a full-scale planetary bombardment to take it down.  “Now!”

“There’s no response,” the officer said.  “Sir ...”

And I sent the city’s deployable troops to the walls, Dusk-Ask thought.  He’d underestimated the rebels and he was going to pay for it.  His people were going to pay too.  If the command post was under attack ... he knew the defences were tough, but he didn’t have enough soldiers and policemen to hold the line.  I made a terrible mistake ...

“Signal the quick reaction forces,” he ordered.  The ground heaved again.  “They are to return to the government district and secure it.  The retreating rebels can be left for another day.”

His mind raced.  “Can you raise the orbital platforms?”

“Yes, sir,” the officer said.  “But they don’t have many troops to offer.”

And there’s little else they can do without firing into the city, Dusk-Ask reminded himself.  It was a last resort.  There were too many inhabitants who hailed from races that could, and would, express their displeasure if the inhabitants were accidentally killed by the planet’s defenders.  Without the director’s authority ...

A low rumble echoed through the air.  “Sir, they’re breaking the guardposts,” an officer snapped.  “They’ll be inside in a moment!”

Dusk-Ask glared at the display.  It looked as if the entire city was in revolt.  Police stations, military outposts, customs and exercise departments ... they seemed to be either reporting they were under attack, which was quite bad enough, or appeared to have gone off the air completely.  A handful of reports stated a pair of police stations had been blown up ... he ground his teeth in frustration.  It wouldn’t have been that hard for a Belosi worker, beneath suspicion, to carry a bomb into a station and blow it to hell ... he cursed his superiors under his breath.  It would have been so much smarter to put all the workers in camps until they sorted out the mess and figured out who could be trusted ...

He shook his head.  There was no time to worry about such insignificant details.  

“Drop the teleport denial field, evacuate the post,” he ordered.  The city’s teleporters were probably offline, if the power grid was unreliable, but the orbital platforms could yank him and his staff out of the post before it fell.  He had no idea who was next in the chain of command, if the director and the rest of the board were out of commission, but he refused to believe the rebels had killed everyone.  They certainly couldn’t have taken out the orbital networks, not unless their backers were willing to show their hand.  “And configure the datanodes to purge themselves once we’re gone.”

“Aye, sir!”

Dusk-Ask nodded, bracing himself for dematerialisation.  The orbital network would be unharmed.  It had to be.  They could rebuild the planetary network, get in touch with the remaining troops, and counterattack.  His lips twisted as his body was swept up in the teleport beam.  They’d retake control.  They’d crush the rebels.  And then they’d teach the Belosi a lesson they’d never forget.
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Terry lay on a roof and watched, dispassionately, as the enemy panic started to set in.  They must have run emergency drills, unless they were completely incompetent, but most emergency drills tended to leave out the emergency.  They’d sent their troops to the wall, moving them out of position, and now they were trying to get them back into the city ... too late.  Terry wasn’t the expert Sally was, when it came to hacking enemy communications, but he didn’t need to be to tell that all hell was breaking loose.  He had a good view over parts of the city and he could see the lower classes rioting, streaming into upper-class neighbourhoods and ravaging them, keeping the police forces – what was left of them – busy while the rebels seized the targets they needed to hold, if they were to have a chance at negotiating with the Galactics.  It would take a long time for the chaos to subside, even if the uprising failed, and the people would remember ...

His implants bleeped an alert.  The enemy reaction force was hastily loading up and taking to the air, flying over the city ... he didn’t know where they thought they were going, but it didn’t matter.  He lifted his plasma cannon, allowed himself a tight smile at being able to use it again, and fired on the first aircar.  The Galactics, it seemed, had the same weakness as their human counterparts.  The faster the aircraft, the lighter the armour.  The plasma pulse punched through the aircar, killing everyone onboard and sending the remains plunging to the city below.  There was no time to reflect on how many he’d killed ... or how many might be injured or killed by falling debris.  He switched to the next target and then the next, blowing them out of the air.  The enemy needed to fall back and advance overland, unless they had heavy weapons they could throw at him.  He doubted they had the time.  The city was on fire.  The rebels were waiting.  The enemy soldiers and mercenaries had better weapons, but all their advantages would shrink to nothing if they risked a stand-up fight in the city itself.  

And the rebels outside the wall will be swarming into the city soon, he thought, as he blasted the last target and then hastily ran for cover.  The enemy might just be ruthless enough to drop a KEW on his head, if they thought of it in time.  How will they react to that?
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Riley grinned, despite everything, as the aircar rocketed towards the government complex.  The streets were on fire – countless enemy positions had been overwhelmed, destroyed or simply isolated – and it looked as if the enemy civil government had come apart at the seams.  There didn’t seem to be any attempt to muster a coordinated response to the crisis, neither to fall back on the government complex and fight to the death nor to evacuate the city and prepare a counterattack.  They clearly hadn’t prepared for an uprising on such a scale.  The entire city had risen, willingly or not, and driven the enemy from the streets.

And they’re attacking from the ground, he thought.  Not all the attacks had succeeded – the rebels had a network of runners passing messages, allowing them to coordinate without radiating betraying signals – but enough had worked to cripple the enemy defences.  He wasn’t sure the enemy could hold the city any longer, but ... did they know it?  Or were they too stunned to realise?  We might have outsmarted ourselves a little.

He felt his grin grow wider.  The Tichck really hadn’t realised how much the Belosi hated them – and that they were practically everywhere.  Workers and slaves were turning on their masters, nursemaids and nannies were killing their charges, private servants were using blackmail to slow or cripple the response ... whatever happened, whatever the outcome, the planet was never going to be safe again.  The thought of so much slaughter sickened him – millions would be dead, on both sides, by the time the violence died away – but there was no stopping it now.  There was just too much hatred, too much anger and resentment that had been locked up and allowed to curdle.  The planet would be bathed in blood by the time the day was out ...

“Here we are,” Charles said.  “Shall we go?”

Riley nodded.  The aircar picked up speed, dropping a handful of makeshift decoys as it charged towards the landing pad and crashed down hard enough to stun an unenhanced human.  He threw the doors open and came out shooting, allowing his implants to guide him as he picked off the handful of guards and led the way into the building.  The lower levels were a warzone, from what he’d heard.  The rebels had broken into the worker barracks, armed the slaves and led them into the fight.  The enemy, luckily for them, had had the presence of mind to seal the upper levels before it was too late, then murder all the Belosi trapped upstairs.  Riley wondered, idly, if they hoped for relief.  There was so much static in the air that teleporting to safety wasn’t an option.

A guard stared at him, his hand dropping to his gun.  Riley shot him and ran onwards, his implants trying to hack the datanodes.  Perhaps he should have brought Sally after all ... he put the thought aside as he smashed through a door and into an incredibly ornate chamber, the kind of decorations that suggested a certain basic insecurity.  He reminded himself that aliens were, by definition, very alien.  The decorations might be, to them, the height of good taste.  He snorted in amusement and hurried into the next room, looking around for his target.  A lone alien – a Tichck – stared at him, his face going pale with shock.  Riley allowed himself a smirk as he jabbed his gun at the alien’s face.  He’d been careful to download files on nearly everyone of importance.  It was impossible to be entirely sure, but if he was right, he’d captured Director Rulaveon himself.

The alien spoke, quickly.  “Whatever they’re paying you, we can double it.”

“Keep your hands where I can see them,” Riley growled.  The Tichck masters didn’t like getting their hands dirty – they had people to do the dirty work for them – but that didn’t mean the director was harmless.  He could have enhancements fully equal – or superior – to Riley’s own.  Or ... anyone from a race renowned for backstabbing who’d climbed so far was probably smart enough to be dangerous, even without any weapons.  “Give us the planetary command codes and your life will be spared.”

The alien stared at him for a long cold moment.  Riley waited, wondering what the alien would do.  There were plenty of ways to get information out of unwilling donors – he had no qualms about interrogating an alien who’d planned to commit genocide – but he had no idea what sort of enhancements the alien had.  Interrogating him might trigger a suicide implant – or worse.  He didn’t think the Tichck would willingly implant themselves with bombs, yet ... there were plenty of ways to implant someone without their knowledge.  The Solar Union had done it at least twice ...

“Your masters will abandon you,” the alien said, finally.  His eyes flickered over Riley’s mask.  “They won’t risk a full-scale war.”

“The codes,” Riley said, pointing his gun at the alien’s face.  “Now.”

The alien seemed to wilt.  “Here.”

Riley took the datachip – a planetary key, very much like the GalCores – and examined it.  It looked genuine.  As he understood it, the board of directors had complete authority over the planet’s datanet ... he wondered, numbly, what would happen if they had two separate ideas about what to do with the access.  The rebels had planned to capture or kill the entire board, but the directors were too spread out to be sure of getting them all.  If the orbital defence commanders had any sense, they’d lock their systems out of the planetary datanet before it was too late.  The Belosi wouldn’t know what to do with the key, if they captured one.  Their patrons would know precisely what to do.

He inserted the key and breathed a sigh of relief as the system opened in front of him.  The planetary datanet was weak, but largely intact.  There were no links to the orbital installations – he wasn’t particularly surprised – but he had everything else.  And that meant ...

“You’re going to broadcast to your people,” he said, simply.  “You’re going to tell them to stand down, so we can discuss a settlement.”

It was hard to read any expressions on the alien face, but if he was any judge the alien looked relieved.  A negotiation might – might – give him the chance to salvage something from the utter disaster.  Perhaps ... Riley doubted the Tichck would negotiate in good faith, even with the rest of the galaxy watching, but it hardly mattered.  He had no intention of negotiating in good faith either.

“As you wish,” the alien said.  “What do you want me to say?”

“All planetary security forces are to stand down,” Riley ordered.  “The ones within the cities are to surrender, in return for which they will be unharmed.  The ones outside the city are to hold position and wait.”

The alien seemed to hesitate.  Riley hid his amusement.  He’d just offered the alien a chance to put a knife in his back.  But would the alien realise that it was a two-edged sword ...?

“As you wish,” the alien said, again.  “But not all will obey me.”

Which kind of makes you useless as a hostage, Riley thought.  The director couldn’t be left alive.  He’d seen too much.  But as long as you buy us time ...
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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“... All police and security forces are to stand down,” Director Rulaveon droned.  He didn’t sound like himself.  “All units within the cities are to surrender.  All units outside the cities are to hold position and wait ...”

Dusk-Ask looked at the station commander.  “He’s a hostage.”

“He’s certainly in enemy custody,” Commander Elise agreed.  The orbital command network might not have been damaged, but it was still chaotic.  The board of directors was either missing or dead, leaving the orbital commanders to argue over which of them was in charge – it felt as if none wanted the job – while the alien battle squadrons were loudly demanding the planetary defenders do something to protect their people.  “But we don’t know what else is going on.”

“We know we have to act fast,” Dusk-Ask said.  There were at least seventeen officers in orbit who could reasonably take command and none of them were stepping forward, not when the appointment was a poisoned chalice.  They’d sent a message to the homeworld, asking for the chain of command to be clarified, but it would be weeks before they got an answer.  “The rebels cannot be allowed to secure their gains.”

Elise shrugged.  “So what?  They cannot get into orbit.”

“They have hostages,” Dusk-Ask pointed out, sharply.  “There are hundreds of thousands of important people on the surface.  Do you want to be responsible for their deaths?”

He saw the commander flinch.  No one gave much of a damn about the Belosi, or the other lesser races, but there were plenty of Tichck and other Galactics caught in the maelstrom.  Their deaths would galvanise outside opinion, providing all the excuse the battle squadrons would need to intervene ... it might have been the plan all along, he reflected as he eyed the Vesperian ships.  The entire galaxy would be on their side, if they swooped down, saved the hostages and wiped out the rebels.  They’d claim the planet and no one would be able to stop them.  The Tokomak would rule in their favour, if they saved the Tokomak hostages on the planet below ...

Dusk-Ask pushed his advantage as far as it would go.  “Let me get the troops organised,” he said.  If there was one bright side to the entire chaotic mess, it was that anyone who might argue with him had been killed, captured, or forced to surrender.  “If we see a chance to intervene, we take it.”

Elise glared.  “And if you’re wrong?”

“If we do nothing, we risk losing Belos,” Dusk-Ask said.  “Do you want to be blamed for losing an entire world?”

After a long pause, she said, “No.”

“I thought not,” Dusk-Ask said.  “And that means we need to get back in control before it is too late.”
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“The mobs are advancing towards the alien settlements,” Terry reported, as Sally waited near Fly-By-Night.  “The guards aren’t reacting yet, but it’s just a matter of time.”

Sally nodded.  The Galactics had landed a number of troops, most of which had been deployed to protect their embassies and industrial estates.  Their settlements were only lightly guarded, somewhat to her surprise.  They’d probably assumed the mobs would be careful not to risk outside intervention – a reasonable assumption, under most circumstances – and held back their troops to guard more vital targets.  And now they’d been caught with their pants down.

This could go horrifically wrong, she thought.  They’d considered a dozen options for getting into the corporate estate for the second time, but none had seemed particularly workable.  They didn’t have any access codes – she was sure Hekla’s codes had been changed even if their owner hadn’t been fired – and the guards were on alert, ready to intercept anyone who tried to break into the compound.  If it doesn’t work ...

She took a breath.  Riley had unlocked the planetary datanet – Sally had hastily copied the keycode, then scanned and downloaded a number of military databases – but the datanet wasn’t linked to the corporate internal computer network.  Someone had clearly learnt something from the last encounter, she noted wryly.  She sent a message ahead, then stood.  It was time.

“Hold the mobs outside the gates,” she ordered.  The underground was in control, but that might not last.  “I’m on my way.”

The streets felt deserted as she made her way down to the corporate gatehouse.  She thought she could feel eyes following her, but no one was visible – even to her sensors – until the guards stepped out of the guardpost to block her path.  They looked competent ... she smiled inwardly, wondering how many had been summarily dismissed after the first tech raid.  They’d cleaned up the damage – there was no sign there’d ever been a brief engagement near the building – but it would be a long time before they regained their confidence no one would dare attack them.  She’d half-feared the GalCores would be sent elsewhere before the city rose in revolt.

“Halt,” the guard said.  “Identify yourself.”

Sally triggered her implants, sending an ID code she’d stolen from the planetary datanet.  “Take me to your leader.  Now.”

The guards eyed her narrowly – the rubber mask made it hard for them to place her race – and then nodded, waving scanners over Sally’s body before leading her into the complex.  It had been turned into a makeshift fortress, she noted; they were lucky the families hadn’t been allowed to stay within the complex itself, or the operation would have been a great deal more dangerous.  They’d have had to storm the defences and there would have been too great a chance of the GalCores being sealed away or accidentally destroyed.

Her eyes flickered from side to side as they walked into the building and made their way up a flight of stairs.  The local datanet was completely locked down, the datanodes utterly unresponsive to her pings.  She allowed herself a tight smile – she knew why they’d done that – and wondered just what had happened to Hekla.  There was no point in designing and producing the most advanced security system in the known galaxy if some idiot was going to write the password down on a sticky note and leave it somewhere anyone could see.  If she had been in charge, she’d have sent Hekla straight to jail.

The guards showed her into an office, then stepped aside.  Sally walked in, projecting confidence with every step.  The alien CEO – her implants identified him as Fly-By-Night’s local manager, which meant his word was law inside the complex and for quite some distance outside it, eyed her warily.  He might not be quite sure what race she was – the mask didn’t match any known species – but he had to think she was from one of the lesser races.  He’d recognise her right off if she was from a first-rank race ... her lips twitched in a flicker of repressed amusement.  The Tokomak thought everyone was a lesser race.  Their arrogance made the most arrogant humans look modest by comparison, although – to be fair – they had a great deal to be arrogant about ...

She didn’t give him time to think.  “I was sent by Director Rulaveon himself,” she said.  She was sure the CEO knew Director Rulaveon was a prisoner, but ... he also knew the Tichck had a nasty habit of backstabbing everyone, particularly their rivals.  The idea of the director giving his captors his word and then breaking it wasn’t exactly unthinkable.  “My people and I have orders to secure the databases and GalCores, then get them out of the city before it is too late.”

The CEO seemed to recoil in shock.  Sally suspected he thought she should be genuflecting in front of him, perhaps prostrating herself and waiting for him to speak first.  It was the standard approach ... but there was no time.  She didn’t need him having time to catch and compose himself.  If he started to think clearly, he might start poking holes in her story.  She’d have to resort to threatening the hostages ...

“The director insists that it is vitally important we get everything to safety,” she said, speaking with quiet urgency.  The CEO wouldn’t be a fool, but he was a businessman.  If the files were accurate, he was more of a manager than a manufacturer.  He’d probably gotten the job to ensure the complex ran smoothly, rather than leading the research teams himself.  “My team is already on the way.”

“The protocols are clear,” the CEO said.  “The databases and the cores have to remain in the vault ...”

“The city has fallen,” Sally snapped.  “The vault can no longer be relied upon to keep the GalCores safe.  We can get them out now, out to a shuttle and up to orbit before it is too late.  Or we can leave them here ...”

She let the words dangle suggestively in the air.  She doubted Fly-By-Night had bothered to come up with a contingency plan for a planet-wide insurgency, let alone one that had taken control of the city around them.  The files she’d downloaded from the planetary datanet and scanned hastily had been vague on precisely what the corporation was doing on the surface – reading between the lines, she suspected Tokomak Prime had never authorised the research program – but it was clear that losing the GalCores, either to the insurgents or their mysterious backers, would be disastrous.  If they fell into enemy hands ...

The CEO eyed her for a long moment.  “And why you?”

“Right now, the streets are not safe for his staff,” Sally said.  It was true.  The underground was doing what it could, but there was no way to prevent the downtrodden from extracting revenge on their tormentors.  The Tichck couldn’t leave the housing estates – protected by the underground’s more reliable soldiers – without being attacked and murdered.  “He had to send me to handle the task.”

She made a show of being unconcerned, subtly adjusting her body language to be more like his.  “If you want to keep everything here, you can, but the mobs are on the way.  There won’t be a second chance to get them out before it’s too late.”

There was another pause.  Sally would almost have felt sorry for the alien if she hadn’t known she dared not fail.  He had orders to protect the incredibly expensive pieces of technology, but his family was under threat ... his staff and researchers, too, were watching helplessly as the mobs advanced on their housing estates.  It was a no-win situation unless he gave in and let her take the GalCores ... which would, of course, fuck him completely.  But he didn’t know it.  The only other option was to destroy the vault himself and that would end his career as surely as everything else ...

The CEO stood.  “My security team will accompany your movers,” he said.  “But you can take the stuff.”

“Clear them through the gates,” Sally ordered.  The team – Charles, Terry and Nine, the latter a very clear mercenary – were already waiting for her signal.  They’d have no trouble dealing with a security team.  They’d planned on the assumption they wouldn’t just be allowed to take the cores, security codes or no.  “They can bring their mover around to the far side.”

The CEO nodded, leading her out of the room and down a flight of stairs she hadn’t known existed.  They certainly hadn’t appeared on the floor plans she’d downloaded ... it felt a lifetime ago.  The labs were closed, the staff nowhere in evidence.  She wondered, again, just what the Tokomak had been doing in the complex.  What could be so secret, so sensitive, so clearly against their own government’s will that they’d set up the research lab so far from their homeworld?  And why did they need the GalCores?

Her implants bleeped an alert.  “The movers have arrived,” she said, as they walked into the labs they’d seen during the failed raid.  “Direct them to the rear?”

“Yes,” the CEO said, shortly.  “My staff will show them around.”

His face looked grim as they headed down to the lower levels.  Sally braced herself, watching his back.  She could knock him down and hack his implants if he balked ... perhaps.  She’d studied the Tokomak carefully – everyone had, their dominance was a fact of galactic life – but she didn’t know the race well enough to be sure they didn’t have any surprises hidden up their sleeves.  The xenospecialists thought the Tokomak maintained their control by having the biggest stick in the known galaxy, but they probably had a few surprises too.  They might have more advanced tech than they shared with the rest of the galaxy ...

If that’s possible, she reflected.  The Galactics were stagnant, or so she’d been told, but the Tichck and the Vesparians and so many others were constantly looking for ways to undercut their rivals, including the Tokomak.  It seemed unlikely they were not trying to research newer and better weapons of their own.  If we cannot improve upon their weapons ...

The CEO keyed the vault controls.  “They are powered down, but you have to be careful with them,” he said.  “Make sure you get them all straight to orbit.”

“Of course,” Sally assured him.  “It will be done.”

She stepped back and watched as the hatch started to open in front of her, a small elevator carrying the most important and expensive pieces of technology for over a hundred light years into view.  The databases were surprisingly small – she could hold one in her hand – but it wasn’t the databases that drew the eye.  The GalCores looked like sparkling jewels ... she smiled, remembering some of the very old historical files.  The Tokomak had once been an idealistic race with a romantic streak.  Their starships had been wonderful combinations of elegance and practicality.  It was hard to believe they’d grown so ... stagnant.  But they had.

The CEO called two of his staff to help transport the collection to the moving van.  Sally checked the updates as she followed – the mob was closing on the housing estate, several smaller mobs making their way to the corporate estate – and smiled to herself, even though she knew a great many people were going to die.  The sense of urgency wouldn’t abate until it was far too late.  Half the corporate security staff were already making their way to protect the estates ...

“We’ll get them clear, sir,” she said, as they loaded the goods into the van.  “Thank you.”

The CEO nodded, his thoughts clearly elsewhere.  Sally scrambled into the van, then watched the security team surrounded them as Terry started the engine and headed out onto the road.  They’d get rid of the team in a moment, then turn to make their way to the spaceport instead.  And then ...

“The mob will ransack the corporate estate,” Terry said, quietly.  “The bomb will erase all the evidence.”

Sally nodded.  If they were lucky, there’d be no proof the GalCores were stolen rather than destroyed.  Fly-By-Night was certainly in no hurry to return them to Tokomak Prime.  The CEO hadn’t even suggested shipping them directly to the Tokomak battle squadron holding position near the planet ... Sally had studiously avoided mentioning it herself, if only because it would have been out of character for someone working for the Tichck, but it was interesting the CEO hadn’t brought it up.  Her lips quirked.  What were they doing?

We have their databases, she thought, coldly.  We can find out.  And if it is something we can use to blackmail them ...

***
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Riley watched through the drones as the mob charged into Fly-By-Night and trampled over the security guards, then invaded the worker barracks and freed all the slaves.  The leaders swarmed the building itself, slaughtering the researchers and throwing firebombs into every lab.  The flames spread rapidly, consuming the entire building.  There didn’t appear to be any survivors.  If there was any evidence of their presence, it had vanished in the flames.

And now, all we have to do is get the GalCores back home, he thought.  That might be difficult.

His lips twitched.  It promised to be tricky.  They didn’t have access to any orbiting sensors – they’d been locked out of those – but they had enough planetside sensors to determine the enemy battle squadrons were moving closer.  He was mildly surprised they hadn’t tried to take control of the orbital towers.  It would have been relatively simple, at least at first.  The space workers weren’t Belosi.  They were well-paid, given genuine benefits and treated fairly well, certainly compared to the planet’s natives.  They had few reasons to join the underground, fewer still to put their lives at risk.  

Elder joined him, looking tired.  “We’re bringing in more fighters,” he said.  “But can we hold the cities?”

Riley hesitated.  On one hand, there were so many hostages that the enemy would have to be very careful if – when – they counterattacked.  On the other, the Tichck would lose everything if they didn’t try to counterattack.  They’d invested so much into Belos that losing the planet, if only for a few brief weeks, would be disastrous.  Their entire economy would suffer ... it was too much, he thought, to hope their system would collapse and take the rest of the galaxy with it, but it would hurt.  Badly.

“I don’t think so,” he said.  They’d been stalling, buying time by making a show of being willing to negotiate, but he doubted anyone was fooled.  The Tichck certainly wouldn’t give the Belosi any real freedom, certainly not at gunpoint.  “But there’s another plan.”

Elder made a face.  “Is there no other choice?”

Riley shook his head.  “I looked at the files,” he said.  He’d half-expected the Tichck to know the genocide was coming and not give a damn, but it was still a shock.  It was a level of callousness that made Hitler seem like a piker.  “Your planet is changing and no one, not even the Galactics, can stop it in time to save you.”

He sighed.  “We’re having the equipment stripped now,” he said.  “It might be the only hope of saving your race.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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The spaceport was unimaginably vast.

Sally frowned as she sat in the command centre, one of the GalCores balanced on her lap, and accessed the flight control software.  The spaceport dwarfed every airport she’d ever seen, row upon row of hangars, landing pads ... two-thirds, thankfully, playing host to shuttles and light freighters.  She had no idea why the locals had kept the spaceport open, once they’d set up the orbital towers, but it worked in their favour.  The lockdown had trapped hundreds of light freighters and thousands of shuttles on the surface, waiting to be captured and turned to use.  Their owners had shut down their datanets, of course, but it didn’t matter.  The GalCore unlocked everything.

She felt her frown deepen as she linked her mind into the network and started to issue orders.  The spaceport was a strange mixture of ancient and modern, automated sections coexisting uneasily with sections that wouldn’t have been out of place on pre-Contact Earth, right down to badly underpaid workers slinging bags and carrying crates back and forth.  They were lucky most of the labour force had survived – the government had locked them in the barracks, but otherwise left them alone – and was willing and able to join the underground, in exchange for a free ride out of the coming holocaust.  The evacuation was already well underway.  The underground was searching the city for fabbers – and other pieces of GalTech – and dragging them to the spaceport, where they were loaded onto the ships.  The remaining vessels were being crammed with evacuees.  The Belosi would have their chance to escape their dying homeworld and set up a colony somewhere else, far beyond the rim of explored space.

Assuming they survive the next few days, she thought, calmly.  The high orbitals were growing ever more crowded.  They’d been locked out of the orbital sensors, but the planetside sensors were still active, telling her things she didn’t want to know about the gathering alien fleet.  The Tichck would have to do something soon, if they didn’t want to be pushed aside by the Galactics.  There were just too many hostages on the surface for anyone’s peace of mind and yet ... she scowled.  If there were no hostages down here, they would have thumped us from orbit by now.

Nine entered, looking grim.  “It’s time.”

Sally met his eyes.  The cyborg had always been unsociable, but after discovering the hidden subroutine in his implants he’d become almost completely taciturn.  Sally suspected he was brooding ... understandable, she supposed, yet something of a liability during a mission.  They might have the GalCores in their possession, but the mission wasn’t complete until they got the GalCores back home.  She’d already had the others loaded onto a freighter, ready to make their escape.  The one on her lap might be lost ... no, it would be.  There was no way to avoid it.  She’d just have to do everything in her power to make sure it was destroyed so completely there was nothing left to betray them, to let the Galactics know what they’d done.  If they realised one GalCore had survived, they might start wondering if the others had too ...

“You don’t have to do this,” she said, quietly.  She couldn’t say she liked Nine – the cyborg had never given her any reason to like or dislike him – but he was a teammate, at least until the mission was over.  “There are other possibilities ...”

“None as reliable as this,” Nine told her, bluntly.  “Are you ready?”

Sally nodded, slowly.  The GalCore made hacking a breeze.  She’d spent hours, after she’d unlocked the first set of datanodes, checking to make sure she hadn’t fallen for an obvious decoy.  It had just been too easy, the sort of thing that happened in bad movies rather than real life ... her lips twitched in amusement.  GalTech was incredibly advanced and the GalCores were the keys to GalTech.  She knew from experience that Earth’s computer tech, no matter how advanced, simply couldn’t compare.  The Solar Union had scanned practically every database on Earth within a year of Contact, the firewalls and password protections and everything else melting like snowballs in hell.  As long as she had the GalCore, she had access to almost everything based on GalTech.

“Yeah,” she said, finally.  She picked up the GalCore, careful not to dislodge the tech she’d attached to the unit and passed it to him.  “Good luck.”

“It won’t be needed,” Nine assured her.  “How long do I have?”

“You’d better hurry,” Sally said.  It was just a matter of time before the enemy took control of the orbital towers.  Or decided to risk a planetary assault.  Their troops were already gathering outside the city defences.  “We need you up there as quickly as possible.”

“Good thing I brought an aircar,” Nine said, dryly.  He raised a hand in salute.  “I’ll be seeing you.”

Sally returned the salute.  “I’ve already unlocked the ATC system,” she said.  “I’ll clear your flight to the tower.  And have fun.”

Nine smiled, rather darkly.  “I will.”

***
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“The flow is starting to taper off,” Elder said, quietly.  “They’re sealing off the city.”

Riley nodded, curtly.  The whole affair was starting to look like a slightly less chaotic version of the evacuation of Kabul and the disastrous end of the first Afghan War.  Hundreds of thousands of Belosi were flowing into the city, where the underground was trying to prioritise them for evacuation.  They’d captured a number of freighters on the ground – and there were others, still docked to the orbital towers – but Riley was uneasily aware there was no way they could lift out more than a fraction of the refugees, even though a combination of attaching shuttles to the freighters to provide additional living space and pushing the life support as far as it would go.  The Galactics were fond of over-engineering starships – they were paranoid about safety – yet there were limits.  The vast majority of the refugees would be left to die.

Or vanish into the countryside, he thought.  The underground had captured a lot of modern weapons and transported them away from the city, hoping they could make the Tichck pay for every patch of ground they recovered.  They’d also set the fabbers to churning out more primitive weapons and ammunition and, even though those fabbers would have to be destroyed if they couldn’t be loaded onto one of the ships, they’d survive long enough to ensure the war would carry on for years to come.  The Belosi may be doomed, but they won’t be going down without a fight.

His lips quirked.  The plantations were on fire, the megacities were either in rebel hands or bitterly contested ... there was no way the Belos Consortium was going to recover in a hurry.  He rather hoped the Galactics would step in, if only to save their people ... they had to know, he thought, that the negotiations were going slowly because the Tichck were stalling.  Riley would have called them out for it, if he hadn’t been stalling too.  The longer they had before the enemy offensive began, the more Belosi they could get loaded onto the freighters, ready for evacuation.  He hoped – prayed – they could get enough aliens out to give the race a chance to survive, to prosper, and eventually return to its homeworld.

And if nothing else, the chaos should cover our tracks very nicely, he thought.  Sally had rigged the planetary datanet to destroy itself, once the evacuation was underway and they no longer needed it.  The databases – decades upon decades of surveillance data – would be lost, save for the copies they’d be taking with them.  Who’ll believe we did all this just to cover a tech raid?

His communicator bleeped.  “Objective One is complete,” Sally said.  “Objective Two is still ongoing.  Objective Three is underway.”

Riley nodded, turning his attention to the tactical display.  The Tichck were still landing troops outside the city, keeping their distance from the defences.  He wasn’t sure if they thought they were concealing themselves from the city’s sensors or if they were just trying to give the negotiations a chance, but it didn’t matter.  They’d picked up enough of the orbital chatter to know the Galactics were pushing the Tichck hard, demanding they do something – anything – to rescue the hostages.  Riley had been on the other side more than once.  Hostage rescue was a difficult task, even if you had absolute control of the surrounding area and could sneak men into attack range without being detected.  The Tichck didn’t even have that.  If he was any judge, they’d be trying to come up with a plan to land troops without being noticed and hope for the best.  The Solar Marines would have been hard pressed to pull it off.  He doubted the Tichck were any better trained.

“We need to keep the refugees flowing,” he said.  Half were being given weapons and pointed to the defences ... he feared, despite Elder’s reassurances, that the underground’s discipline would break down very quickly once the enemy offensive began.  They’d done what they could to impede an enemy offensive, but if the Tichck were prepared to soak up the casualties they could push their way to the city very quickly.  “We don’t have much time left.”

“We’re moving as fast as we can,” Elder assured him.  “We’ll be ready when the time comes.”

He looked at the display.  Riley wondered, grimly, just how much the alien actually understood.  The Galactics boasted their tech was idiot-proof, even though some idiots could be quite ingenious when it came to fucking up, but Elder had almost no experience with anything more advanced than a sticks and stones.  Riley had tried to give him a crash-course, covering the very basics, yet he was painfully aware of just how much was lacking.  The alien might not comprehend anything of what he saw.

Elder seemed to shrug.  “I will be staying here, of course,” he said.  “You’ll get my people out?”

Riley nodded, touched.  He’d met too many local leaders who’d abandoned their people and fled, the moment the tide turned against them.  They’d said all the right things, when they’d thought everything was going their way ... it helped, he supposed, that Elder had spent most of his life aware that the underground could do little more than bite and scratch as their people were marched to the gallows, that no matter what they did they were doomed to permanent servitude.  If he could die knowing his people had a chance to live, he’d die happy.

“We will,” he promised.  “And thank you.”

“No,” Elder said.  He lifted his modified AK-47 and slung it over his shoulder.  “Thank you.”

***
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“The talks have failed,” Commander Elise said.  His hologram flickered, a grim reminder the planetary datanet was under enemy control.  The ground forces had had to set up their own network in a hurry, all too aware it was nowhere near as secure as they might have wished.  “There is no way we can meet the rebel terms.”

Dusk-Ask nodded, curtly.  He’d kept track of the negotiations over the last five days, silently cursing his superiors for refusing to realise – or at least to admit – that the talks were going nowhere.  The Belosi were not going to return to servitude, at least until their defiance was beaten out of them, and the consortium wasn’t going to make any concessions for fear it would make them look weak in front of their peers.  And if they didn’t free the hostages, the Galactics would try ...

He grinded his teeth in frustration.  The only upside to the delay was that he’d been able to muster his forces – for once, his superiors hadn’t been looking over his shoulder and micromanaging – and locate the hostages.  It hadn’t been easy – the intelligence and surveillance networks within the city had been destroyed – but he’d managed to make contact with a handful of sources and confirm what he’d been told.  The enemy had moved all the offworlders back into their districts, along with a handful of very senior Tichck who’d escaped death during the uprising.  It was a shame the rebels had kept the teleport denial fields online – he’d hoped they’d accidentally disable them – but he could cope.  The plan was crude, yet ... it should work.  It had to work.

“Of course,” he said.  He’d said as much.  “I request permission to commence the operation.”

There was a long pause.  The chain of command had never quite recovered from the uprising.  No one wanted to have the burden of command, not when it would lead to the burden of blame ... he tried not to curse his own people for their cultural issues, although he knew it would be easier to get things done if being blamed wasn’t so fatal.  If the homeworld had dispatched someone to take command, or simply ruled on who was senior and thus the legitimate commanding officer ...

“Granted,” Elise said, finally.  “Get the hostages out.  Nothing else matters.”

Dusk-Ask nodded, banished the hologram with a wave of his hand and keyed his communicator.  “All units,” he said, calmly.  “Proceed as planned.”

***
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“I’m picking up increased signal traffic from the enemy troops,” Sally said, quietly.  “I think they’re on the way.”

Riley nodded.  “Either that, or it’s a cunning plan to keep us from noticing their real plan,” he agreed.  It was rare for modern units to radiate so much betraying signal traffic – doing it on a modern battlefield was just asking to be killed – but the enemy datanet was in ruins.  He suspected they hadn’t had the time to come up with a proper workaround, unless it was a trick.  He doubted it.  The enemy had never shown any respect for the insurgents.  “Let me know, the moment their targets become clear.”

“Got it.”  Sally looked up at him.  “When do we engage?”

“Let them get into formation first,” Riley said.  He wished, for the first time, that he’d commanded a heavy infantry or armoured unit.  It was hard to predict what the enemy would do.  If he was in their shoes ... he wasn’t used to being able to call upon such mobile forces or orbital fire support, not when he was on deployment.  “And then we can send in the troops.”

“Aye, sir,” Sally said.  She ran her hand down her console.  “We need to expedite the boarding process.”

“See to it,” Riley ordered.  It wasn’t going to be easy.  The city had been surprisingly calm, after the underground had taken control, but that was about to change.  The enemy troops were on their way.  “And tell Charles not to hesitate if he needs to use deadly force ...”

Sally cut him off.  “Shuttles,” she snapped.  “Assault shuttles, approaching from the west!”

Riley nodded as he studied the display.  The enemy plan was simple, if risky.  Fly shuttles over the city, crash down in the offworlder districts, free the hostages and then protect them long enough for ground forces to arrive or teleport stations to be set up.  It would be dangerous as hell, and there was no way they weren’t going to lose some of the hostages, but it wasn’t a bad plan.  Once the Galactics were appeased, the Tichck could turn their attention to beating their former slaves into a pulp.

“Deploy the aircars,” he ordered.  The city had almost no antiaircraft defences.  The enemy knew it ... they were counting on it, if he was any judge.  “Order them to engage now.”

“Aye, sir.”

Riley grinned, then felt his good humour fade as the enemy groundpounders started their approach to the city.  They’d have to fight their way through the defence lines – and then through several districts, if they wanted to relieve the shuttles before they were ground down and wiped out – and it was going to cost them, but he suspected it wasn’t going to stop them.  The mercenaries were expendable, certainly more than the Galactics ...

“The aircars are inbound now,” Sally said.  “Ten seconds to contact.”

Riley nodded.  It was a truism to say no battle plan ever survived contact with the enemy – he’d had it drilled into him from the moment he’d joined the military – but this one hadn’t survived very long at all.  The remote-controlled aircars were already flying into the shuttle formation, trying to ram them ... they were slow, compared to the shuttles, but the shuttle pilots had no time to react.  There were just too many shuttles in their airspace ... one by one, the shuttles were rammed and destroyed, or sent spinning from the sky.  One pilot managed to save his shuttle.  The others couldn’t keep their craft from smashing into the ground.

“Redirect the other aircars to hit the enemy lines,” Riley ordered.  That trick wouldn’t work twice.  The enemy would start shooting aircars down as soon as they realised what had happened to their shuttles.  “And then send the signal.  It’s time.”

“Aye, sir.”

***
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Dusk-Ask stared at the display in disbelief.  He’d expected to lose a handful of shuttles, but all of them?  The rebels shouldn’t have had any antiaircraft weapons ... they hadn’t, not really.  They’d just hacked the ATC and turned it against the shuttlecraft ...

... And nipped his plan to save the hostages in the bud.

His mind raced as more bad news flowed into the display.  The first stage of the plan had failed completely.  The second stage was still underway, but without the first stage ... the attacking forces had suddenly been lumbered with a much more difficult job.  And the enemy wasn’t even close to giving up.  

“Signal the weapons platforms,” he ordered, coldly.  The enemy knew the talks had failed now.  They’d butcher the hostages as a gesture of pure spite before they were mercilessly crushed.  “Order them to begin the bombardment, as planned.”

“Aye, sir.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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The ground heaved, violently.

“They dropped KEWs,” Sally reported, grimly.  “The majority fell around the city; the remainder, sir, landed in Districts Nine, Ten and Eleven.”

Riley shuddered.  The KEWs landing outside the defence lines were bad enough – the impacts would have collapsed trenches and shaken the defenders, before the enemy troops came into firing range – but the direct strikes within the city itself were worse.  The districts were crammed with towering apartment blocks, providing cheap housing to the city’s poorer inhabitants ... he dreaded to think how many beings had been killed, or left injured or trapped under a mountain of rubble.  They’d set up defences to slow the invaders, when they punched through the defence lines and crashed into the city itself, but the rebels would have been scattered or killed, the defences broken beneath overwhelming force.  The earthquakes would have damaged the inner defences too, perhaps even caused panic ... 

He shook his head.  He’d never thought they could hold the city.  It was time to go.

“Activate the automated defences, then prime the self-destruct,” he ordered.  He doubted the city’s defences would do much damage – the enemy knew where the weapons were situated; there’d been no time to move them – but dealing with them would force the enemy to give the rebels time to regroup.  He wondered, idly, if Elder was still alive, then shrugged.  They’d never see each other again, whatever happened.  “It’s time to take our leave.”

And rely on Nine to pull off the most dangerous mission of his career, he added, silently.  If this goes wrong ...

Sally stood.  “Everything is in order,” she said.  “Let’s go.”

Riley nodded.  “You go ahead,” he said.  “I have one last duty to attend to.”

He turned and headed into the next room.  Director Rulaveon was bound to a chair, his face grim.  Riley still found it hard to read emotions on alien faces, but he thought the director had long since given up all hope of political survival.  Odd, when his very life was at stake, yet ... quite in character for a race that thought death was preferable to falling all way down to the bottom.  The alien barely moved as Riley drew his pistol, pointed it at the captive’s head and pulled the trigger.  The plasma pulse burned through the alien’s head, killing him and destroying his implants.  Riley felt nothing.  Director Rulaveon had never gotten his hands dirty, unlike so many others, but he’d sent his subordinates out to do the dirty work.  He might have grown up as part of an oppressive system, yet he’d done nothing to stop it.  He’d perpetrated it.

It was less personal than killing a terrorist mastermind.  But Director Rulaveon had spread more misery than any human terrorist.

He shook his head, then left the room.  The charges were already set.  The entire complex would be destroyed soon enough, further burying the evidence of their presence.  When the Tichck came looking for someone to blame, they wouldn’t look at a lone planet right on the edge of explored space.  They’d find evidence pointing to the Vesparians, any ... issues ... with the evidence easily explained by the destruction wrecked on the city.  Riley didn’t know if they’d buy it – or if the crisis would be smoothed over by adroit diplomacy or simply smothered by the Tokomak – but they’d done all they could.  It was in God’s hands now.
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Nine knew himself to be an unemotional person.

It wasn’t something that had ever bothered him, not even after he’d encountered baseline humans for the first time and discovered something was missing from his life.  It felt unnatural to let himself be guided by his emotions, to allow his feelings and animal drives to overcome his rationality.  He knew, intellectually, that it was a legacy of genetic tampering reinforced by his upbringing, yet it didn’t mean anything to him.  And yet, he’d been shocked to discover his implants had been tampered with, before he’d left his masters for the first time.  It was a crime that could not be allowed to go unpunished.

He stood on the outer edge of the orbital tower and waited, staring into the inky darkness surrounding him.  The orbitals were teeming with starships, weapons platforms, industrial nodes and hundreds of shuttles, a surprising number so close to the orbital tower that he could pick them out with the naked eye.  His enhanced eyesight picked out others, some holding station alarmingly close to the orbital tower.  The enemy hadn’t yet taken control of the tower themselves, for reasons that escaped him.  Perhaps they’d assumed the Belosi had no way to understand what the tower did, let alone operate it without their patrons.  Or ...

His terminal bleeped.  He took a breath, tapped his transmitter to send a single laser message into space, then leapt off the orbital tower and into open space.  A standard manoeuvring unit would be easy to detect, but – in theory – a primitive gas jet system would be pretty much undetectable unless he got very unlucky.  He kept the gas bursts to a bare minimum, relying on his target’s motion around the planet to bring it towards him ... he braced himself as the giant orbital weapons platform came into view, surrounded by so many sensor pulses that he feared he’d be detected even though he was tiny on such a scale.  The hull came up as if it were going to swat him ... he slowed his fall just in time, matching course and speed so he was hanging just slightly above the station.  He didn’t think there were any sensors that would notice his landing, but there was no point in taking chances.  He didn’t have time.

He glided forward, pulling the GalCore out of his bag as he neared a sensor node.  There was always an access point at the bottom, unless the Tichck had decided to ignore the standard Galactic protocols ... he nodded to himself, dispassionately, as he spotted the access point and pressed the GalCore against it.  The Tichck had been smart to isolate the orbital defences from the planetary datanet – it was standard practice – but they hadn’t anticipated anyone spacewalking to their orbital battlestation and taking control.  It wasn’t that unreasonable.  GalCores were very uncommon indeed.

His lips twitched as Sally’s programs raced into the enemy datanet.  The battlestation was screwed.  The operators had no time to realise what they were facing – if they ever realised at all – before it was too late.  The real question was just how far they would spread, before they were stopped.  The Galactic battle squadrons were probably isolating themselves from the orbital datanet, but ... the Tichck stations and ships were dangerously vulnerable.  They might have to start physically destroying datanodes to save themselves, if they had time ...

They didn’t.  

His lips quirked as the weapons platforms opened fire.  A handful struck targets on the planetary surface, the remainder fired everything they had at the Galactic starships and their uninfected peers.  The chaos spread rapidly, the firing pattern so crazy it was impossible to counteract.  The platforms launched hundreds of decoys, so many that the sensor images blurred together into a single whole; they fired randomly, switching targets so rapidly their new enemies had no time to react.  Nine had no idea if the Galactics had done any contingency planning for joint operations, if the Tichck proved unreasonable, but whatever they’d done was brutally inadequate.  The flashes his implants picked up were dying starships, their comrades scrambling to return fire and put some distance between them and the planetary defences.  They were so badly confused they’d be unable to prevent the evacuation fleet from leaving the planet ... he hoped.  There would certainly be no better chance for the fleet to escape ...
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“What?”

Dusk-Ask stared at the display, shocked – again.  The orbital platforms were shifting their fire, dropping KEWs on loyalist outposts and bases and ...

He swore.  The orbital platforms were firing on him.

“Evacuate,” he shouted.  Alarms were howling, his staff were screaming orders into their consoles ... it was already too late.  He’d considered a handful of possibilities – the rebels would have seen the troops massing, perhaps even risked a spoiling attack – but the idea of the orbital defences going mad was just ... unthinkable.  The Vesparians would never have risked an open attack and, if they had, he should have had more than enough warning to disperse his men.  He should have had ...

We should have struck at once and to hell with the risk, he thought.  We could have turned a defeat into a victory!

The world went white, then dark.  And then there was nothing.
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“It worked,” Charles said.  “You know, I wasn’t sure it would.”

Sally barely heard him as she triggered the slave circuits, then a handful of other programs.  There were few qualified starship crewmen amongst the refugees – and none whatsoever amongst the Belosi – and getting all the ships into orbit, and then into FTL, was going to be a nightmare.  The other team had it easier.  The chaos in orbit had crippled the teleport denial fields, giving them a window of opportunity to take control of the bigger freighters, undock from the orbital towers and start beaming up refugees until it was time to go.  She gritted her teeth, overrode a dozen safety measures, and gave the order.  The freighter heaved – the gravity field flickered unpleasantly – and staggered into the air.  The remainder followed suit.

The gravity field shivered again.  She did her best to ignore it as the flotilla clawed its way into space.  It was technically illegal to fly so many ships in such close formation ... it was also, she reminded herself dryly, technically illegal to drop into FTL below high orbit and most ships were expected to put some distance between themselves and the planet before they activated their stardrives.  The nasty part of her mind wondered what the enemy would put on the execution warrant, if they managed to take her alive.  They’d be spoilt for choice.  She put the thought aside as more data started to flow into the freighter’s sensors.  The orbitals appeared to have gone insane.  Everyone was shooting at everyone else.

And they shouldn’t have time for us, she thought.  They were broadcasting messages claiming to be escaping hostages, but she suspected the messages weren’t heard.  The orbital battlestations had launched so many decoys there was no way any outside observer could tell the real ships from the sensor ghosts.  They’re too busy trying to save their skins.

She relaxed, slightly, as the flotilla inched its way into low orbit.  A pair of bulk freighters were already undocked, their teleporters humming as they yanked refugees from the surface and beamed them straight into the holds.  There was so much electronic distortion in orbit that Sally feared a number of refugees wouldn’t make it ... better that, she told herself, than being left on the surface.  It would be years, perhaps decades, before the Tichck could regain control ... if they ever did.  She’d programmed the targeting pattern with malice aforethought.  Nearly every enemy base – and surviving plantation – had been blasted from orbit, along with most of their troop concentrations.  The Tichck would practically have to start from scratch if they wanted to retake Belos ... who knew?  Perhaps they’d decide they’d had enough and give up.

Not bloody likely, she thought.  The chaos was starting to abate.  They think the whole operation was spearheaded by their rivals.

“Tell the refugees to brace for FTL,” she ordered.  The Galactics were getting organised, sniping automated weapons platforms from a safe distance and preparing massed attacks on the larger stations and industrial nodes.  She guessed the latter would be seized in the name of self-defence, then effectively held for ransom.  “I’m deploying the shuttles now.”

“Look for Nine,” Riley ordered.

“Do it yourself,” Sally said.  She was good at multitasking, but she was pushing herself to the limit.  The automated programs could only go so far.  She’d unlocked the inner software and wiped the safety protocols, but that didn’t stop the programs screaming in protest every time she took a risk.  “I don’t have time.”

She sent a command to the ground, half-expecting the signal to be scrambled or jammed to the point of uselessness.  The Galactics might not have realised what had happened to the Tichck datanets – they’d certainly have an interest in pretending not to realise – but the Tichck must have worked it out and taken countermeasures, if they’d had the time to coordinate a response.  If they had ... she breathed a sigh of relief as the shuttles launched themselves into orbit, diverting all their power to their drives as they flashed past the refugee fleet and threw themselves on the remaining orbital defences and the ships beyond.  The shuttles had no FTL drives – and she’d already fixed as many as she could to the freighters, pushing their antigravity drives as far as they would go – but they could serve one purpose.  They’d keep the enemy distracted for a few more minutes ...

“FTL in one minute,” she said.  “Brace yourself.”

***
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Riley wondered, as he worked the console, if the team would be given medals when they returned home or put in front of a court-martial board.  The planetary chaos was bad enough, but the havoc they’d unleashed on the high orbitals was utter madness.  If the Galactics ever worked out what had really happened ... he put the thought out of his head as he scanned for Nine, trying to pick the cyborg out of the electronic haze.  He knew what to look for and yet ...

His console pinged.  “Got him!”

“Reel him in,” Sally snapped.  She sounded as if she were on the verge of breaking.  “Now!”

Riley didn’t hesitate.  The teleport beam shimmered uneasily – he feared, for a moment, that he’d murdered Nine instead of saving his life – before the light coalesced into Nine’s cyborg form.  The GalCore was held firmly in his hand.  Riley grinned at Nine and got a nod in return, an instant before the freighter lurched into FTL.  Riley hoped – prayed – that Captain Jonas had gotten the message.  The refugee fleet had to travel at least two light years away before it could drop out of FTL and if anyone decided to try to follow them ...

He looked at the frozen display.  The Galactics were still fighting the crazed defences.  It would be hours, perhaps longer, before everything quietened down, before they could start figuring out what had happened.  The wrecked datanodes and destroyed networks would make it impossible to work out the truth ... he hoped.  The mission had been completed, but ...

Sally sagged into her chair.  “We’ll be at the RV point in a couple of hours,” she said.  “If we all get there alive ...”

Riley nodded, curtly.  It was impossible, even for the Galactics, to maintain the slave datanet in FTL.  A number of slaved ships might be lost forever if their datacores glitched, or their passengers tried to tamper with the controls, or ... he knew how easy it was for even experienced spacers to kill themselves, quite by accident, and the Belosi were far from experienced.  There were teacher programs on Vanderveken, and he intended to make sure they were left with the Belosi, but would they be enough?  They’d have to be.

The Hordesmen fly starships, he reminded himself.  It was galling to think that Earth had come within bare seconds of being invaded and occupied by a race barely capable of firing a modern weapon, a race completely incapable of maintaining or repairing the fifth-hand starships they’d begged, borrowed or stolen from their former owners.  There’s no reason the Belosi can’t do the same.

He looked at Sally.  “How bad did it get, in orbit?”

“Hard to say.”  Sally didn’t look up.  Her voice was tired.  “We compromised at least two orbital battlestations, a number of automated weapons platforms and a handful of industrial nodes.  The latter were keyed to destroy themselves ... I suspect we did a hell of a lot of damage, boss, but we won’t know for sure until we analyse the data.”

“We probably killed millions,” Charles said, quietly.  “If we took out even one asteroid habitat ...”

“We probably killed more, directly or indirectly,” Sally said.  “There was so much confusion, in orbit, that the Galactics might have started shooting at anything that even looked dangerous.  And we hit the planetary settlements ... millions might be an understatement.”

“Millions of Tichck.”  Nine sounded calm, but there was a hint of anger in his tone.  “We might not have freed the planet, yet we gave the survivors a fighting chance.”

“At a cost,” Charles said,

“We also gave ourselves a fighting chance,” Sally put in.  She sounded as if she were trying to find the silver lining surrounding a very dark cloud.  “We have the GalCores now.  We can unlock everything.  If we manage to remain unnoticed long enough ...”

“Yeah,” Riley said.  The mission had succeeded.  That was the important detail.  The chaos wracked on potential enemies – races he knew would become enemies the moment they realised Earth was vulnerable - was a bonus.  “If.”
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“I don’t know if you should be rewarded or court-martialed,” Admiral Stuart said.  He looked as if he were trying not to smile. “Your report makes interesting reading.”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said.

“Your orders were to secure the GalCores and return them to us,” Admiral Stuart continued, his tone unreadable.  “Your first tech raid failed.  You made contact with the planetary underground, provided weapons and technical support in exchange for their assistance, led an uprising that took control of much of the planet, provoked a major clash between alien factions in orbit and, in the chaos, secured your target and fled into space, taking nearly three hundred thousand alien refugees with you.  Is that correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said.

“We are fortunate that the Tichck do not appear to have realised humans were involved,” Admiral Stuart continued.  “Our sources inform us that they are filing charges against the Vesparians, citing evidence recovered from Belos before the planet fell into chaos.  Several other races have also filed charges against the Tichck, some asserting the Tichck opened fire on their ships with neither warning nor provocation, others insisting the Tichck are responsible for the behaviour of their clients.”

“Their slaves, sir,” Riley corrected.

“Quite.”  Admiral Stuart met his eyes.  “You are fortunate the mission was successful.  We might be having a very different chat if you’d failed.”

“Yes, sir,” Riley tensed.

“And I’m sorry about Cameron’s death,” Admiral Stuart added.  “He deserved better.”

Riley nodded.  The team had held a private ceremony for Josh, once they’d been on their way home, and promised themselves they’d go out drinking in his honour when they finished the debriefing sessions.  He had to collect Josh’s possessions, such as they were, and pass them on to his family, then come up with a story to explain his death.  The truth would be locked away in the files for at least a hundred years, perhaps longer.  If the Galactics won the war everyone knew was inevitable, the files might be destroyed and the truth lost forever.

“We have spent some time assessing the captured databases,” Admiral Stuart said, after a moment.  “Fly-By-Night was involved in horrific, and illicit, levels of genetic modification and implantation.  We’re still digging through the files, but it looks as though the Tichck volunteered Belos for the lab because they thought it would give them leverage over the Tokomak, or at least a Tokomak corporation.  There might be room for some subtle blackmail later, of one or the other, but we will see.  It might be a long time before the chaos settles to the point we can try.”

Riley leaned forward.  “Have we heard anything from Belos?”

“Very little, certainly nothing specific,” Admiral Stuart said.  “We never had any real assets in the system, so everything we’ve heard comes filtered through a handful of aliens with dubious motives and possible translator issues.  We believe the war is still ongoing, and that it will be years before the planet is back to normal, but nothing confirmed.  We don’t want to show an interest.”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said.  “What now?”

“You and your team will receive classified citations,” Admiral Stuart said.  “There will be no public acknowledgement of your mission, at least until it can be safely shared with the galaxy.  We have a tech team working with the Belosi, helping them to prepare their ships for permanent occupation.  They’ll be refugees until they can return to their homeworld.”

Riley grimaced.  “We can’t find them a new homeworld?”

“They’re legally property,” the admiral reminded him.  “If their new world is discovered, the Tichck will try to claim them.  If they’re found here ...”

“Fuck,” Riley muttered.

“They do have a considerable number of fabbers,” Admiral Stuart said.  “Our tech team will keep them alive, no doubt about it.  And who knows – if the projections are accurate, we might be able to liberate their world in a century or two.”

“If there’s anything left to save,” Riley said.  Sally’s projections had not been optimistic. “Sir, how many did we kill?  How many will die because of us?”

“You didn’t poison their homeworld,” Admiral Stuart pointed out, with surprising gentleness.  “You didn’t invade their planet and take it, you didn’t enslave the locals and start working them to death ... you gave them a chance to survive, even at a cost.  I think that’s a win.”

“Yes, sir,” Riley said, doubtfully.

“Take some downtime,” Admiral Stuart said.  “You may never get the reward you deserve, or the recognition, but there’s a very good chance you saved the Solar Union.  Dismissed.”

Riley saluted.  “Thank you, sir.”

The rest of the team was waiting outside.  Charles winked as the admiral’s hatch slid closed.  “How much trouble are we in?”

“Very little, right now,” Riley said.  He had no illusions about what would happen if the Tichck worked out the truth, at least before the Solar Union built up the power to defend itself.  The entire team would be handed over in a desperate – and probably futile – attempt to appease their wrath.  “But we will see.”

He smiled, tired.  “Come on,” he said.  “I hear a drink calling my name.”

***
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Admiral Stuart watched Captain Richardson leave, then leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. 

The mission had worked better than he’d dared hope. The GalCores were the real prize, of course, but the captured databases raised all sorts of possibilities, from blackmail information to insights into Galactic governments, military and intelligence operations and God alone knew what else.  Solar Intelligence would need years to assess everything the team had recovered – some would become outdated very quickly, perhaps before it was noted and logged – and determine what could be done with it.  And the Belosi ... the captured fabbers alone, in his view, justified all the effort the team had put into helping them.  Their fate was also a grim warning of what would happen to Earth, if the Galactics realised the human race was more than just a bunch of back-scratching barbarians, fit only for mercenary work and not much else.  The images the team had recorded would concentrate a few minds.

They took a risk, he noted, coldly.  The team had been careful to scrub all traces of their presence, but if they’d missed a single tiny piece of data ... Mongo knew he’d be having sleepless nights for quite some time, worrying over what might have been missed.  There was no reason for someone to jump from human involvement to the Solar Union and Earth itself being involved, but ... who knew?  This could still blow up in our collective face.

He opened his eyes and keyed the terminal, bringing up some of the most secure files in the asteroid’s isolated datanode.  The Solar Union had one great advantage over the galaxy – it could and did draw on the imaginations of every science-fiction writer from the early days of the genre to the moment humanity discovered it was not alone in the universe – and yet, making some of their more exotic ideas real had always seemed impossible.  Now ... they could access every last piece of GalTech, putting some ideas into practice while developing more and more advanced pieces of tech.  Mongo was too experienced an officer to place much credence in the idea of a silver bullet – he’d never seen any weapon that lived up to its designer’s claims – but if Darrin Webster and his team came up with something new ...

His finger brought up the starchart.  Earth wasn’t unknown to the Galactics – unfortunately – but she rested right at the edge of explored space, within a lightly-settled region of no particular interest to the towering civilisation.  Distance didn’t lend enchantment, not in this case.  It suggested Earth was of no concern, that it might be centuries before the Galactics had to take notice of her.  And yet, how long did they have?  Really?  Mongo didn’t know.  Anything could happen, from a visitor going unnoticed long enough to do some scans and vanish back into FTL, to an alien power deciding they needed more human mercenaries and going straight to the source.  Discovery would come, but when?  It could come in a century, or fifty years, or a decade ...

It could come tomorrow, he thought.  And then we’d be fucked.

He closed the terminal and stood.  There was no point in fretting about it.  They were doing all they could.  The human race would have a chance to survive, to thrive, to eventually take its place in the galaxy.  All they needed was time ...

... And that, he reflected, was in the hands of God.

––––––––
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The End
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Why this book?

That’s something of a long story, but I am going to condense it a little.

(Actually, rather a lot.)

I have always enjoyed reading and writing stories in which new technologies are introduced to whole new worlds and following their impact, particularly as each new piece of technology leads to newer technologies, concepts, and innovations. The Ark Royal series showcases the steady development of interstellar warfighting technologies, while the Schooled in Magic series starts with basic technologies being introduced to a fantasy world and proceeding from there. The series starting with A Learning Experience have something of the same idea, in that new technologies are introduced, allowing our heroes (and villains) to make use and expand upon them.

These books do tend to suffer from a major problem, particularly if you are trying to be semi-realistic. It takes time to understand new technology, let alone use it to build the first prototype and then put the final version into mass production. EE ‘Doc’ Smith might have been able to have his heroes proceed very quickly through the concept-prototype-production stages, but other books rarely follow in his footsteps. John Birmingham’s Axis of Time novels, for example, have the allies receive a technological windfall in 1942, as well as a great deal of historical foreknowledge, yet it still takes time for them to make good use of it. Birmingham depicts the allies having only prototypes and makeshift production models in 1943; he shows mass production in 1944. The time skip is awkward, and it messes with character development, but it is about the only way to tackle the problem.

I could not avoid this problem in Schooled in Magic. Emily introduced the concept of gunpowder, printing presses, steam engines, and many other ideas early on, but I could not realistically depict them flourishing for several years after their introduction. It took a number of books before I could reasonably do that, which meant Emily was deprived of their assistance until The Sergeant’s Apprentice (five to six years in book-time), but at the same time I could not do a time skip. Emily needed to develop year by year.

A Learning Experience did not have that problem. I depicted First Contact in A Learning Experience itself, then jumped ahead fifty years in Hard Lessons.  This made a degree of sense. The Solar Union would not attempt to establish itself as a galactic power until it had the ability do so, and therefore there were limits to how far it was prepared to meddle in interstellar affairs. It also made it easier to skip the whole prototype stage; Hard Lessons could and did show the Solar Navy deploying actual battle fleets, armed with technology developed from the stolen alien tech, without having to go through books showcasing that development. I made notes on a handful of possible stories, then left that era largely unexplored. It was not until I started putting together notes for a trilogy set in that universe that I started exploring that part of the background. It led to the book you hold in your hands (or downloaded to eReader).

I do have plans for two more. One would be set just after the events of Their Last Full Measure, following the Belosi and their human allies as they seek to recover their home world; the second would take on the chaos in the post-war universe as the Solar Union attempts to forge a lasting peace. If you want to see those books, please let me know. It was an interesting challenge to write this book, a prequel that had to largely stand alone. I would like to know if it was worthwhile.

And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make.

It’s growing harder to make a living through self-published writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc. etc.).  Every little bit helps (particularly reviews).

Thank you.

Christopher G. Nuttall

Edinburgh, 2023
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The planet Belos was extremely unfortunate as it both possessed three gravity points and that the native intelligent race (the Belosi), being barely more advanced than the equivalent of Earth's Middle Ages, was utterly unable to defend itself once the planet was discovered. The Tichck discoverers, in line with Galactic protocols of the time, declared a protectorate over the planet and promised they would work to uplift the natives until they could stand on their own two feet. Unfortunately, also in line with Galactic history, the protectorate has been run solely for the benefit of the so-called protectors and the interests of the natives have never been taken  into account. The galaxy simply doesn't care.

The planet is unusual in that it has one large continent rather than several smaller continents broken up by vast oceans. The natives had no trouble spreading out to occupy most of the continent by the time the Galactics arrived, something that may account for their slow technological development. (The protectors insist the Belosi are inherently dull-witted and need protection for their own good, but when their studies are checked by reputable academics and adjusted for their circumstance they appear to be as intelligent and capable as the galactic average.) Almost nothing is known about the world as it was before the galaxy intruded and what little there remains is generally assumed to be propaganda rather than genuine historical records. The local culture was effectively destroyed very quickly, and wherever social structures existed prior to the invasion were either repurposed or eradicated. There are tales passed down by a handful of Belosi lorekeepers, but it is impossible to tell if they are genuine or nothing more than make-believe whispers of a vanished world. A number are, in fact, designed to tell the Belosi that they must obey their masters, suggesting a more recent origin. The only disproof of this is a simple fact that their masters don’t care. They see no reason to treat the Belosi as anything other than helpless slaves.

On paper, the planet is ruled for the benefit of its natives and power will be transferred to them when they are capable of handling it. In practice, the planet is ruled by a corporate power structure, almost completely dominated by the Tichck (see below), and the Board of Directors has near-absolute power. There is almost no democracy, let alone political representation, for anyone, unless they own shares in the planetary consortium. It is theoretically possible for anyone to buy and vote shares, and a considerable number of Tichck own shares, but in practice there are very few individuals with the wealth it would require to buy enough shares to have any major influence on policy.

The Board of Directors appoints the city mayors and ruling councils, the senior security and military officers and nearly every other major position on the planet. These offices are expected to select their own subordinates for family connections and competence, the latter coming a very distant second. The formal chain of command is actually very simple. The informal chain, a patron-client system open only to the Tichck, is far more confusing. It is often very difficult to determine how much formal or informal authority any given officer possesses, at least not without being able to trace the informal chain of command. This system, naturally, is a breeding ground for vast corruption. It is not an exaggeration to say the planet is amongst the most corrupt in the known universe. Nearly every smuggling organisation or underground criminal association has at least a small presence on Belos.

There are three major megacities on the planet's surface, housing everything from the planet’s governing elite to corporate headquarters, surface industrial facilities, and everything else a modern planet requires. The megacities are brutally stratified, with the ruling and visiting population rarely having to encounter their servants outside their homes and businesses. The servants themselves live in slums, barracks, and warrens, where they are kept isolated when they not on duty. They are permanently indebted to their masters and, no matter how hard they work, it is rare for any of them to gain their freedom. Any trouble causing is met with heavy punishment, no matter how minor the offence. It is not uncommon for a personal servant to be whipped to death and then replaced very quickly. 

There is a very small population of free Belosi, but they are too tiny to gain any real traction. Even they are subject to laws that ensure they remain, at best, third-class citizens. They have very few protections from security harassment, or the punishment meted out to actual slaves. Most keep their heads down and try not to be noticed.

Outside of the cities, the planet is a wasteland. Large tracks of land surface have been devoted to plantation slavery, with the slaves raising bioengineered crops that are a vital part of the galactic economy. Other sections are devoted to mining, corporate experimentation, and raising troops, the latter mercenaries bred and trained for service off-world. The Belosi are treated like cattle, born and bred for service in an increasingly poisonous environment. There is no technological reason the system cannot be made a great deal kinder, and less environmentally damaging, but the ruling powers simply do not care.  They are aware that the Belosi are becoming increasingly unhealthy, on a planet that is effectively being terraformed, yet this has not forced any change of plan. Their intention is to ship in labourers from other worlds, rather than make their endeavours more environmentally friendly or even genetically engineering the Belosi for the new environment.

The plantations are heavily policed. All Belosi are supposed to be noted and logged in the security records and any Belosi found anywhere outside their assigned area is arrested, detained, and is either shipped to a penal camp or executed. Despite this, there is an underground of rebels devoted to learning as much as possible about their masters and finding a way to escape their control, with camps in the rougher parts of the planet and cells in both plantations and cities. The ruling class are aware there is a rebel movement, but they are largely unconcerned. The Belosi simply do not have the weapons they need to liberate themselves, or the contacts with the rest of galaxy they need to purchase weapons and supplies. Indeed, despite years of contact and enslavement, the Belosi understanding of the outside galaxy is very limited.

There are two major other alien populations on the planet itself.  The Tichck are a hyper-capitalist race, the logical end result of unfettered capitalism. Their ruling class is known for making robber barons look sweet and kindly, ruthlessly exploiting everyone beneath them in search of a quick buck. They do not, oddly, regard anyone who inherited his wealth with great respect, expecting the son of a tycoon to display the same ruthlessness as his father. The lesser classes are often indebted to their superiors and have to work hard to keep from being exploited; indeed, one of their few good points is that they are completely non-sexist, but only because a lack of overt sexism gives them more people to exploit. Their society is surprisingly flexible as well as solid and it is possible, at least in theory, to rise to the top from nothing. This rarely works in practice and it doesn't work at all if one is not a Tichck. Their system does not allow aliens (non-Tichck) to rise above a certain level.

The Tichck speak Galactic One, as might be expected of a race that has been spacefaring for so long, but they follow rules of etiquette that are surprising even to the rest of the Galactics. A superior is expected to condescend to an inferior and an interior is expected to praise his superior to a level that most humans would regard as utterly excessive. Their formal speech is very flowery and they have a tendency to dance around for hours, establishing the pecking order, before they get down to business. The best way to deal with them, unless one happens to be from a major interstellar power, is to genuflect and grovel. There are few upsides to this. Unlike human despots, the Tichck are rarely distracted by flattery, no matter how excessive. They regard it as their due. When talking to races that are not so impressed by their high opinion of themselves, the Tichck normally send representatives rather than come in person. It is rare for them to bend this policy and it is almost always a very bad sign.

The Tichck have, as one might expect, a bad reputation amongst the other Galactics. They are hated and feared, both for their ruthlessness and for their willingness to bend the word of a contract as far as it will go without actually breaking it. They are, amongst other things, the galaxy's foremost loan sharks; they have few qualms about offering loans to primitive races, isolated colonies, and unsteady corporations, then ruthlessly moving in to collect the collateral if the debts are not repaid. They have, in fact, developed a willingness to sell anything to anyone, provided the money is proffered upfront. Their only major saving grace, as far as the rest of the galaxy is concerned, is that the Tichck will always honour the word of a contract, once signed. That does not keep them, of course, from looking for loopholes. Any Galactic dealing with the Tichck is strongly advised to have every last section of the contract carefully checked and analysed before signing on the dotted line.

The other major race is a sizeable population of Subdo, representatives of a race that was discovered when they were too technologically advanced to be easily crushed, but too primitive to avoid subordination. The Subdo are the galaxy's foremost administrators as well as corporate mid-ranking personnel, as well as serving as slave masters and security troops. The Tichck use Subdo to run the plantations and keep the Belosi in line. They accomplish this task with gusto. They have a racial inferiority complex that makes them grovel to members of any superior race and, at the same time, humiliate and crush their inferiors. Unlike the Belosi, the Subdo are advanced enough to appreciate the immense gap between themselves and the major Galactics.  They do not take it well.

It is often said that the Subdo are the most bureaucratic race in the known galaxy. This may be true. It is true that they are often amongst the most obstructionist of races, insisting that paperwork be filled out properly before they can even consider doing anything to assist the petitioner. They have been known to slow-walk bureaucratic procedures when they don't consider them to be in their interests, or even to conceal embarrassing or inconvenient pieces of paperwork within the files. It is speculated that this is a form of passive-aggressive resistance to their masters, although it is unclear if the Tichck - with their penchant for flowery speech - have ever noticed. They are capable, however, of acting with extraordinarily speed when they believe it necessary. They're also well-known for bearing grudges well past the point of rationality.

There are enclaves of numerous other races, mainly corporate representatives and staffers, but few of them are particularly important. They are closely monitored, and they live in the awareness that their extended-stay visas can be confiscated at any moment followed by summary deportation.

Beyond the planet's atmosphere, the system is heavily settled. The Tichck encouraged the development of industrial nodes, asteroid habitats, shipyards and anything else required to build and develop a modern economy. The gravity points ensure a constant stream of starships pass through, all of which are induced to spend their wages in the system. Galactic hotels, entertainment complexes, and anything else a spacer might require are easily found, and the Tichck can be relied upon to look the other way if our visitor wants something that would be frowned upon, if not considered outright illegal, on their homeworlds. They generally turn a blind eye to such things unless they cause local disturbance. A spacer who gets drunk or drugged and winds up in trouble will generally be deported, unless they do something that requires payment. If they or their employers are unwilling or unable to pay, they will be involuntary indebted and put to work to pay off the debt. The Tichck generally don't push these debts too far, for fear of outside reaction but they do insist that the debt paid before the criminal is allowed to leave the system.

The planet's future appears to be bleak. The Belosi are finding the environmental damage increasingly difficult to tolerate. It appears likely that their population will start to decline sharply in no less than five hundred years, unless action is taken now.  There are almost no Belosi outside of their homeworld, and certainly no breeding population, raising the spectre of the species becoming extinct.  The Tichck plans to bring in other races to do the grunt labour may work on paper, but almost anyone else would be far more aware of how badly they are being treated and how unlikely it is that they will be able to work themselves free of debt.  The Tichck will be required to expand their security arrangements massively, if they wish to stave off a major revolt, but this will make their system even more inefficient and send profits plunging. The gravity points cannot be moved, yet there is little else the world offers that cannot be found elsewhere.

Outside intervention may be the only hope the Belosi have of survival, but there are few races willing to take on the Tichck.  Their fate appears certain.
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	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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