The Casualties of War

Lucine Vasano (#14877)
Lucine Vasano's heels clicked in a rapid staccato as she ran, her breath coming in ragged gasps. She could hear the sounds of pursuit behind her, but she dared not look back. Fleeting images flashed through her mind, horrifying thoughts of what would happen if she was caught.
“Oi! Come back here!”
Close. They were too close. Her only hope would be to hide. Trying to ignore the burning pain in her muscles, she willed herself to run faster. She skidded blindly around a corner, not seeing the shadowy figure that lurked there until it was too late.
Lucine yelped as her foot caught on an outstretched leg, sending her tumbling into a sprawling heap.
“No, no, no, no,” the redhead gasped, gathering her arms underneath her to push herself up. A knee slammed down into the small of her back, pushing her down onto her stomach.
“Going somewhere?” Satsi drawled as she kneeled on top of Lucine. The Sith only growled in response, squirming to reach the lightsaber clipped to her belt.
“Ah, ah, none of that,” the Consul said, reaching down to snatch the weapon away with one hand. With the other, she slowly drew her Sith dagger and held it in front of Lucine's face. “Y'know, Red, I'm gonna enjoy this.”
“You cannot do this!” Lucine managed between gasps. Drawing on her fear, she channeled the Force to give weight to her words. “Get off of me!”
Behind her, she could feel Satsi's weight shift and her knee lift from her back. A moment later, it slammed back down, drawing a cry of pain from the Sith. “Yeah,” Satsi growled, her voice grim. “I’m really gonna enjoy this.”
The light flashed off of the blade. Lucine only managed a single scream of anguish before her vision was obscured by a red haze.
Moments later, Kordath Bleu rounded the corner. He slowed to a halt, taking in the scene before him. Lucine lay huddled in a fetal position, clutching her head as Satsi stood over her. The Consul still held the dagger.
“Err- everythin' all right here?” the Ryn asked.
“Yeah, fine,” Satsi replied. She nudged Lucine with the toe of her boot. “Quit acting like a frakkin' child and get up. It's only hair.”
Lucine whimpered quietly as she ran her fingers through her once perfectly styled locks, feeling the ragged edges and uneven strands. After a few moments, she slowly pulled herself into a sitting position, trying not to look at the red hair that now littered the floor. “At... at least it is over,” she said haltingly.
“Not quite,” Satsi replied.
Lucine's heart sank. “What?”
“It's like I was tryna tell ya earlier, luv. If yer gonna be goin' incognito, we gotta make sure ya will nae be recognized,” Kordath said.
“You mean...” Lucine’s voice trailed away as she realized the true horror of the situation.
“Yup. We gotta dye it too,” Satsi put in with a savage grin.
*
*
*
Terran sighed heavily and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Lucine, you do understand the concept of a debriefing, right?”
The erstwhile redhead paused in her tale and gave him a look of confusion. “Of course I do.”
“Then why did you just spend the last fifteen minutes talking about getting a haircut?” the Quaestor asked, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice.
“I believe it is important to note for the record just how much I sacrificed for the success of this mission,” Lucine replied with a pleasant smile. “Besides, they did not just cut it, they dyed it too. Using cheap hair dye.”
“All right, all right, I got it,” Terran said quickly before the Sith could launch into another tirade about the horrors of a bad haircut. “Let’s move this along, shall we?”
“Of course, darling. After the preparations were made, I met with the other member of my team…”
*
*
*
Kordath shifted uncomfortably as he regarded Lucine. The Sith was slumped in the chair across from him, staring listlessly at a blank spot on the wall. Her hair, once a fiery red, was now a dull, mousy shade of brown.
“It's... ah... it's really not that bad,” he offered at last.
Lucine stirred slightly, his words snapping her from her haze. She slowly lifted her gaze to meet his, depression rapidly giving way to fury. “Not that bad?” she repeated. She rose to her feet, her emerald eyes blazing. “Not that bad?” she said in a hiss as she reached for her lightsaber.
[FIRE LADY!] a digitized voice interrupted the Sith's attempt at homicide, seconds before she was enveloped in a bone-crushing hug.
“Kelviin,” Lucine managed. She squirmed helplessly in the Wookiee's grasp, before finally giving up. “It is nice to see you, dear,” she said at last, patting his arm.
With a toothy grin, Kelviin set her down, before striking a pose. The Sith could see that every inch of the grey Wookiee's fur had been dyed brown. [AM JUST LIKE HUMAN TWINS NOW!]
“Indeed,” she murmured in reply, noting that her hair and his fur now matched. She shot Kordath a baleful look. “Did you buy that stuff by the bulk?”
“Nah, it's just what was on sale,” the Ryn replied. Lucine's glare intensified at the information. Feeling a chill go down his spine, Kordath began to edge toward the door. “Right, well, operation details! Lucine, luv, why don’ ya brief Kelviin? I’m… uh… just gonna go do something else. Far away from here.”
With that, the Proconsul darted through the door, leaving Lucine and Kelviin alone.
Lucine’s icy glare followed the Ryn until the door slid shut behind him. Once he was gone, she sighed and resumed her seat before turning her attention to the Wookiee. “Have you read the mission briefing, dear?”
Kelviin nodded enthusiastically. [AM GOING UNDER COVERS. NO ONE NOTICE TWO SNEAKY HUMAN.]
“Human? So you are planning to go in disguise, then?” she asked as she looked up at him. At nearly seven feet tall, Kelviin towered over her. “How do you plan to do that?”
[AM DISGUISED NOW, FIRE LADY. AM MASTER OF DISGUISE, NO ONE WILL KNOW DIFFERENCE], Kelviin said in reply.
The Sith’s eyes widened as the full implication of his words hit her. She took in his brown fur, prominent claws and toothy grin; there was no way anyone would mistake him for a Human. She opened her mouth to tell him just that, but quickly closed it again. Looking into his bright brown eyes, she found that she did not have the heart to tell him. “Oh… of course. No one will know the difference,” she echoed at last with more enthusiasm than she felt. “But remember, you cannot call me ‘Fire Lady’ while we are on board the Braga.”
Kelviin nodded enthusiastically. [WILL CALL YOU MISS FIRE LADY INSTEAD]
*
*
*
“Miss Fire Lady?” Terran broke in.
“It was Kelviin’s idea of subtlety,” Lucine said with a shrug.
“I see,” the Quaestor said with a pained expression. “What happened then?”
“Well, as you know, our spy aboard the Braga did an excellent job in setting us up for success. He was able to falsify false credentials within The Collective to make it appear as if we had been working with them from the beginning.
“The false identities worked like a dream. Kelviin and I infiltrated the ship as two new crew members. Kelviin’s credentials allowed him to work in engineering, where he had access to all of the automated systems. Our spy was able to arrange some last minute ‘personnel changes’ to ensure that there would be no one else on board with enough familiarity with the systems to notice what we were doing. He immediately got to work sabotaging them, and no one was the wiser.”
“And what were you doing during this time?” the Quaestor asked.
Lucine paused and dropped her gaze to the floor. “I was assigned to the kitchens.”
Terran paused, regarding the Sith with a perplexed look. “The kitchens?”
Meanwhile, Satsi, who had come in late, stifled a grin.
Lucine sighed heavily, ignoring the Consul’s smirk. “My credentials had me working in the kitchens. I must admit, when I got there, I was a bit at a loss as to how we were going to complete our mission. But then, certain opportunities arose...”
*
*
*
Lucine stifled a yawn as she shoved another tray laden with dough into the industrial-sized oven. She was quickly learning that she despised kitchen work, with its early hours and the distressing amount of manual labor.
No doubt this is Satsi’s idea of a joke, she thought in annoyance as she turned to check her datapad. The recipe stated that one bread loaf should bake at 375 degrees for 30 minutes. The pan contained twelve loaves, and she had no desire to sit around waiting for a half hour while the bread baked. Doing some quick math, she decided that setting the oven to 3,750 degrees and letting them bake for three minutes would be sufficient. Nodding in satisfaction, she set the oven temperature, as well as a timer.
As she waited, she turned her thoughts to the problem at hand. How were they going to bring down the Braga? The task seemed impossible, but she and Kelviin had been entrusted with it. She was determined not to fail.
As she waited, she recalled the ship schematics that she had committed to memory. The heavy cruiser relied heavily upon automation, which decreased the number of crewmembers; that could be used to their advantage. Kelviin had already gotten to work making ‘augmentations’ upon the automated systems, but it did not seem like it would be enough. Absently, she tapped her nails against the counter as she searched for an idea.
A sudden, blaring klaxon forced snapped her out of her reverie. She looked up to see that the oven was spitting flames and sparks, thick black smoke pouring off of it. A second klaxon blared as the fire suppression system kicked in, spraying the oven with a flame retardant foam. Lucine tsked quietly; no doubt the foam would ruin the bread.
“What the hell is this?!”
Lucine whirled to see Gra’tok, the Besalisk head chef, standing behind her. He stared at the ruined oven, before glaring down at her.
“I may have… err… set the oven to the wrong temperature,” Lucine said with a shrug.
Gra’tok’s eyes narrowed, the vein on his forehead beginning to throb. “May have?”
“I do not see why you are so upset,” Lucine said. “It was only a little fire, and the fire suppression system took care of— “ Her words cut off as an idea struck her. A wicked smile spread slowly across her face.
The Besalisk took in a deep breath, preparing to lay into the redhead, but Lucine cut him off. “You know, darling, I think it is time for my caf break.”
Gra’tok paused, a look of confusion on his face. “Coffee break?”
Lucine gave him a brilliant smile. She drew upon the Force to give weight to her words. “Yes. You are going to let me go on a coffee break.”
The Besalisk’s look of confusion faded away, and he growled quietly. “Fine, take a coffee break. You can clean this up when you get back.”
Lucine paused and glanced at the oven, before turning her attention back to the chef. She drew once more on the Force. “Darling, perhaps you should be a dear and clean this up for me while I am gone.”
*
*
*
Lucine hummed quietly to herself as she pushed a heavily laden cart into the engineering bay. The top of the cart was dominated by three sealed cylindrical containers, while the contents of the lower shelf were obscured by a canvas tarp.
She paused, glancing around the mostly deserted room. Her duties in the kitchen required her to be up at an early hour; it was entirely possible that the Wookiee was not even awake yet. “Hello? Is anyone here?”
The only response to her question was a loud BANG coming from behind the door to the back of the room. Frowning, she left the cart and moved warily toward the door. She hesitated but a moment, before pressing her hand against the panel. The doors slid open to reveal a wall of smoke.
Lucine coughed and stepped back as smoke began to pour through the doorway. “Is… is anyone in there? Are you okay?” she called into the room between coughs.
[FIRE LADY!] came the reply. A moment later, the Wookiee appeared, looking decidedly singed but with his usual toothy grin.
“Celsius,” Lucine replied, placing emphasis upon the Wookiee’s false name. “Are you okay?”
Kelviin paused and regarded her with a confused expression. It took a moment before he remembered that they were undercover. [AM FINE, MISS FIRE LADY], he replied, the digitized voice placing emphasis upon the title.
Lucine sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. Fortunately, it appeared that they were the only ones in the department at the moment. “How is everything going? Are you working hard on those automation systems?”
Kelviin nodded vigorously. [ALMOST DONE FIXING ALL]
“That is wonderful, dear. I am thrilled to hear it,” Lucine replied with a smile. “It sounds like our work here is nearly done. There is just one more thing I need to do, and then we can leave.”
Kelviin nodded eagerly before giving a low growl. [MISS MY LAB. AND ZUJI.]
Taking the Wookiee by the paw, she drew him toward the cart. She glanced around once more to make sure they were alone, before drawing back the canvas to reveal a black satchel. “If I am right, then we only have a few hours before everything starts to go up. I need you to secure us a ship. Meanwhile, I am going to pay a visit to the control room and leave a few party favors there.” As she spoke, she handed the satchel to him.
Kelviin glanced into the bag and saw that it was laden with shaped explosives. [HOW YOU GET THESE?]
“I made a friend over in the armory and ‘convinced’ him to procure a few things for me,” she replied with a brilliant smile and a toss of her hair. “The poor guy never knew what hit him.”
[IS NOT NICE TO HIT PEOPLE] Kelviin growled reproachfully.
“No, I meant— Oh, never mind,” Lucine said with a sigh.
Kelviin turned his attention to the cylinders on top of the cart. [WHAT THESE?]
“I convinced the head chef to let me make some caf for you and the other engineers since you work so hard.”
Kelviin gave a high pitched whine of happiness as he twisted open the container and saw that it was full of a black, tar-like substance. Shuffling over to a nearby workbench, he retrieved a dipstick and dipped it into the container. When he withdrew the dipstick, the caf clung viscously to the thin metal rod. [IS PERFECT!]
Lucine beamed at the compliment. “Well, I know how much you like it.”
[FIRE LADY MAKE BEST CAF! NEEDED MORE ENGINE OIL!]
*
*
*
Once Lucine was certain that Kelviin was clear on the plan, she set out to accomplish her next task. She made her way to the aft portion of the ship, where the main control room was located. As she stepped onto the lift that would lead to the control area, she checked the time on her datapad. The blue digital numbers read 0300. Soon the hallways would become more crowded as the Braga’s meager crew awoke and set about her tasks.
She could not help but wonder how long it would be before one of Kelviin’s ‘augmentations’ would cause an explosion. She soon had her answer; as she exited the lift, she heard a muffled WHUD and a klaxon began to blare.
Damn, too soon! I have got to finish this and get out of here!
Lucine took off in a run down the short hallway, desperately hoping this would be a simple task. Yet as she rounded the corner, she saw that the control room was guarded. A Human male and a Twi’lek female stood on either side of the door with surprised expressions on their faces. Damn, damn, damn!
Thinking quickly, she locked her eyes on the male speaking in an authoritative voice. “You, there! I have urgent orders from the Captain!”
“You… what?” the male guard replied blankly.
“What the hell’s going on here? And why would the Captain have you carry orders?” the Twi’lek snapped.
Lucine swung her gaze toward the female as she strode toward them. “You doubt me?” As she spoke, she slipped one hand into her pocket to close around the small satchel that she kept there.
“Let’s just say I find it hard to believe that the Captain lets the kitchen staff run his orders for him,” the Twi’lek replied as she raised her blaster rifle.
The Sith paused, now only a few feet from the pair, and looked down at her cook’s outfit. “Ah. Yes, I suppose you have a point,” she said with a shrug.
“Drop the bag! Hands where I can see them!” the Twi’lek commanded.
Lucine smiled and allowed the bag of explosives to drop to the floor. Her other hand lashed out of her pocket, lobbing the blinding dust into the female guard’s face. The Twi’lek screeched as the dust burned her eyes. Reflexively, she pulled the trigger of the blaster rifle. She spun out of the way, her hand closing upon the hilt of her lightsaber.
The Human was slow to react. As he raised his own rifle, the lightsaber flared to life. The emerald blade scythed toward him, cutting easily through flesh, sinew and bone. Cut nearly in two, he tumbled lifelessly to the ground. With a wicked grin, she deactivated the weapon, before smashing the hilt against the right side of the Twi’lek’s head.
With a low moan, the Twi’lek sank to the ground, unconscious. “You are rather sharp,” Lucine told the unconscious guard. “If you survive this, I might consider hiring you. Not that I expect you to actually survive, but one never knows.”
The Sith’s gloating was interrupted by a second distant WHUD. Hastily, she grabbed the male guard’s access card and her satchel of explosives. There was not much time.
She exchanged her lightsaber for her blaster, before feeding the access card into the reader. The door opened to reveal a single technician standing over the controls. He turned toward her and opened his mouth to speak. But before any words emerged, she shot him twice in the chest. The technician fell lifelessly to the ground.
As Lucine stepped into the room, her senses screamed a warning as a guard stepped from his cover and opened fire with his blaster fire. Pain bloomed in her shoulder as one of the bolts found its mark. She dived for cover behind a control panel, twisting awkwardly to protect the explosives both from the blaster bolts and the impact.
Clutching her shoulder, Lucine peered around the control panel at the guard. His face was set in a look of grim determination. As soon as he saw her, he opened fire again. Hastily, she jerked her head back. “Can we talk about this?” she called out.
“You can talk with my gun, you murdering bitch!” the guard growled in reply. She could hear his footsteps as he moved closer.
“How unfortunate,” the Sith said with a sigh. She focused on the burning pain in her shoulder, using it to give her power. She drew upon the Force, using it to weave an illusory version of herself. The illusion stood up, hands raised. “Do not shoot! I surrender!”
The guard gave a cry of rage and pulled the trigger. The illusion vanished as the bolts tore through it, but it was all the distraction she needed. She leaned out from cover once more and spoke in a Force-laden command as she twisted her hand in a focusing gesture. “Sleep!”
The guard’s eyes rolled back in his head as he collapsed to the floor.
Lucine did not spare the sleeping man a second glance as she hastily scattered the charges around the room. She then turned her attention to the control panels. Each panel was a confusing array of display panels, switches and dials. Even if she had time to study it, it was unlikely that she would be able to divine how to gain access to the system.
It would be easier to simply destroy it. Finding a large spanner, she used it and her uninjured arm to smash as many of the panels as she could. Sparks began to fly from the ruined systems, filling the air with the smell of frying circuits. She glanced nervously at the explosives scattered around the room before tossing the spanner aside. It was time to go.
The Sith darted out of the room. Behind her, sparks continued to fly in the control room, landing on one of the explosives. It detonated with a BANG, setting off the other explosives in the process. The chain of explosions left her ears ringing as she dived onto the lift. Hopefully, that would be enough to take out the fire suppression system.
As the lift plummeted down the shaft, she heard another distant WHUD as another automation system went up. This one sounded close. The lift shook, lights flickering ominously. Lucine clung to the wall, wondering if she was about to meet the same fate as Attyiru. But the lift continued its descent, arriving at the hangar level.
As she emerged, she immediately saw that it had been hit particularly hard by one of the explosions. The hallways, which had been nearly deserted less than an hour before, were now a scene of chaos. Soldiers and technicians hurried toward their battle stations, assuming the ship was under attack. An automated announcement announced total decompression in zones two and three and advised the crew to avoid those areas. Shouted commands and questions were occasionally punctuated with the sound of another explosion as yet another automated system gave way. Klaxons blared and smoke began to fill the air, adding to the hellish cacophony.
Lucine wove through the mass of humanity, carefully avoiding the sparks that rained from the ceiling and the medic teams as they worked frantically to evacuate the wounded. Her only focus was on escaping.
She had almost reached the hangar when her senses screamed a warning. Moving without thought, she dived into one of the rooms, not bothering to shout a warning to the two mechanics who were working in the area. The circuits behind the overhead panels exploded, the force of the blast causing the wall she hid behind to bow inward. She did not hear the mechanics’ dying screams; the ringing in her ears was too loud.
Lucine counted slowly to five before emerging from the doorway. The walls were scorched black, the air filled with the smell of ozone and burning flesh. She picked her way through the metal and debris that littered the floor.
She had nearly reached the door to the hangar when her eyes fell upon the twisted remains of what had once been a cybernetic arm. It was all that remained of the mechanics. Biting her lower lip, Lucine averted her eyes from the grisly sight. “Sorry,” she murmured as she punched the door panel. “You chose the wrong side.”
At last, she stumbled into the hangar. Medic teams worked quickly to get the wounded loaded, as pilots and mechanics worked in frantic haste to prepare to evacuate. Lucine looked slowly around the chaos, but Kelviin was nowhere to be seen.
Concern began to grow in her heart. What if the Wookiee had gotten injured in one of the blasts? There was no way she would be able to find him in time.
A familiar brown Wookiee poked his head out of one of the transports and waved at her. She grinned with relief and waved back, before hastening to join him. Kelviin hastily closed the hatch behind her to prevent anyone else from trying to board.
Lucine collapsed on one of the benches, trying to catch her breath. “Have they given the order to abandon ship?”
WHUD! As if to punctuate her words, another explosion caused the ship to vibrate around them.
The Wookiee gave a low, crooning sound. [SOON.] He glanced at the cockpit, where an RX-series pilot droid sat in front of the controls. [REWIRE PILOT DROID. FRIEND NOW. WILL TAKE OFF WHEN ORDER GIVEN.]
Assuming the rewiring does not cause it to explode, Lucine thought to herself. But unfortunately, there was nothing she could do about that.
She took another deep breath and closed her eyes. Her adrenaline was abating, only to be replaced by pain and exhaustion. She was singed, and her ears rang. Her shoulder throbbed, and blood slowly oozed from deep cuts on her hand and right thigh; she had no idea how she had gotten those wounds. But there would be time to heal as they made their way back to Arconan territory.
Kelviin moved to sit on the bench across from her, and she opened her eyes to study him. The Wookiee’s fur, once dyed brown, was nearly black with soot. He saw that she was studying him, and averted his eyes.
Silence fell between them as the lights in the hangar flickered, before extinguishing completely. Presumably, that meant the life support systems were down too. It was a bad stroke of luck for anyone who was not already aboard an escape transport.
The transport’s engines engaged. It seemed the evacuation order had been given. She glanced through the forward viewport to see the ships in front of them beginning to take off. After a few minutes, it was their turn. The engines throttled up, and the ship lifted into the air, before nosing out of the hangar and into space.
As they flew, she turned to look backward at the Braga. The once proud heavy cruiser was already beginning to list to one side, and she could see gaping holes in the hull. Kelviin’s sabotage had worked all too well.
She turned back to see the Wookiee still staring at the floor. “Are you alright?” she asked wearily.
Kelviin gave a low, crooning sound. [LOT PEOPLE HURT.]
Behind them, the Braga exploded. Orange fire bloomed within the blackness of space, only to vanish as quickly as it appeared. In its wake, only the ruined frame of the ship remained, surrounded by a nimbus of debris.
[LOT PEOPLE DEAD,] Kelviin said. [WE DID THAT.]
Unbidden, the ship’s statistics flashed in her mind. The Braga required 2,000 crew members for full effectiveness. For a moment, Lucine felt a rush of pity for the Wookiee. He was ordinarily so kind and sweet. Innocent. Did he know what he had been getting into with this mission? Did he realize beforehand how many people would be harmed if their mission was successful?
She opened her mouth to speak but found she could not find the words. What words of comfort could one provide, after helping to injure and kill hundreds of people? “We did what we had to do,” she said at last, but it sounded like a weak excuse in her ears.
Kelviin shook his head forcefully without lifting his head. [NOT HAVE TO DO].
Lucine bit her lower lip as she studied him, wondering if she should give him a hug. She was not ordinarily the hugging type, but it seemed that the Wookiee needed it. But before she could rise, the ship listed sharply to port. She jerked her head toward the forward viewport, in time to see one of the evacuating vessels disappear in an orange-white explosion. The pilot droid gave a few chirps as it recalibrated its course to avoid the blast.
Kelviin whined sadly. [BUT THEY WANT HURT FRIENDS. NOT LET DO THAT.] He finally lifted his head, as a second evacuation vessel vanished in a cloud of heat and flame. The watery look in his eyes was gone, replaced with a grim determination. [CAF NOT SO GOOD AS ENGINE OIL.]
*
*
*
“... and that concludes my report,” Lucine finished.
Silence fell as Terran processed her words. “Well,” he said at last. “Good work, I suppose. Do you have anything else to add?”
“Yes,” the Sith said. “You might want to have Kelviin examined after this. To make sure he is doing okay after… well, everything.”
The Quaestor nodded grimly. “I’ll do it. How about you?”
Lucine shrugged, averting her eyes as she spoke. “I am fine. I knew what I was getting into. I am just concerned about the Wookiee.”
“Fine. You’re dismissed, but stay close. We’re probably gonna have another mission for you soon.”
With a nod, the Sith rose and took her leave. As the door closed behind her, Terran turned his attention back to his datapad. “Wait, wasn’t this supposed to be just an infiltration and intel-gathering mission?”
Satsi gave a noncommittal shrug. “I changed the mission parameters. Killed two birds with one stone. It’s now one less problem we gotta worry about.”
“I guess,” Terran said as he eyed the datapad doubtfully, thinking about Kelviin’s reaction to the destruction. “I just hope it didn’t create a new problem.”
