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Cheers rose in the crowd and the screaming reached ear splitting decibels as the two men in the gladiator ring fought. Or rather, had fought. The match was as good as over.

Sora shook her head as the winner held up his opponent’s limp body above his head, spun in a circle and heaved it. The body flew across the arena coming to a stop when it slammed into the ground with a dust rising, floor shaking thump.

Another cheer went up. This one louder than the others as the challenger remained unmoving. A clear indication this was the end of the match. Credits would be paid out to those who’d bet on the reigning champion. Farid Ogoni.

Farid didn’t spare a glance at the audience who’d paid to see him fight on the Gladyx. The cruiser style ship traveled from location to location, never staying in one place for fear authorities would catch up to them.

Not because gladiator fights were illegal. Those matches were all the rage. No, the reason the Gladyx had to stay in motion was because the owners drafted contestants unwillingly.

Out of the thirty registered fighters, allegedly only four were here of their own free will. Farid was purported to be one of them.

As if finally noticing the screams, his gaze scanned the crowd. A harsh grimace etched his ruthless features in severe lines. Sora’s heart sped up as she took in his massive form. The single weathered harness strung across his pectoral muscles looped over his shoulder and emphasized his intimidating form.

Sora wasn’t intimidated but she certainly appreciated a fine form when she saw it. Two long black braids hung over his shoulders. As a Gurzal, his mottled brown and olive green skin would normally act as camouflage in the jungles on his home world. Here, it stood out in a sea of jewel toned races.

Each step he made out of the arena thudded, his bare feet not hesitating on the trek across the rough, blood-stained ground toward the entryway he’d come in through.

The knee length pants he wore were held up by a wide brown belt with the skull of some creature on the front. His heavily muscled thighs and calves drew her gaze down and she controlled a shiver. He could crush a being with his lower limbs alone and she was willing to bet he’d done that at least once in his time here. Maybe more.

A quick glance assured that the crowd was as enraptured with his silent and unemotional exit as Sora. When he reached the arched opening, he tipped his thick neck back. The roar he released sent the crowd into a renewed frenzy. She swore tremors shook the rafters though her internal sensors said they didn’t.

“Magnificent, is he not?”

Sora turned slightly, keeping Farid in her field of vision as she eyed the being who’d approached on her left. The male wore a black coat tossed over one shoulder, revealing a one piece black jumper beneath. There were emblems on the left side of his chest but from this angle she couldn’t make them out. His black boots were polished to a high sheen.

To answer his question, she gave a succinct nod and faced the arena again. The disguise as a wealthy buyer was masterful and if she hadn’t been aware of his true identity, Kelix would have fooled her.

They’d come here in search of their missing pod members. Or rather from Kelix’s pod. They’d received information that the last two cyborgs from his grouping had been forced into the gladiator fights. So far, neither of them had crossed paths with Kaito or Xion. She hoped the intel they’d received hadn’t been wrong.

Their plan was to confirm if their fellow cyborgs were here, rescue them and leave. She and Kelix were running out of time if they were to escape undetected. The next stop for the Gladyx was the Hanass colony in eight days and Hanass had a strong relationship with her home planet, Kirs.

At her lengthy silence, Kelix sighed as if disappointed. “Looks like that was the last fight.”

“Hmm,” she hummed her noncommittal response under her breath, keeping up the charade of not knowing him.

“There’s an electro-panel sparking in one of the soaking rooms,” Kelix continued in a deep voice.

That was the coded phrase. She turned casually, one eye on Farid’s disappearing form. Head down, chest heaving from his exertions, something about his posture tugged at her heartstrings and she couldn’t figure out why. As a cyborg, a lot of her emotions had been suppressed to make her a better soldier but since the escape, they were slowly reawakening.

“I can look at it now,” she murmured. “Can you show me where?”

Kelix, going by the name of Durwin Cantos, nodded slightly toward a hall behind them. “This way.”

With one last look at Farid, her target, she walked away. There would be time tonight to approach him. His routine hadn’t changed in the two weeks she’d been onboard. It would be easy to find him later in the private soak rooms easing his muscles.

Using her keycode, Sora entered the designated room and glanced around to make sure no one was inside. It was empty. She tipped her head to Kelix and he strode in, locking the door carefully behind him. “What did you find out?”

“Farid Ogoni and Tok Su have been here the longest. Tok is in the infirmary with cranial injuries after his fight tonight and not likely to survive. Farid’s the one to speak to,” she told him.

From public records, it was known that Farid joined the Gladyx cruiser in the early days and had been fighting for them for almost ten years. Offers from other fight rings to buy him were continually rejected. His contract was owned solely by the conglomerate and while they teased about lending him to other fights, he’d never left the ship.

Kelix grunted and folded his arms over his chest as he leaned against the wall and listened. Sora and Kelix had both gone undercover on the Gladyx. Sora as a repair mechanic in the maintenance department and Kelix as an eager buyer with a lot of credits looking to sponsor a fighter.

“When and how will you seek him out?” Kelix asked.

“Tonight. After a match like this one, he always comes to the soak rooms and stays for several hours.”

Kelix’s lips firmed. “I don’t like you being alone with him. His reputation is well earned.”

One thing Sora had discovered during their time undercover was that Kelix had a protective streak a kilometer wide. “I’m a cyborg and stronger than I look. Besides, any damage he could do would be healed by my nanobots.”

Kelix pushed off the wall with a heavy sigh and dropped his arms. “That doesn’t mean you can’t be severely injured or even killed. We both know that.”

For a moment, Sora’s thoughts darkened. Kelix was right. They knew that better than many. Thalen, a member from her own pod, had placed himself in a repair sleep mode back at their temporary base on Solus. He’d sustained a level of damage his nanobots couldn’t keep up with.

“I know, but outside of the ring and fights, Farid hasn’t shown any sign of being more aggressive than anyone else on the Gladyx. In fact, his reputation outside of the arena is that of a loner who minds his business.”

Kelix grunted and met her gaze, not agreeing or disagreeing with her statement. His dark eyes burned with the same ferocity probably reflected in hers. “Keep me posted on whatever you find out and let me know when you’re safely in your room.”

“Right.”

“I’ll leave first,” Kelix said, then eased the door open. He looked left then right before going through without a backward glance at Sora.

As soon as the door closed, she went to a specific section on the wall and crouched. Placing her palm on the electro-panel that controlled the lighting and temperature for this room, she pushed a bit of energy forward.

Push was the only word she’d ever managed that came close to describing what she did with the surfeit of energy constantly bubbling beneath the surface of her skin.

From what she could tell, no other cyborg had a similar ability. Sora didn’t publicize it often and until the emperor of Kirs had gone on his mad rampage, no one else aside from her pod had known.

Now Kelix and the four others she’d banded with knew because Sora had used her skill to escape the transport taking them all to a prison colony unjustly.

Sparks flared from the panel, shorting out the electronics on the other side. Standing quickly, she wiped her hands on the pants of her uniform jumper and hurried to the door. The issue would register on the system and the head of her department would see it.

Later, he’d send her out to do the repair thus giving her the necessary reason to be here when she propositioned Farid.

***
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Closing his eyes, Farid leaned his head back to rest on the rim of the soaking tub and groaned. From head to toe, his entire body ached. The match with the Umden had drained him more than he expected. As to his opponents’ death, not even a gleam of remorse poked at his conscience. Guilt had been left far behind after Farid’s second year onboard the Gladyx as an indentured fighter on behalf of the conglomerate.

According to Garod, a member of the three-person entity, who held his fighter contract, Farid had taken longer than others to succumb to the inevitable. He’d learned though. Learned to adapt and adjust to the brutal life he’d been forced into and survival stayed at the forefront of his mind.

Nothing was going to stop Farid from winning his last fights. Just two more. Then he’d be free of his ten year commitment. Once done, Farid could walk away and breathe easy. His fingers clenched on the rim of the tub. Freedom was finally in reach along with the attainment of his secret goal.

The door opened and closed behind him. Farid’s senses went on alert but he didn’t betray his awareness by so much as a twitch. While rare, occasionally buyers and passengers tried to sneak into fighter only spaces.

Most wanted the privilege of meeting someone they equated with fame, some wanted sex and others hoped to bribe him to throw a match.

Staying loose and limber, his ears strained as light steps crossed the tiled space. There were several soaking tubs that others could use after matches but because Farid’s fights were considered major highlights they occurred late. It could have been another competitor but they would have already come through and left by now.

When his name wasn’t called and steps didn’t come near him, he inhaled and tentatively relaxed. A hinge squeaked. Shuffling noises followed then a muttered curse in the Standard language generally spoken.

The layout of the room filtered through his mind. A security panel and electronic board were located where the sounds came from. Along with the scent of musk and a metallic tang, he surmised that one of the maintenance techs had entered.

Easing his lids open a crack, he tipped his head to the side, barely disturbing the heated water. Shapely firm buttocks encased in dull green uniform pants greeted him. Bent over the panel as the female was, he had a good view, so Farid stared at the individual a moment longer.

“Sorry,” she called out in a lyrical voice.

He stirred and shifted. He hadn’t expected her to speak. Workers on the traveling cruiser didn’t tend to speak to the fighters, too intimidated and afraid of being attacked. 

Farid withheld a snort. Fights broke out all the time without a word being spoken. Sometimes a wrong look would do.

The only thing keeping fighters in check was the remote controlled explosive device implanted in each of their wrists. Death by spontaneous combustion wasn’t high on anyone’s way to die.

“I’ll only be a few more minutes,” she continued, shifting her ass about as she squatted and pulled several tools from the large bag he hadn’t initially noticed beside her booted feet.

Tiny feet. Farid’s hand could probably span the entire length of one.

“You’re one of the quiet ones, huh?” she chatted, undeterred by his lack of response. 

Her hands moved swiftly, exchanging a part for another and inserted a chip in the slot on the side. She was obviously experienced at her job and seemed to complete the actions by rote.

At any other time, Farid would have turned away by now, safe in the assumption she was no danger to him. She carried the right scent—a mix of machinery and oils with a touch of muted chemicals.

Even what she wore fit, the right amount of wear on the one-piece uniform and minor stains to attest to her workday. But one thing gave away her ruse. Those shoes containing her tiny feet, which had caught his attention, were unmarked. No scuffs or worn tread to reflect the time she spent running from one end of the ship to the other, depending on where she was assigned.

Granted, they could be new, her old pair worn out, but she’d gone through so much trouble to look well established in her role that it stood out. And when things stood out, Farid paid attention. He couldn’t afford to slip up. His wasn’t the only life at stake.

“Who are you?” he asked, rising slowly from the soaker and facing her.

Water slewed down his body, the heat in the room pumping at a rate to guarantee he didn’t feel the slightest chill.

The maintenance woman stiffened and glanced over her shoulder at him. Smoke gray eyes, sharp cheek bones and full pouty lips painted deep red, faced him. He catalogued her looks even as he tensed to defend himself if necessary.

Something on his face must have warned her of the danger she was in. She turned and stood, a torquing wrench held loosely in her right hand. Farid’s lips curled up at the defensive gesture. In response, her eyes narrowed.

“Sora. I work in maintenance,” she answered his question at last.

“Why are you in here this late?”

She shrugged and pointed over her shoulder with her free hand. “There was a flag in the system. Whenever an alert like that goes off, we have to check it out. This one had a blown conductor for the heat coils under the soaker tubs.”

Farid didn’t care about a single thing she’d just said. It was her body language that caught his attention. She held her posture in a loose stance but her watchful gray eyes never wavered from his and her hold on the tool remained at the ready.

She was no ordinary repair person. Farid had noted all of them and none worked as quickly or efficiently as she had and none came out this late for a minor tech issue.

More than that, not one individual on this ship would be bold enough to hold a potential weapon at the ready to fight back against the top champion in the Gladyx ring. So, for that and the new boots, she warranted a closer look.

He climbed from the water, unconcerned with his nudity and reached for a towel to knot casually around his waist. Every deliberate step he took, closed the distance between them. The tech, or Sora as she’d said but could be a lie, didn’t blanch. Farid stopped in front of her with mere inches to spare. “Who are you?”

She jerked. Then blew out a breath. “I already told you but for some reason you’ve decided I’m lying and are using your stature and reputation to intimidate me.”

While her tone wasn’t scolding, he took it as such. For one brief second, a flare of shame coursed through him. There had been a time when he hadn’t treated women like that. He immediately shut down the feeling.

There was no room for manners if there was a threat to his end goal. He reached out, expecting her to pull away or swing the torquing wrench in his direction. She didn’t move or flinch.

Nerves of steel. A sizzle of attraction slid down Farid’s spine and he ruthlessly quelled it. He cupped her jaw in his rough palm and leaned in close. “Are you intimidated?”

A split second later, Farid froze.

“Do I look intimidated?” she asked with a deliberate smile and a flutter of those long lashes.

Farid glanced down. Her hand had a tight grip on his cock beneath the towel. She wasn’t applying pressure but her clasp warned that could change at a moment’s notice.

“I need to end my shift. Sorry to have disturbed you.” Her sultry voice lured with every word she spoke and he was certain she knew it. Releasing him, she backed away and gathered her tool box.

When she walked out the door, she was whistling. Farid had to force himself not to chase after her to see if he could tease out another side of her. Change the efficient tech into a wanton who would beg for his touch. It was what he would have done before.

But those days were gone. He sighed, shoulders drooping in fatigue. Farid only spent time with women if they knew the deal and wouldn’t be around to try and change his mind. He didn’t think the tech fit those parameters. While workers tended to come and go onboard, the maintenance techs lasted the longest.

Alone in the steamy room, Farid shook his head and went to retrieve his clothes. For the first time in a long time, he was intrigued. Too bad he didn’t have time for distractions.
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“We haven’t seen any sign of Kaito and Xion but that might change. Today is the day new fighters are supposed to be introduced to the audience,” Sora reported on her comm.

She glanced at Kelix. They’d managed to meet in the tiny suite she’d been assigned since she wasn’t scheduled to work today. His room was on a different level with other high-end guests and would draw too much attention.

On the comm, Cyllus sighed. “I’d hoped we’d know something by now. You and Kelix have already been gone for over two weeks.”

Cyllus and Kelix belonged to the same cyborg pod. This was hard on both of them. They wanted Kaito and Xion to be here so they could save their missing brethren but they also didn’t want them to be here on the Gladyx because of the abuse alleged.

Some of the matches were to the death and the fighters to her knowledge didn’t receive compensation. Knowing that, why would any sensible being agree to fight on the traveling cruiser? There was no logic to it which meant something was off.

Beside her, Kelix paced in her room and told Cyllus, “I tried to access them via our NNP but couldn’t get through. If they were in range, I should be able to talk to them.”

Their implanted neural net processor allowed them to communicate directly cyborg to cyborg with members in their pod. The connection should have worked.

“At least we know they aren’t dead,” Cyllus said.

It was the only bright side they had to cling to right now. Sora hadn’t been able to connect to the two still missing from her pod. She’d found one, Thalen, back on Solus. After taking serious damage from escaping the exploding transports they’d been on, he remained unresponsive while his body recovered.

Who knew how long it would take him to wake from the repair mode he’d put himself in so his nanobots could work faster?

“Let me know as soon as you find out. Tagan and I can be there quickly,” Cyllus was saying as Sora focused.

Tagan was another cyborg who’d escaped with them. Stubborn and belligerent, he’d surprisingly ended up being the one who agreed to watch Thalen for her. It eased Sora’s mind to know the harsh cyborg guarded her friend. Thalen was as close as a brother to her and they’d grown up together.

“If we don’t discover Kaito and Xion with the fighters today, we’ll give it another week and leave. We can’t afford to be caught on Hanass. Sora and I have been over every inch of this ship except the lower deck where select fighters are housed. Authorized access is restricted to the conglomerate members running the Gladyx and a few guards and crew. I haven’t been able to bribe my way in.”

Kelix had tried but gotten nowhere. Sora had tried too, pretending maintenance repairs but was denied. That section had its own maintenance crew.

If only they could get eyes in there to search for Kaito and Xion. Or at least talk to the other fighters to ask if they’d seen them or knew something.

Which brought to mind Farid. The soaking room incident was the closest Sora had managed to get to any of the fighters and he’d been suspicious and on guard from the moment she entered.

“Sora?”

Sora blinked when Kelix said her name. She’d followed the conversation even as her mind had wandered. “Yes?”

“Did you have any luck with Farid the other night?”

“No. He was suspicious of my presence but I hope to try again. There has to be a way to convince someone to talk to us.” Sora had hinted heavily with her fellow repair techs but most of them had no idea what was going on. They only wanted to get paid and keep their heads down. Sora couldn’t blame them.

“Any word about Reo?” she asked.

The other cyborg who’d been with them when they made their escape had vanished, leaving a simple message behind. They hoped to find him as well since Reo’s pod members were all dead. To her knowledge, he didn’t have anyone else to look out for him.

“No.” Cyllus grunted. “We haven’t heard anything but I’ve got feelers out and Tagan’s working himself to exhaustion reviewing the passenger lists for every ship that left that morning.”

“Cyllus, I have to go. I’m supposed to join a group of buyers for drinks. I’ll try my luck there,” Kelix said.

“Good luck to both of you.” Cyllus ended the comm.

Sora met Kelix’s midnight eyes. He smoothed his dark hair back from a remarkably handsome face and slid his hands deep into his pants pockets. Facial prosthetics covered his cheekbones, giving them a fuller shape.

They both wore the cosmetic enhancement to hide the permanent brand forced on them by the emperor of their home world. If anyone saw the scarred CR lettering, they’d instantly know Sora and Kelix were runaway cyborg rebels.

She could see the pain and frustration Kelix couldn’t quite hide. This was wearing on him. It was evident Kelix had expected to arrive and rescue his brethren right away. The longer it took, the more worried he became about their fate.

“You good?” she asked when he didn’t immediately say anything.

The bland mask he used in his persona as wealthy buyer without a care slipped firmly back in place. His transition from worried cyborg to arrogant buyer was seamless. Even the smirk he wore spoke of conceit if she didn’t know any better. “Sure. I’ll sneak out now before the halls get crowded and the excitement about the introductions brings out the lurkers.”
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