
NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Dissenter Rebellion 1: The Rattri Extraction

A Place of Refuge Prequel Story

Victoria Janssen


[image: ]


Disquiet twisted in Talia’s belly as she gazed at an image of the planet Rattri, murky with cloud cover, on a nearby screen in their stolen spaceship. She wasn’t sure if she was anxious about the planet or about the mission. It had only been two weeks since her rescue from the ruins of her home planet, Damar, and now she was about to be back in action with a new group of guerillas. It wasn’t a shock that she felt...disturbed.

The scouter’s recirculated air was cold and fusty. She smelled grimy metal deck plating, gun oil, and acrid imitation coffee. In contrast, she smelled disconcerting hints of the floral-scented oil she’d used on her shoulder-length curls a few hours before, to protect her hair from the overly dry air. Air hissed from vents. Engines rumbled; she felt their vibrations through the cold bulkhead at her back. Her knife harnesses, handmade from densely felted wool, pressed comfortingly into the outsides of her thighs, over her snug leggings. Her blaster harness, at her hip, was empty. She was getting better at leaving it empty when shipboard.

Her new leader and rescuer, Jon Churchill, had no reservations about the mission that she could see, she reminded herself, though how could she be sure? He was a baseline human, not a telepath.

Of course, she wasn’t really a telepath any more, either. She needed to get used to that, as well.

Jon sat across from her in the narrow bay, leaning over a comms station. The face of the Dissenter Rebellion against the Federated Colonies, Jon was a middle-aged white man with thick brown hair and a prominent nose, impeccably groomed down to his fingernails; he made the shapeless coverall he wore look stylish and intentional. His speech, in particular, was exquisitely controlled and persuasive, valuable traits in a leader.

Jon was speaking with a Rattrian guerilla named Ioli Galanis, legendary among the Dissenters for her skill at infiltrating and sabotaging Federated infrastructure, inspiring to many occupied planets. Even Talia, from isolated Damar, had heard of her. Galanis had defected from the Federated military by detonating a fuel refinery, over a decade before. She’d gained followers rapidly with her commitment and stern certainty of victory.

“If you’ve lost two cells already, you need safe transport as soon as possible, then, rather than next week,” Jon was saying. “We can provide that for you. How many people?”

Galanis was brown-skinned and elegant with aloof eyes; whorls of silver interfacing were visible on her left temple and forehead, augments installed by the Federated Colonies’ military. The interfacing was the same color as her hair, giving the false appearance of merely decorative curlicues.

After a long pause for signal bouncing, Galanis replied, “Fourteen, counting me. Five of us are augmented, so we have extra bounties on our heads. Is there room for us all on your ship?” She sounded less questioning and more assured of this.

“We’ll make do,” Jon said. “My engineer has prepared a data package for your beacon. Are you ready to receive?”

Galanis turned and said, “Yulia.”

Someone offscreen said, “Ready.”

“Sending now,” their engineer Miki said, without looking up. “You should have it in twenty seconds.”

It seemed a much longer time until the offscreen voice said, “Received. Initializing.”

“We’ll be ready,” Galanis said, and shut down the channel.

Jon switched off. “All good, Miki?”

“All good.” Miki glanced over at him and smiled. She was a small person with pale skin, a round face, and long brown hair braided into a crown. “Shall I bring you anything back from Rattri? Chunk of ice? One of those tunnel snakes that eat your feet while you’re sleeping?”

Jon smiled indulgently and said, “I think I can live without any souvenirs this time,” before he turned his attention to Talia. “Can you let Faigin know we need to get moving now?”

Talia left Jon and Miki in the rear of the scouter as she navigated the narrow corridor leading to the cramped flight deck. Faigin, a former Federated military pilot and soldier, would accompany Talia and Miki to the surface, and would serve as Talia’s partner in providing protection. Augmented like Galanis, only to a much greater degree, she possessed exceptional strength and speed. Talia remembered Faigin’s adroit deadliness well from their first, adversarial encounter on Damar, just before Talia had joined their group.

The grief of losing everyone and everything she’d ever loved, followed by months of hardscrabble survival on her own, had driven Talia beyond rationality. She’d lunged at the visibly-augmented stranger immediately, thinking her a Federated soldier. She would have killed Faigin without a thought; she’d been armed with two knives, one of them as long as her forearm. Faigin could have killed Talia, but instead she’d disarmed and pinned her to the ground before Talia could even comprehend what had happened. She’d tried to thrash her way free, but Faigin’s body had trapped her, like a steel cage, close and tight and unignorable.

Sometimes, Talia fancied she could still feel the tense muscles of Faigin’s forearm pressing into her throat, and her hot weight pressing Talia’s shoulders and hips into the bare rocks. “Don’t,” Faigin had said. Everything, inside her mind and out, had fallen still and silent at once. She couldn’t move or scream; she couldn’t look away from Faigin’s intense dark eyes. She’d waited for death.

She’d been ready to die, or so she thought at the time. Her family was dead. Her friends were dead. Her world was near death. The shared telepathic communion of the Damarae, which had immersed Talia from birth, had died with them; Talia’s mind had been full of nothing but aching emptiness for months on end.

Expecting death, for just a moment that empty pain had stopped.

Now, though. Now she wasn’t sure how she felt, because she didn’t have the mental space to contemplate anything other than the mission ahead of her. All her energy was needed to put one foot in front of the other, to remember to drink water and to put food into her mouth.

She stopped midway down the corridor, which had been designed to provide seating for upwards of twenty soldiers, and opened a storage cabinet in the bulkhead. She extracted tubes of water and sour nutrient paste; they’d run out of fresh food a week ago.

On the flight deck, Faigin had remained strapped in. The gold lines of her Federated interfaces gleamed from the flickering, colored lights reflected from the flight controls; Talia flinched, seeing them, but was getting better at hiding her reaction.

Faigin was dark-skinned like Talia but with a warmer undertone, her nose and cheekbones dramatically defined, her stiff hair cropped short into a spiky mess. Faigin looked up at Talia and lifted a sardonic eyebrow.

“The timeline’s moved up,” Talia said, stiffly. “We need to go in as soon as possible.”

Faigin drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “So much for my breakfast,” she said ruefully. “Glad I stayed hooked in.”

The golden interfaces at Faigin’s neck were, Talia realized, glowing softly; some sort of connection to the flight controls was visible at the back of her neck. Talia found it disturbing; she hadn’t had occasion to see the physical junction before. What happened to Faigin if something happened to the ship? Was the connection painful?

Girding her courage, Talia offered the tubes of water and nutrient paste. 

“Not poisoned?” Faigin asked. One corner of her mouth twisted up.

So, they were joking about their first meeting now. Despite herself, Talia was somewhat charmed, and felt her shoulders relax. “Not poisoned,” Talia assured her. “If I was going to kill you, I would be more creative than that.” She thought a moment. “Perhaps a nest of those Rattrian tunnel snakes Miki keeps telling me about?”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Faigin said, cracking open the water tube one-handed. “They might turn out to make a tasty meal.”

While Faigin drank, Talia leaned on the tall back of the empty co-pilot’s seat, to look out the narrow port at thousands of asteroids of varying size, any one of which could kill them at any moment.

Faigin had piloted their stolen scouter into the dense asteroid belt just beyond Rattri’s orbit; she would now take them into planetary orbit. From there, they would descend to the surface via Federated-held elevator, retrieve Galanis’s group, and transport them to a temporary hiding place on the second inhabited planet in the system, Bleoheris. Jon would stay with the ship while they were planetside, docked under false identity. He had many talents, but soldiering was not one of them.

Talia remarked, “We could really use a second pilot.”

“I agree,” Faigin said. “If you should come across one with Dissenter sympathies, please let me know.”

“Or a second gun, so you could stay on the ship with Jon. It’s always better to have backup.”

“Again, I agree.” Faigin made a face at her nutrient paste, finished it anyway, and stuffed the empty tube into a receptacle to her left. “We had another gun, but he got himself killed. About a month before we found you.”

“A friend?” Talia asked.

Faigin sighed. “Not really. None of us knew him very long. Ocak was a hothead.”

“More so than Jon?”

“Definitely. A better shot than Jon is, but unreliable in tight places. And no good at waiting, which is more than half what we do.”

Talia nodded; that was a truth she’d had to learn early, when she was an angry, grieving teenager new to the rebellion.

Faigin finished her water tube; Talia handed her another, and Faigin clamped it into place within easy reach. “Thanks,” Faigin said, adjusting the flight controls with spontaneous grace. The golden lines of interfacing on her hands glowed softly as she touched contact points intended for augmented pilots. “You’d better tell the others to strap in. This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

Faigin spoke the truth. Back in the seating area with the others, the evasive jolts were startling, though Jon was managing to sleep through it. Miki, seated next to Talia, patted her leg once or twice but was otherwise thoroughly immersed in re-checking some false identity documents on a handheld. The physical touch felt strange without accompanying telepathic contact; not bad, but a little disconcerting.

To distract herself, Talia concentrated on her own breathing and the feel of gravity on her body. Her damaged telepathy ached like a phantom limb as she unconsciously reached for the communion of Damar, a comfort now lost to her.

“Talia, we’re here,” Miki said, quietly.

“I wasn’t asleep,” she replied. Miki looked worried, for some reason. Talia smiled at her, and Miki’s sweet face crinkled as she smiled back. Talia wondered again about Miki’s age. Sometimes, she seemed young for a top communications expert and engineer. Her pale skin and round cheeks were a part of it, but so was the gentleness of her facial expressions. Talia was glad she hadn’t shot her, back on Damar.

Faigin docked the scouter at Rattri’s elevator hub station; she had created a false registration and origin point for the scouter, something she’d done before as a Federated soldier pretending to be otherwise. It was handy, Talia mentally conceded, to have someone on hand who knew those things from the inside.

Carefully, she adjusted the knife harnesses at her thighs, and strapped smaller ones to the insides of her forearms. She smoothly withdrew and examined each blade before sliding it back into place; these were made of a ceramic material, not metal, and she wasn’t sure she fully trusted them yet. The ceramic, however, would not be detected by Federated scans.

The knives would have to remain hidden for most of the mission, which was not ideal, but...she had them close to her skin. Just in case. After all, two of Galanis’ cells of guerillas had already been killed. The clear danger was the reason they were going down to the planet in the first place.

Faigin hadn’t argued with Talia when she’d asked for the knives, which was strangely reassuring. Better to be worried and prepared than the opposite.

On the flight deck, Jon settled into the co-pilot’s seat with a stash of water and revolting Federated-style snacks, while Faigin grilled him on his part of the plan. Talia hung back, not sure why he’d asked for her. 

Jon replied patiently to Faigin’s rapid-fire questions: he was poised to respond to routine Rattrian traffic and customs queries; he would be monitoring Rattrian communications using a device provided by Miki; he had Faigin’s list of innocuous answers to standard Federated inquiries. He then wished Talia luck on her first real mission with them, and clasped her shoulder with one big, warm hand; unsure what to reply, Talia nodded and went back to join the others. She felt as if Jon had wanted to reassure himself that he’d chosen well, that Talia would do well.

In the cramped bunkroom that ran alongside the scouter’s central corridor, Talia donned a somber gray coverall and
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