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Standing in line behind dozens of his cyborg brethren in the multi-level auditorium, Cyllus increased the suppression on his emotions to control his rage. The trial to charge him and the others was a complete sham. There had been no investigation, no questions into why he and members of the Military Elite had done what they’d done and launched a full scale rebellion.

Now he stood to be sentenced for going against orders. The wrists and ankle cuffs clinked as he took another step forward. Attempting to hack them or steal a key was pointless, considering the guards surrounding them.

Jeers and threats rained down on him along with the low rumble of conversation his auditory enhancements couldn’t quite make out.

The crowd of onlookers composed of his fellow citizens of Kirs exhibited a wide range of emotions. Confusion, anger and fear displayed prominently on their faces. Cyllus understood their feelings. With little public notice, charges had been entered to declare that the cyborgs in the Military Elite were traitors to their home world.

It was true Cyllus was one of many who began to question the emperor’s orders. Not at first. He had been a loyal soldier through and through and thought his actions were justified.

Until he’d heard about a pod of cyborgs who refused an order to fire their weapons into a gathering of women and children in a small city on Bionus, a neighboring planet. The inhabitants of Bionus had never bothered those on Kirs. They each existed peacefully and blissfully unconcerned by what the other did for years.

But that all changed with the reign of the current emperor. Cyllus eyed the man responsible for his current situation. Emperor Shui. The ruler of their world was nothing like his father, the previous emperor.

After a succession of benevolent leaders in his family line, Shui, for whatever reason had let the power of his position corrupt him.

On the surface, his orders to the military had seemed legitimate. Soon though, messages looped in among Cyllus’ pod on his internal closed neural network. Questions about their orders and inconsistencies in the explanations they received caused a handful to ask questions. To probe for the truth.

The only common thread cyborgs could definitively agree on was that their emperor had lied. There was no rational reason for his attempt to take over Bionus outside of greed.  

At first, rumors flew within the pod groupings cyborgs were looped into. Four cyborgs made up Cyllus’ pod and they shared a closed network that enabled them to communicate with stealth. Their small group had been together since they all entered the military and became cyborgs to protect and defend their world.

More and more pods questioned the truth as the emperor’s lies slowly spread. They weren’t fighting an honorable cause. Cyborgs were attacking innocents. Emperor Shui was using the Kirsian military force for his personal gain.

Civilians and family members became go betweens as a rebellion was born, a rebellion which picked up pace and was on track. The cyborgs would have successfully forced Emperor Shui’s crimes into the light if he hadn’t accidentally discovered their actions before hand. Medical techs examining the mainframe of that one pod of cyborgs reported what they found—a plethora of information about the rebellious activities from the Kirsians.

Luckily Shui only managed to get minor details from that particular pod’s NNP. The rest of the cyborgs assisted in scrubbing the broader public mainframe before he could access it.

All of that created the current situation Cyllus found himself in—charged with crimes and about to be sentenced as a traitor to his world.

Making matters worse, the emperor hadn’t limited this trial to the cyborgs he’d arrested. There were friends and family members charged with treason as well. Cyllus locked gazes with familiar brown eyes. His mother, Kala, clutched his younger sister, Miri, close to her chest. They’d been brought in as his accomplices.

His mother was a huge proponent for justice but she hadn’t been aware of Cyllus’ activities. Neither had his younger sister. That hadn’t stopped the emperor.

While Cyllus didn’t feel the same outpouring of love for them from before his cybernetic transformation, he did remember his devotion to both women and wanted to protect them.

Guards signaled for silence as the emperor strutted into the auditorium with his head held high. Dressed in his customary robes with a neat physique and pleasant smile, he appeared stately. There had never been a reason to distrust his leadership.

Shui approached a large dais with one of his top aides behind him. He stepped in front of the podium placed at the center of the space and activated the head mic he wore. “Today is a somber day for the world of Kirs. Rebellions have been found plotting against us. The men and women that you see before you have been found guilty—”

Cyllus stiffened at the pompous display, noticing the cyborgs chained near him doing the same. The crowd erupted.

Shouts of, “When were they given a trial? Is this legal? This isn’t fair,” rang out.

With a pointed look at his aide, Shui signaled that he wanted those who’d openly posed those questions and remarks detained. Cyllus gritted his teeth and clenched his fingers into fists. Suppressing his anger was near impossible in this situation.

Shui waved both of his hands above his head to silence the crowd and sent them all a jovial smile. “As I was saying, these rebels have been found guilty of conspiring against the emperor and the citizens of Kirs. They are hereby sentenced to prison, for life.”

Shui ignored another round of disruption from the onlookers and the shocked shouts thrown his way. His Prime Ministers, representing each country on Kirs, eyed him in dismay. At least they had been against Shui’s plans from the beginning to take over Bionus and extend his reign as emperor over the small world.

It had made things harder, though. Follow the emperor’s or the Prime Ministers’ directives. Cyllus eyed the rows of cyborgs in front and behind him. Who to trust had become the most prevalent question. He’d been separated from all but one member of his pod. Kelix stood to his left, expression perfectly bland but voice rigid with fury as he murmured, “I can’t believe he’s getting away with this.”

Two of Kelix’s brothers had died during the weeks of the emperor’s rampage as he attempted to find the identity of every Kirsian involved in the rebellion. The loss had hit Kelix particularly hard and he fervently wished for one opportunity to be alone with the emperor.

Their pod had managed to keep Kelix from inciting more of Shui’s attention so far, but it wasn’t easy.

Xion and Kaito, the other two in their pod grouping, stood several rows back, bodies rigid with the same tension filling the auditorium.

“We have to play it safe. When we reach the prison moon, Tyurma, we can reconnect with the others in our pod and form a plan,” Cyllus whispered back.

And they would form a plan. They couldn’t let the emperor move forward with his apparent interest in taking over and conquering any planet nearby.

On stage, Emperor Shui waved off complaints. He had issued their sentence and none could sway him. All of those considered guilty were ushered out. Cyllus thought they would head straight for the ships but more horror awaited.

The emperor’s additional orders filtered through to all of them, cyborgs and civilians alike. They were to be branded. Fighting would be useless. Too many guards, too many weapons aimed their way. Instant death or prison colony where they might at least find a chance to correct this injustice.

Using all of his restraint, Cyllus masked his emotions at the added humiliation. The letters CR were burned into his flesh with a chemical his nanobots could not heal. The Kirsians not in the military each received the letter R on their cheek to identify them as a part of the rebellion as well.

Unable to fully suppress his pain from the experience, Cyllus made a vow to himself.

Emperor Shui would pay.
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Cold. It filled his veins and poured through his circuitry as Cyllus stared at his cellmates and pushed his rage down deep. His face no longer ached from the branded letters forced on him. His mother and sister would not be so lucky. They were somewhere on another transport, in pain and suffering.

Cyllus’ honor demanded retribution. He’d make sure of it.

Like cattle with little to no concern for their welfare, the guards loaded them onto the transport ships. Only thoughts of freedom and vengeance kept Cyllus from losing his control at the way they were treated.

And the icy burn of the cold he used to keep him in an unfeeling state to prevent the thoughts of going on a killing rampage.

“Not too much longer,” a guard called out as he walked by their cell with an off tune whistle.

None of the guards said much after lowering the energy shield in place to keep them locked in. Any electronics or other devices they could have used their cybernetics to bypass had clearly been deactivated or turned offline. In essence, they were trapped until they reached their destination.

Cyllus shifted his gaze to the other occupants in his cell. Aside from Kelix, there were three others. Sora, one of the few female cyborgs he’d ever crossed paths with, leaned against the wall as far from the rest of them as possible. Her arms were folded over her chest, the mutinous twist to her lips speaking loudly to her feelings about all of this.

Unlike him, she made no effort to hide or suppress her emotions. Sora wasn’t part of Cyllus’ original pod like Kelix and hadn’t spoken since being led onboard and shoved inside with them.

He eyed the other two males. Cyllus held a basic knowledge of Reo and Tagan. Both had joined the military at the same time as him and underwent their conversion to cyborg within the same time frame as well. Neither was from his pod making them virtual strangers. Potential enemies, in fact.

Then again, the same could easily be said of him. Everyone’s motives were in question thanks to this cluster fuck. Familiar anger tingled up his spine.

Cold. He had to stay cold. If he thought of his family, if he thought of the emperor’s actions...cold. Must stay cold.

After he became a cyborg his emotions were stunted in some regards. The ability to disconnect saved him because Cyllus knew the soldier he’d been a long time ago would have acted first and paid the price with his life.

For now, he had to impatiently bide his time.

Suspicion burned like a lead weight in his gut, though. It was clear someone had worked with the emperor and given him key information to hack cyborg hardware. It was the only way he could have gained such specific details regarding their growing rebellion.

The pod who refused to fire on that one group of Bionus citizens only gave Emperor Shui the ammunition he needed to stop the cyborgs from exposing his actions.

Cyllus didn’t trust any of them aside from Kelix and was sure his friend felt the same way.

“What the fuck?!” Kelix suddenly exclaimed. “Is everyone getting this?”

Confusion flickered in their cellmates’ gazes. A mental knocking at Cyllus’ open mainframe declared an incoming message waited. Accessing it would leave him susceptible to others infiltrating his core. The panic in Kelix’s expression and the chatter from Xion and Kaito through his neural net processor-NNP were enough for Cyllus to forego caution.

He eased his mental barrier down and the cryptic message instantly bombarded him. An urgent alert only cyborgs could access.

Cyllus focused inward, caution in every step as he replayed the data being shared and absorbed by his fellow cyborgs. A group overheard guards planning to abandon the transport and all the prisoners with it. The information wasn’t specific but apparently a bomb or timed explosives were set to destroy the vessels carrying them from Kirs.

The truth hit Cyllus hard. Emperor Shui had lied once more. None of the transport ships were going to make it to Tyurma. This trip to the prison moon was a setup to rid the emperor of those he considered a hindrance to his grand plan.

More details filtered in and Cyllus scrolled through, his brain taking in the information at a rapid rate. They’d been judged and given a life sentence with no chance of survival. Now this. Death.

His first thought turned to his sister and mother. They weren’t on this ship but they were branded and bound to Tyurma on another one of the prison transports.

Urgency flooded his veins and broke through the cold. Cyllus shut down his connection and locked his mainframe again. He stared at Kelix. “We have to escape.”

Cyllus shifted his gaze to the other cyborgs. “None of us are from the same pod group and there is no reason we should trust one another, but in this, I think we all can agree we need to work together.”

Reo, Tagan and Sora didn’t hesitate. They had pod brethren in jeopardy as well as friends and family too. “Agreed.”

Sora pushed off from the wall and came over to where Cyllus stood by the energy shield that prevented them from getting out of their cell. Something he couldn’t decipher flashed briefly in her steel gray gaze.

“There are no tumblers or electronic locks for us to bypass,” Cyllus told her as she stood staring at their only way in or out.

Sora shot an annoyed glare in his direction. “I know that!”

The others gathered close. Tagan’s gravelly voice rumbled as he said, “Getting off the transport won’t be an issue if we can’t get out of our cell.”

They could steal or hack anything with their cybernetics if a system was powered and online. The energy shield was a different construct.

Since Cyllus was still within range to connect to his pod, he reached for them on their neural network. Kelix seamlessly joined in. Xion and Kaito were on this ship but in another cell on a different level.

As soon as Cyllus viewed their thoughts, he could see the dozens of scenarios over the NNP while they frantically searched for a solution.

“If we do not survive, I plan to take as many of the emperor’s scum with me,” Xion finally snarled, letting the options fade away on his end.

“I do not trust Tovark,” Kaito added, naming the unknown cyborg they shared a cell with. “Xion and I can overpower him easily when we get out but I’m not sure that is viable.”

Cyllus firmed his lips. Though they were of equal strength and capabilities, their pod looked to him as their leader for an answer. A brief freeze frame image of Tovark appeared in his neural net.

The sharing of information wasn’t uncommon and for their pod it had become an instinctive act. Cyllus saved the image for future reference. If the other cyborg hurt his brethren, he’d know exactly who to target.

“What’s she doing?”

Kelix’s verbal question interrupted the private conversation. Cyllus automatically transmitted what he saw to Xion and Kaito. Sora had her palm held up and out toward the energy field. The lights shimmered from gold to blue to red.

She was disrupting the energy field but he couldn’t source how. Cyllus neural net processors flared as he shared information and received the same answer from Kelix, Xion, and Kaito. They didn’t know how she was doing whatever it was either.

As cyborgs, they could absorb energy from electrical currents to gain power boosts in lieu of eating or speed their healing if their nanobots failed. What Sora attempted seemed more complex than that.

No matter how many ways he analyzed it, Cyllus wasn’t sure another cyborg could replicate it without electrocuting themselves or frying their circuits in the process.

He sensed the moment the shielded door weakened. Reo and Tagan inhaled sharply. Their eyelids fluttered rapidly in a clear sign they communicated with their own pod on their NNP. Cyllus smirked. He and his friends were better at masking their internal communications amongst one another.

Cyllus studied Sora’s face again and noted she’d lost her stoic expression. A pained grimace now twisted her mouth, lines of strain bracketing her lips. Tension held her shoulders rigid and dots of moisture glistened on her forehead.

Most cyborgs could control their physical reactions and outward signs of exertion but sometimes there was no controlling extremes.

A visual scan of her physical condition made it easy for him to determine she was in the throes of extreme pain, but Sora didn’t lower her arm or turn away from the door. Like him, she obviously understood this was a do or die situation.

Breath suspended in his throat, Cyllus waited. Silence coasted along the NNP as Xion and Kaito watched her as well. Anticipation held them all on the edge.

Then it happened. The energy field flickered. Once. Twice. Cyllus stiffened. His fingers curled at his sides in clenched fists. Hope blazed and he forced back the urge to rush her. Then with a light buzz, the shielded door dropped. There one moment, then gone. 

“Fuuuck!” Sora cried out, stumbling back and dropping her arm to her side.

She gasped in wrenching gulps of air then clasped her arms about her midsection with a sharp yelp. Her back shuddered. She muffled her heavy breathing by clamping her lips tight and they all tensed. Was she malfunctioning? What if she’d damaged herself permanently in her efforts to free them?

Again, impatience flared. She needed to collect herself. Time was ticking and they needed to go.

Seconds later, Sora forced herself upright with a garbled growl. Her gray eyes sparked with fire as she took in their quiet forms studying her. Cyllus ran another visible scan. This time, he used his retinal implants, noting her pale and trembling body in the gray and black uniform of the Military Elite.

Whatever damage she’d sustained, her nanobots would be working to fix. Like most cyborgs, she’d gained tougher skin over a stronger skeletal structure resulting in enhanced strength as well as increased visual, auditory and olfactory upgrades to her sensory levels.

But right now, she struggled to regain control of herself. It was a testament to how weak she must be to let those outside her pod view her like this. While their transition to elite soldiers managed to keep a lot of their organics, the rest of their bodies had been turned into powerhouse machines with high-level capabilities thanks to the cybernetics. 

Along with some other unexpected side effect benefits. Sora eliminating the shield was a potential indication of such a side effect. Unless the rest of them could do it and had never considered such? Cyllus stored the question for later.

“What are you looking at? Let’s go,” she snapped.

“Are you functional?” Cyllus made himself ask. He had no care for her, she was an unknown and possible threat but courtesy had been a gift from his mother that cybernetics couldn’t fully eliminate.

“Fine,” she grunted.

The answer was good enough. They rushed through the doorway, Sora in the lead, Cyllus behind her and the others right on his heels. Silence settled like an ominous eerie whisper in the halls. Even as he searched for guards, Cyllus left his neural net open to transmit everything to Xion and Kaito. Kelix did the same, their images overlapping.

Their escape from the cells was being shared with the other cyborgs. Sora to her pod and Reo and Tagan to their respective pods. Word rapidly spread and Cyllus knew their actions motivated the others. Shields dropped all around. Thunderous booms signaled that more and more cyborgs had somehow figured out a way to break through their cells.

Soon the hall resonated with the sound of boots pounding. Had to be guards. Cyborgs could be silent when they chose and no greater time called for stealth than now.

They managed to reach the end of their hall when it happened. Alarms blared and emergency lights lined in the ceiling flashed bright red. Communication with his pod flew back and forth.

“Kaito and I are out,” Xion muttered.

“How long before the explosives go off?” Kelix asked.

None of them knew.

Up ahead, guards shouted. Uniformed crew members yelled and joined the guards in making a dash toward the lower levels.

“They’re heading for the escape shuttles and emergency units,” Sora informed them.

“Evac! All personnel evac immediately. The prisoners must not get free!”

The voice on the intercom system was frantic. The guards had realized the prisoners were loose. Warnings and alerts continued to go off, any attempt at secrecy thrown to the wayside as announcements warned of the cyborgs breaking out and attempting to flee.

More than likely, if Shui followed on his current pattern of behavior, there would be limited vessels to use for escape. Enough for the guards and crew to get back to Kirs. Surely not enough for those labeled rebels who weren’t expected to survive.

“We have to get to the bay and get off this ship,” Tagan announced, drawing to a halt as the confusion in the hall grew and the crowds of cyborgs fighting guards increased.

Cyllus suppressed his growing worry. Calm settled in his core. Whatever happened here would be happening on each of the transports bound for Tyurma in some form or another, including the one with his mother and sister. They didn’t have him or the members of his pod to protect them.

“You! Get back in your cell!”

Cyllus ducked the fist flying toward his face and pivoted. He gripped his assailant’s wrist, inches from his jaw, turned the arm and snapped the bone. The guard howled and dropped to one knee, holding his injured arm.

There was no remorse in Cyllus for his action. The guards were as guilty as Shui in his mind. They knew what was in store for them and had no qualms about sending innocents to their death.

Ignoring the pained whimpers, Cyllus nodded at Kelix. “Let’s go. Xion and Kaito are on the move too.”

If possible, they’d try to reconnect with their pod mates. Punching and shoving, Cyllus made his way to the nearest lift registered on his internal scanners.

“Stop!” Someone gripped his shoulder and spun Cyllus around.

He leaned into the movement, hooked an arm about the guard’s neck and tugged. The guard jolted then slumped in his arms. Cyllus dropped the dead man and jumped over the body. Tagan, Kelix, Sora and Reo were just as brutal, slaying everyone who got in their way.

It was good that he could shut down his emotions. Killing never sat well with him. This was an exception. Their escape had become a life or death fight. Cyllus blocked out the cries, the blood and the crack of limbs as he fought each guard or crew member trying to stop him. Cold. He had to stay cold.

Ahead, he recognized the area for the lift and slowed. The door access buzzed when he touched the vid screen, denying them entry. Cyllus drove his fist into the panel with a fierce punch and the doors slid open. The others crowded in with him.

“Your internal processor couldn’t bypass the security?” Reo asked with a smirk as he leaned against the opposite wall with his arms crossed over his broad chest.

Cyllus ignored him, shoving away the fear working through his systems. It had been rash, but he didn’t care when expediency was needed. No amount of emotion suppression was helping to block off thoughts of his mother and sister. His biggest concern right now was getting off this ship alive and saving his family.

By any means necessary. 
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“Where are you two? Kaito and I are in the departure bay. We managed to identify an available ship on the east side section of the bay. Soon others will try to overrun us and take it for themselves,” Xion reported.

The lift stopped on each floor and more cyborgs forced their way in. All had the same hope. To get off the transport and survive.

On one floor, the doors opened to four guards standing on the other side. Their eyes widened at the sight of the massive cyborgs crowded on the lift and the click of stolen weapons aimed directly at them.

“Run!” one of them screamed, already turning on his heels in the other direction.

The doors shut moments later.

“I’m not sure how long it will take us to arrive.” The transport ships were huge and there were several levels to go on this particular fleet design before they reached the cargo and launch bay areas. “Leave. Kelix and I will manage and rendezvous with you and Kaito as soon as possible.”

The quiet contemplation over their NNP lasted less than ten point fifty three seconds.

“Agreed,” Xion said.

“Agreed,” Kaito chimed in.

Across the lift, Kelix sent Cyllus a sharp nod. They’d work together and fight to join their brethren, but right now, they had to focus on each of them getting out. If that meant separating, then so be it. Survival was the most important thing at this point.

Finally, they reached the last level at the bottom of the transport. Exiting the lift, Cyllus walked into a bay area in the midst of pure chaos. The constant whoosh and glide of ships fleeing the doomed transport acted as a constant hum in the background.

Kelix came to stand beside him. “It won’t be long before there are no means of escape. We’ll go down with this transport if we don’t move immediately.”

Unacceptable. Cyllus had to rescue the only family he had left.

Sora eased up on Cyllus’ other side. “My pod shared they managed to escape their transport in a short-range shuttle.”

That was all she said. Nothing else. Cyllus eyed Tagan and the gruff cyborg’s upper lip curled in a snarl before he snapped, “My pod is out of range and I’m unable to contact them. I must work under the assumption they have fled their transport as well.”

His crystalline green eyes flickered with concern, then his shoulders straightened and he met Cyllus’ gaze head on, flares of fiery anger at their circumstances easy to read.

Reo spoke next. “The members of my pod are on another transport as well. Its’ become obvious that each of us was deliberately separated and placed with cyborgs we have no connection with when possible. We have very little choice in our next moves. It’s in our best interest to work together.”

Cyllus’ sneered at the emperor’s cunning. Reo was right. Separating them from their individual pods meant they were forced to rely on one another. Virtual unknowns they had no connection to outside their joint service in the Military Elite.

Running probability checks came up with the same results. There was no choice. “That’s the best solution in this circumstance. We go together and figure out the next steps after we’re free.”

Their conversation hadn’t taken long but it was clear there were fewer vessels remaining than when they’d stepped out of the lift.

Continued screams and pleas could be heard from the civilians, guards and crew being left behind. Some cyborgs were doing their best to herd them to safety in available ships while others took the logical approach and saved themselves. The latter were wise. More chance of success.

Even as the thought crossed his mind, Cyllus cringed. His mother and sister would be viewed as the same disadvantage. Would someone see to their escape?

He must have made a sound of distress because Kelix jerked toward him and arched a brow. Cyllus sent a reassuring nod his way and composed himself. It was one of the few flaws in his programming.

The organic side of him fought to retain a strong connection to his blooded family. He couldn’t always be cold and ruthless about their existence the way his machine half demanded. Like now.

Chances of escape dropped with each second they delayed. Cyllus ran to join the fray. “Hurry!”

Bypassing the individual escape pods and smaller ships, their group drew to a stop near a larger shuttle. This wasn’t for simple emergency evacuations. This was something the crew used for surface missions if needed or long distance transport.

“Who can pilot this?” Sora asked, a deep frown pulling her dark brows into a v. “I don’t have schematics stored for flying.”

“I do.” Kelix placed his hand on the panel of the shuttle’s door.
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