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      Trojan Asteroid Cluster, Fury Group

      

      A behemoth shape cut through the vault of heaven, obliterating the thin, ancient light of the stars and replacing it with an acre of gun metal gray.

      The behemoth shape was a ship. Built by humans in a zero-G dock, it had taken over six months to complete and held 284 souls. Many of its general type existed but only a few in its weight class.

      
        
        SHIP NAME: Tethra

        DESIGNATION: BREAKER GROUP MINING VESSEL . . .

        GIANT CLASS . . .

      

      

      A hundred positional thrusters flared across its front two arms in an attempt to slow it down. Even in the vacuum of space, where resistance was next to functional zero, the massive amounts of rocketry required to move such an object at any useful speed could have fueled a small space station.

      The Tethra had taken a little under two hours to decelerate in a way that was safe for the Breaker men and women who worked it.

      “Targeting Team is ready, boss.” The words of the chief operations officer, along with the small and glitchy picture of his sweat-covered face, appeared on the display panel of the commanding officer of the Tethra, a black-haired scowl of a man named Captain Verny.

      Even in the live video feed projected to the captain’s chair, the COO looked uncomfortable. The man’s face was displayed from inside his helmet and was lit in a hellish orange-red light: the sign that he and his team had their live-fire weapons ready. Captain Verny knew that it would be hot down there in the forward arms. The two curling protuberances that swept out and forward of the giant shovel-like maw of the mining vessel were triple plated with steel, graphene, internal and external girder supports, plus another foot of impact-resistant material. The forward arms were the most exposed, and therefore the most at-risk parts of the entire vessel. Especially considering what came next.

      “Nav Team?” Captain Verny called out from his command chair to the desk of people who sat on the dais below him managing the thrusters, rockets, and flight plans.

      “We’re coming to full stop and ready for go signal, Cap,” came the reply.

      “Very good. Keep an eye on those main fuel housings. I don’t want them getting too hot,” Verny said, his tone a little tight. For all of his mining experience across the Sol system, Captain Verny had never wanted to be assigned to one of the giant class Breaker ships. Not that he—or any soul aboard—was forced into it. All of the space-based miners, haulers, and merchants of the Breaker Group colonies were free to do what they wanted, but everyone had to make a living.

      And the pay for this job was going to be good. The entire operation had been put together by a consortium of Earth-based mining corporations. It was funded and paid for because the value of the minerals and ores that they were about to have access to was nothing short of extravagant.

      “Targeting Team at my command,” Verny said, for a chorus of affirmatives to follow. He pulled up the image of the haze of silver-gray shapes that still lay far out ahead of them, magnifying it to reveal the swathe of as-yet unmined and virginal asteroid cluster. The overhead holoscreens flickered as multiple targeting vectors trained across the faces of the largest rock among them.

      The vectors finally coalesced, blinking red as they agreed on the location of the strike. It was to be on the sunward side of the largest of the asteroids, which had three attendant medium-sized rocks and a smaller cloud that formed the bulk of the Fury Group. There was a narrow window of opportunity, but this was what the Targeting Team had been working on for the past few weeks it had taken to get here.

      “You have go, Targeting,” Verny said as his gauntlets squeezed the armrests of his chair. “Repeat, you have go.”

      “We have go! Preparing strike!” the COO said in his haze of crimson light.

      Verny watched as a smaller inset window showed the missiles rolling out of their hangar depots on the underside of the forward arms. Each one slotted into its tube with precision before the countdown began.

      Five . . .

      “You ready to be dining on caviar and real Earth glacier melt, boss?” the COO said loudly and happily over the comms. Glacier-melt water was the most expensive of all the aqua types in the Sol system—real Earth glaciers were incredibly rare and thus, incredibly expensive.

      Four . . .

      “You mean when we get the job done?” Captain Verny said with a sour note in his voice. “In about six years?” Indicating the time that it was expected to take to mine the entire Fury Group.

      Three . . .

      “I mean when we get our first leave! When is that, twelve weeks?!” the COO said, already with the dollar signs in his eyes and the taste of real Earth on his lips.

      Two . . .

      Captain Verny didn’t say anything. He knew they were only at the start of this contract. Even with all the corporate strategists and the Breaker experts involved in planning the Fury Operation, a whole heap of things could go wrong.

      In space, even twelve weeks could be a lifetime.

      One . . .

      The outer ports hissed open, and for the briefest moment, the universe held its breath . . .

      And then, with sudden explosions of steam and short-lived fire, the four missiles burst from their outer ports and streaked forward on glimmering, flaring lines of their own making. Their rocketry glowed like stars in the night as they leapt through the void of space and toward the Furies.

      With a brilliant blue-white flash, the first missile hit home, and then another and another . . . Two struck the sunward side of the largest asteroid, while the third hit the nearest. The fourth, a fraction behind the others, got caught in the expanding shock wave.

      “Direct hit! All targets on form and on course!” the COO yelled in victory as the cameras showed the expanding circle of blue-white eclipse the middle of the Fury Group and burn brightly like a man-made star before fading away.

      Captain Verny remained silent, however. He wasn’t some rookie rock basher who cheered every time they managed to crack open a piece of millennia-old dirt. He waited for the scanners to catch up and reveal the state of the Furies after all the shock and awe was done.

      The Tethra’s cameras did their work well, isolating and defining each of the about-to-be-mined asteroids ahead of them. The Fury Group had been reconfigured, now scattered apart in a wide, slowly expanding field. The largest rocks, now broken open and fractured, revealed their glittering innards.

      “Confirmation of composition?” Verny asked flatly as there were sounds of more cheers from across the comms network. The Fury minerals could now be vacuumed up by the Tethra and its on-board fleet of small mining skiffs. It would require half the effort to break it down and process it that way as it would to use team-by-team Breaker Group miners.

      “Composition report just in, Cap!” said one of the Navigation Team, reading off the list of diamonds, ores, rare earth minerals, and precious metals.

      And something else.

      “Wait a minute, boss.” It was the COO again, his face still looking sweaty, but now also looking confused as he peered at his scanner readings.

      “What is it, Officer?” Verny snapped.

      The answer came back in the form of film stills beamed straight to his personal screen.

      “What am I looking at?” the captain asked with a heavy frown. He could see the sharp-edged shapes of the asteroid hearts, frozen in midspin. Their innards were striated with giant veins of glittering crystalline rock, a sure sign that there had once been liquids present.

      And then the captain saw it. Shapes that were bright and reflective but without the glossy sheen of crystal—and too exact to be any natural formation.

      The captain saw lines. He saw disks. He saw shapes like the cross section of buildings.

      “Holy crap . . .” Captain Verny said as the images of the structure embedded in the asteroid played across his visor. “That can’t be there.” He was appalled. “That’s impossible . . .”
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      Aries Station

      

      “Well, accelerate faster!” screamed the relatively short but currently incredibly angry form of Lieutenant Holly Cropper, sitting in the command chair of the Alliance Marine Patrol ship, the Vigilant.

      To be fair, the controls for the thruster and booster rockets were right there under Holly’s own gloved hands, but the lieutenant was sure that every time she pressed them, they weren’t giving her half the power that they were supposed to.

      And besides which, her Technical Marine in charge of the engines and general running of the Vigilant, Private Marshal Smith, was probably to blame in Cropper’s book. He generally was.

      The Vigilant shook as she shot forward after the squat, dirty, and rusty-looking tug that it was chasing from Aries station, a few weeks travel out from Mars. The Earth Alliance Marine Forward Patrol had been busy doing not much at all on Aries, save for cargo inspections and general dock-guard duties. Then the call had come in.

      
        
        S.I.D.

        IMMEDIATE ASSISTANCE REQUIRED . . .

      

      

      S.I.D.—Ship In Distress—could mean anything from a navigation failure to zero aqua reserves on board to a full-scale pirate attack. Lieutenant Cropper and her three-man team of the patrol skiff, the Vigilant, had scrambled.

      “She’s only supposed to be a merchant tug!” Cropper snarled at the blocky shape ahead of them, its rockets glowing a brilliant blue-white fire.

      Somehow, the tug was managing to keep pace with the acceleration of the Alliance Marine vessel, even with its supposed superior technology.

      “That merchant tug is burning way too hot!” The voice of her much-beleaguered Technical Officer growled back to her through the comms. “Her fuel injection ratio is ten times what it should be. I’d say she’s got a damn good chance of blowing up in the next three minutes at this rate,” Marshal said, his voice low and tight. “That’s why she’s outpacing us. I advise we pull the hell back out of the way, now.”

      “Negative, Marine,” Cropper snapped back at him. “We’re answering a distress call, or were you asleep when that came in? It’s our job to make sure the citizens on board that boat get back home. Safe. You hear me?”

      “Is it our job to also throw away our lives and an Alliance Patrol boat for the sake of some shoddy Breaker Group trashcan that should have been pounded down for scrap ten years ago?!” Marshal returned, just as sharply.

      “Watch it,” Holly snarled, knowing full well what Marshal was getting at. The Breaker Group mining colonies were renowned for their ad-hoc, messy, jury-rigged, and patched technology. Maybe it went hand-in-hand with what they did: employed by the corporations to break apart and mine the asteroids and moons throughout the Sol system, living in giant, dirt-ridden, and credit-poor stations. Breathing air that always had the tang of fuel in it, combined with the incense of grease and cooked meats and sweat and half a dozen other things all rolling around together.

      That was the thing about the Breaker Group. As rich as they should be from all of their mining equipment and skills, they still weren’t. Everything was owned and controlled by the corps out there on the Breaker rocks. Everything was financed, mortgaged, and laid-away ’til payday as the saying went. And the corps that built the Breaker Group ships and stations really only cared about one thing: their bottom line. If they could cut corners—and half a hundred safety regulations—as they made a few thousand credits at the same time, then by golly, they would.

      No wonder Holly Cropper jumped at the chance to get out when she could, earning an actual, decent living wage as an Earth Alliance Marine instead of grubbing one out as some dock rat.

      These were once my people . . . Lieutenant Cropper had been a Breaker once, born and raised on Hephaestus station, and she still had the radiation burns and scars to prove it.

      “Look, all I’m saying, Lieutenant, is that this could very easily turn into us putting out a distress call to be rescued if we get any closer. Am I right, Bastion? Bastion?” Marshal called out to the third man on the patrol skiff, Private First Class Bastion Li, who was currently standing fully suited in an EA Marine Encounter suit down by the bay doors, awaiting Holly’s go orders on the rescue.

      Bastion, very wisely, did not get involved.

      “Stow it, Smith!” Cropper demanded. “Now give me some star’s damned acceleration, right now, or so help me God, I swear that I am going to kick you out of a damn air lock myself!”

      Marshal made some answering noise on the other end of the comms, but Holly cut him off. Ahead of the Vigilant, the merchant tug was still accelerating, and she was starting to spin as well. It was clear that Marshal had been right. The glaring light from the tug’s main rocket was far too bright and far too fierce, and she was clearly starting to lose control now too.

      Holly opened a public transmission direct to the tug.

      “Merchant vessel, this is the Alliance patrol skiff Vigilant. We are doing everything we can to intercept your flight. Just hang in there . . .” Holly was halfway through saying before she was interrupted by wails and—alarmingly—the sounds of shrieking.

      “Marines?!” A man’s terrified voice came back. “Marines, oh thank God! We’ve lost navigation. I can’t decelerate her. Please—”

      FZZT!

      The man’s voice was abruptly cut off by static. The lieutenant’s eyes flickered ahead, certain for a moment that she would see the entire vessel suddenly pealing open in a shimmering ball of plasma before leaving nothing but shrapnel and regrets behind.

      But no, the Breaker Group merchant tug was indeed still there, and now starting to twist as she spun.

      And Holly had her acceleration. Whatever Marshal had done to their own reactors, fuel injectors, and engines had worked, as the Vigilant now leapt forward, starting to gain on the out-of-control vessel ahead.

      “Closing, closing . . .” Holly said, keeping her eyes fixed on the screen as she made minute movements with her hands on the steering bars. In response, the positioning rockets along the outer hull of the Vigilant fired in time with her movements, turning and positioning her so that she closed with the target . . .

      “Whoa!” Holly burst out as the tug suddenly rolled toward them. She had to pull the controls of the Vigilant to flip up and out of the way before kicking in the main thrusters to keep pace with them again.

      “Lieutenant?!” She heard Bastion’s fraught-sounding voice.

      “I can’t synchronize our flights. They’re too erratic, and the computer can’t predict it!” Holly said. “I’ll have to do this in manual.”

      “I’ll prepare the doors,” Bastion said.

      “Be ready. They might have lost control of the opening sequence,” Marshal suddenly sounded. For all of Marshal’s earlier bluster, when it came to a straight order from his superior officer, Marshal would never go so far as to outright disobey her, Holly knew.

      “If they have, you’ll need to open the air lock manually,” Marshal was explaining the procedure to Bastion.

      “A-okay,” Bastion responded. “Just point me at the right lever.”

      Holly’s eyes were fixed on the merchant vessel beside her. She was doing her best to match its turns and rolls and had no idea when it was going to blow, but she was certain that Marshal had been right that it would.

      “Guess I’d better get this done quickly, then,” she whispered, jabbing the holocontrols that hung in the air to activate the ship-to-ship system.

      “Grappling hooks, go!” Holly announced, punching the button for three ports to vent gas on the side of the Vigilant. They released three-footed magnet clamps that swam across the distance between them, slamming onto the opposite vessel. Compound-alloy chains jerked tight, locking into place, linking the two vessels.

      The Vigilant shuddered into place, and there was a grinding, groaning noise from the hull plates as the patrol skiff took the strain of the merchant tug.

      “I’ll bring us in as close as I can, but you gotta begin boarding operations asap!” Holly called, tightening the cables as the two vessels shook.

      “Understood, ma’am!” Bastion barked back, rushing to the window to look at the narrowing distance between them and the opposing air lock door on the far side. If this were a regular boarding operation—without out-of-control, semi-nuclear-powered reactors—then they would have matched the other ship’s flight exactly. Then they would have extended the short door connector between the bay doors of the two vessels, waited for it to lock into place, and pressurized before they boarded.

      But there was nothing regular about this boarding operation. Bastion had to admit his own nerves as he waited as long as he could, watching the way that the merchant tug ahead of them shook and rolled violently.

      “Two feet. One!” Bastion called out as the distance between the two vessels got lessened. “Almost there . . .” he said, just before there was a grinding, thunderous noise throughout the ship.

      The Vigilant shook as they made contact, and Bastion stumbled backward, grabbing onto the rails before dragging himself to the doors once more. The two ships were tight against each other, but Marshal had been right. The tug didn’t have power to their door connectors. There were no automatic seals.

      “Dammit!” Bastion growled. He initiated the magnet lock on his boots to ensure he didn’t get thrown around as he hit the door release for the Vigilant.

      Instantly, Private First Class Bastion Li felt the winds of pressurized gases whipping past his suit as the door started to grind open. The seal between the doors wasn’t perfect, and he was mighty glad that the bay door was its own sealed and pressurized compartment. Otherwise, he would have just caused a decompression event throughout their ship.

      But there, opposite him, was the rust-and-dark metals of the merchant vessel’s door and the manual hatches that Marshal had told him to look for.

      “Opening manual door controls,” Bastion announced with the same heavy-set certainty in his voice that he held through everything that he did. Bastion Li was a natural Marine in many ways. There was something about this no-nonsense type of demanding work that the stocky Earther excelled at—and even enjoyed. Maybe it was the fact that Bastion got to measure himself against the difficulties of the universe every day, or maybe he just enjoyed a good challenge.

      In a heartbeat, he was applying the plasma drill to the manual hatch. After a fizzing line of brilliant white sparks erupted, he was able to tear off the hatch with his heavy metal gauntlets, revealing two levers inside and the small iron wheel.

      “Hydraulic power level one,” Bastion called as he pulled down the first with a heavy clunk, then did the same with the second and grabbed the wheel.

      It was stiff at first. No one oiled the manual hatch controls. Most pilots forgot they even existed—until they desperately needed them, that was.

      “Come on, you son of a . . .” Bastion growled, feeling the plates on his suit slide and grate as he grabbed the iron wheel and pulled. It started to budge, then moved an inch, and then something inside the hull doors released. The connection was made, and the internal hydraulic door systems took over.

      Bastion Li was once again engulfed in pressurized steams as the opposing door hissed open, and he was looking into a corresponding hatch lit up with red-and-orange emergency lighting. Four people in emergency suits desperately clung onto the side rails. The crew of the merchant tug appeared to be a family operation, as there were three adults and one child.

      “Bastion!” It was Marshal’s voice over the suit comms. “I’m picking up a spike in their energy readouts. If their engines go into chain reaction, we’re dead!”

      “Got it!” Bastion said, tapping the side of his helmet and the comm unit. Using the wall railings, he started to pound his heavy boots across the space between the vessels. The four Breakers didn’t have suits anywhere near the level of the Alliance Marine tech. They were just basic encounter suits with minimal services. Even the magnet locks on their boots looked about as strong as something decorative you’d put on your fridge.

      “You’re going to hold hands, and I’m going to lead you across. You got that?!” Bastion called down to them when he reached the first. Looking down, he saw a middle-aged Indian man looking up at him through the cracked visor of his suit.

      The man was shouting, but Bastion couldn’t hear. He only read the shape that his mouth made. No, no!

      He was pointing with one hand to the child, gesturing for the next in line—his wife perhaps—to hand over the smaller suited form.

      “I can lead you all, but it has to be my way!” Bastion said, trying to speak slowly and clearly. Whether the man didn’t understand him or else had read his lips and disagreed, it made no difference. The man ignored what Bastion said, taking the child with one hand and awkwardly offering her to Bastion.

      It was a young girl. Probably no more than eleven or twelve, and she looked terrified.

      “Dammit,” Bastion snarled, moving instinctively to take the scared child and start the slow march back to his own ship. The heaviness of his boots and his suit seemed to turn the simple journey into a marathon. Everything was taking too long, but eventually he reached the far end of the Vigilant’s bay, and his hands pulled webbing straps from the walls to secure the girl’s form to it.

      She still looked terrified.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Bastion offered. “O-kay,” he repeated with exaggerated gestures, turning back to the other members of the merchant tug.

      “Bastion!” It was Marshal again on the blower. “She’s approaching critical!”

      “How long do you need?!” Lieutenant Cropper’s voice suddenly cut through the comms.

      “Another three minutes. I’m daisy-chaining them,” Bastion said as he continued to walk in heavy steps through the gap between the two vessels as the hulls shook and trembled fiercely.

      “Lieutenant, in three minutes we’re going to be a bunch of nuclear isotopes!” Marshal was saying.

      “I’ve got this, Lieutenant,” Bastion said, reaching out to grab the gloves of the older man. “Hold on to each other, hold on to each other!”

      “Bastion, I got an idea, but only when you’ve got them tight,” Cropper said.

      “Okay, I’ve got them,” Bastion said, as he grabbed onto the inner rail of the Vigilant with one hand. His other held onto the older man from the merchant vessel, who was holding onto the next adult, and then the last . . .

      “Hold on!” Cropper called, as there was a sudden grinding noise. Suddenly, plumes of white steam filled the bay.

      “You vented our aqua?!” Bastion heard Marshal say.

      “All over their ship. It should cool them down. Buy us some time,” Cropper said as the vapor evaporated from Bastion’s visor. He was relieved to see that he was still attached to three other humans.

      “Alright. Come on!” he said, beginning to march backward into the Vigilant, one step at a time. This time, with the threat of suddenly being blown up hanging over them all, the entire procedure seemed to happen in seconds. Bastion was yanking webbing straps over their bodies before hitting the Vigilant’s door controls.

      “You safe? They’re all in?” Holly was calling from her pilot’s seat once she saw Bastion’s suit signal back inside her ship.

      “All in and accounted for, ma’am.” Bastion sounded pleased with himself over the comm’s, and the lieutenant didn’t waste any time in getting the hell out of there.

      “Hold onto your hats, people, and welcome aboard the Vigilant,” she said as she released the magnet clamps with tiny explosive charges. Suddenly the Vigilant was rolling free from the merchant vessel, and Holly was hitting the main booster rockets to kick them out of there.

      “Max acceleration if you please, Technical!” Holly said.

      “With great pleasure,” Marshal agreed. Down in the engine rooms, he manually adjusted the fuel mixtures to give their boosters some extra power.

      The Breaker Group merchant vessel rolled and spun behind them, growing smaller and smaller, and then—

      
        
        SYSTEMS ALERT! SYSTEMS ALERT!

      

      

      Their computer screens lit up. A massive blue-white sphere expanded behind them before abruptly collapsing down to nothing. Marshal had been right. The reactors and engines of the tug had gone critical, but her crew was safe in the belly of the Vigilant.

      “Whoo!” Holly punched the air, for cheers to sound across her comms.

      “Congratulations, Lieutenant,” Marshal said.

      “Best of the best,” Holly laughed back, referring to the Alliance Marine motto.

      She didn’t even have the time to finish congratulating her team before a priority one message came in.

      
        
        Incoming Message!

        EA MARINE PATROL COMMS / Secure / Identifier? . . .

      

      

      Holly groaned. They could ping her ship any time they wanted, and they could see from their telemetries that she was the Vigilant. Why would they need an identifier as well?

      “Identifier Lieutenant Holly Cropper, Marine Forward Patrol, the Vigilant,” she said with a sigh.

      “What’s that, Holly?” Marshal was asking.

      “Oh, just Outer Command,” Holly said. “Probably want an update on the rescue mission.”

      As it turned out, the Marine Outer Command did not want an update on the recent rescue mission at all.

      
        
        EA MARINE PATROL VESSEL VIGILANT . . .

        YOUR POSITION IS CLOSEST IN PROXIMITY FOR ACTIVE MOBILIZATION . . .

        023/b/989 FURY GROUP, TROJAN ASTEROID CLUSTER . . .

        MAKE IMMEDIATE RENDEZVOUS AT ARIES STATION FOR FULL MISSION BRIEF . . .

        YOU WILL BE REPROVISIONED BEFORE PROCEEDING TO FURY GROUP . . .

        NO DOWNTIME.

      

      

      “Damn,” the lieutenant sighed. “Here I was hoping that we’d at least get a night on Aries for our troubles,” she grumbled, admitting that she had really been looking forward to a hot bath on Earth Alliance Marine credits. Perhaps a real, hand-cooked meal, too, as opposed to endless microwaved or reconstituted guck.

      “Looks like we’re already on a deadline, people,” Holly announced to her three-person crew. “Local Command wants us to hightail it out to some bunch of asteroids. So, we’re going to get to Aries, hand these good folks over to Aries Medical, and be on our way.”

      In response, there was a collective moan from Bastion and Marshal, but each one of them knew that this was exactly what they had signed up for when they had joined.

      This was just another day for an EA Marine in the cruel void of space, wasn’t it?
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      “Lieutenant Cropper.”

      The floating blue-and-red EA Marine drone was there to meet the Vigilant at Aries docks as soon as the bay doors had opened, allowing the recycled air and the noise of a busy working dock to wash in. Holly grimaced to herself at the sight of the three-wheeled triangle floating on its own turbines a few feet away.

      “Bastion? You good to get our guests to Medical?” Holly nodded over her shoulder. “Looks like I’ve got a call,” she groaned. In her gloved hands, she held her helmet and the small, solid steel data unit that she had to present to the closest Alliance Marine terminal to download her latest mission data.

      Private First Class Li was already shepherding the family of Breakers out of the main hold behind her and down the ramp, where they stood blinking and looking owlish, still in shock.

      “Already made the request,” Bastion said, hitting the release on his helmet to reveal a square-jawed face with cropped hair and large, dark eyes behind. “They’re Breakers, not from Aries. Mr. Hassan, the pilot captain here, was telling me they were on a general cargo run between here and their home out on Station 41 when they ran into problems.”

      “Immigration should be able to send them back,” Holly said as the EA Marine drone blinked and hovered in the air in front of her. She held up a hand, allowing it to sense her and move forward, until it finally alighted on her palm.

      “Scanning identifier . . .” A green light flashed on board the military drone.

      “Lieutenant?” Bastion paused as he passed her. “There’s another thing. Hassan told me that their family was only two years into a fifteen-year payment plan for that rust bucket.”

      “Hells . . .” Holly gritted her teeth at their bad luck. She knew what that meant. That the Hassan family had rented that tug from one of the corps, pulling in whatever contracts an independent merchant could to pay the costs. In fifteen years, they could have sold the tug for enough money to upgrade or move onto the next business. It was a common strategy that Breakers tried. Put yourself in debt with the corps on the promise that you’d make your money in the end.

      “Which corp?” she asked, eyeing the Aries main dock distractedly. There were a dozen or so other small tugs and skiffs beyond their restricted Marine bay, and the loudness of servo-drones, carts, and crates as people ferried goods, equipment, and other people back and forth.

      “Regulus,” Bastion muttered darkly.

      “Hells and balls,” Holly sighed. Regulus was a large corp which had a poor reputation. They specialized in Breaker Group areas and were renowned for cutting corners.

      “Look, give Immigration my identifier ID, and tell the Hassans to have their Regulus rep call me. I might be able to point out that the EA Marines take a dim view of good people being sold deathtraps that present a danger to the shipping lines.”

      “Yeah, but you know how it goes, ma’am.” Bastion sighed with a shrug of his large shoulders made larger by the shoulder pads of his encounter suit.

      Yes, I really do, Holly thought glumly, looking at the Hassans as they set foot back on Aries, now without their ship. They were shocked and stunned, wide-eyed, but they appeared pleased to be alive. She knew that joy would fade just as soon as they got the bill for the tug from their Regulus corp rep.

      Corporate contract law placed the blame for any damage and hazard firmly with the current vehicle operator or renter. The corps had entire stations full of well-paid lawyers who were determined to find loopholes and prove that they weren’t to blame. What chance did a dust-poor family like the Hassans have?

      And if they’re unlucky, Regulus will press charges for endangerment on them! Holly knew. She felt the slow burn of anger that she remembered from her former life on Hephaestus.

      “Just tell them to call me. I’ll do what I can,” Holly said.

      “Absolutely, ma’am.” Bastion nodded before clapping his hands and pointing the way, herding the survivors in the direction of Aries Medical.

      Which left Holly standing with the security drone on her hand.

      “Now what do you want?” she growled at it.

      “Cropper, Lieutenant access granted. Orders updated at Aries dock green room,” the drone informed her, eliciting another eye roll from the lieutenant.

      “Marshal?!” she called back into the depths of the main hold of the Vigilant.

      “Nope!” she heard him call from somewhere back there, where he must be shifting and securing the equipment stacks.

      “I’m getting the brief. You have the ship,” she said. She had turned to head down the ramp when she heard Marshal’s confirmation chasing her.

      “I have the ship. I’ll try not to lose her, boss.”

      Wise ass, the lieutenant thought as she disappeared into the crowds.
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        * * *

      

      The green rooms were a slightly tongue-in-cheek name for the small booths that sat in every station, habitat, and colony the system over.

      By official designation, they were Secure Communications Areas: rooms that were sound-proofed, lockable, and provided for the discretion of live-feeders, journalists, lawyers, politicians, and security personnel—and any citizen that could afford the fee, of course.

      Not that anyone was under the impression that they were entirely private. The station or habitat that it sat within would generally have master decryption keys to all traffic that used their transmitters. Unless, as was the case now, the room had been routed through the local military server.

      The Secure Communications Areas became known as green rooms, however, after the small pre-stage rooms where actors and performers waited to be called—because that was generally what did happen inside of them. You waited. And sometimes for a long time. As there was (still) no instantaneous communication across the system, the lags between message recording and delivery could sometimes be as long as ten, twenty, or forty minutes or more.

      Holly sat inside the small booth that was barely bigger than she was, with a bench running along two of the four walls, and looked up at the large screen with its blinking connection light, already bored. She was just about to start shouting at the screen when it suddenly lit up with a scrolling white light.

      
        
        INCOMING TRANSMISSION . . .

        Mil. Servers / Outer Command . . .

      

      

      The screen resolved into the thin and almost ascetic face of Commander Silas, hawk-nosed and some thirty years Holly’s senior, and the supreme commanding officer of the Forward Patrols of the Outer Command. He wore the white jacket and small, peaked cap of his rank and clearly sat inside another green room many, many miles away.

      “Lieutenant Cropper.” Silas nodded, his sharp blue eyes piercing even though there was no way that he could see her in real time. Holly checked the time designation to see that this was a recorded message sent almost two hours ago.

      “If you are receiving this message by 04:00 local time, then your mission is still active,” Silas said. Holly nodded to herself. It was only 12:38 local (Aries-Martian time).

      “You will be redeployed to the Trojan Asteroid Cluster, a small section called the Fury Group,” Silas said. “It was recently the site of a large Breaker Group mining operation . . .”

      Breakers and asteroids, Holly thought. Nothing new there then—especially for the Earth Alliance Marines. They seemed to spend half their time running around digging up incidents of petty theft or black-market smuggling among the mining communities.

      “Great,” Cropper murmured to herself. Another chance to have an argument with her old community.

      “However, as of 05:05, forty-eight hours ago, no word has been heard from the miners,” Silas continued. “We are not anticipating trouble, but it is unusual for such a large ship to go quiet. The ship in question was the Tethra, a giant class mining vessel.”

      The image of her superior officer was replaced by an external view and overlay schematic of the Tethra, and Holly whistled appreciatively. It looked vaguely like a squashed-up stag beetle, she supposed. It had two forward arms which she knew could move to latch onto large rocks or act as a shield. It also had a broad, shovel or dump truck front nose which Holly knew would open up to reveal the beginning of the processing equipment. Rocks would be batted, caught, or ferried to that nose, where they would be directed into large or small filtration units to be ground, pounded, or ejected.

      It was a technology that Holly had seen before—but on a much smaller scale. Usually, such things were on ships just a couple times bigger than her Vigilant. When she saw the still image of the Tethra about to leave the Kronos dock and could put it in perspective, she suddenly realized what she was looking at.

      “That’s huge!” Holly said out loud, knowing that Silas couldn’t respond, but unable to stop herself anyway. You could probably stack eight or ten of the Vigilant on top of each other to reach the same height as the giant class Tethra!

      “And you’re sending one patrol ship?!” she said and swore rather crudely as Silas continued talking.

      One of the few, if only, perks of the green rooms was that usually the other person couldn’t hear what you were saying about what they had just said.

      If there was anything wrong with the Tethra, anything that warranted a ship-in-distress call that should have gone out—what did Commander Silas think that she and her tiny patrol skiff could do about it? They could fit on board another fifteen people at maximum, and they would have to take turns to breathe in . . .

      “I want you to get eyes on the Tethra and confirm that she is still operational. She may only be having problems with her navigation. But if there is anything more serious going on—then I need Outer Command to be the first to hear about it, understood?”

      Naturally, the video feed did not wait for Holly’s cooperation, but she nonetheless found her hand starting to rise in a salute.

      Commander Silas’ mouth was a straightforward, grim line as he continued his address.

      “As you are very well aware, Lieutenant Cropper, the Breaker Group usually has their own, how shall we put it . . . arrangements with private corp security firms, and any untoward engagement by the EA Marines is usually regarded with suspicion.”

      “You don't say?” Holly started to get a sense of what this might be about. The Breaker Group colony and worker stations usually didn’t trust the EA Marines (a fact that had made her decision to accept their training a very sore point between her and her previous friends). The Inner Colonies and worlds (Earth, Venus, Mars, and Jupiter) had a habit of regarding the Breaker Group as little better than smugglers and criminals themselves and were generally the people who had to enforce tax inspections to the Earth Alliance.

      So, most Breaker Group worlds favor private corp security, Holly thought. That way, they didn’t have to answer any potentially embarrassing questions, and if the corporations could offset their expenses and pass on a bit of that extra profit back to the Breakers, then it was all good, right?

      Which also meant that the commander didn’t want an official standoff between EA Marines and private corp security, Holly realized. No one had put in a distress call, so by law, the EA Marines couldn’t get involved with the Breaker Group Tethra.

      It didn’t stop Silas from wanting to know what was going on up there though, did it? Holly made a face. That was why they were sending a lowly patrol skiff . . .

      “I have ordered the Aries Station Marine barracks to reprovision you with increased-range drone transmitters. If you do need to contact me again, then the lag will only be one hour instead of two.”

      He paused, then continued. “They'll also fix you up with provisions and up-to-date encounter equipment. But I expect this to be a routine check-and-report mission, nothing more. You are to leave asap. Commander Silas out.”

      He was never one for pleasantries or niceties, and so the man disappeared with a brusque half salute before leaning forward to cut the power himself, manually.

      Leaving Holly Cropper feeling disgruntled in the Aries Station green room.

      “He can’t seriously believe that anything is wrong with the Tethra, can he?” she muttered to herself as she downloaded the mission specs of the ship to the small handheld databank, ready to be uploaded to the Vigilant as soon as she got back to the docks.

      Nah. Holly knew as she finished the download and stood up. If something serious had gone wrong out there, then long-range sensors or satellites would have picked it up. Instead, Silas was just sending a singular three-man patrol skiff. He was sending her.

      This feels like a waste of everyone’s time, Holly thought, shaking her head as she stepped into the busy Aries concourse—then back to the docks.
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        * * *

      

      “C’mon man, seventeen credits, and I’m already doing you a favor, right?” Private Marshal was saying to the dock-side merchant waving off the opportunity to do business with the young Alliance Marine.

      The merchant in question wore red robes and was making the rounds with his cart along the departure docks with the clank and jangle of bottles sounding behind him. He was selling some Aries-peculiar spirit that he claimed was “triple distilled” and “the finest you’ve tasted on or off Mars!” but Marshal knew the score with the dock-to-dock sellers.

      “I’d be lucky if it doesn’t turn me blind before I finished the glass!” Marshal muttered to himself, before straightening up and giving the man one of his broad, winning smiles. Marshal Smith had a shock of brown hair (there were hair regulations, but when it could be weeks before he’d encounter a CO, Marshal liked to push the boundaries) and a broad grin. He had very white teeth, and he knew they were one of his best features. Not many out here in space had the sort of vegetable-and-mineral-rich diet that only an Earther could boast.

      Private Marshal Smith of the Earth Alliance Marines was, in short, a young, reckless, and handsome man—and he was unashamed of using every asset he had to get a cheap drink.

      “Nineteen credits, and I won’t tell anyone, right?” Marshal offered. “We’re shipping out just as soon as my CO gets back anyway—I just wanted a bottle of something to remember Aries by!”

      The merchant paused and pulled a face. “Twenty-two credits,” he said flatly.

      “Ah, hell,” Marshal groaned. But it was still less than the twenty-five credits that the man had been asking. “You have no idea how little Marine pay is, do ya?” he joked. The merchant made a disgusted snort and was about to wave him off. Marshal laughed and was already pulling out his citizen card (which linked up to their citizen’s credit accounts) when his chance to buy the worst rotgut that Aries Station had to offer was dashed out of his hands.

      “Out of the way!” a voice barked, as a group of EA Marines stamped down the gantry that the drink vendor was on, carrying between them large gunmetal-gray crates. They turned and started bringing those crates to the Vigilant and to Marshal himself.

      “Hey, wait a minute there, fellas—what are we talking about here?” Marshal said.

      “Mission resupply. Orders came in this morning, and we’ve been waiting for you to get your butts back here!” said the rather out-of-breath and disgruntled Marine as they deposited the first of several crates in Marshal’s hold.

      The Marine private, however, was busy looking at the disappearing form of his drink seller with great sadness, before turning to see that more crates were being delivered and stacked haphazardly for him to sort out.

      “Come on now, you coulda made my job easier,” he started to complain. His eyes saw the regular crates with their freeze-dried food rations, the usual crate with the first aid red cross on it for medical supplies, and then a section of three almost human-sized crates with logos that he did not recognize at all.

      “Hey, what are these?”

      “Heavy encounter suits.” The out-of-breath Marine slapped the side of the top one. “Tactical close-combat edition. They got roll bars and reinforced cages, triple armor sheathing, weapons uplinks for your rifles, cutters, jaws, clips, locks, and jacks.”

      “Whoa,” Marshal said. “We’re just a forward patrol unit. These kits are for the hardcore stuff.” He knew that those kinds of suits were used when you had bases full of pirates armed to the teeth that you wanted to wipe off of the face of the universe.

      “Who knows what you’ll find out there?” the Marine said darkly, even casting a glance toward the closed outer bay doors a little superstitiously.

      Which Marshal thought was patently ridiculous. “Well, somebody knows what we’re going to face, because they wouldn’t have given us all this otherwise, would they?!” He laughed exaggeratedly, but there was an air of tension behind his voice. He’d only been in a full encounter suit in training, and he found the things to be heavy, cumbersome, and confusing, to say the least. Legend had it that the wearer could take a chest full of general-purpose machine-gun bullets and still be laughing.

      “Not that I’m not grateful for the interest our COs have in saving my hide, but . . .” Marshal was trying to say to the Marines as they dropped off the crates and moved out of the Vigilant.

      “But why do they think we’re going to need battlefield-ready armaments?” He shook his head in confusion.

      The red-faced Marine who had talked to him earlier turned back as the others kept going, before quickly moving to Marshal’s side.

      “All I know is that all data coming out of the Trojans went dark. Not long after, we got a priority message to equip you with the best stuff we have in store.”

      “The Trojans—you mean the asteroid cluster?” Marshal frowned. Wasn’t that the same place that Holly said we’re heading to? He had never been there, but he had heard it was some smaller asteroids that circumnavigated the sun from their current position near Mars. Small and fast-moving . . . And probably riddled with Breakers, he thought with a groan.

      “Yep. All comms are dark. And I’m not talking a malfunction or an incident,” the Marine whispered, raising his eyebrows at what the only other alternative was.

      “Data blackout?” Marshal whispered back.

      The military or the Earth Alliance government had the capability to do that, Marshal knew—but they usually only did so at the sight of an ongoing military operation. Cancelling all public-facing scans, live feeds, or transmissions in and out of an area, save for their own, was not an easy task. Such tactics were rarely (if ever) used on a site as large as an asteroid cluster. They were generally only for small-scale tactical events.

      Not one patrol skiff heading into the unknown with a load of military killware. Marshal frowned. So what else could it be?

      “Someone jammed the Trojans?” Marshal puzzled it over. That would take know-how. And hardware.

      “You didn’t hear it from me, but good luck, Marine.” His alternative number saluted him before turning back the way that he had come and tramping down the ramp and into the Aries dock beyond.

      “Well.” Marshal turned to survey the hardware left behind. Maybe it was just a little bit exciting to have this much firepower at their disposal.

      He just wished that he didn't have to be the one needing it.

      “Marine?” It was the sudden voice of Holly, returning from her debrief with a face like thunder. She took one look at the crates and grunted.

      “Lieutenant, you gotta hear this,” Marshal started to say as soon as she got on board.

      “Hmm.” Holly didn’t look impressed at what she heard, and neither was she impressed with the crates aboard her ship. She threw them a dark look and was already moving to stow the crates away and get the ship ready.

      “Look over the engines again,” she told her Technical Marine. “I have no idea what they’re sending us into, but I want the Vigilant ready for it.”

      This was, thankfully, something that Marshal knew that he was good at.

      “Aye, aye, sir,” he said, disappearing toward the engines.

      It wasn’t long before Bastion made it back from Health and Immigration. The complement of the ship was full, and there was nothing holding them back.
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      Trojan Asteroid Cluster

      

      “Local network is out,” confirmed Holly as they started to power down on their approach to the Trojan Asteroid Cluster.

      The Vigilant, freshly supplied with aqua and fuel, had been burning at a high cruise rate for the best part of half a day. So far, the Marines on board had managed to each get about two hours sleep, working in rotation. Now that they were nearing their site, their proximity alarms had started blaring, and all three were once again at their posts.

      “Any sign why?” Marshal relayed from his own command chair in the engine room. Holly knew that he was referring to the data blackout. Had it been caused by accident or hijack?

      “No way to tell unless we get our hands on one of the satellites.” Holly ran a ping to the nearest tracking satellites. They still appeared on the scanners—but they weren’t telling them anything.

      
        
        SATELLITE: Trojan Cluster 1-4 / ACTIVE . . .

      

      

      The Vigilant’s computers showed the status of the nearest satellite, but as soon as it tried to connect, there sounded a wall of terrible white noise over the comm.

      “Ach! Cut signal!” Holly gasped as her ears rang. “So, they’re not down,” the lieutenant confirmed. “But someone’s jamming them. No wonder no one’s heard from the Tethra for a couple days—any signal or S-O-S they sent got scrambled before it ever left this sector of space!”

      There was a moment’s uneasy silence from her crew before Marshal broke it.

      “Pirates?”

      “Best guess.” Holly shrugged. “But who knows? Jamming a whole asteroid cluster is usually more trouble than a pirate outfit would ever go to.”

      “Then Outer Command should’ve sent a gunboat,” Marshal said somewhat morosely, and Holly had to admit that she agreed with him. Bastion, as ever, didn’t get involved in the speculation. As long as Holly had known him (which went right back to training together on Mars EA Marine Camp) he had never been very talkative and never one for second-guessing. She admired that about him.

      “Bastion, you good down there?” she asked, for the small image of the hold to wake up in the corner of Holly’s cockpit window. It showed the large room of the hold, under-and-top lit, with light hitting the cargo crates—as well as one seven-foot-tall metal golem.

      “She feels great, ma’am!” Bastion’s face appeared, cast in an orange-red light inside the visor, and it was grinning from ear to ear.

      That was another fact about Private Bastion Li. He loved a fight.

      The heavy encounter suit made him look vaguely like a knight, Holly thought, as she regarded his shape for a moment. It had a large chest and larger shoulder plates, as well as a built-up harness around the hips and down the thighs.

      The suit added almost a full foot to his height and was cast in a matte, anti-reflective black. Guidelights under the visor and on the interlocking breastplates flared into life, casting the exact form of the shape behind them in shadow and potentially blinding anyone that it came up against. Holly knew that it would have a host of features that were unique to the “Heavies”—everything from air and water filtration systems to radiation sensors and protection to medical scanners and injectors. It was said that you could chuck a Marine in one of those out of the nearest air lock, and they would be able to survive on recycled sweat alone for ten days (if they didn’t go stark raving mad first, Holly thought).

      “Marshal? Deploy the commander’s transmitter,” Holly ordered, to hear the affirmative.

      Far behind the cockpit on the side of the ship, there was a sudden spurt of gasses as a port opened. Out sped a small tubular drone, flaring on its own tiny rocketry as it and the Vigilant put the void between each other.

      When the drone was as small as a chair in the heavens behind them, the metal tube auto-opened, unfurling its strips to form a helicopter of thin solar panels atop a small, black-metal diamond body. The entire receiver-transmitter did nothing more than one job: boost the narrow-band signals fired its way, and it started operating immediately.

      “Transmitter active and linked,” Holly announced when it popped up on her screen. “Begin mission recording.” The Vigilant servers, along with each Marine’s suit computer, started recording the duration of the operation to be live beamed back to the transmitter and then back to the distant Commander Silas.

      “Okay. Where are you?” Holly whispered as she magnified long-range cameras and scanners.

      
        
        OBJECT AHEAD: Trojan Asteroid Cluster . . .

        Identifying Target . . . 023/b/989 Fury Group . . .

      

      

      The view ahead was the same glittering night of space, with Jupiter a somewhat larger orange gleam in the far distance. There was something odd about the picture as Holly’s eyes adjusted to see the near perspective—a gleam and glitter of space rocks.

      “Eyes on cluster,” Holly announced, as they powered forward to see the long stretch of the Trojan asteroids spanning from one extreme end of their screen all the way to the other and then beyond.

      The small targeting vector overlay danced across the line for a moment as if unsure what it was looking for without the aid of the local satellites. It finally settled on one section of the cluster near the front and blinked a cheery green.

      “Positive ID. Fury Group,” Holly said, but she saw that there was something wrong with the picture. She looked at it with a Breaker’s eyes, up until now not realizing how much mining lore and skill she had absorbed just by the sheer benefit of living there.

      “The forward group isn’t traveling in the same condition as the rest of the Trojans,” she announced to the others. She could see how the Furies were spreading out in an almost flower-petal shape, and the edges were slowly being pulled back toward the Trojan Asteroid Cluster tail.

      “What’s that you say, boss?” Marshal asked.

      “The Furies,” Holly announced once again. “They’re out of formation with the others. I think we can ascertain that the Tethra at least started work here.”

      “We can?” Marshal said, sounding mystified.

      “You Earthers,” Holly indulged herself with some old Breaker-Earth rivalries. “No idea about stellar mechanics.” It was a running joke among the Breakers that most Earthers were still living in an androcentric universe, with Earth right at its heart and everything else rolling around it as if no science had happened since the seventeenth century.

      “I’m a Marine. What do I need to know about space dirt?” Marshal countered.

      “Well, the fact that the Tethra already made the first strike on their extraction meant that they were alive and well not so long ago,” Holly said. “They didn’t have a reactor failure before they got here, for example.” She scanned the image for what she knew had to be there.

      The Tethra had to be there. It would be a hard thing to hide an acre-sized industrial ship, and harder still to kill it completely.

      “They’re reinforced to the gills to allow them to muscle straight into the debris field. Like the old icebreakers on Earth.”

      “Ha! You’re a historian now too, are you, Breaker?” Marshal teased. From his tone, it was clear that he had reverted to the expectation that they would get here to find nothing more alarming than a broken transmitter system.

      Maybe he was fooling himself.

      “She’s got to be . . .” Holly said as she scanned the image—when a sudden trick of their rotation meant that a cloud of the smashed rocks parted . . .

      Revealing the Tethra.

      “Wait a minute.” Holly froze. “That’s not right at all.”

      The Tethra listed to one side—which wasn’t what had immediately attracted Holly’s concern—it was the fact that she was dark. Completely and utterly dark.

      Nowhere along her hundreds and thousands of miles of metal, anywhere, was there a single light.
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        * * *

      

      “EA Marine Patrol skiff to the Tethra. Come in. Please respond with your current status,” Holly said tersely into her suit-to-ship comms, broadcasting over the open channel to the behemoth of metal in front of them.

      TZZZK! “Damn it!” But all that she got for her trouble was another wall of static. There was no way to tell if the Tethra even heard their hail under that signal jammer or could hear them at all.

      “She’s a dead ship,” Holly said, almost unable to believe her eyes at what she was looking at. It started to fill her viewscreen as they drew closer and closer.

      It was just that the giant class mining ship was, well, so giant! There was no way that it could have lost primary, subsidiary, and auxiliary power systems all at once.

      Unless there had been a radiation or chemical event? Holly thought. “Scan for chemical signatures,” she said quickly. “Magnify image.”

      The bulky hulls ahead of her, blocked off into their rectangles and hexagon-plated units, zoomed in, revealing the bare metal of the ship’s outer hull. No effort had been made at a paint job or coating; she was just too vast for that. There were the large spray-paint letters of her name running across her side, over a small gallery of corp logos. Holly recognized Orizo, Zenetics, and Regulus but couldn’t name the others.

      All of whom must have spent a pretty fortune building her. She frowned.

      The hull of the Tethra was pitted and scarred in places—but Holly could tell that was from the action of high acceleration, cruising around in space and hitting the inevitable space junk that you hit when you were a vessel of such magnitude.

      It wasn’t the puncture holes of gunfire.

      “She wasn’t attacked,” Holly announced as her test results came back from Marshal.

      “Okay, so long-range spectroscope says that she has all the usual amount of radionics that a ship carrying a couple of nuclear reactors should have,” Marshal said dismissively. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing powerful enough to kill you—but there is one thing.”

      “What?!” Holly said quickly.

      “She still has power. It shows up loud and clear in the mid to higher decks,” Marshal said.

      “Mid to higher . . .” Holly pulled up the schematic of the Tethra that Commander Silas had included in her mission briefing. It was straight from the shipyard that had built it, with all of the technical numbers and letter jargon indicating things that Holly didn’t understand.

      But she did understand the writing tags, which told her what that part of the ship was.

      “Main Operations, Refinery, and Command,” she said, thinking for a moment. “That’s not the crew areas . . .”

      “Or Medical . . .” Marshal added. “Whoever is still in there has to be trying to get her to work, not worrying about who is still alive. Or not.”

      “Okay.” Holly looked back up at the shape of the giant class mining ship ahead of them, as silent as a mouse. “I’m taking us in,” she said.
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      The hull of the mining ship stretched up and up above the Vigilant, making Holly feel very small indeed as she led them toward the nearest docking entrance to the refinery deck. The patrol skiff fired tiny positional rockets as they glided across the surface of its much larger companion. As they did so, Holly saw portholes and equipment modules rolling underneath them.

      The windows were dark, reflecting only the gleam of the Vigilant’s lights.

      Holly’s eyes picked out the places where the Tethra’s security drones would probably still be in place: small fleets of rocket-propelled drones that the ship could fire to assess and inspect dangerous areas of operations. There were emergency escape hatches and docking hatches, as well as the outer hull lifeboat units—little more than cabinets that any crew member stuck on the outside of the giant ship could flee to. Once inside, they would have some security from any bombardment of radiation or unexpected asteroid storm.

      But none of these things were open and active. They all looked as if they had never even been used. There was no sign of forced entry and no sign of distress other than normal wear and tear.

      It was starting to give Holly the creeps.

      “I mean, with that jamming signal in place, they couldn’t even get an S-O-S out!” Holly said, voicing her best guess as they settled over the main port for the refinery.

      “You mean one of the reactors went ape, everyone abandoned ship, and they still haven’t come back yet?” Marshal said with an air of incredulity. Unfortunately, there was no sign of any of the lifeboats opening, and the underslung smaller vessels (as big as this skiff was) were all still in place along the underside of the hull.

      Which inevitably led to the stranger conundrum: “Who was jamming them?” Holly breathed as she extended the door connector from their ship to the smallest of the docking ports that the Tethra had to offer. They all felt it thump into place on its thickened, rubberized seals, allowing the Vigilant to stabilize and the door connector to pressurize.

      “Ready to disembark,” Bastion, who had been silent until now, growled. “This a regular patrol sweep?”

      “Affirmative,” Holly confirmed. “Weapons at ready, but first and foremost, we’re getting eyes on.” Now that they were in place, Holly set the Vigilant to remote access control directly from her suit and unclipped her webbing, leaping up to join the others in the main hold and bay.

      “I’m voting to go behind him,” Marshal said as he nodded to the larger shape of Bastion in the heavy encounter suit.

      “Suck it up, Marshal,” Holly groaned. “Everyone suit up.”

      “Damn,” Bastion grinned down at them from his visor. “I was kind of hoping that I would be the kick-butt one,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Be my guest,” Marshal offered, making a face at the sarcophagus-like unit standing at the side of the hold that the suits came in.

      Holly ignored their banter as she got to work on her own unit, hitting the door release to reveal the opened architecture of the suit. She started to struggle into it. It took longer than she would have liked, and it was harder to remember how these things went together, but after a while, they started to make sense. By the time that she had hit the power-up commands for the suit, and the lights and autocontrols started to come alive, she was pleased to realize that most of it was pretty automatic.

      
        
        Initializing HVY ENC Suit . . .

        Accessing Wearer Identifier . . . ACCEPTED . . .

        User: CROPPER, Holly (Lt) . . .

      

      

      “Get yourselves together, Marines!” Holly said, turning to the weapons locker for the door to slide open as she approached. She took out the medium Marine rifle and several magazines for her suit’s ammo pods. She checked the gun in a matter-of-fact manner, nodding to herself that it was satisfactory, as a skitter of neon words floated across her suit’s wrist data-pad.

      
        
        Weapons Sync . . . Marine general purpose rifle . . . ACTIVATED.

      

      

      “Dear heavens,” Holly heard Marshal say as he selected his own rifle and went through the same procedure. “I almost feel sorry for anyone who chooses to mess with us.”

      “Almost?” Bastion asked with a slight grin. “I don’t feel sorry at all.”

      “Marines!” Holly cut their banter, as she was the first to move for the bay door.

      “Our mission parameters are broad: get eyes on the Tethra, which we’ve done, and find out what the hell is going on. I want us to stay tight. Keep in formation. We’re going to work our way through the systems from Refinery to Command, classic sweep and rescue, got it?”

      “Aye, aye, sir!” Bastion and Marshal said.

      “Marines!” Holly repeated, this time shouting. “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “Marines!” Bastion and Marshal announced in great shouts.

      “Who?” Holly demanded of them once again.

      “MARINES!” They chorused, and Holly heard their passions ignite.

      “Good. Then let’s prove it,” she said in a low hiss and turned to hit the door release lock.

      As soon as the automatic systems on board the Tethra kicked in, the EA Marines weren’t given a second’s warning as the mining ship’s bulkhead door blew inward.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        System Reboot: HVY ENC Suit / Marine Forward Patrol . . .

        User: CROPPER, Holly (Lt) . . .

        ALERT! ALERT! ALERT!

      

      

      “Bastion! Marshal?!” Holly gasped as her eyes fluttered back into consciousness. For a moment, she struggled to remember what had happened. She remembered a blinding flash, and then a sensation of the whole universe being flipped on its head—with her underneath it.

      The holocontrols on her suit flashed, showing her that Bastion and Marshal were indeed still alive and nearby, their suit identifiers blinking a warning orange. They had been hit at the same time that she had, but at least they were alive.

      “Lieutenant . . . ?” She heard Marshal’s croak of a voice and Bastion’s groan.

      “I’m okay.” The lieutenant realized that she was lying on her back, looking up at the familiar steel girders of the Vigilant holding bay ceiling—and it was much closer than it usually was, as she was drifting a few feet from the floor.

      “Team report. I feel like someone chucked a wall at me . . .” she breathed, swinging her arms to push off from the ceiling in the zero-G gravity and spin back toward the floor.

      “Oh.” she saw immediately what had happened. The inner door to the Tethra had blown out toward them. Holly had been hit by a wall of metal, and the front plates of her suit were crumpled inwards, but still holding.

      “Bastion reporting. A-okay,” she heard, as his metal boots clamped onto the floor with the shuck-click of their magnet locks. He even still had his Marine rifle in hand, which was now pointing at the rent and torn buttressing where the Vigilant and the adjoining Tethra air locks should be.

      “Marshal reporting. I’m all jacked up,” he said with a groan, still floating near the ceiling but at least pointing in the right direction.

      “This wasn’t an accident,” Bastion was saying, the lights of his suit illuminating the oval metal room on the far side of the air lock. It was standard size, with grab rails and emergency wall units with equipment lockers. All this was normal for an air lock—but the inner door was open.

      And what was worse: the twisted and rent metal bending in toward them, what remained of the door, was clearly scorched and blackened.

      “Explosives. That door was charged,” Holly hissed in alarm as she grabbed her floating gun and leveled it at the door.

      “Frack!” Marshal was swearing.

      This only meant one thing—that the Tethra had been booby-trapped. Someone had been expecting them and was perhaps converging on their location as they spoke.

      “Thank the stars we were in these suits!” Holly hissed. “If we’d been in anything else . . .” She didn't finish her statement, seeing the burn marks all through the Vigilant’s hold from the flash of explosion. Nothing was on fire, but several of the crates had been crumpled, and there were a couple of bits of the Tethra’s door still rolling through the air.

      “Marshal—check that the Vigilant didn’t sustain any serious damage. Your suit should be linked up to the ship’s mainframe,” Holly said. “Then get an alert to Outer Command. Bastion—you’re with me.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” Bastion growled as Holly sighted down her rifle and started to advance, kicking out with her feet to float forward through the ruin between the vessels.

      The Tethra’s air lock was a mess. All of the cabinets were smashed and crumpled inwards, and the ceiling panels sparked and fizzed. Holly hit the side of the open door inwards as Bastion hit the other. She nodded at him, then swung out.

      The air lock opened out onto the ground floor of a giant warehouse-sized room. This gallery extended left and right, where it found more doors leading further into the mining giant. There were also stairs that led up to a balcony that appeared to ring the giant hallway a level up, with more corridor openings leading off of them.

      The center of the giant room they were in, however, was occupied by machines that were many times the height of a standing person—even that of a Marine in a heavy encounter suit. Holly’s eyes recognized processors, crushers, sorters, and refiners, albeit all of them were much bigger than those she had seen in other vessels.

      Gigantic metal pipes extended down from the ceiling or up from the floors to disappear into steel units that she knew contained rollers and meshes. There were multiple conveyor belts and trays, more pipes, and more units.

      “This is one of the refinery workshops,” Holly said to Bastion as she contacted the metal floor and scanned the nearby balconies. No sign of enemy shooters yet.

      “One of?” Bastion’s voice came over the comms.

      “Aye, a ship this size will have whole decks full of this,” Holly said. “This is probably just dedicated to one type of ore or rock or mineral. It gets collected at the front plough and sent back here.”

      The lights were dark, and the only illumination came from their own suit guidelights. They threw cruel and jagged silhouettes from the machines, everything pointed and sharp.

      For a moment, this place with its Breaker Group architecture and industry was terribly, awfully familiar to Cropper. She had grown up around such places, after all. But they had never been dark like this. The machines had never been stilled. Not even during the various holidays that were celebrated by the multiethnic communities: everything from Hanukkah to Diwali to Christmas.

      To the lieutenant, she was suddenly reminded of one of the terrible nightmares she’d had as a Breaker child: of being lost in giant, murderous, and dark machines . . .

      
        
        PROXIMITY ALERT!

      

      

      She’d reached the side of one of the giant units when suddenly her suit alarms lit up. It had detected movement. Movement that wasn’t them.

      “Boss!” Bastion’s voice called, a fraction of a second before . . .

      FZT! Thock!

      The darkness lit up with the sudden, brilliant flare of light as a sizzling tracer round flashed down at their location and exploded in a blossom of white sparks. Her suit visors compensated almost immediately for the brilliance, revealing humanoid shapes on the balcony above them, rushing out of one of the corridors, and already starting to release the thock-thock chug of their assault weapons on them.

      
        
        ALERT!

        ALERT!

      

      

      “Cover!” Holly was shouting as the first hail of bullets struck her suit. She felt each strike like a hammer blow, but she was not spun around or thrown to the floor. Her heavy encounter suit took the damage and kept her moving as she hit the side of the metal-processing machines. But the small vector image of her suit in the bottom right of her visor did show warning orange impacts across her shoulders, chest, and side.

      “Marine?!” Holly called out.

      “Rockin’ and rollin’, boss!” She heard Bastion’s snarl as he had already reached the cover of the next machine across from her and had popped out from around the corner to send a burst of fire up to the balcony. His movements were fast and exact, and Holly saw one of the attacking figures slam against the wall, rebound, and somersault over the weightless edge of the balcony railing, dead.

      Holly didn’t waste any time giving strategic orders. She followed Bastion’s example as soon as he stepped back behind cover, releasing her own spray of bullets up to the balcony. The figures up there had already hit the floor or the alcoves of the corridors under the deadly rain of fire—but there were still a lot more of them than just Bastion and Holly.

      “Five to ten enemy actors,” Holly said as she twisted back to her covering metal wall. The thunder of their gunfire answered them.

      “Advancing on the prow-side balcony. They’ll have us surrounded,” she said, as she and Bastion popped out again to fire—

      Thock!

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      Holly got almost a dead-straight shot to the reinforced rim of her helmet, and this time the force of the projectile did throw her backward behind cover. She tasted blood in her mouth, and her head hurt.

      “Cropper!” Bastion roared, and he broke cover, crossing the distance between their two locations as he fired behind him. He skidded to Holly’s side.

      “I’m okay! I’m good!” she was groaning as he helped her to the side of the metal wall. But right on the edge of her vision was a hairline crack extending across her visor.

      “It hit the metal rim, not the visor plate.” Bastion was checking her out, his gauntlets already moving across the equipment modules of his suit until he found what he was looking for.

      “Sealant. Hold still,” he said, taking out the small cannister and applying the liquid liberally along the rim of her helmet and down the fracture in the reinforced latticework of plastic, crystal, and glass that made up the visor plate.

      “Great,” Holly groaned as she saw an opaque line cut down her vision where the lattice polymer bond spread a little and solidified. It distracted the edge of her upper right-hand vision, but not by much.

      “Better this than airless,” Bastion said pragmatically.

      
        
        PROXIMITY ALERT!

      

      

      Both of their suits warned them ahead of time that their attackers had taken advantage of their inactivity to hone in on their position, using the balconies to approach from both right and left.

      “Move!” Holly said, pointing for Bastion to go around the far corner. “Pin them down. I’ll draw them away from the Vigilant.”

      Bastion didn’t question her orders but fired up behind them before pushing off and disappearing around the corner of the refinery unit. Holly grabbed the access railings and pulled herself up.

      For now, defending the Vigilant was her main goal. There was still a wide-open bulkhead door to her Marine patrol skiff with only one Marine inside. If they allowed these mercenaries or pirates or whomever to gain control of it, then not only would they be stranded here aboard the dead Tethra, but Holly didn’t want to know what all sorts of hell could be done with a stolen Earth Alliance Marine vessel. Even a skiff.

      “Hey!” She set her speakers to boom, hoping that the enemy would have microphones on their suits to pick up external noise. Even if they didn’t, she set her suit’s guidelights to maximum as she floated upwards.

      For a fraction of a second, she saw an array of faces, mostly men and a few women, in patched and ad hoc service suits with all kinds of partial armor and mismatched visors. They looked back at her from the balcony in surprise. No one in a firefight willfully made themselves a target.

      Holly pulled the trigger on her rifle as she somersaulted backward into the processing machine itself. She thought that she might have struck two of her attackers but couldn’t be sure as she started to roll down the side of one of the large pipes to the conveyor belt on the far side.

      “Bastion! Positive ID—they’re pirates alright,” Holly said as she kicked off and started to run down the conveyor belt, every lunging leap taking her dozens of feet in the zero-G.

      Even after only a snapshot of an image of their attackers, Holly could tell what they were. Maybe because they looked pretty much like anyone from the Breaker Group. The thought flashed through her mind grimly as the far edge of the conveyor grew closer. She ducked under the picking arms and the brushes that were stilled above her. When active, they would have come down to separate out bits of still as-yet unsorted junk rock.

      “Pirates?” she heard Bastion call back. “The Tethra is a pretty big fry for them, don’t you think?”

      He was right. Holly reached the baffles at the far end of the conveyor belt at the same time that the pirates raced up the balconies on either side of her to start firing. She jumped, sailing through the air as the machine started to spark and flare with projectile ricochet—

      “Come get some!” She heard Bastion shouting over the comms, stepping out from under the pipework of the processing unit and shooting upwards at one side of the balcony. The three pirates exposed there didn’t stand a chance against concentrated Marine fire. Suits burst, releasing steam. Arms flailed, and the last stilled almost immediately.

      Holly grabbed the top railing at the last moment as she swung herself onto the gantry of the end of the processing machine while bullets skittered the floor around her. These were the three pirates from the balcony on the other side of the room. Bastion couldn’t get any line of sight on them . . .

      But someone else could.

      “Hey, frackers!” Holly heard a shout. While everyone was shooting and running, Marshal had emerged from the air lock and had floated straight up to the balcony behind the remaining pirates.

      “Freeze, by order of the Earth Alliance!” Marshal leveled his general purpose rifle on them.

      The three pirates turned, swinging their own rifles against Marshal—

      Thock-thudda-thudda-thud!

      Private First Class Marshal Smith snarled as he took them out, sweeping them off their feet and advancing as he did so. When it was done, his clip was whining empty, and Marshal was panting.

      “Dammit! Why doesn’t anyone just give up?!” He slumped against the wall as Holly and Bastion floated back up to where he was.

      Holly flinched just a little as she landed on the balcony.

      “That’s not how they roll,” she said, her voice low as she looked at the bodies. Already, Bastion was busy checking them, taking any ammunition that was useful, and pragmatically clipping the bodies to the railings for any eventual cleanup crew.

      “You sound like you know a thing or two about them.” Marshal sounded disgusted. Holly knew that it wasn’t aimed at her, but Marshal was an Earther. For all of his appreciation of dive bars and cheap booze, there was a part of him who had bought, hook, line, and sinker, the credo that criminals should always give up when faced with the law (which in most cases was the EA Marines).

      But it doesn’t work like that in space. Holly remembered back to other times and other stations. There was a good reason why many of the Inner Alliance—Earth, Mars, Venus, and the Moon—regarded the Breakers as little better than pirates, even if they did do more of the mining than the rest of the Alliance put together.

      “For starters,” Holly admitted, “Pirates face a lifer stretch on Pluto for just about anything they do.” She nodded toward the bodies. They were clearly pirates from their gear, which was a mishmash of ex-military stock and private corp security. Pirates had to get by with whatever they could salvage . . .

      “And then this bunch attacked EA Marines too,” she said.

      But it is even more than that, isn’t it? Holly thought, unconsciously mimicking what someone else had told her back before she had accepted the code and the badge of the Marines.

      Pirates often only have what’s in front of them. The chase. The hunt. The kill. Holly knew that if they didn’t manage a successful capture, then they were usually as good as dead. What merchant or private ship would ever take a boarding party prisoner? Or would let them escape to their ship to do the same thing again to some other boat?

      It’s always the law of survival out here, the lieutenant thought. Another reason why she had signed up with the only system outfit that was at least trying to promise something different: the Alliance Marines.

      “Let’s get a look at them,” Holly muttered as she moved toward the bodies. Bastion had been right after all, the Tethra was indeed a big catch for a bunch of pirates.

      “What are you thinking, boss?”

      “Here.” Holly pointed to where one of the pirates had spray-painted an insignia on the partial plate of their suit. It was next to the puncture mark where one of Marshal’s bullets had shot through it.

      “That’s Outlaw Crew.” She pointed to the white skull with fangs. “They’re small fry. Vicious and dangerous, but they have only a handful of ships.”

      “You do sound like you know what you’re talking about,” Marshal said dourly.

      Holly ignored him. “Yep. Maybe things have changed.” Since Hephaestus, she didn’t add. Was the Outlaw Crew big enough to take on mining ships now?

      “What about the Vigilant?” Holly looked up at Marshal suddenly.

      “Oh yeah. Speaking of which.” Marshal made an exasperated shrug. “Vigilant checks out okay, but the bay doors are twisted together. It will take some time with a welder to free her. I sent the message using our transmitter, but the local satellites were no help to us whatsoever. I have no idea if the message is going to reach Outer Command in one hour or one day.”

      “Understood.” Holly nodded. “We’ll have to take the commander’s word for it, which means we have one hour up here before they get our report and another hour before any response—signal or physical.”

      “Wonderful,” Marshal groaned, rolling his shoulders. “I guess you want me back on the Vigilant instead of saving your butts?”

      Holly grimaced. She’d rather have a three-person team, but she couldn’t leave the Vigilant with a wide-open door either.

      “Affirmative. Just get her ready to separate if we have to.”

      “Your wish is my . . .” Marshal sighed, rolling over the railing and heading back to the blown-apart air locks.

      “Boss?” It was Bastion, looking up at her. Something in the intensity of his gaze indicated that he hadn’t missed Holly’s flinch.

      “These pirates are bugging me.” Holly nodded. “Maybe Outlaw Crew got lucky, but this is luckier than they’ve ever been in their lives! They were usually content to pick off stray merchant boats way out from any shipping lanes.”

      Inside his own suit, Bastion’s face was impassive, waiting for his senior’s judgment.

      “There’s something wrong about all of this,” Holly admitted. “From the signal jamming to getting the suits . . . and now some small-fry pirate gang who has no business being out here at all.” She looked at the bodies once more, silent in the eternal dreams of death. They were all Breaker Group sons and daughters once. Desperate. But desperate enough to attack the Tethra?

      Holly sighed. “Come on, Marine,” she said, pointing toward the waiting corridor ahead of them. “That way is the command bridge.”
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      The corridors of the Tethra were quiet, but at least there was auxiliary lighting on.

      “Someone’s home,” Bastion whispered over the comms.

      “Could be emergency backups,” Holly said, then, “Clear,” as she stepped out from another junction to see the same nothing down the adjoining passageway too.

      “Command up ahead,” she indicated as the flashlights of her suit ran across the machine-plate markings on the corridor walls, next to the first set of stairs leading up to a wider hall.

      A very wide hall, Holly thought, swinging into the main concourse to see that it must cross a large part of the Tethra. It had booths and canteens and store openings all down its length.

      “Main recreation deck,” she breathed, pausing as she swung her rifle back and forth. All the lights of the booths were dark, but she caught the large painted signs for Canteen 5-8, Tethra Dental Services, Orizo Entertainments, Spacehoppers Equip Plus Supplies, and a number of other small businesses partially funded by the corporations who owned the vessel.

      “Huh, the caravans do it better,” Bastion murmured with an air of scorn. Holly suppressed a snigger.

      “I forgot you were caravan born,” she said, nodding toward the opposite set of stairs and lifts that should lead up to the command decks.

      “Born and raised on the Sunkisser circuit,” Bastion declared. Holly had already known that he had grown up on one of the generation ships, the super-massive, multigenerational cargo vessels that were even bigger than the Tethra was. The caravan ships were the first to completely eschew planetary and colonial “dirt” living and instead spend their entire lives on the moving ships on endless circuits that looped in and out of the solar system.

      “Sunkisser? I don't know that one,” Holly said.

      “Sunkisser is the caravan that loops closest to Sol. We get within two hundred miles of Mercury, then Venus, and all the way out to Saturn before heading back again,” Bastion said, moving out beside his lieutenant.

      “We’ve got casinos and restaurants and cafes of all sorts. These corp ships just don't know how to have a good time,” Bastion was saying, when there was a sound amid the silence.

      Clank, clank, clank . . .

      A tapping noise.

      “What’s that?!” Holly turned, so on edge that she almost fired.

      “Loose cable?” Bastion asked.

      “We’re in zero-G,” Holly said, turning toward where she thought her suit microphones had picked up the noise. On their left.

      “There’s no breeze in zero-G, and it doesn’t look like they left the air conditioning on,” Holly was saying as the noise came again.

      It was from one of the nearest canteens—canteen three, to be precise. The double doors were still closed. As Holly got closer, she noticed that they were barricaded too.

      “Why are there iron bars across the doors?” she whispered.

      “And someone’s run a line of solder down them too,” Bastion said, his suit lights picking up the brilliant silver line that ran down the middle of the doors.

      And then suddenly, a shape appeared on the other side of the glass.
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        * * *

      

      “Crew!” Holly hit the suit communicator. “We got crew members!” she said as she moved to the edge of the door. She could clearly make out the faces and forms of men and women in orange-and-tan uniforms on the other side. They were waving their arms excitedly, pointing to the door. Holly guessed that canteen on the other side had to be full to the rafters—almost half of the full crew of the Tethra, maybe . . .

      Clack-clack clack! Those assembled on the other side were tapping, but they weren’t forcing or shaking the door.

      “Stand back. I think we could smash the glass . . .” Bastion was raising the butt of his rifle.

      “Wait!” Holly said suddenly. “I didn’t see any visors, did you? Think, Bastion—they’ve got air. We haven’t!”

      The hulking Marine paused. “Oh yeah, good call, boss.”

      Holly looked back at the door. She saw how the people inside could easily have broken the canteen door glass from their side if they had wanted to.

      “But the Outlaw Crew have vented the public areas of the ship . . .” She was thinking quickly. It was a genius plan on the part of the pirates, and, quite frankly, Holly was impressed.

      Herd the people behind secure doors, then make sure they won’t want to escape, even if they could!

      “We need comm in there,” Holly said, spying the nearest wall screen and wrenching open its manual board. Usually, these things scrolled the latest ship or mission updates—or just as likely, scrolled ads from their corporate sponsors.

      “But they have another screen inside the canteen too, don’t they?” Holly said. “There has to be a way to turn it into a two-way receiver.”

      “I’m reading you loud and clear, ma’am.” The voice of Marshal, the technical specialist, sounded over their comms. “I’m guessing you wish you had my sunny disposition standing next to you now, huh?”

      “Can you see my suit cam?” Holly angled her visor to the screen. “Can you lead me through it?” Inwardly, the lieutenant cursed that she didn’t have the technical know-how. She was passably good at general ship maintenance and mechanics—every EA Marine had to be, after all—but her skills had always been in strategy, piloting, and shooting people until they stopped complaining. Not coding, algorithms, and electronics.

      “Easy. See those manual buttons? You need to hit the manual override—that’s the red one there—and then select AUX power, then link up your suit IO.”

      Marshal was good at what he did, and it took him no time at all to find a way to link up Holly’s suit with the screen via a small inbuilt suit cable. He then had her navigate through all of the available options until she could select the canteen screens on the other side of the room.

      “Okay, you’re on, Lieutenant,” Marshal said, as Holly breathed her thanks, and found that she was looking at a room packed to the rafters with crew from the Tethra. There were men and women, mostly in their twenties and thirties she guessed, but not a small number of old timers. Various color stripes across their tan uniforms indicated that they belonged to every department from Processing to Health to Admin, even Residential Services.

      “Crew members of the Tethra, my name is Lieutenant Holly Cropper of the EA Marines. I’m here by order of Outer Command to get you guys safely back home,” she said.

      “Embellishing it a bit, aren’t you, boss?” she heard Bastion mutter beside her.

      “Can it!” she murmured back, before giving her suit camera (and the worried looking Tethra crew) a winning smile.

      “I haven’t got time to speak to all of you. Is there a representative?” she said, for the front crowd of people to look, almost unanimously at a small woman with dreads in the front row. Her uniform indicated that she was Admin.

      “Rebecca Ubhia, Senior Clerk for Ship Staff,” she said dourly. “And I guess that makes me the acting-in-command since the Outlaws took all the officers.”

      “The pirates did this?” Holly clarified, earning a nod in return.

      “Most certainly did. Captain Verny—he’s our CO—had called the strike, but there was something funny about it. He didn’t fire up the processors but sent in the manual teams instead. We were sending the manual teams in and out for a couple of shifts before the attack came. Anyway, the officers were all gone, and I’m guessing the pirates took advantage of that, because before we knew it, there were alarm bells ringing, and we were being told to get inside secure areas because there had been a supposed decompression event.”

      “The captain left the ship?” Holly frowned. “You know that for certain?”

      On the screen in front of her, there was an angry grumble from the crowd, and Rebecca was placating them with mollifying gestures. “Easy there, people. I can’t say for sure what was the case, ma’am. All we know is that Captain Verny was dragging his feet for days, dispatching all the manual teams along with the senior staff to the strike site when he could have been using the main ship processors, and we general staff were back here twiddling our thumbs when the alarms went off.”

      Holly threw Bastion a look, who in turn just shrugged.

      “The commanding officer left the ship?” Holly whispered again, this time to herself. This day was just getting weirder and weirder.

      “Lieutenant, I’ve got an idea,” Marshal said. “Why don’t we just reboot the Tethra’s air processors? Repressurize the ship, let these people out?”

      Holly nodded. It was a good idea. That way, they wouldn’t have to wait two hours for the rescue party.

      “Can you do it from the Vigilant?” she asked.

      “Nope. You need physical access to the command computers to do that, but it’s pretty damn easy,” Marshal said.

      “The command computers that I guess are on the bridge?” Holly asked. “Probably surrounded by Outlaw Crew members?”

      “You got it, Lieutenant.” Marshal said.

      Wonderful. Holly sighed. Her day just wasn’t getting any easier.

      “Fine. What else have I got to do today?” she groaned, before turning back to the Tethra crew on the inside.

      “Just hang in there. We’ll get you out soon, I promise.” she said. As soon as we overpower a very angry and audacious pirate gang, that is.
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        PROXIMITY ALERT!

      

      

      “Bastion?” Holly whispered as she froze on the stairwell, just before the landing turn up to the command bridge. She was doing her best to be quiet, but it was pretty hard when they were in giant metal suits.

      The lieutenant Marine had cut the magnet locks to her boots and had instead floated freely up the stairwell, using nothing but finger presses against the walls to guide her.

      And now, the sensors in her heavy encounter suit were picking up movement on the near side.

      “Boss?” Came back Bastion’s reply. “I’m in position and ready . . .”

      “Good,” Holly breathed. “You know what, I really wish these suits came with some of those groovy minidrones that we could send around corners and live-feed back to us right now.”

      “Nah,” Bastion’s voice came back a moment later. “That’s all just window dressing.” He patted the butt of his heavy rifle with a grin.

      “On three, two—and go!” Holly urged him.

      Bastion reached forward and pressed a button.

      The lift he was in chimed and made a very sanguine and leisurely upward movement. It was rather anticlimactic really, Holly thought, as she allowed herself to drift upward and forward.

      The command deck was stretched out ahead of her. It was a wide, oval room on two levels—with her stairs entering at the rear of the lower level. There was a wide curve of screen windows in front, where a few feeds and closeups of smashed rocks and tumbling asteroids flickered. Neon lights glittered over the computer screens in front of the command chairs on the lower level, some with Outlaw Crew pirates sitting at them . . .

      Who were now starting to stand up and turn around to look at the other end of the lower command level, where the lifts were (and Bastion would soon be).

      Holly held her breath, drifting just to the edge of the stairwell. She saw the pirates turn and push themselves toward the lift, raising their own guns and rifles.

      “FREEZE!” She demanded on an open broadcast channel as she pushed herself into a roll and entered the room.

      She couldn’t hear the pirates because of the vacuum of air and the fact that they hadn’t started broadcasting themselves on any public channel yet—but she could see their looks of surprise as they spun back around toward her.

      “EA Marines!” And heard Bastion’s (rather gleeful) shout as the lift door opened and he somersaulted in, rifle at the ready.

      In a split second, Holly saw two of the pirates turning back toward Bastion. Another started to bring their rifle up toward her Marine.

      Flash! Holly shot him, and that was all that it took for the firefight to break out.

      “Frack!” Holly rolled through the air as suddenly bullets were slamming into the walls and stairwell around her. Another burst of her rifle took out the nearest pirate, but there were two more to take his place.

      How many are there?! she wondered as she reached the edge of one of the consoles, already bursting with sparks. She had counted five . . . six?

      “Come get some!” Bastion was roaring with joy, with the sound of gun fire bursting over his suit comms as he charged into the center of the command room. “And you! You too!”

      Holly pulled herself to the far end of her shielding console, skidding along the floor as she turned to fire upwards at one of the pirates that had been about to vault over the console and land right on top of her. She saw the bursts of air as she fractured the man’s suit and sent him spinning backward.

      Private First Class Bastion, on the other hand, had barged into one pirate, grabbing him with an arm as he spun him against the second, before firing into both, reversing the grip on his rifle, and hammering it against the remaining pirate—who flailed as the blow bounced him off the roof. Bastion used the man as target practice to take another swing.

      “Bastion! Don’t kill him!” Holly had to scream at him as Bastion made his second strike, but instead of changing his rifle grip and pumping the man full of lead, settled for just thumping him in his mesh-and-canvas armor chest instead.

      “Bastion!” Holly shouted again, absolutely certain that he was about to pull the trigger—but he didn’t. Not this time, anyway.

      “Your lucky day, chump,” the Marine said, panting as he disarmed him—and suddenly it was over. They had taken the bridge. As far as they knew, the Tethra was liberated.
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        * * *

      

      “Speak up.” Bastion, now with helmet off and standing on the floor of the command bridge instead of floating over it, roughly shook the rounded pirate strapped and bound to one of the lower command chairs.

      The Outlaw Crew pirate was one of three who had survived the EA Marine liberation. The other two were currently in the nearest Tethra medical center, being not-very-well treated by the Tethra crew.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if they came out of there with more broken bones, not less, Holly thought grimly, even though she had informed the Tethra crew very pointedly that she needed the criminals alive for sentencing.

      The Marines had started to initiate the reboot of the giant class mining ship. Already many of the operating systems were coming back online, with a lot of the ship now repressurized. The crew of the Tethra had started their ship’s S-O-S signal, but Holly didn’t know if it was strong enough to cut through the local jamming.

      “Everyone’s known for months that the corps had the Fury Group job.” The pirate, a skin-headed, one-eyed man with tattoos over one ear spat blood onto the ground. “We Outlaw Crew knew we could make a profit just like the corps,” he even managed to growl proudly.

      Earning a not-so-gentle jab from the butt of Bastion’s rifle to the chest. “And how did that work out for you, huh?” the Marine growled.

      “Marine!” Holly said sharply, thinking that he was taking this whole good cop, bad cop thing way too seriously. Bastion eased himself back into a leisurely standing position, as if he were only barely being controlled by his superior officer—which was probably right half the time, Holly had to admit.

      “You and your ten friends took on an entire giant class ship?” Holly looked at him speculatively.

      “Yah! Outlaw Crew!” the man said, grinning his bloody teeth at Bastion.

      “Give it a rest.” Holly took the initiative before Bastion did, stepping forward and leaning over until she was staring him in the eye. “Last I heard, Outlaw Crew was scraping trash cans for a living, because they’re all running scared of the Family,” she growled.

      In response, the man’s eyes widened a little, then narrowed. “You Breaker? How do you know that?!”

      It was Holly’s turn to lean back, self-satisfied. “Tell us what really happened. We’re still a good four or five hours out from Aries Station. I suppose I know a few Family contacts who would be glad to take some Outlaw Crew rubbish off my hands.”

      She saw the pirate lick his bloodied lips nervously, then wince.

      “Okay, okay. We were paid to make some noise, rough up some people,” the pirate admitted after a pause.

      “Who!” Holly demanded, putting steel into her voice. “Who paid you?”

      “It was some corp guy!” the pirate shrugged. “I don't know—Ach!”

      Bastion had hit him again.

      “Agh, dammit! I promise, I don’t know—I’m not the chief. They don't tell me frack!” the pirate said, and Holly believed him. There was an air of panic to his words that could only come from truth.

      “But Chief said he was from Zenetic . . .” the pirate was saying.

      “Zenetic?” Holly glowered at the consoles, and the entire ship around them. “You mean the people who helped fund this entire project?”

      “Yeah! That’s them!” The pirate nodded enthusiastically. “The message came through only a day ago. Zenetic gave us coordinates, codes for the air locks, everything. Even a fancy satellite jammer that we were supposed to install when we attacked . . .”

      “You jammed the Trojan asteroids?” Holly said. Of course. Cover for the attack.

      The pirate nodded, continuing, “The Zenetic guy told us not to kill too many people, but half of the Outlaws were supposed to hold the Tethra, and half went to take something from the strike site.”

      “Take what from the strike site?” Holly said. “You mean ore? Rocks?”

      But they definitely don’t have the capacity to ferry enough ore to make it even slightly worth their while, Holly thought.

      “Not ore,” the pirate said seriously. “Something else,” and when Bastion moved to threaten him again, he raised his hands in surrender.

      “I don’t know exactly! That wasn’t my detail. All I know is that the rest of the Outlaw Crew were told to take something off the strike site, and my job was to keep the mining crew occupied until we got the all-clear.”

      “It was a smokescreen mission.” Bastion summed it up. “One of the corp backers behind the project made a deal with the captain to steal directly, and not split the profits with the other corps—then blame it all on the Outlaw Crew.”

      “But steal what?” Holly frowned at the screens, still showing the jagged mass of broken-apart asteroids that had once been the Fury Group.

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out,” she muttered under her breath.
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      Strike Site, Fury Group

      

      “Beginning disembark.” Holly kept one eye on the locking protocols and another on the side-view cameras showing an image of the mashed air lock doors between the Vigilant and the Tethra.

      It looks like a damn mess, she had to admit, with lines of slagged metal running in a rough diamond shape where Marshal had to work to cut the two ships apart. The Tethra’s doors, although in a far worse state than the Vigilant’s, were arguably much better equipped to deal with the damage. They had emergency door sealants and ad hoc barrier membranes, based on their nature as an industrial vessel.

      For the Vigilant, however, Marshal had to improvise an ugly-looking plate over the inner door membrane, creating a temporary air lock. From now until they got to a Marine service dock, they would be using the smaller access tube at the top of the hold instead of the main bay.

      She tapped the positional thrusters, and in response, the Vigilant pushed gently away from the mining vessel with just the barest scrape of metal. Holly held her breath.

      But there were no alarm bells. No sudden loss of pressure.

      “What did I tell you?!” Marshal’s voice sounded over the main ship comms. “That was some artisan-level work I did right there!”

      Holly permitted herself a tight grin. “Well done. We haven’t had all of our ship turned inside out and spread all over space.”

      “Exactly,” Marshal said. “We’re winning already.”

      Holly’s eyes checked the connection to the transmitter. Absolutely nothing, and it had been almost two hours since they had sent the first report back.

      Still within acceptable timeframe, she told herself. If Outer Command had received their report of the pirate activity, then they still might have sent forward orders which hadn’t arrived yet.

      Or they might not, the lieutenant knew. That still didn’t change what her duty was: to investigate the pirate activity at the strike site. They had the tactical map uploaded from the Tethra’s computers, and now Holly was plotting in the course that would loop them around the far side of the largest asteroid that had been hit.

      “We’re expecting pirate activity, so I’m planning on a distant sweep of the area, where our long-range sensors should be broad enough to make out what is going on,” she said. “Everyone ready?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Aye, aye, sir,” the calls of her crew came back, and Holly punched the main thrusters.

      The Vigilant pushed forward, accelerating along the hull of the giant mining ship before breaking free from her shadow and throwing herself toward the sea of rocks.

      “Approaching cover in five, four, three . . .”

      The lieutenant had wanted to make the break across to the main body of the rocks in double-quick time, giving any watching scanners as little time as possible to register them. As soon as they were among the rocks, there would be cover.

      “Decelerating,” she advised, hitting the forward thruster controls to slow their charge at the same time as she angled and rolled their flight.

      
        
        PROXIMITY WARNING . . .

      

      

      The ship flashed a warning orange outline around the nearest of the spinning rocks, and Holly pulled hard on the flight bars so that the Vigilant swerved to one side, its back end swinging around as it came to a slow, skidding halt.

      First move done. Holly licked her lips and reseated her gloved hands on the flight bars as she checked the map ahead. That was the problem with an asteroid field, the lieutenant thought—it was filled with asteroids.

      The tactical map on her view screen ahead showed large and small clumps of rock spreading out in a haze between their position and the larger strike site ahead. Pinpricks of energy readouts flickered on the side of the fractured main asteroid—where our friends are, she thought.

      Usually, there would be cleared avenues charted through the field of rocks, the ex-Breaker Group woman knew. The Tethra would have dispatched whole fleets of drones along these corridors that would work to catch and gently propel the rocks back from the makeshift movement lanes, allowing the larger mining vessels and machines safe passage. Right now, however, no such safety measures had been taken.

      “We’ll have to find our own way through.” She grimaced, then breathed to her crew, “Hold on!”

      She moved the Vigilant out of the leeward side of their protecting asteroid shield. As soon as they broke cover, their hull started to hammer with the haze of multiple strikes. It sounded like the drum of rain across the reinforced metals of their hull, and Holly knew that it was the product of countless thousands of tiny pieces of rock dust and grit, still blown up from the recent strike event. The lieutenant guessed that most of these pieces of rocks would be no bigger than a fingernail—far too small to set off the radar and sensors.

      And they also won’t be enough to damage the hull, she thought. Just as long as we don’t crash into anything bigger . . .

      But the larger of the rocks were clearly picked out by the patrol skiff’s computers, and Holly could make her adjustments to avoid them. It was slow going at first, as many of the rocks were still revolving and moving after being thrown askew by the Tethra’s missiles. They hadn’t started aggregating into clumps yet, drawn together by their inevitable gravity.

      “Right two, forward one, right one-oh-point five, left-left-left, forward . . .” Holly muttered her movements as she had been trained to do—not in the EA Academy, but instead in the practice ships of the Hephaestus Breaker Group Station. Maybe it was her surroundings, this mission, that brought that old habit out in her—but it was calming all the same.

      Clank!

      A larger rock than she would have liked hit her hull like a fist, eliciting a minor sensor alarm but no real damage as she moved between two larger rocks. Each appeared to have been two halves of the same asteroid once, and as they turned to present their innards on either side of the Vigilant, Holly saw the twisted columns and spires of crystalline rock.

      “Well, someone’s going to make a fortune out of this,” she breathed, figuring that there had to be a ton or more of diamond out there in just these two rocks alone.

      “Bet it ain’t going to be us though.” Marshal’s voice came back as they emerged from the floating canyon of crystal. The rear of the main asteroid cluster was dead ahead.

      “Eyes on,” Holly said.

      The asteroid that had been the main target of the Tethra’s strike was massive—or had been before the warheads found it. It must have almost been the size of the mining ship itself, but the missiles had effectively broken it into three pieces, with the largest of the rocks dead ahead, and the two smaller above it. From where the Vigilant was, they could see the curve of the asteroid ahead and the lip of the impact crater, ringed with smaller dots of guidelights stationed around the crater’s edge.

      Holly couldn’t see any vehicles or people yet.

      “Sensor sweep.” She activated the patrol skiff’s forward antenna. The small vector started spinning as it threw forward the radar waves at the target, to bounce back with information on how many people might be there, what sort of ships . . .

      Her forward screen suddenly blared.

      
        
        ERROR! SENSORS UNDEFINED! ERROR!

      

      

      “What is it?” Marshal was saying.

      “Dammit! There’s too much rock haze out there!” Holly exclaimed. “It’s impossible to get a clear read on what’s going on with all of that matter flying around!”

      “You mean we have no idea on how many we’re going to be facing if we just barge on in there?” Marshal was halfway through saying . . .

      When the computer alerts screamed for attention once more, and this time, it was followed by a sudden boom as something struck their hull.
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        * * *

      

      “We’ve been hit!” Holly was saying as her forward screen broke into alarms. The skiff was rolling backward from the impact, throwing Holly to one side in her command chair.

      “We are in an asteroid field!” Marshal gasped in annoyance. That was the kind of Marine he was. Threats usually made him angry.

      “Not hit like that!” Holly was saying, as smaller proximity warnings started to flare across her screen, zeroing in not just on the tumbling rocks around them—but on fast-moving targets as well. People. Attackers.

      “What?!” Marshal was calling.

      “Just get me more power to thrusters!” Holly said, when suddenly one of the asteroids as large as a personal transporter module was hurled toward them.

      Hurled. Thrown. Holly had a split-second chance to see the flare of thrusters on the rear of that rolling rocky cannonball. Behind that glare appeared to be humanoid figures in the small, two-person ski-like craft that ferried miners around a site.

      “Left-left, left!” she was shouting instinctively as she pulled hard on the flight handles, left and down, for the Vigilant to roll with them and start to arc downward.

      Just as the rock caught the hull of their belly and scraped along it. It was barely a kiss compared to the direct hit it would have been if Holly hadn’t reacted so fast, but it was still a couple of tons of space junk thrown at them.

      
        
        WARNING! OUTER HULL CRUMPLE PLATE BREACHED!

      

      

      Emergency orange lights glowed throughout the vessel, as the Vigilant rolled hard, her rocket end swinging around, out of control . . .

      
        
        WARNING! IMPACT MAIN THRUSTER HOUSING!

      

      

      The edge of the metal girder framework that held the main rocketry in place clipped the crystal canyon wall of the nearest asteroid, crunching the framework of girders and tearing through the outer ring edge of the thrusters like it was butter.

      “Frack!” Holly fought for control of the vessel as they started to spin crazily.

      Keep it together! Keep it together! The lieutenant tried to ignore the G-forces that were suddenly being exerted, and the nausea and dizziness. Instead of fighting the spinning whirl, she forced her hands on the flight handles to do the opposite. To lean into the spin, turning it into a swerve.

      “I’m reducing power to main thrusters!” Marshal shouted. “I don't want us accidentally igniting off of our own ship!”

      “Good,” Holly said in a tight voice as they swerved—now twice as far from the main asteroid than they had been before.

      “What was that? Gimme a target!” Bastion was saying from where he was sitting in the small gunnery chair in the unit behind the piloting one where Holly was.

      “Very unfriendlies, all sides. Look to be two-person teams throwing asteroids at us!” Holly cursed as she was forced to use the positional thrusters instead for movement. There was a warning sound as another rock suddenly accelerated toward them, small thrusters attached to its back.

      This one was half the size of the one before, but it could still crumple the cockpit or a thruster rocket or a weapons mount if it made contact.

      Holly swore as she pulled and kicked movement out of the shaky Vigilant. The rock narrowly missed them as they swerved around it.

      “You mean they’re playing damned space billiards with us?!” Marshal sounded understandably outraged.

      “I mean that our cover is officially blown,” Holly said, swinging the patrol skiff around to face the direction the rock had come from.

      “Eyes on target!” Bastion growled. The largest of the skiff’s weapons ports on the underside of the vehicle opened up and revealed the underslung railgun, which started to spit fire at the small, fast-moving targets.

      Holly saw the movement of their attackers. They were people in encounter suits just like the Outlaw Crew, hanging onto the back of the tiny two-seater mining scooters who bore the Tethra insignia. An insider job indeed. Three pairs were racing away from the asteroid they had just attached mini rockets to—but only one managed to escape from Bastion’s deadly barrage.

      
        
        PROXIMITY ALERT!

      

      

      Holly had no time to target their defense. There were two more rocks fired at them from the other side, and Bastion’s shells that hadn’t struck home were now bursting on the smaller bits of space junk in the asteroid field around them, causing brilliant flashes of dirty red plasma.

      They sure as hell know we’re here now. Holly plunged the Vigilant down, trying to angle her nose and bring up her tail between the rocks—

      WHAM!

      But not fast enough. One of the rocks hammered into their main hull section like a titanic fist.
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      There is a deep sort of shake, a bone-deep judder that any pilot understands as soon as they feel it. Like the impossible ache of a bone break, there is a special sensation reserved for when one of the most vital systems of any space vessel—the inner frames—are compromised.

      Now was such a sensation, and such a knowledge for Lieutenant Holly Cropper.

      “Frack!”

      The groaning creak of the Vigilant was coming up through her chair, through the floors, through the walls and the buttress supports, and was just as quickly accompanied by the high-intensity murmur of vibration.

      “Systems report!” Holly was yelling, to see that there were altogether too many problems for the Vigilant’s computers to accurately diagnose. All she could tell at first glance was that they had finally stopped revolving, and that there were way more ERRORS, ALERTS, and MALFUNCTIONS than she ever wanted to see.

      “Main thrusters?” she asked, for even the inner-ship comms system to spit static at her for a moment before Marshal's voice returned.

      “We’ve still got engine power, but the pressure differentials are way off. I’m sealing off the input valves until we can get eyes on what’s going on in there.”

      “We haven't got time for that, Marshal. What’re your odds that we can use the main thrusters?” she returned.

      “Negatory, no, nada!” Marshal said. “I’d say two to one we’d turn into a fireball.”

      “Fine.” Holly cursed her luck. Marshal, although reckless when not in uniform, knew his stuff when it came to engines. She figured that erring on the side of caution probably went with his job as technical specialist—but when it came to it, she trusted his opinion.

      “We’re dead in the vacuum,” Holly announced, looking up to the cockpit view screen to see that their target, the intended mining site, was only three hundred miles or so from their prow as they gently revolved in open space.

      “The Outlaw Crew can continue to fire rocks at us until we crumple, or we can disembark and take the fight to them,” she said in a much calmer tone than she felt. It was one of the things that made her a good leader—her ability to keep her head under pressure. Or at least appear to.

      “And ladies and gentlemen—I want you all at the main hold access port in double time,” she said, and her tone implied that there were to be no questions asked. Whatsoever.

      “Break out the fireworks,” Bastion growled his agreement, and even though the main cockpit screens were too busy to pick up on the smaller image of the Marine in the gunnery station below, Holly could bet that he would be grinning from ear to ear at the prospect of more action.

      “So help us,” Holly whispered as she unlocked her seat webbing and hit the last few controls on the cockpit screen that still worked—before turning to grab her rifle and follow the others.

      
        
        BLACK BOX EMERGENCY S-O-S / Activated . . .

        EA MARINE PATROL SKIFF / Vigilant / Lock all systems . . .

      

      

      “There,” she said as she hit the door release to start floating back through the main body of the ship to the access port in the top of the hold.

      The Vigilant’s black box was activated. Even though there was an active jamming signal out there, she hoped that their ship was still in range of the personal transmitter that Commander Silas had given them. It would send a priority-beam request for aid to the nearest EA Marine outpost, as well as relaying all mission data and the last known positions of the skiff and its occupants.

      It was a call for immediate help, Holly knew, and she hated to admit that they had no other recourse left. A part of her railed against failing this mission—or what she thought of as failing, in abandoning a Marine vessel—but the part of her that had been through rudimentary officer training knew that this was the right thing to do.

      We could either wait here for a rescue that might not arrive, she thought. After all, they had started transmitting data back through the personal transmitter well over an hour ago. Or I could let my men be taken hostage and embarrass the EA Marine Corps (which was something that was never going to happen willingly under her watch).

      Or I could let my men be stranded before eventually being killed by corporate-backed pirates! (Again, this was not an option in Holly’s book). Any hope that she might have had that the pirates would balk at taking on the Marines had been dashed. Clearly, these Outlaws didn’t care—and they were being paid handsomely not to.

      The last control she had struck had been the system-wide ship lock, beginning as soon as they were out of the air lock. It would shut down and scramble all non-essential systems and triple-encrypt the main servers of the skiff itself.

      It wouldn’t stop the salvage teams from taking everything that they could from the vessel if the pirates got their hands on the Vigilant, but that was not something that Holly could do much about.

      Just as long as they don't get any military access codes, she thought. Not that a lowly forward patrol lieutenant like me has any good ones . . .

      She reached the main hold to see Bastion and Marshal lined up by the ladder that led upwards to the emergency port access tube. Which was now the emergency exit for the skiff since the main bay doors were compromised by the pirates’ previous booby trap.

      “Marines.” She nodded at them. “Ready?”

      “Always,” Bastion said, already on point and looking up at the access port door ahead of them.

      “What else are we going to do?” Marshal said dryly.

      Guess that pretty much sums it up, Holly thought. What else are we going to do? She nodded at Bastion. “You have the lead, Li . . .”

      Bastion pulled himself upwards, floating fast until he disappeared into the short tunnel. A moment later, there was a clang as he got to the top, and Holly was nodding for Marshal to go next.

      “Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Marshal grumbled under his breath (still clearly audible over the suit-to-suit comms). He was the next in, and then Holly joined them.

      As soon as she arrived, she pulled the hatch seal shut at her feet and initiated the decompression. “Brace!” she called. The gauge on the side of the tiny tube suddenly dropped as air was released from it, and all of the Marines were flattened against the walls.

      “Weapons out!” Holly called as soon as the oxygen pressure reached a neutral zero. “Bastion, on point!”

      The heavy-set Marine moved first. Reaching up to grab the iron wheel that broke the seal to the outer emergency port access, he grimaced as he forced it to budge until it released, showing the glitter and gleam of the asteroids beyond. Bastion unslung his Marine rifle, swung himself over the edge, and disappeared onto the hull of the Vigilant.

      “Here goes nothing . . .” Marshal went next, and he had almost made it out and onto the hull when Holly saw the alarms and heard Bastion’s voice on the comms.

      “We got incoming! Hostiles tailward!” She heard the repeating chug of the Marine’s gun as Marshal was scrabbling out of the way of the bullet sparks.

      “Covering fire!” Bastion was demanding as Holly readied herself to make the exit. Without the other Marines protecting her, she could easily be caught in a hail of bullets.

      Holly waited just under the lip as the hull rang with the sound of impacting projectiles, gritting her teeth. Suddenly Bastion appeared, reaching down to grab her suit and haul her up onto the hull.

      “Where are they?” Holly shouted as she rolled, spreading her arms and legs out to catch herself against the Vigilant’s hull. Her Marine rifle was in her hand, and she was spinning over, pointing tailward, to see . . .

      Flashes of light among the asteroids, getting closer. There were at least two “bikes” carrying pirates roaring toward them, each with two of the Outlaw Crew members on their backs. Holly saw the large dump buckets at the front of the two-man transports. The many equipment holsters running along the footrails indicated that these were originally Tethra mining vehicles designed to deposit small teams of manual miners direct at the worksite.

      But now the pirates of the Outlaw Crew were using them like attack bikes as they shot forward, with the one riding shotgun on the back firing against the Marines . . .

      Flash-flash-flash!

      In the silence of space, Holly watched as lines of sparks and erupting flares charged toward her across the armor-plated hull of the patrol skiff. She snugged her rifle into her shoulder, pointed, and fired.

      The burst of bolts shot upwards toward the racing pirate bike, but they were pulling up and away, out of her barrage of fire before she could get to them.

      “Down, down!” she heard Bastion roaring, as the other pirate transport swooped overhead, spilling bullets between Bastion and Marshal as they rolled and bounced along the hull of their own ship.

      Both of the pirate transports had passed by overhead, before curving around the horizon of the Vigilant and disappearing. Ahead of them, Holly pointed at the main bulk of the asteroid mining site. Its surface was pocked with holes and impact craters and stained a deep gray-black color. It would be a simple enough space jump to get there, but the crossing would make them vulnerable.

      “We have to take them out before we make the jump!” she said.

      Just as her suit visor burst with proximity alarms.

      “Cropper!” she heard Marshal shouting.

      Turning just in time to see two of the pirate transports rushing toward her at top speed.

      Frack! Holly jumped and jackknifed her body as she did so. Time appeared to stand still as the mining transporter slid past below her. She glanced down and saw the astonished gazes of the surprised pirates craning their necks (and their guns) upwards.

      Holly’s hand shot out, grabbing a fistful of metal and suit leathers as the transporter kept on roaring forward. This time, she wasn’t so lucky. She had bargained that pirates like the Outlaw Crew would probably never bother with safety harnesses, but it turned out that these pirates were very safety conscious as they sped around at over sixty miles an hour . . .

      In short, Holly was now suddenly attached to the shoulder of the front driver pirate and was accelerating along with them as they sped over the hull of her patrol skiff.

      “Argh!” She grunted in effort as she attempted to cling onto the man in front, while swinging a boot around to kick the second pirate’s gun out of the way, releasing a hail of bullets into space.

      “Cropper! Boss!” She could hear Bastion calling behind, but that was now far behind as she left the edge of the Vigilant, and they went swerving crazily into space. The driver had lost control, struggling with the force of the EA Marine attached to his head. He was struggling and shouting, but the gauntlets of Holly’s heavy encounter suit were assisted with mechanized strength, and they clamped down hard.

      Thock! Holly felt something like a small bull hit her outer thigh, and her body started to roll. The impact was so hard that it took a few moments for her to register the pain.

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      Have I just been shot?! she found herself thinking as she kicked downward with her heavy Marine boots—but they found no resistance, and she realized that somehow, she had dislodged the attendant pirate (and his damned safety harness). She could see him even now, rolling backward and spiraling in the void between the Vigilant and the asteroid, desperately flailing his arms in panic.

      Too bad, fracker, she thought, turning her attention instead to the pilot of the mining transporter. She knew the other pirate would be alright eventually—his suit probably had emergency transponders, and he probably had enough air to last a few hours too.

      There was a thud against her chest, and she looked back to see that the driver of the stolen transport had one hand on the steering handles, and the other hand was trying to flail at her behind his head. She swung her Marine rifle down and slammed it into his side.

      “FREEZE!” she demanded on the universal open frequency that all suits had an obligation to broadcast in.

      The Outlaw continued to writhe and attempt to twist out of the way.

      “So help me God, if you continue moving, I am going to open a hole between here and Mars right through your spine!” Holly roared at the man.

      The pirate appeared to understand the sentiment, as he suddenly released his hands from the handlebars and hit his webbing release.

      “What the?!” Holly was left with two choices: grapple with a pirate floating through space or exchange seats with him on the bike transporter. She chose the latter, thumping into place on the driver’s bench and grabbing the flight handles . . .

      To see why the Outlaw Crew pirate had been so eager to give up his position. They were racing straight ahead toward a jagged fragment of an asteroid.

      “Frackit!” Holly pulled hard on the flight handles. She was tossed to one side and almost thrown off the transporter as it swerved to avoid crashing headlong into an asteroid almost four times Holly’s size.

      The main rocket at the back and base of the transporter fired, as did one of the two smaller positional thrusters on either side. Holly snarled a rictus grin the face of disaster. The Marine transporter turned faster and faster in a tight bend, spinning as it did so.

      “Arggh!” Holly screamed in frustration and anger. She swerved along the length of the asteroid, coming so close to it that if she barely flinched, she would be torn off the bike by the impact of crystalline space rock and dirt.

      “Whoo!” She shot across the end of the asteroid, her suit registering a very fast heartbeat indeed as she did her best to turn in a wide circle back toward the Vigilant and her two-man crew.

      From this vantage point, she could make out the full extent of the damage that the patrol skiff had sustained in the short mission. There was an ugly, rent area patched with new steel plate where the bay door was supposed to be. And there was the split apart main thruster housing at the rear. Her hull was riddled with pockmarks and scars from the smaller asteroid strikes, as well as a brilliant silver scratch stretching right along the top of her hull.

      But by far the most serious damage that the patrol skiff had yet sustained, however, was the lower half now bent to one side at approximately thirty degrees, and there was a massive crumple zone that looked like some giant had pressed their thumb into its hull.

      No wonder I felt the inner framework break, Holly thought. There was no saving her now. Even if the engine units, power units, and thruster housings could be put back together again—the tension would only tear her apart as soon as she tried to move.

      Scrap, scrap, and scrap! Holly growled at the sight as she turned the mining transporter back around to the hull of the skiff. The Vigilant would need to be broken down and rebuilt—which irked the lieutenant on an almost spiritual level.

      “You keep every system running out here for as long as you can, until you can’t no more.” She remembered the old Breaker Group motto. It was a philosophy of life out here.

      But right now, she and her crew had something more to worry about. The fact that without the ship, they were going to be stranded until they got picked up or could requisition something better than a jumped-up space scooter.

      Below, Bastion and Marshal were nearing the forward prow of the Vigilant, moving as fast as the magnet locks on their heavy encounter suits would allow—but they weren’t engaging with any enemy.

      “Marshal, Bastion—you clear of hostiles?” Holly said as she came in fast toward their location.

      “Targets neutralized, and no one seems to be firing any more rocks at us, so . . .” Bastion reported back, “I guess we’re ready to make the jump?”

      “Hey, you score us a ride, Lieutenant?” Marshal said as Holly pulled around the skiff and them in a wide arc. She wondered briefly about trying to get all three Marines onto the back of this two-man vehicle. As appealing as it sounded, she thought better of it.

      “We’ll use her like a booster rocket,” she decided instead, coming to a floating halt as the other two Marines did their best to hold on to the handlebars and body of the mining transporter.

      “Burn in three, two, and . . .”

      Holly hit the acceleration for the mining transport to rocket forward, carrying the three Marines with it toward the larger asteroid up ahead.

      “Fifty miles, forty, thirty—prepare to disengage—twenty, ten, and go!” Holly ordered, as she twisted the transporter’s handlebars at the last moment, directing it down as they were thrown forward.

      Each of the three Marines had been trained in ship-to-ship and object-to-object maneuvers. As soon as they were there, they allowed their bodies to complete one not-so-slow somersault before stretching their arms and legs out in a star shape—spreading their momentum across their frames as they closed in on their target.

      The asteroid was coming up fast and close. Holly and the others could see the potholes and shadows turn into sinkholes and crevasses leading into the inky black interior of the space rock.

      “There! Dead ahead—debris slope!” Holly said, curving and sweeping her arms to make sure when she hit the gentle incline, littered with rock and scree rubble, that she would do so on her back, feet down—and not her head. Beside her, the other two did the same, with Marshal coming in a little hot . . .

      “Wide stance, Marshal!” Holly had a chance to shout before she made impact.

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      Her visor flashed a warning orange as she was hit in the back, but the reinforced plates took most of the damage. She bounced, legs kicking in the air before she rebounded down the slope. She bounced up a much smaller distance this time before eventually skidding to a halt near the bottom.

      “Urk!” She heard the grunts from her team as they, too, made contact in easier and harder ways with the slope. Bastion managed to land on his side with his outstretched arm, back, and thigh taking the brunt of the impact before he skidded down the slope.

      Marshal, on the other hand, was rolling head over feet as he rebounded three times before finally coming to rest on the bottom of the scree slope alongside his lieutenant.

      “Dear. Sweet. Heavens.” Marshal coughed and spluttered for a moment. Holly could see from her visor readouts that he was okay—no serious damage done to either the suit or the man inside of it (just so long as no one was counting his pride).

      “Marines up!” Holly had already gotten to her feet and was turning down the length of a wide gully toward where it rose up at the far end. The sky was filled with the alternating shadows and shimmers of the Fury Group.

      “Reporting,” both Bastion and Marshal said as they got to their feet.

      “Up ahead is the mining strike site, just over that lip,” Holly breathed, raising her rifle. “Our enemy know we’re here, so we’re just on reconnaissance alone. Everyone understand?” she said seriously.

      “Not even a little bit of sabotage?” Bastion muttered.

      “We’ll see what comes our way, Marines,” Holly glared at the shadowed incline ahead like it was a personal insult. “We’re here to find out what they wanted to steal from the strike site. And just what was so damned important that Zenetic brought the Outlaw Crew to jam the local satellites!” She started to trudge forward through the millennia-old dust.

      They reached the lip of the crater approximately twenty minutes later and immediately saw what all the fuss was about.

      Down below, in the heart of the broken-open asteroid, appeared the shining silver ruins of buildings. Alien buildings.
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      Inside the Crater

      

      “What in the ever-loving name of all heck is that?” Marshal was breathing as he thumped to the edge of the crater beside the lieutenant.

      The strike site itself was vast, with three interlinked impact craters where the Tethra’s missiles had struck, breaking apart the asteroid for the precious minerals and ore that it contained within. The three Marines were on the edge of the largest of these craters, looking down to where it opened into a giant crevasse so large that it could have fit the Vigilant inside several times over.

      Holly could see where the sides of the crater looked slagged, the heat of the missiles melting the very stuff that the asteroid was made of, before revealing lines of crystalline quartz running downward.

      Toward the brilliant, shining, geometric shapes.

      “They look like walls . . .” Holly breathed, using her suit magnifier to enlarge the scene below them. This revealed different levels of silver metal walls with diamond-shaped openings at intervals across their lengths. There also appeared to be both large and small tubular structures emerging out of the rocks before disappearing inwards yet again.

      “Machines,” Holly muttered, trying to make sense of what she was seeing down there and failing.

      The structure was still mostly encased in rock, but there were several much dirtier, blockier gantries and ladder forms that had been braced around them. There, Holly could see the smaller shapes of people moving back and forth under the standing guidelights.

      “Magnify,” she whispered, enlarging the image until she saw the people working down there. Miners. They wore the tan uniform service suits of the Tethra, and they were busy breaking the rock from the walls of the strange structure encased in the asteroid, but none of them appeared to be doing so willingly. They were working under the watchful eye of the Outlaw Crew pirates who hovered over the gantries on their stolen mining transporters with their guns pointed at the hostage workers.

      “I guess this is what Zenetic wanted,” Marshal breathed. “You know, I’ve heard rumors about this kind of stuff. Alien ruins found across the system. On Pluto, Mars . . . so secret that the Alliance covered it up for generations.”

      “You mean the Face on Mars?” Holly frowned at him. “That was a hoax. Everyone knows that,” she said, but as she looked back down at the sunken buildings revealed below, she could find no confidence in her skepticism.

      “It makes total sense, though. Do you really think that we’re alone in the universe?” Marshal was starting to say, excitement edging into his voice.

      “Marshal, let’s at least wait until we’re not stranded on some piece of space rock,” Holly muttered. With no way of getting back to base other than through a load of angry pirates, she was thinking to herself. She didn’t like this. Any of it. Not just the position that they were in, but the strangeness of the structure down there. It felt too big for them to be dealing with.

      If it was even true.

      “That could be some secret corp base or something,” Holly reasoned. “I mean, who knows? Maybe Zenetic is making a play on Regulus, or Orizo, or something . . .”

      “And what—all of the other corps involved in financing this operation forgot to mention that the Tethra was about to blast open their own super-secret asteroid facility?” Marshal was saying, raising his voice and pointing his hand below them as he did so.

      One of the bits of rock to dislodge from the edge and bounce down the slope in a dreamy, low-G fashion . . .

      The rock was no bigger than a man’s fist, but when it bounced, it must have hit a fracture in the already tortured surface of the asteroid. There was a sudden drift of rock dust from just below them, and a much larger piece of rock, glittering with lines of quartz, broke free from the edge and started to pull away from the crater wall.

      “Oh, frack! Sorry,” Marshal had time to say, as Holly looked across in horror to see the floating Outlaw Crew turning in their direction. They must have already been on high alert after the attack on the Vigilant. Holly saw the sudden glitter of gun fire as they raised their weapons toward them.

      “Down!” Holly cried out as the first of the bullets whizzed over their head in the stellar night—and the others slammed home below them on the crater wall.

      Holly, Marshal, and Bastion were already scrabbling back from the edge when the ground around them started to break, sending up sudden plumes of dust as the delicate internal pressures holding their rocky edge broke.

      “Move it!” Holly turned, kicking out with her feet to propel herself back down the outer side of the crater. Bastion was leaping high nearby.

      Marshal! But where was her technical specialist? She turned in midspace to look back at the collapsing crater edge. The rocks shook and trembled for a moment, with Marshal still struggling to his feet amidst the vibrations—before the entire edge suddenly disappeared.

      “MARSHAL!” Holly looked back in horror at what had just happened. It had to be easily over three hundred feet to the bottom of the crater. Could a heavy encounter suit survive that crush?

      “No!” Holly had landed and was already turning back up the slope—when the strong gauntlet of Bastion grabbed her by the shoulder and dragged her backward.

      “Get off me, Marine! That’s an order!” she snarled back at him.

      “Think, Holly!” Bastion pointed up at the now much-different edge of the crater, still with bullets hitting it from the advancing pirates.

      “That whole edge could be pretty unstable,” Bastion was saying. “There’s no point in throwing the rest of our lives away or getting captured when we have a chance!”

      “A chance to do what, Bastion?!” Holly rounded on him, shoving him back hard. “Back me up or stand down—and that’s an order!” she said, pushing herself free from the rocks at her feet to float back toward the broken edge.

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      Her suit registered the near fire as bullets skipped past her. She could see the rush of the Outlaw Crew racing across the gap toward them.

      
        
        Suit Identifier / Smith, M (PFC) . . .

      

      

      And there, below her, she saw the large drift of scree and rock that was hazing the bottom of the crater—some of the slabs of rock bigger than she was—and nestled amongst them was Private First Class Marshal Smith.

      “Marshal! Marshal—do you read me?” she was calling down at him. His suit identifier read that his suit was okay, but his life signs inside fluttered between a warning orange and an operational green.

      “He’s still alive. Probably concussed, but not seriously injured,” she relayed, as she turned to release a burst of machine gun fire at the approaching pirates.

      “Dammit!” Bastion arrived on the edge, several yards to her left, and immediately started firing at the oncoming pirates too. “I’m counting four mobile units,” he said tersely, burst firing between the two leading pirates as they banked out of the firing line.

      “Eight more hostiles heading our direction, Sol-ward rim,” Holly hissed as her suit lit up with sensor alarms, pointing at the rest of the pirate contingent as they raced to approach.

      “Eight plus eight?” Bastion growled, turning one of the mining transporters into a blazing fireball. “Make that eight plus six. We got a shot, but it’s not great.”

      Holly alternated her fire between the pirates approaching around the edge and the mining transporters heading toward them. She saw at least one of the first group pinwheel backward, and Bastion took out another of the mining transporters too. For a moment, she almost thought that they might be able to do it.

      “Ceasefire! Ceasefire!”

      Holly’s suit resounded with the public broadcast message, and the location fix indicated it was coming from below them in the crater. The Outlaw Crew stopped firing, and Holly shared a glance with Bastion, who nodded that he had heard it too.

      “MARINES OF THE EARTH ALLIANCE!” The message broadcast again, and this time Holly could make out the exact location. There was a figure down there in a silver encounter suit and visor—not one of the tan mining ones or the messy, partially armored pirate ones either. This one was fancy.

      The figure was standing on the human steel gantry fixed in place before one of the openings into the alien structure, flanked by two burly-looking pirates. Kneeling at their feet was another figure in one of the tan uniforms of the Tethra.

      “Everyone ceasefire! Right away! If the Marines do not immediately give themselves up to our forces, then I will put a bullet through Captain Verny’s head.”

      Holly glanced at Bastion. “The CO of the Tethra,” she whispered. “Civilian.”

      “He could be in on it,” the Marine said, not taking his aim from the pirate nearest to Marshal’s prone form below them.

      “He might not,” Holly said with a growl of frustration.

      “Marines! You have ten seconds before this man dies, and then my accomplices here will bring me miner after miner, and we will just keep on going until they bring me your Marine down there!”

      “Just try it!” Bastion roared, firing a shot down at the rocks between Marshal and the pirates.

      “Five seconds,” the figure responded with, and Holly was sure that she could hear the grin in the silver suited figure’s voice.

      “I don't like not knowing who I’m negotiating with!” Holly said, trying to keep the person talking. She was sure that their voice sounded light somehow. Were they a woman? Holly didn’t recall that Outlaw Crew had a female chief—but it certainly wasn’t unheard of.

      “Three seconds,” the woman in the silver suit returned. Holly swore under her breath.

      “Boss, it’s your call,” Bastion murmured.

      “Two . . .” the figure returned.

      “Frack!” Holly snarled as she raised her rifle up at the last moment, holding it high above her head as she slowly stood up.

      “Lieutenant!” Bastion growled. “You know there’s absolutely nothing stopping them from shooting you, right?”

      “Or shooting anyone else either,” Holly said as she turned to face those below them. “They’ve got the numbers and the hostages, Bastion,” she said. “And we have to buy some time until Outer Command sends in reinforcements.”

      “Damn it!” Bastion growled, raising his own rifle too. He slowly stood up, in keeping with his superior officer. “But I am really not liking this at all, boss.”

      “Neither do I, Marine.” Holly sighed as the first of the pirates surrounded them and ordered them to give up their weapons.
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      “Take us to my man,” Holly demanded of the pirates, who proceeded to ignore her completely and usher them to where a guide cable had been installed, leading down into the crater and the excavation site below. There were at least three of the Outlaw Crew in front of them and another three behind them. They didn’t tie or manacle their hands or ankles, but instead used the constant threat of their point-blank weapons to keep the two Marines subdued.

      “All in good time, Lieutenant.” Holly was answered by the figure in silver when they got to the bottom of the wire that was attached to the balcony level.

      This close up, Holly could see the woman’s face inside the visor. She appeared to be thin, approaching middle age perhaps, with hair dyed dark purple. There was no insignia on her suit, but Holly guessed that she had to be corporate. Who else had the money for all this?

      “My Marine,” Holly insisted as her feet clamped on the gantry. She paused, immobile. “We’re not cooperating unless you show me my Marine is okay.”

      Of course, Holly could see from her own suit sensors that Marshal was still alive—but she didn’t want them to be separated. And she also didn’t like the idea that this woman felt like she got to call all the shots.

      “Whether you cooperate or not is entirely your business,” the woman said. “It won’t change the fact that your man is under heavy guard and that I can choose to start executing miners any time I wish!”

      The woman smiled behind her visor in a thin-lipped way. It was a cruel smile, Holly thought.

      “Oh, come on!” Holly countered, her voice laden with scorn. Behind the corp woman, she could see the figure of Captain Verny, standing now and looking morose behind his visor, flanked by two more pirates.

      “You think that you can get away with executing civilians and EA Marines?! Are you insane?” Holly almost laughed. This woman was straight out of the comic flicks.

      “I believe, Lieutenant . . .” the woman suddenly stepped forward and hissed at her in a menacing voice, “that by the time that I’m done here, I will already have my hands on the next generation of technology. How much do you think that is worth, Marine?”

      “Doing life on Pluto?” Holly asked innocently, before adding, “if you’re lucky?”

      “Shut up,” the corp woman snapped before pointing to the entrance site. “Make them useful. Their suits look strong enough to carry a good amount, and we don't have much time—put them to work at the main site!”

      Holly and Bastion were pushed forward toward the diagonal opening, where there were already other figures—Tethra miners—coming out, pushing, and pulling crates of rocks with them. They brought these loads to the edge of the balcony before turning to the next opening into the strange structure and entering there. They seemed to be on a constant circuit, quarrying rock ore from somewhere inside the structure and bringing it out before returning. Holly could make out vague flashes and sparks of light from the bulkhead openings, which she presumed must be from the Tethra’s mining equipment in use somewhere inside.

      “Hey, watch it!” she heard Bastion snap as they were shoved and pushed forward to the nearest entrance and over the threshold.

      The walls of this place could be confused for metal, Holly thought, apart from the lighter, whiter color of the material that still somehow caught and reflected the suit lights. When she stepped forward to touch the wall, it felt solid but revealed nothing more of its properties.

      “It’s strong enough to resist having a missile thrown at it,” she murmured.

      “Move!” It was one of the pirates, broadcasting on open channel as he shoved her in the back with her own Marine rifle.

      Wonderful. Holly’s spirits lowered just a little bit more. How could she have failed so badly at this mission? It was a simple recon, and somehow, she had lost her ship, one Marine, and all their weapons too.

      But the Tethra is back in civilian hands, she thought. Maybe the mining ship even found a way to break through the jamming signal by now. She knew that she just had to buy them all some time. An event this big wouldn’t go unnoticed for so long in the Alliance, not even in the entire vastness of space.

      Someone would send reinforcements, she promised herself. Someone would.

      “Remarkable material, I agree,” the voice of the purple-haired corp lady said. She was somewhere behind them in the line. “Some sort of polymer, we think, but there appears to be a woven lattice under the microscope. We simply have no name for it, and sections of this stuff alone would be worth the effort!”

      I am so glad for you, Holly growled inwardly as they trudged forward. It was dark, with no natural lights save the suit lights of the many walking people, but still Holly could see other strange details about this place.

      The corridors were mostly oval shaped, not the regular rectangular or box style of the Alliance (which was the easiest to construct). There were occasional archlike buttresses moving across the rounded ceiling above, as if for support—but they looked vaguely organic to Holly’s eyes.

      And then there came the side doors. More rounded diamond shapes, open into darkness save for the flare and glare of other miners’ suit lights. As Holly looked down the halls, she could see them setting giant, double-handed welders to the walls and beginning to do just what their corp captor had described. Holly turned to the sides of the doors where, beside the openings at shoulder height, were a series of what Holly could only describe as glyphs.

      “Writing?” she murmured, seeing the strange whorls, dots, and wavy lines that were etched into the sides of the doors, like signposts or directions.

      The lieutenant raised her metal finger to trace one of them idly . . .

      “Careful, Lieutenant!” The smug sounding corp woman clearly had eyes on her. “We have no idea what anything does. How do you know that you didn’t just set off the auto-destruct of this place?”

      Fair point. Holly removed her finger from the glyph, and they were shoved forward toward where the tunnel ahead appeared to lighten.

      “Main site.” The corp leader of the Outlaws appeared pleased, self-congratulatory even, of what she was accomplishing here—almost like she was eager to show off to the Marines what she had dared to do.

      The corridor opened out into a hallway, and suddenly Holly and Bastion were awash in the noise and light.

      The main site was large. A cavern really, half breached by the quartzite-like crystal columns that spread across the back to the middle of the cavern in great drifts of glimmering fractal material.

      That sight alone would have been impressive enough—but it was actually the shape of what the crystals were encrusted around that made the lieutenant draw in her breath.

      There, in the center of the cavern, appeared a mechanical structure: three sets of rings of the same off-white material, one atop the other, and each of them the same width and diameter. Their outer surfaces were crisscrossed with more of the glyphs and long lines of dots. Holly got the distinct impression that, like some strange prayer wheel, those lines of dots and sigils could match up into some sort of pattern and shape if those mighty rings could turn . . .

      There were other, smaller shapes partly eclipsed by the quartzite material. These appeared to be smaller versions of the main cylinder, half encased in glittering rock.

      “Here.” One of the pirates had shoved something into her hand. Holly blinked when she realized it was a compression hammer—a large, two-handled contraption with a flat plate at the strike point which would hammer repeatedly depending on how hard she pulled the trigger.

      “They’re giving us weapons?!” she heard Bastion mutter on their suit-to-suit private Marine channel.

      “Remember the civilians, Bast—and Marshal,” Holly breathed as she held the hammer expertly, before remembering to not look as though she knew what she was doing. Buy time, remember?

      “Which button do I press?” she asked sweetly, for the pirate to snarl his frustration at her. He seized one of her hands, put it over the trigger, and placed the other on the handle.

      “Point and press!” The pirate gestured toward the crystal, glaring at Bastion to do the same. He stepped back and resumed pointing their own rifle at them.

      “Amazing, amazing . . .” Holly could hear the corp woman saying as she moved toward the larger of the cylinder devices in the back of the room. Around her, miners worked to free it from the quartzite material.

      “Marshal was right,” Holly murmured as she stood next to one of the smaller cylinders with Bastion on the other side. She raised the hammer to the crystals in an attempt to break them off.

      “He was?!” Bastion asked, pulling the trigger and pressing the strike plate to the crystal formation for a large chunk to shatter.

      Oh yeah, crystal has no tensile strength whatsoever, does it? Holly found herself thinking. Old habits, she considered. She grew up around all sorts of mining equipment.

      And she also grew up ingesting at least a little of the mining lore of Hephaestus.

      “Crystals like this form under pressure and heat from solution,” Holly said, remembering the science experiments she’d done as a child on the station when they taught the rudiments of geology to miner’s kids.

      “You can make a crystal in a week, but something this vast and this dense?” Holly shrugged. “I mean, we gotta be talking thousands of years, I would guess.”

      “So, this place is old. So what?” Bastion grunted, trying his hand at smashing another giant piece of crystal from the structure. It revealed more of the small cylinder behind it and did not appear to make a mark or scratch on the alien material it had encased at all.

      “Well, all these things had to be here before the crystal formed,” Holly pointed out.

      “Oh.” Bastion, who had been leaning a gloved hand on the side of the structure, suddenly pulled it back in alarm, as if it were contagious.

      And who knows—it could be! Holly thought with a shiver of fear and excitement all at once. It was hard to take it all in, but they were actually standing before artifacts that were already ancient when humanity was still riding around on horses and hitting each other with swords.

      Seeing the pirates move between the groups of miners, offering curses and delivering rough blows to get them to work, Holly wondered if anything had changed at all.

      “Clear! We’re clear!” Holly heard one of the other teams say from their smaller version of the cylinders, stepping back to reveal the column.

      “Get to work on the main one,” the nearest pirate ordered before turning to Holly and Bastion. “Back to work!” He demanded of them.

      Holly glared back at the man, but raised her hammer drill all the same, as did Bastion.

      Just count the minutes. Outer Command will be here in no time, she was thinking. She set the drill to the outer layer of the crystal, feeling it shake with the vibration and suddenly give way in large chunks. This revealed a sizeable part of the back of their cylinder. Bastion did the same on his side.

      “That wasn’t too difficult, I suppose,” Bastion breathed. Holly stepped back to look across to the main body of the pirates, counting them. There appeared to be at least ten of them here in one room and at least as many of the Tethra miners too. Could they overpower the pirates before anyone got shot?

      “Err, Lieutenant?” she heard Bastion saying.

      “Yes, Marine?” she said distractedly. She watched the silver-suited lady moving around the larger structure, holding a handheld data screen over the glyphs and sigil shapes, presumably scanning them.

      “Lieutenant!” Bastion said a little more urgently, making Holly turn back to him in alarm—and saw that the three-cylinder wheels of their structure were starting to turn.

      “They’re moving. Great. What did you do?” she asked, raising her head to get another look at what the corp lady was doing, searching for anything that would give her a clue as to what mega-corporation she belonged to.

      “I didn’t do anything, ma’am,” Bastion said. “They just started revolving all on their own.”

      “What?!” Holly turned back to look at the cylinders, all moving at different speeds. She heard sounds of exclamation across the public broadcast channels from the pirates and miners both as they stepped back from the smaller cylinder units.

      All three of the smaller copies were free now, and they were starting to move of their own accord, much to the consternation of those standing around them.

      And the speed appeared to be increasing.

      “Stand back,” Holly said immediately, raising her hammer drill defensively against the crystal structure before them. Not that I have any idea what good it might do, she considered.

      “Suit sensors,” she commanded, for the near-zone, low-range sensors that the suit came equipped with to wake up and sweep their locality. She saw slowly building spikes of energy coming from the cylinders directly in front of her.

      “They’re building up to something. Latent energy is rising at tremendous levels . . .” Holly was saying.

      “But building up to what?!” Bastion snarled, already looking around for the nearest pirate.

      As there was a deep judder from the very walls of the alien station, and Holly realized that it was coming from the main cylinder installation. It was starting to shake and vibrate. It was starting to turn . . .

      “We have power! Someone worked out how to turn the lights on!” The corporate leader stepped back to hold a hand up with a laugh.

      “Is she insane?!” Bastion snapped over their private channel, already starting to move toward the nearest pirates with their backs turned.

      Marshal was right, Holly thought. We have no idea what this might do.

      “We need to get everyone out,” Holly said—as the main cylinder finally broke free from its crystal embrace and started to move of its own accord.

      And the walls began to shake as the energy readings went off the chart.
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      The first shard of crystal fell from the ceiling with a crash not far from the nearest of the Tethra miners.

      “Stars!” Holly heard them shout as she measured the distance between where she and Bastion stood and the nearest of the Outlaw Crew pirates. They still had their rifles up and were turning around, looking understandably edgy at something that was clearly happening that they had not signed up for.

      “What’s it doing?!” One of the nearest pirates shouted at the corp lady. “Verondas! Answer me!” the pirate demanded.

      Verondas. I got your name now, Holly thought.

      The corporate woman, Verondas, was clearly still entranced by the actions of the strange alien ruin. “She’s generating power. A lot of power. But where from? There must be reactors down there somewhere. Not solar power, no nuclear readings . . .”

      “Hey!” The pirate stepped forward to their boss. “Do you have any idea what this place is even meant to do? I didn’t come down here to die for you!”

      The pirate stepped forward to lay his hand on the woman’s silver suit—but before they could, there was a sudden flash and a scream from behind them all.

      “Out in the corridor!” Holly turned, raising the only weapon she had in her hands—the hammer drill.

      Just as one of the hostage Tethra miners was thrown backward into the room, turning over and over in zero-G and spilling blood from a terrible rent in their mining encounter suit.

      “What the frack?” The lead, shouting pirate turned around in horror—to see a shape clanking into the doorway.

      “Holy stars!” Holly heard Bastion breathe behind her, and she could only agree with his assessment.

      The figure standing there was humanoid, but in the same way that the heavy encounter suits were humanoid—as in too large and too big to be anything near normal.

      It was also covered from head to foot in a dark, almost midnight-black plate, with a much larger shoulder and torso section than any normal hominid ratio. It had barely a large hump for a head, heavily reinforced with more of the dark metal plates. There was a curving line that stretched around the front of what passed for its head that glowed a deep, fiery orange.

      The thing paused for a second in the entrance directly in front of Holly and Bastion. The lieutenant could see that it had two metal arms that extended from near its head almost to its knees, and they ended in four-pointed, metal, servo-assisted claws.

      The thing’s domed head seemed to focus on Holly, and time itself seemed to stand still for a brief moment.

      And then it moved, raising its claws and leaping straight toward her.

      “Look out!” Holly heard Bastion’s shout. At the same time, she felt his heavy encounter suit hit her as he shoved her out of the way, the metal alien golem landing on him.

      “What is that thing?!” the pirate leader was shouting over the open channel as Lieutenant Cropper hit the floor, bounced, and rolled . . .

      “Bastion!” she shouted, turning to see that her Marine had caught one of the metal claws in his own Heavy Encounter gauntlet and was batting the thing’s arm away with his hammer drill. For a second, it looked like the alien golem and the heavy encounter Marine were near evenly matched. Both were similar in size, and each couldn’t appear to gain an advantage over the other.

      Until, of course, one of them did.

      Holly was pulling herself forward toward her Marine when she saw his arm being pushed back. She heard Bastion’s snarl of frustration and pain as his arm was bent backward at an impossible angle.

      “Rargh!” Bastion was continuing to smash its other arm and shoulder with the hammer drill, and every time that it struck, Holly saw a great sheet of sparks spring up from the side where the plates made contact. They left brilliant silver scars and scratches behind in their place—but whatever that suit was made out of, it looked like it would take more than a hammer drill to put a stop to it.

      “Take ’em both out!” The pirate leader lunged forward past Holly to raise his own rifle.

      “That’s my Marine!” Holly moved, slamming the hammer drill she had down on the pirate’s stretching arm.

      “Ach!” He recoiled as Holly released the hammer drill and seized the pirate’s rifle. She heard the whine as it charged up, ready to fire projectiles through kinetic action.

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      Holly didn’t feel any pain when the pirate slammed his gloved fist into her suit, but she did see the warning sign flare up. She batted him away with one sweep of the rifle, sending him falling backward into his cohorts as she turned back to her struggling Marine . . .

      Crack!

      “Agh!”

      She heard the bones of Bastion’s arm break over their suit-to-suit channel as he was forced down to the floor by the strange metal warrior. Not that it stopped her Marine, who was still hammering his attacker with the drill. Holly could see the sparks, and then one of the upper arm plates of the creature flew off, spiraling away in the zero-G, and what lay underneath it was revealed . . .

      More metal?

      Holly saw a flash of metal cogs and gears and pistons where human or alien flesh should be. Surprise shook her, but she had no time to feel it. She was a Marine. One of the best. She had learned how to delay her emotions . . .

      Holly punched forward with the pirate’s rifle, offloading a full burst into the exposed armplate.

      The flashes and sparks of the strike were almost blinding at this near distance, had Holly not been wearing the heavy encounter suit with its own instantaneous antiglare and visor adjusters. She saw the metal creature stagger back, its left arm now hanging uselessly.

      “See how you like it!” She thought of Bastion’s own useless arm—

      But then the creature was spinning its barrel-like torso, using its broken arm like a flail to strike at Holly.

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      This time when she was struck, it was much stronger than any blow that the pirates could throw at her. The alert flashed an orange-red color over her visor, detailing the exact crumple plates of her suit that had, of course, been crumpled. Holly might have paid attention to them, if she hadn’t been flying backward from the strike to slam into the largest revolving cylinders in the center of the room.

      “Agh!” She gasped in pain from the rebound and heard the sudden chorus of burst fire over her suit microphones.

      The pirates had opened fire, and when Holly had turned back around with fears for Bastion’s safety on her mind, she could see that her Marine had rolled out of the way. The remaining pirates were advancing on the metal creature, painting it a brilliant white with sparks from their bullets.

      The creature stood up, flailed as it tried to stagger forward toward them—

      And then, as bullets rained over it, it suddenly leapt—striking the near group of pirates and using its useless arm and its good one to rip them apart. Quite literally.

      “Bring it down! Stop it!” Holly heard the pirate leader shouting.

      This site is broken, she thought quickly, seeing that the hostage Tethra miners were already fleeing their captors. They bolted back into the tunnels now that their captors were occupied.

      “Marine!” She darted forward, grabbing Bastion by his good arm and hauling him out of the firefight to the far side of the main turning cylinder. Was it her imagination, or was it turning much faster now than it had been before?

      “Marshal,” Bastion croaked, cradling his arm across his chest. “We have to find Marshal.”

      “Agreed.” Holly spared a look at the firefight. The pirates appeared to be caught up with that thing. She and Bastion could stay to bring it down, or they could look after their own and the Tethra miners too.

      “Where’s Verondas?” she snarled. Bastion seized one of the fallen pirate’s rifles that was slowly spinning through the air, and they turned for the nearest exit.

      “Hey! Stop them!” the pirate leader was shouting after them through the chaos. Holly saw a few sparks as bullets hit the floors near them as they ran, but most of the Outlaw Crew were caught up in not dying against whatever that thing was.

      And wherever it came from, Holly was thinking as she helped Bastion to the nearest exit, and they both sped inside.
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        * * *

      

      Their breath came in hard gasps as they ran with their magnet-locked boots on the alien metal of the station. Only the guidelights of their suits lit up the way ahead, and Holly could hear Bastion’s hisses of pain as every step must have jolted his broken arm.

      “That thing was strong,” she muttered. “Too strong for a human.”

      “How do we know?!” Bastion growled. “We’ve never seen a suit like it before.”

      “It was all suit,” Holly told him. “When I shot it, I saw what was under its plates, and it was just robotics. That’s all. Just gears and robotics . . .”

      “Well, that would explain it.” Private Li didn’t sound any more impressed, to be honest.

      Holly’s eyes flickered to her suit sensors, seeing where Marshal’s suit tag was flashing on the edge of her vision. “He’s inside the complex. Inside and down,” she said.

      “What, the complex that is busy trying to shake itself all to hell?” Bastion said, as the walls and floors once again shook. They could still feel the vibrational hum of the alien machine juddering through the very walls, and it felt like it was going to tear the whole place apart.

      “We better get to him quickly then,” Holly said as they turned the corner that seemed to go toward Marshal’s signal and found a floating body.

      “Frack!” Bastion snapped at it, gently guiding it out of the way as they saw the ochre of its suit and the terrible rend across its chest. The sign of claws. Just like what the metal golem had.

      “It’s one of the Tethra miners,” Holly said. “Either the golem came this way, but it didn’t come out of this tunnel entrance . . .” she started to reason.

      “Or there’s more out there than just one,” Bastion concluded, snugging his stolen rifle in the crook of his elbow as he went forward a little more cautiously.

      They marched through a haze of red globules—the miner’s blood—which appeared to lead the way across a T-junction . . .

      “We’re still heading in the right direction for Marshal,” Holly said dourly.

      Until the corridor started to widen out and turned into something like a hallway space with vaulted walls of the same silver-white metal, with booths on one side.

      “Do they look a lot like suit carriers to you, boss?” Bastion breathed. He paused, turning so his suit lights caught the large metal alcoves with tiny connectors and metal hooks inside, as if they once held something up.

      Holly grimaced inside her suit. “It can’t be a coincidence,” she breathed as they passed one of these alcoves, then another, and another.

      “At least three,” she said. “If these are the only ones down here . . .” she narrowed her eyes as she thought. “Some sort of fully automated security system? Those cylinder things get activated, and these three come to life and start clearing out their home?”

      Bastion shrugged. “All I know is that they are a whole lot of ugly,” he was saying, when their suit scanners suddenly pinged.

      
        
        PROXIMITY!

      

      

      It was Marshal, both of the EA Marines could see. He was up ahead—but he wasn’t alone. There were others with him.

      
        
        Suit Sensors Identifying . . .

        Identifier: TETHRA PERSONNEL (7) . . .

        Identifier: Unknown / DRONE (status: active) . . .

      

      

      “An active drone?” Holly wondered. Did that mean the two-person mining transporters?

      Uh huh, she suddenly realized, as she and Bastion looked at each other. “That’s got to be one of the robot golems, doesn’t it?” She whispered. “It wouldn’t register as a biological life, and a drone is the nearest classification that we have to that thing.”

      “It’s moving on Marshal and the miners’ position.” Bastion was already turning and hurrying down the tunnel ahead of them, and Holly could see that he was right. Marshal was with the Tethra miners somewhere up ahead, and the alien golem appeared to be rapidly approaching their position from the other side.

      “We have to get to them first!” Holly was saying. Bastion was already picking up his feet, running around the turn in the corridor . . .

      And scraping to a halt.

      “Dammit!”

      “What . . . what is it?!” Holly was calling, before she saw what the problem was as she skidded up. There was a large crevasse across their tunnel. They could make it across in the zero-G, of course, but as Holly neared the edge, she saw that the proximity identifiers were coming from down there.

      “Hello?” She peered over the edge. “Marshal? Private Smith—report?!” she said as her suit lights lit up a pile of bodies at the bottom of the crevasse.

      “Urk . . .” There was a cough and a splutter over their suit-to-suit comms. “Lieutenant? Is that you?” Marshal groaned.

      “We haven’t got much time.” Bastion said, nodding to the tunnel on the other side of the crevasse and the approaching signal of the alien robot.

      “Marshal. What’s your condition? What condition are the miners in?” Holly asked.

      “Pretty bashed up. I feel like the entire asteroid dropped on me,” he groaned—which Holly thought was probably a fairly accurate description, after he had fallen down the crevasse.

      “And the miners from the Tethra?” Holly asked. Marshal’s suit identifiers showed that he was biologically compromised, but not badly so. He was still in operational parameters according to the Marine Corps.

      “Mostly officers and senior crew. I got the CO, Commander Verny, down here with me. They were holding us here under guard. I’ve got three with bullet wounds. Their suits are sealed and patched, but they’re still losing blood.”

      “Can they move? Back up here?” Holly asked, as Bastion took a stance at the edge of the crevasse and took aim across it.

      “Not easily, ma’am,” Marshal said. “But we’ve got a locked door down here. If you’re sure that there’s no pirates on the other side, I can try to break it down.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t be sure of anything—least of all, where your door goes, but we’ve got hostiles heading in our direction and coming up fast.”

      “You armed?” Marshal asked, and she heard him grunt in pain as he must be getting to his feet to investigate his locked door below.

      “We are, but that’s not going to do a lot to our unfriendlies, trust me,” Bastion growled.

      “What?” Marshal was saying, as—

      
        
        PROXIMITY ALERT!

      

      

      “Heads up! Contact!” Bastion shouted a moment later. There was a glimmer of red light at the far end of the tunnel, and it was coming closer.

      “Marshal—get that door open! Lead the people out. We’ll hold the enemy here,” Holly said, taking position beside Bastion as the glimmering red shape turned into the form of one of the alien golems, charging faster and faster toward them.

      “I think it’s safe to say that its intentions are definitely not warm and fuzzy,” Bastion said.

      “Fire at will, Marine,” Holly said, squeezing the trigger.

      Both of the EA Marines rifles stuttered, spitting their deadly projectiles forward to hammer the alien killer robot that was heading toward them. Holly saw the hail of sparks and ricochet as the bullets rammed home.

      And the alien killbot still kept on coming, as the entire complex continued to shake and tremble, and pieces of rock hit the floor ahead of them.

      This whole place might fall down around our ears, Holly thought. She remembered how the avalanche of asteroid rock that had collapsed under Marshal had started with one small stone turning into a full-blown collapse.

      “This rock is porous,” she said, in true Breaker fashion. “Porous and crystalline.”

      “Ma’am—now is NOT the time!” Bastion was saying, as the alien robot was getting closer and closer, not halting at all as it sped up the tunnel.

      “It is! That means it once had high water content, so most of it is held together by ice,” Holly said, instead diverting her rifle fire to the far side of the rocky crevasse underneath the line of whitish alien metal that made up the tunnel.

      “Lieutenant?!” Bastion shouted.

      “I have an idea. Follow my lead!” she was gasping, as he broke off firing to start hammering at the far wall with bullets just as she was doing.

      This time, their bullets had far more impact on their target. Great flakes of rock fell away in moments and sent up clouds of spinning rock dust and haze. Larger chunks of rock fell from both the ceiling and the wall as the alien station continued to shake, until . . .

      There was a sudden shift under their feet as the entire crevasse wall opposite them twisted to the right, taking the corridor that led to the alien station with it. Great jagged bits of asteroid, striated through with crystals, broke through the wall and the ceilings as the entire other side of the crevasse moved, disappearing into the dark with violent shakes and reverberations.

      “Back—back!” Holly pulled Bastion away from their shaking ledge as pieces of the ceiling above them fell, spiraling slowly into the gloom before them. Finally, after a long while, things calmed down.

      “Er, Lieutenant?” They heard the thin voice of Marshal, skirted with static, over their suit-to-suit communicators.

      “We’re good up here, Marshal,” Holly said. “What’s your situation down there?”

      “Door open. No Outlaws on the other side. I even think I can remember most of the way back to the surface,” Marshal was saying dourly.

      “Good for you, Marine. Lead the miners out. Me and Bastion will make our own way from up here,” Holly said—presuming that one of the T-junction passageways led back out to the crater—hopefully.

      “All I want to know, is . . .” Marshal was saying. “Did someone just try to throw another asteroid on top of me? Again?”

      “All in a day’s work, Marine,” Holly said grimly, but still smirked. “Get moving. If you see anything on your sensors that registers as active drones, stay the stars away from them, you understand?”

      “Nope. What do you mean by active drones?” the private started to ask.

      “Just do it, Marshal. We haven’t got much time before this entire station collapses around us,” Holly was saying. She and Bastion got to their feet and started running back the way they had come.
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      “Watch out!” Holly gasped. She seized the shoulder plate of Bastion’s heavy encounter suit at the last moment, just before a chunk of ceiling—white alien metal and rock behind it—fell to the floor right where the EA Marine was about to run.

      “Ack!” Bastion grunted from the pain of his broken arm being yanked as both Marines staggered a few steps in the violently shaking station.

      “Dammit, sorry . . .” Holly said, quickly letting go of Bastion’s arm.

      “It’s alright. I’d rather be in pain than flattened,” Bastion grunted and moved to flick open the medical unit at his hip. “I am going to up the pain killers though,” he grumbled, pressing the auto-injectors. Holly saw him wince a little as the heavy encounter suit injected him with its inbuilt medical services.

      The station around them was fast losing its structural integrity, Holly could tell. Already, the corridors that they were climbing through were now squashed and twisted things, morphed into strange new shapes from the action of the rock walls. Occasionally, the Marines could see flashes of light down distant tunnels—the unmistakable flares of muzzle flash and suit lights.

      “Open Public Channels,” Holly commanded as she eased herself around the rock to the smaller, twisted tunnel on the far side. She was sure that this was the right way back to the crater. It had to be, didn’t it?

      
        
        HVY ENC SUIT / Transmitter Feeds: . . .

        Public Broadcast ID: Private Suit Network (1) TETHRA (1) . . .

      

      

      Her suit’s scanners showed a list of all of the networks currently logged onto the human-universal broadcast system. It was an open-source, non-encrypted broadcast channel that anyone across all of the colonies, ships, and worlds could plug into—but it worked on a local network level, meaning that you had to be in range of the other local transmitters to access it. Luckily, almost every encounter suit (like the ones that the Outlaw Crew wore) had built-in transmitters and receivers. Holly kept her Marine transmitters dark so they wouldn’t know that she was listening in.

      “It’s unstoppable!”

      “Another one! No—another two in B-section tunnels?! They’re making their way to the main site. Nothing’s stopping them!”

      “Where the hell is Verondas?!”

      “We’re losing the miners! We need to get out of here!”

      The pirates of the Outlaw Crew were in complete disarray, Holly noted. Some were still fighting the alien drones, and others were trying to handle the situation without their corp backer, Verondas, on hand.

      She made a run for it, Holly remembered. And maybe she’s got her own private Zenetic ship somewhere . . .

      “Okay.” Holly clicked off the public network, turning back to Bastion. “The Outlaws have lost control of the miners, and from my suit sensors . . .” she checked the digital map, “it looks like Marshal is leading them out.”

      On her map, it showed the EA Marine approaching one of the exits from the alien station, surrounded by a horde of other human life signs.

      “And those things?” Bastion joined her around the rockfall. They started to jog as fast as they could down the tunnel left of them.

      “It sounds like they’re being drawn to that cylinder room. They must be on autopilot,” Holly said as they came to another tight spot where the walls were half caved in. This time, they could barely squeeze through the gap left between white alien metal and fallen boulders.

      “Secure and defend,” Bastion agreed. “Classic defend-the-flag procedure, isn’t it?” he stated, referring to one of the most well-known and basic of all military actions: to identify a site (the flag in the game) and move to surround and hold it in order to stop any other hostiles from taking it. This simple action was at the heart of what even the EA Marines did, where the flag could be anything from a bridgehead, a landing site, a supply depot, or a person.

      “Whatever those things are and whoever made them,” Bastion continued, “they really don't want anyone else messing with their toys.”

      “Selfish bunch, then,” Holly agreed when she saw a glitter of starlight up ahead—and up above. There was a hole in the ceiling revealing a short crawl space out to the asteroid surface.

      “There! Can you move that arm?” Holly said. It was the shortest and most direct way out of there.

      “I guess I’ll have to,” Bastion grumbled as Holly slung her stolen rifle and uncoupled her magnet boots. She pushed off to slowly rise upwards in the zero-G. She gently shoved off the walls and boulders to position herself, drifting to the surface and pulling herself over the lip—to find herself inside the crater, as her sensors suddenly lit up with activity.

      There was Marshal. He had his group of senior officers of the Tethra, now joined by many of the other Tethra miners. He was leading them up the gantry, holding one unconscious miner over his shoulder, as they made their way to the top of the crater.

      There had to be at least twenty or thirty of the Tethra miners that Marshal was leading out, and from her vantage point, Holly could see clearly across to the main entrances to the alien station. No sign of Verondas, and no sign of the Outlaw Crew yet.

      “Urgh!” A grunt as Bastion thumped against the side of the tunnel as he emerged. Holly pulled him down to the ground beside her and waved an arm in greeting at Marshal.

      “Lieutenant! Glad to see that you finally made it. You’re not about to throw any more avalanches my way, are you?” he said over the suit comms, and Holly could hear the grin in his words.

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      There was a sudden spike in the EA Marines’ suits as the already massive energy reading from the alien technology below reached new heights.

      “She’s gonna blow!” Bastion growled, a moment before the station, kind of, did.

      There was a visible ripple through the walls of the crater as the very center and bottom of the crater shook and trembled, once, twice . . .

      Rocks and dust and detritus started to shake themselves free into the air, rising in the zero-G in their own lazy cloud.

      Before stilling completely for a moment, as if some celestial director had called, “Cut!”

      “What the . . . ?” Holly whispered into her suit—a fraction of a heartbeat before the silence was destroyed as a brilliant light broke from the ground.

      
        
        ALERT! ALERT!

      

      

      Holly and Bastion were thrown back by the shock wave that filled the crater and thumped against the rocky walls. Holly’s suit went wild with alerts and pings as they registered an off-the-scale energy burst. A moment later, when she realized that she was still alive, she blinked and looked down at the bottom of the crater to see that the entire asteroid and the station hadn’t actually blown itself into its component atoms.

      Instead, there was a solid brilliant light emerging from a well at its heart, too bright for even her suit to see anything other than a glitch of white and static.

      “What—what is that?!” she said, as the light started to flicker, maintaining its brilliance but appearing to tremble. It was like a slow-motion explosion or as if someone had captured the birth of a supernova and held it here before them.

      “It’s not emitting thermal or nucleotides,” Bastion growled at the flickering, brilliant light before them.

      “You mean it’s not a weapon?” she asked. Then what was it? The light lasted all of ten or fifteen seconds before it suddenly flickered off, leaving Holly’s eyes blinded with violet-and-maroon afterimages.

      “Something alien. Who knows what it does!” Bastion was growling. “Right now, we’ve got other problems—like how to get those miners out of here!”

      Bastion was pointing across the crater where the group that Marshal was rescuing were slowly starting to come to their senses after seeing the brilliant blast themselves.

      And, staggering out of the entrance halls to the station below, there came the Outlaw Crew pirates too . . .
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      Pluto Deep Mapping Unit, Edge of Sol System

      

      The wheel-like PDMU—or Pluto Deep Mapping Unit—wasn’t technically a military station with its mission parameters to understand and explore the known universe.

      However, that did not mean that the floating disk with its four spokes (actually powerful radio telescopes) that were tethered to Pluto’s orbit did not also link up to deep Earth Alliance surveillance and communication software.

      The secret to the best defense, as the saying of the EA Marine Intel and Comms divisions went, was knowing more than your enemy.

      Or data, in other words. Any military or strategic effort began with data, and as that was also the prime reason for the PDMU’s entire existence, then there were understandably certain back channels that existed between the two.

      Right now, however, those back channels were going haywire.

      The PDMU usually revolved in tranquility, quietly fulfilling its mapping mission as it received the light from millions of ancient stars, occasionally visited by shifts of EA repair staff or even sightseers (for a truly exorbitant price). The station had so far registered some five hundred and sixty-eight useful worlds for exploration with probable Earth-like habitats—and the next phase of the expansion of the Earth Alliance was already underway. First in the boardrooms of Earth and then in the engineer’s offices where they discussed what such a long flight would involve (and the troubles of keeping the human civilization together under such pressure).

      In short, the Pluto Deep Mapping Unit was doing good work. It was making progress, albeit very, very slowly.

      All of this changed in the late morning of this otherwise insignificant day, when there was a sudden disturbance on the edge of human space. Where there had been nothing but void and the occasional rock particle, there was now movement.

      Something wreathed in brilliant spectral blue-and-white plasmas had appeared all of a sudden and all at once.

      
        
        ALERT! ALERT! PDMU Classified Channels PRIORITY BROADCAST . . .

        Massive energy spike registered at 02.gaba.88.900b1 . . .

      

      

      The message flickered from the deep mapping unit to the nearest of the satellites, and then the next and the next. Since Pluto itself was a designated secure facility site (a prison for some of the system’s worst offenders), it also had an emergency broadcast channel, directly linked up to the EA Marines.

      The energy spike had been phenomenal. So large, in fact, that those prisoners currently laboring on Pluto’s surface, mining great blocks of ice to transport to the inner system, looked up from their labors to see a brilliant blue-and-white flash in the skies of space.

      “What the frack is that?”

      “Maneuvers?” the Plutonians had asked themselves, considering if that new, burning blue star in the sky signaled the arrival of yet more inmates for their backbreaking work.

      But that new star in Earth’s system wasn’t a prison transporter. It paused and then seemed to elongate into a brilliant streak of blazing comet across the horizon of Pluto.

      “Whoa! Have you ever seen . . . ?”

      The telescopes, scanners, sensors, and antennas had never seen anything like it either. At first, there had been a terrible orb of exploding plasma, and then, for a brief moment, there was the shape of a shadow inside the brilliance. A starlike structure? Then it flashed forward, traveling faster and further into human territory.

      The PDMU alerts sounded, but by the time that the alerts reached the Outer Command’s strategic base, had been understood, and had been analyzed, it was already almost too late.

      That starlike ship was traveling at speeds that matched the fastest of the Marine gunboats, and it was heading directly for a little-known asteroid cluster a few days out from Mars called the Trojan Cluster.

      The Earth system had just been invaded.
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      Strike Crater, Fury Group

      

      “Covering fire!” Holly yelled. She took aim at the Outlaw Crew opposite them—who were already starting to open up their ordinance on the retreating forms of Marshal and the Tethra Miners.

      She heard the grunt and gasp from Marshal as he tried to hurry to outcrops in the rocks for cover. Already, several of the miners slowly spiraled over the crater in slow motion, dead or wounded after being struck by the Outlaws.

      The miners didn’t have any weapons and neither did Marshal, Holly was thinking as she kneeled beside their own boulder and fired across at the pirates.

      “Ma’am!” It was Bastion, firing by awkwardly wedging his rifle against two rocks and his shoulder. His first shot missed, but his second took one of the Outlaw Crew off their feet.

      “The Outlaws are the ones who had the mining transporters. But they must have a ship around here somewhere too!” Bastion was saying. Instantly, Holly saw just what he meant. Now that their sponsor in Verondas had left, the pirates of the Outlaw Crew had given up whatever strange mission they had been tasked to do, and instead were trying to get out.

      There were too many pirates down there to all have come via mining transporter, weren’t there? They had to have some sort of base ship hiding in the Trojan asteroids around here somewhere . . .

      And they're probably fighting to get past us, back to their way out, Holly realized.

      These pirates were effectively fighting for their freedom—indeed, their very survival—right now. And that made them dangerous. Very dangerous.

      “Marshal! Pull back!” Holly was saying. “Try to get your people out of the way!” She fired another couple of shots at the advancing pirates. There were more of them down there now. There had to be at least twelve or so, versus three Marines (only two of which had guns).

      “I’m trying, Lieutenant!” Marshal was shouting over the suit communicator as more of the bullets rained down around them. The Tethra miners were now scattered across the edge of the crater behind rocks and holding onto crevices. They couldn’t afford to break the horizon of the crater’s edge and get to the safety of the other side for fear of providing the Outlaw Crew with a clear shot.

      “It’s hard to convince a bunch of civilians to move under heavy fire!” he was saying, as Holly heard the thunder of the bullets over the Marine’s own suit comms.

      “Ma’am, we can’t hold them back,” Bastion was saying tersely.

      “Yes, we can!” Holly countered, breaking cover to dash across to a nearer position to take fire again. Another Outlaw Crew spiraled away, to be replaced by another two.

      
        
        PROXIMITY!

      

      

      “Ma’am! No, we can’t!” Bastion was shouting as Holly’s alarms lit up with the arrival of something else to the battlefield. She dared to look through the crevice of two of the boulders that she held onto, where she saw that the pirate leader—amazingly—was still alive. They were signaling up to the opposite side of the crater’s ledge where a shape was beginning to appear.

      The pirate ship was one of the standard tubular shapes, made of three clearly defined segments and joined at their heart by docking connectors and a girder exoskeleton. It was rust-red and brown, but Holly could see where it had once been silver and blue.

      She’s an ex-patrol ship, isn’t she? Holly thought. The Outlaw Crew must have been very pleased indeed to have an old-style military vessel as their base ship—even if it was almost a generation out of date.

      It rose over the opposite edge of the crater, its forward guidelights shining down to illuminate everything that was going on.

      “Oh, frack . . .” Holly heard Bastion mutter under his breath, and she could only echo the statement when she saw the weapons modules on the sides of the pointed, rocketlike nose twitch to dispatch two railguns.

      To be fair, they are old railguns, Holly thought as she froze—and so did everyone else at the crater site who wasn’t one of the Outlaw Crew. There was a good chance they might misfire, clog, burst, or not even fire at all.

      But that was a chance that Holly knew that she couldn’t particularly bank on. A railgun—even a twenty-year-old railgun—was still about half the size of a standing human and fired rounds that were designed to puncture through armored ship plates. Some railguns stood taller than Holly, even in her heavy encounter suit, and were more like cannons than they were fast-repeater weapons.

      Two railguns versus a load of unarmored and unarmed miners?

      “Ceasefire,” Holly said quickly, waiting as she looked up at the vessel.

      “Lieutenant—they won’t take hostages,” Bastion hissed at her, clearly thinking that she was going to attempt to negotiate with the Outlaw Crew. “They can’t take hostages—the Outlaws know that as soon as they do, then every Outer Command boat this side of Mars will be after them.”

      “They just want to get out of here, same as us,” Holly said. She had stopped firing, but she kept her rifle sighted, leaning into it as it pointed up at the pirate ship.

      What good is this going to do?! Holly growled at herself.

      “Er, Lieutenant?” It was Marshal on one end of the suit communicators. “Anyone got any idea how we don’t all die here?”

      “Yes,” Holly said, switching her suit comms to the public broadcast network.

      “Outlaws! This is Lieutenant Holly Cropper of the Marine Forward Patrol. You are guilty of trespassing on an EA Marine secret facility, and an alert has gone out to Outer Command forces, now heading this way. I suggest you do not dig your grave any further.”

      “What?” she heard Marshal hiss over their private channel. Bastion nearby her shook his head at her audacity.

      But Holly thought it was probably a pretty good plan, considering. The Outlaws had no idea what they had just walked into, did they? Holly was sure that Verondas hadn’t told them anything about the true nature of the site.

      Even though you would have to be a fool to think this site or those killbots were in any way human-born, Holly had to concede.

      So, if Holly could make the Outlaws believe that they were only going to get into greater trouble by finishing them off, then she would lie until the sun went bang . . .

      “We were dispatched here to investigate, and now we have some twenty-odd civilian lives at stake,” Holly continued on the public broadcast channel. “Harm to them would count as a war crime for you, ladies and gentlemen,” she said sternly, before adding, “We have already liberated the Tethra, and our EA Marine reinforcements are en route as we speak.” She watched the pirates down below, who appeared to be slowly congregating back toward their escape vessel.

      “No one else here needs to die. You back off now and leave the civilians alone, and you’ll only be facing work sentences on Pluto. If you attack me, my men, and the people we are protecting, then Outer Command is going to be less than charitable when they hunt you down.”

      Holly winced almost as soon as she had said the last words. Had she gone too far in her threat? She knew that she couldn’t seem weak. That was the first rule of negotiations.

      But Lieutenant Cropper had never done this sort of negotiating before. All she knew was how people out in the Breaker Group stations negotiated—usually with a hefty number of credits in one hand and a pistol in the other to keep everyone honest.

      There was silence for a moment between the two sides, and she saw the pirates making hand gestures and signaling to each other their displeasure at one or other of the options.

      “You’d better hope they have at least one brain cell to pass around between them,” Bastion whispered as he and Holly held their positions.

      But then, with a sudden gesture, the largest of the Outlaws—and the one that Holly thought she recognized as the pirate leader from the site below—was suddenly kicking off and floating up to the ship above as one of its hangar bay doors opened. And the rest of the Outlaw Crew were following him, rising up like a small cloud of angry locusts as they got to their ship and disappeared inside.

      “Lieutenant! You did it!” She heard Marshal’s excited voice as Holly felt the ache in her shoulders relax just a little. She continued watching as the last of the Outlaw Crew disappeared into their ancient patrol boat for the outer air lock doors to roll shut. The entire ship then twitched slightly upwards on its positional rockets.

      “It certainly looks like you scared all amounts of living daylights out of them,” Even the usually surly Bastion said, starting to lean back from his boulder.

      
        
        Incoming public broadcast transmission!

      

      

      Holly and everyone else's helmets crackled with the sudden bark of noise.

      “Lieutenant of the Marines!” She recognized the voice of the pirate leader on the other end of the public broadcast, now transmitting a message from their more powerful ship’s broadcast system.

      “Thank you for your offer of imprisonment for our charity toward you!” the Outlaw pirate was saying.

      Oh no . . . Holly’s stomach plummeted.

      “But you should know this. We Outlaws never take orders! Not from anyone! And we would rather die in space than live on some Plutonian hellhole in chains! What is some more inner world blood, huh?!”

      And the railguns on the Outlaw Crew’s ancient military patrol ship started to open fire at the walls of the crater.
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      Kronos Station, Saturnian Orbit

      

      “Object approaching on long-range scanners,” the voice of the Outer Command captain, a woman named Captain Mathonwy, was tight and betrayed no emotion.

      Captain Mathonwy sat in the cockpit of her EA Marine attack vessel, a sleek arrowhead of a ship, its armor plating a matte black with blue-and-red bands. The vessel held itself in place with a few small flares of positional thrusters alongside the half-dozen other such perfectly crafted attack vessels stretching in V-formation on either side.

      Off of their shoulder was the ochre-and-tan color of Saturn, her rings almost perpendicular to their formation. Behind them was the large, complicated helix of the Kronos Station, the largest port past Jupiter. It was a place known for its no-nonsense approach and for its Breakers—and also for being one of the furthest flung muster points for the EA Marine Outer Command.

      “We have our orders. Intercept and blockade,” Captain Mathonwy stated as simply as if this were a training mission and not a first contact with another civilization. “Do not make contact or initiate action until my command, understood?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain!”

      Her suit comms rang with the sound of her specially selected fighter pilots. Each one had been dispatched the moment that the signal from the PDMU had been received by Outer Command. They were flying on protocol, putting into action strategies for first contact that had been studied and determined a long time ago. Meanwhile, the senior brass at Outer Command did live analysis (and argument) over what the appropriate course of action really was.

      “No one wants to be the first to start an interstellar war, now, do we?” she added a little wryly. It was a rare moment of humor that Captain Mathonwy was not particularly known for and a further sign of how strange this encounter was to be.

      “She’s coming in fast, Captain,” relayed one of her team.

      “Affirmative. Begin operation,” Mathonwy was saying. She eased her vessel forward, and the others to either side of her matched her movement perfectly.

      The special First Contact Team was deployed, picking up speed as Saturn started to grow smaller behind them—and a star ahead started to grow brighter.

      At the first sight of the shining object, even by-the-book Captain Mathonwy would have to admit to feeling a certain flutter in her chest. She also had to agree that it was coming in fast. Very fast. Already, the silvery-blue shape that had been a star before them was now the size of a golf ball . . . a tennis ball . . . a soccer ball.

      “Frack . . .” She heard the soft exclamations from the other Marines on her shared channel. And, even if she had been trained within an inch of her life, Mathonwy would have agreed.

      If she squinted, she could vaguely see some sort of shape in the heart of the burning blue-white light. Something that was just a little darker than the glow of whatever propulsion it used. Something like . . . a star?

      “Begin transmission. All frequencies!” Mathonwy hit the activation button on her ship’s controls. The other Marines also did at the same time, each of them broadcasting on wide and narrow bands the prerecorded data message that was protocol. It was a simple message, and it cycled through all known human languages, as well as several mathematic and binary codes.

      In truth, the message only contained two words:

      
        
        HALT. PEACE.

      

      

      Rather surprisingly to everyone, the alien craft did halt at roughly three hundred feet away, and it blazed before them.

      “Okay, everyone, okay . . .” Captain Mathonwy sat in the cockpit of her Marine attack vessel, and her face was filled with brilliance as she looked into the dazzling light falling through her cockpit window. Directly ahead of her she could see shapes like spires, blue or white steel perhaps, forming pointed beams. She saw brilliant white lights racing up these pointed beams, and there was a small part of Captain Mathonwy’s mind that thought of a long-ago Christmas and the star that her father used to hang atop the tree.

      And then the alien vessel shot tiny silver missiles at the First Contact Team and blew them to pieces in the void.
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      Strike Crater, Fury Group

      

      “Stay down! Cover!” Holly was shouting as the walls of the crater started to explode around them. Bullets the size of outstretched hands slammed into the rock.

      Holly wedged herself in as tight under her boulder as she could, hoping that the crystalline ores that ran through it would form some sort of protection for those here. But all she saw were rocks and boulders exploding into fragments and glittering as they turned into a shimmering cloud, filling the crater.

      She heard the grunts and gasps of her Marines—Marshal and Bastion on their communicators—and wished that there was something she could do.

      But how does one woman take on an entire ship? she was thinking.

      The ground shook. There was no time left any more. Their previous plan to just hold out for the cavalry to arrive depended on whether the cavalry had even heard their transmitter message. On whether the Tethra had managed to find a way to signal back to them past the jammed satellites.

      There were no reinforcements, and Holly did not have the capabilities and the armaments she needed to bring this ship down.

      What do I do?! What can I do?! Her thoughts became quick, tight, panicked. Was it only a stroke of luck that she had become a lieutenant in the first place? She was good at flying. Having been born off-world, she knew that she had begun with better-than-average skills at zero-G training and maneuvers, and there was a certain grit that came with the Breaker Group mindset.

      But is that the only reason I am here? And why she had been stuck in a lowly patrol post for so long, rather than advancing in the Outer or Inner Command EA Marine ranks? There was always that sinking fear that she’d had for so long: that her past as a Breaker Group citizen meant that she had been specially chosen to join the EA Marine training academy on Mars. Was she some sort of mascot for Inner and Outer territory cooperation? Was she nothing more than a ‘Breaker’ Marine?

      
        
        ALERT! IMPACT WARNING!

      

      

      Quit it! Holly quelled the rising fear in her belly with a forceful hiss of frustration. She hadn’t been trained to quibble when things got tough.

      You’re a stars-blessed Marine of the Earth Alliance! she berated herself. Falling to pieces was not an option. She had her men depending on her. Hell, she expected better than that of her.

      And then, of course, there was only one option left. “Bastion, Marshal, get ready to break cover and get over that crater edge. Once there, scatter and find cover wherever you can. Don’t offer a single target!” she demanded as the ground around her hammered and shook with another sweep of bullets across the crater walls. Somewhere there was the rumble of a rockslide where entire sections of the walls started to fall away in shelves, breaking free to tumble into the vacuum of the crater. There was only the residual gravity that the mass of this asteroid could exert, so the rocks floated as much as they lowered—but some of those fragments would still crush you if you got stuck underneath them, Holly knew.

      “Lieutenant?!” It was Bastion, sounding confused.

      “They’re giving us cover!” Holly said. “Those rocks breaking free from the surface, they’ll form a screen—get ready to move on my signal.”

      “Ma’am, I’m not sure . . .” she heard Marshal say, as Holly squirmed to grab the stolen pirate rifle, take a breath—and then shove herself forward, out into the open once more.

      “All units, move! Move! Move!” she shouted, as she ducked under the first rolling rock overhead, pushed herself out—and down the crater.

      “Cropper! What the frack are you doing?!” she heard Marshal say, but Holly was already raising her rifle upwards to fire a burst between the rolling rocks up at the Outlaw vessel and then moved again.

      “Cropper!” Marshal called again. Holly had to spin to avoid being hit by another human-sized boulder. Her suit alarms pinged as multiple smaller, fist-sized rocks hit her.

      But I’m in a heavy encounter suit. These are designed to take a pounding, she told herself as she fired up again. This time her bullets hit the underside of the ship as she pushed off.

      “She’s drawing fire! She’s providing a distraction!” Bastion said as the Outlaw vessel did just that. Holly saw it starting to turn toward her.

      By now, most of the crater was filled with half-floating, colliding, spinning boulders from the walls. Pulling herself along the crater floor underneath them, Holly had to spend as much time ducking and rolling out of the way as she did targeting up at the pirate vessel. On her suit visor, she could see the tag identifiers of Marshal and Bastion breaking from their cover and moving up. Both Marines hurried to help the miners and officers of the Tethra over the crater’s edge and down the other side.

      
        
        ALERT! PROXIMITY!

      

      

      Holly felt the concussion blasts of the railgun around her as the Outlaw ship pounded the floating asteroid field. Then one of the rocks struck her, and she was being bowled backward, pain radiating across her chest as one of her front plates was crumpled.

      “Argh!” She snarled in pain and frustration as she was forced back down to the crater floor.

      Any moment now, one of those asteroids was going to flatten her like a sardine in a can. Any moment now, one of the railgun bullets was going to find her.

      
        
        WARNING! PROXIMITY!

      

      

      Her suit sensors blared. In the void above the crater, something strange happened to the Outlaw ship.

      “Lieutenant!”

      “Take cover!”

      She heard the words of her men, as she looked up to see brilliant white light dazzle between the asteroids that rocked and rolled above her. It was an almost blinding light. The light of a thousand suns.

      It was the light of multiple impacts across the Outlaw Crew ship, sending it rolling backward over the crater as the missiles of an EA Marine Outer Command gunboat struck it.
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      “Lieutenant Cropper?” said the gold-trimmed heavy encounter suit of the man opposite her. He had landed with the rest of the contingent of Marines after striking the Outlaw Crew pirate ship.

      “Captain Badiou, Outer Command First Division,” the man said, grabbing Cropper’s hand and pulling her up to where he stood on one of the pirate’s own gantry levels outside the alien station.

      “Sir?” Holly blinked. Her head was still ringing from the strike—and then the good ten minutes of terror as she had struggled and scrambled to get out of the crater while the asteroids had impacted and jostled around. The strike of the Marine gunboat Merlin had been exact: a textbook action, with the missiles placed perfectly to throw the explosion and debris away from the crater. But it had still been a game of pinball down there for Holly as the still-floating chunks of space rock had started to aggregate and spin.

      “Commander Silas received your message, and we were dispatched as soon as we were able,” Badiou said. Over his shoulder, Holly could see that most of his ten-person squad were converging on the alien base—with only a single Marine heading to help the scattered miners of the Tethra.

      “Sir, if I can speak freely,” Holly said. Maybe it was her Breaker Group manners that made her like this, more brusque and abrupt than she probably should be. Another part of her wondered if it was a reason why she had not been promoted out of the Marine Forward Patrol. “But your ship, the Merlin, can’t possibly hold all those civilians, sir. Is there a support vessel?” she asked as Badiou beckoned her toward the station.

      “Lieutenant, we really haven’t got time for that. We’ve contacted the Tethra. They’ll be sending their transporters to pick up their people. Right now, I need you and yours.”

      “Sir?” She frowned, looking up to see that Bastion and Marshal were already being shepherded down toward them.

      “We need your team to lead us into the alien station. And we need to find a way to turn it off,” Badiou said.

      “I knew it was aliens!” Marshal said, wheezing.

      Badiou looked at him briefly before turning back to Holly. “Lieutenant, prepare yourselves and your men for a shock,” he said. He began transmitting fragments of the footage of the PDMU telescope and Kronos Station directly to their suits.
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        * * *

      

      “That . . . ship? It just destroyed them. Without warning. Easily.” Holly watched the replay once again of the Kronos Station footage. Three of the seven Marine attack vessels managed to survive the initial strike by the strange starship by peeling away from the explosions to release their own missiles against the craft. Holly saw explosions against the silver spikes of the alien ship—but none of this appear to stop it. More darts were sent against the Marine craft, and, in what felt like seconds—they were defeated too.

      “The rest of the Kronos barracks and base were turned out,” Badiou said seriously, “including two heavy gunboats like our own here.” The tall, handsome captain of the First Division looked grave. “They have managed to slow the ship’s progress down, but ultimately had to pull back to Kronos.”

      “You mean that the starship is still out there? Where is it going? What does it want?” Holly said quickly.

      Badiou’s eyes flickered past them to the station. “Some of those questions I was hoping that you would help us answer,” he said. When he saw Holly’s look of puzzled confusion, he continued.

      “My unit was dispatched here by Commander Silas at the first PDMU signal near Pluto, and the information that I am about to share with you is supremely confidential, beyond top secret. Do you understand, Marine?” he said.

      “Aye, sir.” Holly stood a little straighter.

      “Commander Silas has made it known to me that the Fury Site is not the first recorded evidence of such technology . . . There have also been findings on our home planet,” Badiou said.

      “I knew it!” Marshal hissed. To Holly’s mind, he seemed much more excited about this whole prospect than the situation warranted. That is, a killer ship heading through their space that seemingly nothing could stop.

      “Sir, but are you telling me that Marine High Command knew about the Fury Site?” Holly said in a growl.

      “Tone, Lieutenant.” Badiou's voice was stern; a reprimand and a threat wrapped up in that tone that didn't have to be explicitly stated. “Of course not. The commander would not knowingly send just a single patrol boat to secure one of the most highly kept secrets in Earth history. No, I do not believe we ever knew about the Fury Site, just that we are not alone in the universe. We had no reason to believe that whatever culture or civilization created these sites still existed at all,” Badiou explained.

      But it’s mighty convenient that you sent us, a lowly patrol skiff, just in case you were wrong about what was happening at the Tethra. Holly was thinking to herself. Was she looking at a case of plausible deniability?

      “Well, it looks like someone knew about what lay hidden here, sir,” Holly said. “A corp executive named Verondas from Zenetic orchestrated this whole thing.”

      “Understood.” Badiou’s eyes flickered. “It’s easy to see why Zenetic would want their hands on alien technology. The advantages—and prices—could be immeasurable.” He shook his head. “But anyway. There’s time for this discussion later. The unknown, unfriendly starship is still progressing through our space, and we have a strike force leading directly to intercept,” he said in a serious voice.

      “But the analysts have worked out that, if the unknown unfriendly doesn’t deviate from its course—then it has one clear direction: here. That alien starship is making a beeline directly for these ruins.”

      Holly felt her heart turn over. Of course, her mind raced. “That flash of light from the station when it powered up? Was it a signal?”

      “Very quick thinking, Lieutenant.” Badiou nodded. “We were en route when we picked it up: an immense burst of radio transmissions overlying what appeared to be quantum frequencies. It sounded, and only a couple hours later, that ship appeared in our space.”

      “It can’t be a coincidence,” Marshal breathed, voicing what everyone was thinking.

      “So that is why we are here. You and your team, if able, are to lead us in to try and figure out what the connection is, why it’s coming straight here, and if there’s anything we can do to stop it.”

      Holly swallowed and nodded. “Sir, yes, sir,” she said at once. Bastion and Marshal both did the same. “You should be aware, however,” Holly continued, “that we believe the alien station to currently be held by alien forces.”

      “What?!” Now it was Captain Badiou’s turn to sound shocked.
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      “Clear,” Holly said as she stepped forward into the tunnels of the alien station—to find that what should be the familiar white metal was now changed.

      The alien signal, along with the Outlaw Crew’s barrage, had pulverized the asteroid that this station sat within. The white metal of the walls had been burst and broken open by shifts in the rock, and the corridors were twisted and mangled, sometimes crumpled and narrow, and at other times severed entirely by sudden crevasses and drops.

      “I’m sure it was up ahead,” Bastion breathed from his place a few Marines behind her. Holly could hear the annoyance in his voice. They hadn’t allowed him to take a forward role, given the condition of his arm. Instead, they had loaded his heavy encounter suit with more meds, including regens and enhancers that would help speed his natural healing process.

      “How far to the main cylinder site?” Badiou, a few feet behind Holly, asked.

      “Not far. I’m sure that it’s just down here and to the right. Mind you, I had a rifle pushed into my back the last time I was here, so my recollection might be a little hazy . . .” she said. She carefully picked around the outcrop of rocks that spilled from the wall to where the corridor started to widen.

      “And these, ah, drones?” Badiou sounded concerned—confused even.

      “We think that they are some sort of automatic defense measure. Robotic in nature, they fought through everything in their path to get to the cylinder site,” Holly said, seeing a glow at the end of the tunnel. She hitched her rifle a little higher (a Marine rifle now, not the pirate one she had stolen earlier).

      “Self-protecting system.” Badiou was making an agreeing sound. “It makes sense. If that signal was important enough to summon that entire ship, then they would leave behind defense measures.”

      “But leave it behind for what, a few thousand years?” Holly heard Marshal, also in the middle of the pack of Marines, state.

      “Other sites register some fifty-thousand years on these ruins,” Badiou confirmed. “I’ve seen the scene reports . . .”

      Holly was half listening as she allowed herself to drift forward toward the glow at the end of the tunnel that filtered around another partial cave in. She was sure that the light was coming from the main cylinder site. It was white and blue like the light she had seen in the Kronos footage.

      “Fifty thousand years?” She moved closer to the rocks while she listened to Marshal’s chatter over their shared comms.

      “There were anatomical humans on Earth back then. Barely, but they were there, still bashing sticks and rocks at each other. To think that there were aliens up here building all of this then is quite frankly creepy. They could have wiped us out at any moment if they wanted to.”

      
        
        ALERT! PROXIMITY!

        Suit Sensors Identifying . . .

        Identifier: Unknown / DRONES (4) . . .

      

      

      Holly neared the brilliance of the glow, and her suit sensors pinged.

      “Dammit!” she hissed. “Guys, we’ve got company up ahead . . .”

      The lieutenant froze where she was, watching the sensor tags in her field. They weren’t moving. The sweep of her suit’s radar showed her the general shape of the room, with the two smaller cylinders standing nearer to the door, and the larger, floor-to-ceiling set of cylinders standing at the back. The alien drones appeared to be congregated around it, unmoving.

      “Hold on. If they are automatic station defenses . . .” Holly whispered as she approached the gap, allowing herself to float just a little as she peered into the room beyond.

      There they were. The four large drones (a couple with big scratch and ding marks across their surfaces where presumably they had been involved in the fight with the pirates) standing around the central cylinder, motionless, apparently gazing at it. The red lights of their “eyes” were still on and burning at a steady, motionless rate—but there was nothing else that betrayed any sign of life or activity whatsoever.

      But of course, there wouldn’t be . . . Holly was thinking.

      “Lieutenant Cropper, what have you got?” It was Badiou, approaching from further up the tunnel.

      “Maybe they only attack if they think we are a danger to the station itself,” she said, nodding ahead to the motionless alien drones. “And last time, Verondas was doing all sorts of things, breaking apart wall panels, studying these cylinders, anything she found interesting.”

      “You think they’ve deactivated?” Badiou whispered.

      “No.” Holly shook her head quickly. “Not at all. I think they won’t activate if we’re not a threat.”

      “That’s a hell of a theory to test,” Badiou breathed, sighting down his rifle at the nearest golem.

      “It is,” Holly said. “But we’re here to find a connection between this station and that ship, right? Not just to get into a firefight.”

      Badiou frowned.

      “I can get closer. And my suit sensors will be much more accurate about what’s going on with those cylinders the closer I am,” Holly was saying.

      “Our sensors,” Badiou confirmed, turning over his shoulder to nod at one of the Marines behind him, who moved forward. From the insignia on the man’s shoulder pad, Holly could tell that he was a technical specialist like her own Marshal Smith. The Marine had, mounted onto his back, a large, boxy unit with small antennas and wires looping to the control boxes at his waist.

      “Advanced radar and sensor system,” Badiou explained. “It should give us some answers.”

      “Alright then.” Holly turned, took a breath, and pushed herself into the main cylinder room, her rifle snapping upwards as she moved, first covering the nearest drone, then checking the others.

      None of them moved.

      
        
        ALERT! Suit Sensors: Elevated Energy Readings . . .

      

      

      Holly could see the sudden spike in the green graph on her inner visor. When she called up the sensor overlay, she could suddenly see the brilliant glare of green radionics and electromagnetic waves coming from the main cylinder.

      Which was still turning, she saw. It turned at a faster rate than she had seen it before, but it was maintaining a steady speed, not getting faster or slower this time. The symbols and glyphs that she had remembered seeing on its surface were a blur. When she looked at the smaller cylinders in the room, she saw that they, too, were turning and emitting power—but at much lower levels.

      “You reading this?” she said to the technical specialist a little behind her. The man was sweating inside his suit as he entered the room, his eyes darting to the alien drones warily, but he nodded all the same, pulling himself to a halt at the edge of the large room behind Holly.

      “I think these are the activators or starting mechanisms” Holly explained about the two smaller cylinders, how they had been freed first, and how they started to glow and turn before the main cylinder had.

      “Chain reaction signal?” she heard the technical specialist breathe, settling before the closest of the smaller cylinders. He pulled connectors from his back to attach to the control modules and started to punch invisible-to-Holly holocontrols in the air.

      “Taking a look,” he said.

      
        
        ALERT! MOVEMENT DETECTED!

      

      

      Holly’s sensors flared as she turned in time to see that two of the nearest alien drones had shifted in their stance. Instead of looking directly at the main cylinder, they had turned completely around and were looking back at them.

      “Easy there,” Holly breathed, moving to hover between the technical specialist and the alien drones, her rifle lowered. Not that it will do much good if they decide to jump me, Holly was thinking.

      “Lieutenant Cropper?!” It was Badiou, entering the room with the rest of the squad.

      “Movement, sir,” Holly said, “as soon as we settled by this cylinder here.”

      “I’m picking up something!” the technical specialist said, leaning over his unseen holocontrols. “There’s a frequency harmonic between this smaller column to the larger one, and I would bet that there is the exact same from the other smaller to the larger too.”

      Holly made a confused sound.

      “It’s like the ignition for an engine.” It was Marshal who explained, entering the room with eyes scanning everything. “If you have a truly large amount of power that you need to generate, you often need a smaller spark of energy to get the chain reaction started. That’s what these smaller cylinders do.”

      “So, could they be the off switches too?” Holly asked.

      “I can’t say,” the technical specialist admitted. “But there’s something interesting about this frequency pattern. It looks pretty random, but my computers are picking up some repeated patterns. I bet that if we were to measure the signal from the main cylinder too . . .”

      Holly watched as the Marine settled back, drawing out a small dish on an extendable cord, and directed it past the drone golems.

      “I knew it! They have the same repetitions. They share a pattern,” the technical specialist was saying.

      “So?” Holly said. “Isn’t that like saying this whole place runs on twenty-four volts or something?”

      “There is a pattern.” Marshal moved forward beside the other technical specialist, who was nodding eagerly as he floated a little toward the main cylinders, holding out the smaller listening dish before him.

      “Exactly,” the man from Badiou’s unit said. “I’m saying that this pattern is specifically encoded, a particular frequency pattern, like a repeating code . . .”

      “A repeating message?” Holly started to say.

      
        
        ALERT! MOVEMENT . . .

      

      

      As the metal golems of the enemy woke up, and blood began to fly.
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      “Engage!” Badiou was shouting. Holly saw the technical specialist flying backward, blood spraying from the front of his suit as the fistful of metal claws caught him. For a horrible second, she also saw sparks and metal exploding from the man’s heavy encounter suit. The alien golem had reached in and pulled the man apart with one giant hand.

      Bullets started to fly around her, as Holly turned—and was directly faced with the first attacking golem.

      Its claws were already raised, and Holly knew she had no time.

      “Ugh!” She flailed backward, as one sweep of those same claws that could rip apart heavy encounter suits sailed in front of her nose.

      She kicked out with both feet, thumping the front of the golem and pushing both her and it back. Enough time to aim her rifle down between her legs and fire beneath her.

      BRRAP! The report of her gun was bright and sudden, impacting the mounded head of the creature and its chest, further pushing it backward as the other golems around her were also coming alive . . .

      “Cropper!” A gloved hand seized her suit, pulling her backward from the front of the fray. It was Marshal, dragging her back behind the front line of Badiou’s Marines—Marines who were now beginning to engage with the enemy in close combat.

      “The right!” Holly swiveled, kicking out at the floor to turn her floating frame and fire at the alien golem that was approaching the extreme right of the group. The hail of bullets struck it, made it stagger backward for a moment.

      “Man down! Man down!”

      Badiou’s Marines were taking a beating. Two more bodies were flung backward against the walls by the lightning-fast movements of the alien drones.

      “Captain!” She heard someone shout and saw that Badiou was falling at the center of the fray with one shoulder plate hanging loose and a crack across his visor.

      “We can’t hold them!” she heard Marshal shouting.

      “We have to!” Holly said. Seeing an opening, she dove forward between the fighting, swinging bodies of Marines and golems as they grappled with each other. She seized the back of Badiou’s suit and kicked herself away to the far side of the room.

      “Captain, can you hear me?” she was saying, looking up to see that the four Marines left had managed to deactivate one of the drones (it had lost one arm and had several sparking bullet holes in its head—but it was still twitching and jerking). Four against three—and they had already lost three Marines in almost as many minutes.

      Where Holly huddled over Captain Badiou, there was a brief zone of quiet as the battle raged in front of her, and she could see that his life signs were erratic, but still there.

      “Dammit, come on, Captain! Now is not the time to die!” She flipped open his suit’s medical unit to manually apply the stimulants and pain relievers before moving on to apply the paste that would seal the crack in his visor.

      “Specialist Morlan . . .” Badiou breathed, as the sounds of grunts and pained shouts filled their shared comms. “His backpack. It has the frequency data.”

      “Don’t you think we should just try to survive?!” Holly shouted, raising her rifle to fire at one of the golems that had been pushed back and was about to re-enter the fray. The golems almost dominated the entire room. The only successful strategy that the Marines had was to grapple directly with them, one trying to stop them from striking while another Marine managed to shoot them at point-blank range.

      “Your gunboat can take out this entire facility from orbit!” Holly was saying.

      “I can get to the gunboat, prep the railguns,” Badiou said tersely, “but we need Morlan’s data!” Holly snarled in agitation, pulling him up and looking for a way to the nearest exit.

      There were two exits, weren’t there? she remembered, turning to see the other corridor behind them, as yet untouched by the violence.

      “This way. It loops around to the main tunnel,” she was saying.

      “I can make it!” Badiou hissed, already pulling himself free to awkwardly push toward the exit. “But we need the data from Morlan’s backpack!”

      Frack! Holly cursed as Badiou moved off, leaving her to turn around to see.

      Marshal was the nearest to the dead technical specialist, but he was busy fighting for his life, firing on both sides of him at the alien golems. They were within striking distance. They were almost upon him.

      Marshal!

      Holly threw herself forward—but not before Bastion got there, pushing his way into the fray to punch his rifle forward and fire point blank at the nearest golem about to strike Marshal.

      There was a dazzling flash of sparks as Bastion fired, one-armed, point-blank at the thing’s head, making it stagger to one side.

      “Ragh!” Marshal grunted as he darted forward, kicking it into the other golem for both to collapse backward.

      “Marshal! Bastion—the backpack! The radar backpack!” Holly was shouting as she launched herself over the battle, somersaulting in the zero-G, firing at the drone that was even now turning back around to fight them.

      “Boss! We need to fall back!” Bastion was at her side, firing at the golem to see its plate spark and explode in a hail of almost point-blank gunfire.

      “I got it!” Marshal had seized the dead technical specialist’s backpack and was moving back to the tunnel with Holly and Bastion covering him. There were only two of the murder drones left now, but there were also only two of Badiou’s Marines left as well . . .

      “Suppressive fire!” Holly called as they started to gather near the tunnel exit. Surprisingly, the other Marines obeyed her command to kick themselves back, still firing at the remaining golems.

      One went down almost instantly, but the last kept coming, even as Bastion, Holly, and the two Marines concentrated their fire on it.

      “Bring it down!” Holly was shouting as she saw bullets ricochet off of its armor plating, sparking and exploding as it surged forward.

      It was almost at them. It was looming over their group, one claw raised in the air to strike down at Holly herself—

      Before there was a sudden burst of fire from the orange-red line of its eyes where some lucky shot managed to penetrate its armor. It staggered forward, one heavy boot smashing the chips of crystal underfoot as the Marines kept firing at it.

      And then, it lurched backward, twitching and jerking. Dead.

      “We did it! They’re dead!” Marshal was gasping behind Holly.

      But at what cost? Holly thought, seeing the multiple Marines dead, now lying and half floating all around the room. The cylinders were still whirring.

      “We just turned off the defense mechanism. We haven’t stopped the real enemy yet,” Holly groaned, thumping against the wall as adrenaline shook through her. She forced herself to breathe. To think.

      “Captain Badiou says he can blow this place from the gunboat,” Holly said, and already the captain’s Marines were moving to collect their dead and pull them out.

      “What—wait!” It was Marshal, looking at Holly like she was mad.

      “What, Marine? It’s the best move. That starship wants this place for some reason, so I suggest we take it out!” Holly said. “That way they might lose interest and go back to wherever the frack in the universe they came from!”

      “You can’t be serious.” Marshal was shaking his head.

      “I’m with the boss. It’s the right play,” Bastion said, wincing as he held his arm against his chest. The other Marines of the First Division were tethering their dead together and exiting the main cylinder room, its strange machines still whirring, and leaving the three forward patrol Marines to their argument.

      “And what if it doesn’t stop them?” Marshal said. “We’d have just lost our best source of information on the threat?!”

      “Marshal, we have no idea how to stop it. Or even what will stop it. This might slow their plans down.”

      “Marines died here, ma’am!” Marshal burst out, and Holly felt a surge of anger rush through her.

      “Do you think I don't know that, Marine?!” Holly snapped back. “Now get your act together, and—”

      “The signal, ma’am!” Marshal said desperately.

      “What?” It was such a change of topic that it made Holly pause. The mission update on her visor said that they might have only an hour or less before the alien ship arrived at their location if Outer Command couldn’t find some way of stopping it.

      “That signal flash. The cycling up of energy. The entire way that this station operates,” Marshal was saying. “It has to be like a homing beacon, right?”

      “Marshal . . .” Holly said warningly, but there was a stubborn kind of sense that the man was making all the same. “Hypothesis?”

      “Before he was killed, Technical Specialist Morlan said that there was a frequency. One that was being emitted from these cylinders like a code, right?”

      “Okay . . .” Both Holly and Bastion looked at him.

      “A code. A signal that, when it was fired across the universe, brought that ship straight here. It means that there is some sort of codeware that links this station to that ship.”

      Holly suddenly understood. “And you think that we might be able to jam it?”

      “If we can hack it, then maybe we can hack the alien starship too,” Marshal said, already flipping the dead Marine’s backpack onto the floor, turning it around, and connecting it to his own suit.

      
        
        Incoming Message: Capt BADIOU . . .

      

      

      “Lieutenant Cropper, what’s going on in there?” Badiou’s voice returned. “We haven’t got time to play around. If we can’t work out why the enemy is heading for here, then we need to blow it. Now.”

      “We might have something, sir,” Holly said, explaining Marshal’s theory about the frequency code. “My technical spec thinks he might be able to hack the frequency.”

      “Maybe run a simple scramble,” Marshal was saying, his hands moving through the unseen holocontrols as cables snaked from his suit to the backpack.

      “And what good will that do?!” Badiou asked.

      “It might do something, sir!” Holly said, catching Marshal’s eye and nodding. She might not have agreed with him at first, but she trusted that he knew what he was doing. And with that decision made, she knew that she would trust him. He was her man, after all.

      “There. I have it,” Marshal said. “I’m going to transmit it now. It’s the frequency that Technical Spec Morlan discovered coming from these cylinders. I can run a simple scrambler through my suit, but I will need it amplified if we’re going to match the signal this station emits.”

      “I can forward it to Outer Command. We have the military satellite network,” Badiou was saying, “although I have no idea why you think that this will do anything.”

      The captain said this, his voice irritable, as Marshal worked. Holly bit her lip in agitation, imagining that massive, unstoppable starship heading straight toward them.

      “Got it!” Marshal said. “Submitting now.”

      Marshal Smith’s frequency scrambler was transmitted up to the gunboat, flashing through the subquantum fields in an instant. Captain Badiou sent the updated signal on to the nearest of their military satellites, through the very same one that Holly Cropper and her team had deployed on entry to the Trojan Asteroid Cluster.

      Somehow, the signal traveled far faster than it should have. The message beamed across the space between the stars, picked up by the local satellites and instantly noted for its priority level-one military intelligence access. And then was forwarded on once again to the next, and the next, until it hit the larger military satellites around Mars, with the authorization codes to amplify onward . . .

      Many, many miles away, the alien starship had successfully smashed through the force of EA Marine gunboats that had attempted to blockade it, leaving behind nothing but burning plasma and ruined metal.

      It raced on, moving on its own strange engines and according to its own strange impulses, heading for one place alone.

      The next wave of EA Marine gunboats was heading for it, the last best ships of Outer Command, with the rest pulling back to the near inner planets.

      Nothing appeared to be able to stop the alien invader.

      Nothing, that was, until all of the nearest human satellites emitted the same repeating frequency directly at it.

      Marshal’s code hit it in a wave from multiple directions, and the spy radars focused on it all noticed how it suddenly wobbled in its speed . . . and stopped.
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      “Congratulations, Lieutenant Cropper,” said the stern voice (and even sterner face) of Commander Silas.

      Holly, Bastion, and Marshal sat bathed in the brilliant light of the EA Marine Command Barracks back at Aries Station, standing under the large screens while the Marine Outer Commander sent them his debrief.

      “Your actions at the Fury Site were commendable. Not only did you and your team manage to liberate the Tethra from pirate forces, but your patrol also successfully found a way to deactivate the extrasolar presence in our own system.”

      There was a disgruntled cough at her side, and Holly turned to nod her congratulations to Marshal. It was all his ingenuity, she knew.

      “The extrasolar ship—like the station and the enemy robots—were all automated,” Commander Silas stated. His image was replaced with a recording of the now not-glowing alien starship, looking vast and strange and a lot darker and more industrial than it had before. There were human ships approaching it warily, and they weren’t fired upon.

      “Initial surveys believe it to be some sort of scout ship, purely robotic in design and perhaps origin. Without the signal from the Fury Site, the alien scout ship appeared to lose its mission and stop completely. We are in the process of studying its construction, and hopefully we will understand more about who sent it and who made it.”

      Holly shivered at the thought. An automated system some fifty thousand years in the making. What did that mean? Did whoever built it just leave those stations around, waiting for some poor schmuck of a civilization to turn up and accidentally set it off, summoning their doom toward them?

      “A pretty good way to take out your enemy before you even have one, if you ask me,” Bastion Li, with a fresh cast around his arm, muttered. Holly had to agree.

      But what sort of intelligence does that? What sort of civilization? she thought.

      “For your efforts, Lieutenant, you and your team are granted extended R & R, and you’ll see that you have a credit bonus to your citizen’s accounts. Enjoy your time on Aries, relax, recover . . .” Commander Silas urged them.

      But Lieutenant Holly Cropper couldn’t help but feel just the same way she did when they were given this mission in the first place, along with a boatload of heavy encounter suits—ready for a fight.

      And from now on, she thought as she watched the recorded message of Commander Silas stand from his desk and salute their efforts.

      From now on—who knew what sort of battles they would get into now that extrasolar contact had been made?
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      “Wake up, stars damn you!” the tall, thin woman hissed. She once again hit the overhead console with the palm of her hand, shaking it on its pedestal. It started to flicker with lights.

      Thank heavens. The woman sighed as the system came back online. The emergency yellow lighting that she had been forced to work under for the last several hours glowed with the steady, brilliant white of main power.

      “Verondas?” There was a timid knock on the metal bulkhead door that led down to this cave of a laboratory where the woman moved among a variety of flickering, whirring, and sizzling contraptions. Everything that she needed to make sure the Work (yes, it was capitalized in her thoughts) could continue . . .

      “Not now, Malpin—I’m busy!” Uliana Verondas, once the chief scientist of a corporation that spanned worlds and made billions every year, spat at the door. It opened nonetheless, and the white-coated figure of a man stepped down into her hole.

      Augustus Malpin looked like someone had taken a normal-sized person and had squashed them downwards, so that his belly was a large round tire, but his head was still narrow. He was smaller than Chief Scientist Uliana Verondas, but it did not seem to bother him as he carefully removed his round spectacles and cleaned them with a handkerchief.

      That is Malpin, Verondas thought with scorn. So outdated. Nostalgic. Still using real eyeglasses and handkerchiefs when body modifications could fix all that these days! In Verondas’ view, Malpin stood for the rest of Zenetic and the other corporations out there too afraid to embrace this new tomorrow.

      This new technology. Verondas’ eyes moved to the shrouded carts behind her and then back to the screen, which showed the digital outline of a skeleton.

      Well, almost a skeleton. Anyone, even a person who did not have Verondas’ training, could tell that something was wrong with this image. Parts of the view in front of her were essentially . . . wrong. There were far too many bones in some places, and in others, there appeared to be too many joints.

      “Verondas, enough is enough,” the small, rounded form of Augustus Malpin said. “I am here from the board of directors. They have been happy to offer you this space, a few weeks to gather yourself and your findings, but considering what is going on out there, with those marines looking for you . . .”

      “Pfft!” Verondas spat once again. Her clawlike hands trembled when she thought of how cowardly the board of directors was being and how close she had come to understanding the alien technology before her. If they would only give her more time . . .

      “My research will change the solar system. It will change history. You know this, Malpin,” Verondas said to him, her hands moving to the control deck to make a few adjustments. She was close this time. Very close. If only the board hadn’t given her subpar facilities down here in the basement.

      “Verondas, enough,” Malpin said severely, holding himself still as he popped his spectacles back on his head. “The board has managed to keep it from the shareholders, but they are asking questions. The Earth Alliance Senate is sniffing around, and we cannot afford to bring the entire company down for . . .”

      “For what, Malpin?” Verondas said in a low, threateningly voice over her shoulder. “For the chance to write the future of humanity? You know that alien station at the Fury Site somehow managed to signal across space-time to that starship—and then that starship somehow managed to jump straight into our solar system. All in a matter of hours. Don’t you think faster-than-light travel will change everything for us?”

      “I do, Verondas, but . . .” The man turned to look at the shrouded gurneys at the back of the room. “I fail to see what this has to do with faster than light.”

      The woman with the bright hair stared at the digital skeleton that was almost humanoid, but not quite, and her hands moved over the keyboard once more.

      “The board,” she said scornfully.

      “I beg your pardon?” Malpin turned back to her.

      Verondas breathed out sharply through her nose. “I thought the board knew about markets and science. You have to deliver a product that you can get everyone excited about. A product that will fund your multimillion faster-than-light drives when we crack them.”

      “Verondas, I fear that you misunderstand your place in this corporation,” Malpin said seriously. “If you will not desist in your work now, I will have to recommend to the board that we no longer keep you safe.”

      “Oh, Malpin.” Verondas clicked a button and sighed wearily.

      At the end of the room, the external bulkhead door hissed closed with barely a clang.

      “Verondas? Uliana? What is the meaning of this?” The little round man turned back to the scientist. It occurred to the little round man that this was also the woman who had given corporate discretionary funds to five Outlaw pirates, claiming that the profits would be worth it.

      Space pirates. Space pirates with guns, the thought flashed through Augustus Malpin’s head. He turned quickly to see if there were any guns on the tables near Uliana Verondas.

      There weren’t. There didn’t have to be.

      “You should count yourself very fortunate indeed, Augustus.” Verondas hit the last button in the sequence and then sighed satisfactorily as she stepped back.

      It was done. It was all over apart from the screaming bit.

      “Uliana?” Malpin patted his pockets briefly. Damn. He hadn’t brought his personal screen, had he? And even if he had—would it work down here, miles under the surface?

      Behind them, one of the white sheets twitched.

      “Yes, Augustus, you are truly fortunate. You are the first person other than me to witness a new form of life!” Verondas said.

      The sheet twitched once more and then half slid to one side.

      Revealing something deeply disturbing.

      Its legs were wrong for a human’s. They were the backwards, high-jointed legs of a dog or a cat, but made in a dull, gunmetal-sleek gray.

      The form twitched again, and the sheet fell away as one four-clawed metal hand reached into the air, opening and closing as the thing tested its strength. Then its other claw pushed itself off the side of the gurney. It landed with a light clatter on the stone floor of the scientist’s cavern.

      Its head was low to its shoulders and contained one single, unblinking red eye in the middle. It turned this singular eye, head, and body straight towards Augustus Malpin, and a quiver ran through it, like that of a hunting dog.

      “Uliana?” Malpin stuttered. The way that the creature hunched forward with its two arms held curled before it reminded him of something primal, feral, prehistoric—but clad in the twenty-second century’s latest metals.

      “What is that? Did the board approve it?” Augustus stepped backwards to the bulkhead door.

      Clank. Clank. The murderous shape started to stalk him. Matching his steps, one by one.

      “When has the board ever done anything but hold us back, Augustus?” Verondas asked in a light, ethereal voice. Her killbot lengthened its strides a little, closing the distance between it and Augustus as the small and round man reached the bulkhead door . . .

      “You will not be recommending anything to the board, Augustus,” Verondas said as her colleague gasped, panted, and turned around to squash his back against the locked door. The metal shape paused and seemed to ready itself . . .

      “You see, I still have the production to finish. These Jackals—that’s such a nice name, don’t you think? Perfect for what they are—these Jackals are based on the alien robotics that I discovered at the Fury Site. A whole new way we will conduct war! I already have groups clamoring for them, and the board could have had all that money, but they simply weren’t listening. Instead, I will be the one who will go forward into that new tomorrow, me!” Verondas said triumphantly.

      Behind her, the Jackal suddenly pounced.

      And Uliana Verondas inadvertently discovered one good thing about being relegated to the basement under several other basements in the corporate facility . . .

      At least down here, no one could hear the screams.
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      Aries Station

      

      The short woman with dark, choppy hair wearing a nondescript black canvas service suit tried to stay out of the neon glare of the lights and away from the busier tables of the Duster Lounge, one of the lowest dive bars in Aries Station.

      Lieutenant Holly Cropper thought that she was doing a surprisingly good job of remaining unseen. After all, she knew this space station like the back of her hand, since her three-man Forward Patrol team had been stationed here for the last four years, just a few hours out from Mars.

      Aries was rough around the edges, and there was a mood to the air, with its petrol fumes and pop-up stalls, that was almost Breaker Group, but not quite. Aries Station was usually the first of the Interior Territory stations that the trawlers, merchants, mercenaries, and miners of the Breaker Group arrived at on their trading routes.

      It was a lot like home to Lieutenant Holly Cropper.

      And a sense of home, of being some anonymous Breaker among a sea of other grease-smeared, just-off-shift half chancers was what Holly really needed right now.

      “Lieutenant?”

      She managed to make it as far as the bar, where the large, pinkish, and heavyset barman named Walden was at the other end cleaning glasses, when those she was trying to escape caught up with her.

      “Badiou,” Holly said with a grimace, recognizing the voice of the Earth Alliance Marine behind her. She had no idea how he had managed to sneak up on her. When she turned, she saw that the handsome captain of the First Marine Division stood casually behind her in his civvies—civilian clothes—but still with the gold crest of the EA Marines on his breast. He wore the regulation crew cut and a stiff-backed demeanor that should have made him stick out like a sore thumb in a place like Duster’s.

      “Can’t a girl just get a drink?” Holly tried a crooked smile, to which Badiou grinned.

      “Sure—just so long as you get it at the marine rec room.” He flickered a glance at the other clientele. Most of them ignored the pair, but a few of the nearest looked up apprehensively at the clearly off-duty Marine in their den of iniquity.

      “You know the drill, Lieutenant. You and the rest of your crew are under Restricted Access Rights. I don’t need to tell you that means you have to ask for permission to leave the barracks here on Aries.”

      And ask permission to wipe my nose too? Holly groaned and rolled her eyes. “You can’t get a decent shot of Nova in the barrack rec room, Captain. You can’t blame me for trying,” she said.

      Badiou, for all of his squared-away style, seemed nonchalant as he casually nodded “Uh huh. Is that so, Lieutenant? Nova—that’s some Breaker drink, isn’t it?”

      “Purest rice whisky you’ve ever tried, Captain,” Holly said, leaning back over the bar to spy Walden’s neon-lit cabinets, “but it looks like we’re out of luck. Even Duster’s doesn’t have any this month.”

      “I think I can contain my disappointment,” Badiou said wryly, before nodding to the open doors that led back into Aries Lower Hall 3. Holly saw two more not-so-disguised Earth Alliance Marines lurking in their dark blue civvies.

      “C’mon, Cropper. I have orders to make sure you’re back at the barracks by ten minutes ago, and if I hadn’t found you here, I was ordered to put out a general alert too.” Badiou gestured for her to move ahead of him.

      “Shrinking stars!” Holly grumbled under her breath. Her frustration at being cooped up in the Aries barracks and confined to five rooms and the halls between them for the last month had finally boiled over. She went with him, of course (who wanted a disciplinary on their record?), but she decided to give him an earful all the same.

      “This is fracked, Captain,” Holly growled as she led the way out of the Duster Lounge to the busy concourse and the waiting escort of two additional EA Marines. “My team hasn’t done anything wrong. We followed orders. Commander Silas even said he was pleased with how we handled what happened on Fury.”

      “Lieutenant,” Badiou hissed, grabbing her elbow and holding her close for a second. “That’s still classified,” he whispered.

      “I know!” Holly hissed right back. “How could I forget? I’ve been cooped up, basically under house arrest, for the last four weeks! What have we done? Don’t you think my team and I have a right to know?”

      “Cropper!” Badiou looked around them sharply at the press of moving people. Off-shift haulers and handlers mostly, Holly thought. Until she saw Badiou nodding to where some of the people were congregating beneath overhead screens across the avenue from them.

      

      “WORK CONTINUES AT THE ALIEN STARSHIP AND STILL NO ANSWERS FORTHCOMING FROM THE SENATE OR COUNCIL OF ALL TERRITORY REPRESENTATIVES!”

      

      The headlines scrolled across the top of the screen, accompanied by hazy, out-of-focus pictures of the starship that had been strangely called to their solar system. It had destroyed almost a third of the Earth Alliance Marine Outer Command before Holly and her crew, Private Bastion Li and Private Marshal Smith, had found a way to jam the signal that called to it.

      The screens cut to reporters haranguing men and women in suits as they were swept into Senate buildings somewhere on Earth before changing to a thin, well-dressed man with graying auburn hair and a violet wrap-around visor.

      

      “SENIOR CORPORATE CHIEF, LUC BATAILLE, HEAD OF ORIZO CORPORATION, IS DEMANDING TO KNOW WHY CORPORATE INTERESTS ARE BEING DENIED ACCESS TO THE STARSHIP . . .”

      

      “Because we don’t know how far the rot spreads, probably,” Badiou muttered under his breath. He urged Holly ahead of him.

      “The rot? You mean Zenetic and Verondas, don’t you?” Holly asked, eager for any sort of clue about what the plan was. The lieutenant also realized it might mean that the marines had so far failed to capture Verondas—if that was even her real name—Holly had to consider. All she knew was that Verondas was a woman from the Zenetic megacorporation, one of three corporations to fund the Tethra mining operation at the Fury Group asteroids where they had discovered the buried alien station.

      And Verondas saw fit to double-cross the miners and the other corps, didn’t she? Holly thought. The woman had also arranged for the pirate outfit known as the Outlaw Crew to seize control of the Tethra and take control of the alien site, stealing its technology for themselves.

      Well, before we got there, that is. Holly allowed herself a small smirk of pride. One that was very short-lived when she remembered what else Verondas’ actions had awakened at that thirty-thousand-year-old buried alien station: alien robots that had been able to walk through a team of heavily armed and armored Outlaw pirates and EA Marines with ease.

      It had taken everything they had to put them down, Holly remembered as they moved through Aries station and back to the permanent marine barracks that had become her home away from home. Even with the arrival of Captain Badiou and his team, they had still barely gotten out of there alive, and Bastion’s arm was still healing.

      “You haven’t got her yet, have you?” Holly asked. “Verondas, I mean. And because Regulus and Orizo also funded the Tethra, the Senate suspects them of trying to steal the technology too? And what—working against the Earth Alliance Council?”

      Their lift slowed to a halt and opened onto the barracks floor. There was a short corridor ahead, and then two sets of bulkhead doors that Badiou and his team took her through. They strode past the guard station and pointed to the command briefing room.

      “In there. At least wait until we’re inside before we chat, right, Lieutenant?” Badiou sighed wearily. He was clearly the sort of officer that was not used to someone quite so talkative as the diminutive Holly Cropper.

      “Boss!” said a voice Holly recognized.

      Holly was surprised when she looked inside. The spacious meeting room with its long metal desk and side windows that gave a view of the sandy orange tennis ball that was Mars also held the stocky form of Bastion Li, and her slighter, taller, and more rueful technical specialist, Marshal Smith.

      “Ah,” Marshal greeted his CO with a frown as soon as he saw her. “I see they got you.”

      “Sorry, guys,” Holly said with a groan as she entered the room. “The most I found out was that we’re not yet at war with an alien species.” That summed up the grand total of what she had learned on her foray outside of their “Restricted Access” arrest.

      “Yet,” Captain Badiou added heavily, before nodding to his attendant guards to leave them and gesturing to the screens opposite.

      “Personally, it seems to me that your group can’t even follow basic protocol—but despite my recommendations, the commander has seen fit to send you a personal message. Ah-TEN-hut!”

      Badiou snapped into a salute as the screen faded to green, then sharpened to reveal their senior commanding officer, Commander Silas. Holly wondered at the fact that she was saluting a recording, but protocol was protocol, and she was a sworn member of the Earth Alliance Marines.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” she chorused to the recording of their commander, along with Bastion, Marshal, and Badiou.

      “At ease, Marines.” Commander Silas was a somewhat ascetic-looking man who had to be north of seventy, Holly thought. He had the sort of pulled-over skin that revealed more of his skull than Holly thought could be entirely comfortable. But his eyes, even on a recorded video transmission, burned with a fierce determination.

      His were the sort of features that belonged to severe athletes or survival experts, Holly considered. A body that had burned off every excess and unnecessary molecule, leaving just tendons and stubbornness behind. At least, that is how he had always appeared to her.

      Now, however, there was a fierce intensity to the man’s words that Holly had never heard before.

      “Lieutenant Cropper, Marines of the Forward Patrol, I have asked Captain Badiou of the First Division to bring you here today to ready you for your next mission.”

      Next mission? Holly shot a wary look at her team. Marshal made a face. Bastion appeared—true to his style—characteristically nonchalant.

      The last one almost got us killed! Holly thought.

      “First, I thank you for following the Restricted Access regulations I was forced to place you under.”

      Holly saw Badiou flinch. One good thing about being an hour outside of live communication was that the commander hadn’t heard yet that she’d broken regulations.

      “Given the nature of your recent threat, we simply had no idea what the aftereffects of alien contact might be. We had to be certain that there were no radiological, chemical, or biological agents new to us,” the commander went on to say.

      “You mean we were guinea pigs?” Holly muttered under her breath. (She would never have dreamed of being so insubordinate were she not in front of a recording.)

      “And in addition, we have a highly evolving situation out there . . .” the commander said.

      His screen flickered. Now it showed the marines of the Forward Patrol a much sharper and closer image of the alien starship and the Fury Group strike site. Both were ringed by satellites and EA Marine gunboats.

      “We have everyone, every civilian of the Earth Alliance, looking up at the stars and wondering what is going on, what happened, who created the ship, and what do they want?” the commander said.

      The screens showed snapshots of headlines, everything from:

      “Earth Senate Takes Control of Alien Warship!”

      “Reporters Flood Kronos Station, Hoping for Glimpse of Alien Site!”

      To the more disturbing:

      “Breaker Group Representatives Claim Their Mining Ship Was Involved in Alien Contact!”

      “Venus Corporate Zone Demands Access to Technology.”

      “New Religious Cults Crowdfund Effort to Sneak Aboard Alien Starship!”

      “As you can see, ladies and gentlemen, it is a highly sensitive situation, and one that could easily get out of hand if we do not exert total data dominance,” the commander was saying. “The Breaker Group wants what we have. The corps want what we have. This alien technology could change everything for us.”

      Holly shared a frown with Marshal and Bastion. Is that why they locked us in our quarters? Because they thought we might try and sell our stories to the press? Or worse, the corps? But Holly’s unspoken question went unanswered as Commander Silas continued.

      “And then there is the clear act of sabotage, theft, and assault on EA Marines by members of the Zenetic corporation,” Silas said.

      The screen flickered up an image of the bright mauve-haired Verondas, this time wearing a cocktail dress.

      “Uliana Verondas, Chief Scientist for Zenetic Corporation,” Silas said. “Holds a degree in Computational Science, another in Stellar Physics, and an Advanced Doctorate in Systems Design.”

      “She’s not smart enough to know not to mess with the marines, though,” Bastion uncharacteristically muttered, earning a savage grin from Holly.

      “Miss Verondas escaped the Fury Site during the release of the alien bot technology.”

      The killbots, Holly thought immediately. That’s what I’m calling them from now on.

      “But we believe that her shuttle made for the Deregulated Trade Zone of Venus,” Silas said.

      Holly nodded. It made sense to her. Venus was a much more difficult planet to terraform than Mars. Therefore, while Mars was giving itself over to Earth’s mining and manufacturing efforts easily, it could take another hundred years to turn Venus’s poison storms and baked earth into fertile soil.

      All of this meant that Venus had been disregarded by the Earth Alliance for settler or immediate colony status. The corporations had jumped into the gap—managing to leverage it as a special “deregulated trade zone” where the corporations basically had free reign to build, develop, study, and trade however they wanted. Holly understood enough of Earth Alliance politics to know that, while the corps made most of their business off the backs of the cheap labor supplied by the Breaker Group, it was because they had a secure base on Venus that they could consolidate their power. They were a powerhouse of profit and investment for the rest of the Alliance, an almost-independent power that the Alliance didn’t want to admit that it relied upon.

      Which makes Venus a good hiding place if you want to avoid EA Marine patrols, Holly thought.

      “Zenetic chief officers have been called to Earth to explain their actions at the Fury Site,” Silas said, “although they claim that Verondas was rogue.”

      “I bet they do,” Marshal grumbled under his breath, believing their explanation about as much as Holly did.

      “So, we are timing a system-wide operation. You and your team, Lieutenant Cropper, will be part of it,” Silas said. “We will raid Zenetic offices wherever they are, and the Forward Patrol Unit 23 will be joining the raid on Zenetic’s Venusian offices.”

      “Venus?” Marshal burst out, earning an annoyed grunt from Captain Badiou at the disruption. “They’re sending us to some corp office hellhole on Venus!?”

      “All details will be sent to your operation CO,” Silas said firmly, “but since we are all in new territory now, and we have so little data on what Zenetic is up to, then the Forward Patrol Unit 23 probably has the most experience in this situation.”

      “We do!?” It was Holly’s turn to sound mystified.

      “As well as searching for Miss Verondas, you will be studying what you find at their laboratories and trying to identify anything that may have feasibly come out of the Fury Site. I hope that is understood.”

      “What do I know about alien technology?” Marshal whispered.

      “Well, you did figure out how to jam that signal, Private . . .” Badiou grumbled back. His tone led Holly to believe that he was really displeased that he would be taking this lowly Forward Patrol unit on a highly classified mission.

      Guinea pigs, Holly thought grimly. They think that because we got lucky once, then maybe our luck hasn’t worn off just yet . . .
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      Venus

      

      “Welcome to the big league, patrolees,” drawled one particularly large First Division marine who occupied the webbing seat next to Holly.

      “That’s Lieutenant Patrolee,” she drawled back, but the man still smirked at her.

      “Your team looks a little nervous. Haven’t you ever done an orbital drop before?”

      Holly was about to offer a very clever and cutting remark (just as soon as she thought of one), but the First Division had already turned away. He began pressing the controls on the heavy encounter suit that he was wearing, along with Holly Cropper, the Forward Patrol Unit 23, and every other member of the First Division Unit under the command of Captain Badiou.

      Lieutenant Cropper, Bastion, and Marshal, along with the large marine, and about seven other equally huge marines, sat in two rows aboard the EA Marine dropship, awaiting disembark.

      Well, awaiting to be thrown out of a marine gunboat moving at max speed through clouds of acid smoke to hopefully not play a game of chicken with the planet’s surface, Holly thought a little glumly.

      She didn’t like planetary interventions, particularly not low-orbit atmospheric ones.

      Much to Captain Badiou’s chagrin, the Forward Patrol Unit 23 had been added to their personnel and dispatched in the super-fast First Division gunboat, the Mrs. Lincoln, to speed across the Inner Territories toward Venus.

      “And there she is,” Holly heard Marshal nervously mutter. He was craning his suit opposite her to peer out of one of the porthole windows on the underslung dropship. From where Holly sat, she could see a globby shape of a vaguely green-orange color.

      “Never seen her before. Weird to think that she inspired love poetry, huh?” Marshal said, his voice crackling over their suit communicators.

      “On the caravans, we still used to call her the Lady,” Bastion said, who wasn’t even looking and had closed his eyes inside his suit. While the First Marine Division might take that for nerves, Holly knew that Bastion was in fact just resting. Nothing spooked Bastion. Not even alien killbots. Holly remembered that while Marshal was an Earther through and through, Bastion’s upbringing had been just a strange as her own on Hephaestus Station. He had grown up on the generation caravans that ran in constant motion, traveling endless loops through the solar system. Arguably, he had seen more of the solar system than anyone else in this dropship put together.

      “They say if she’s green when you first see her on the approach, your voyage will be fair, but if she’s redder, then you’re screwed,” Bastion said.

      “Well, to me she looks decidedly . . . marigold?” Marshal offered.

      “Screwed. Definitely screwed,” Bastion said, and Holly thought that he appeared genuinely happy at the fact.

      “Settle the chatter, Marines!” A voice sounded through their hold as the door opened. The bulky shape of Captain Badiou, still glaring but handsome behind his suit visor, emerged, and he proceeded to strap himself in.

      “We’re making the final descent, and the Mrs. Lincoln will be deploying asap,” Badiou explained. “Final suit checks, everyone, and remember your training!”

      No, please let me forget it! Holly thought with a growl. As if any of them wanted to forget how to stay alive right now, when they were going to be thrown at a planet . . .

      Yeah, she had to admit that low-orbit atmosphere interventions made her somewhat tetchy. Already, she could feel the tremor starting up through the dropship, shaking even the bone marrow of her legs as she tried to remember that everything about this was planned and routine. It was just that she had only done it in training, not in real life.

      Nah, it wasn’t just that, was it? Holly admitted to herself. That First Marine Division lug beside her was right, at least about her, anyways. She’d only ever done orbit drops in training, and there was something distinctly Breaker-like about her attitude towards planets. Maybe it came from being born in a space station and not on Earth or Mars or somewhere considered “normal.” But space and the stations felt free, while the planets felt large, heavy, and well—quite frankly, dangerous.

      “Boss?” She heard the low murmur over her suit, looking up to see Bastion had opened his eyes and had nudged her boot with his own.

      Her close combat specialist nodded at her, not saying anything, but his apparent complete determination and faith in her was comforting, nonetheless. Was her nervousness this obvious?

      Get it together, Cropper! Holly demanded better of herself, quelling her nerves by running through her entire suit diagnostic program. She hoped that by the time that it was over, they would already have landed . . .

      
        
        HVY ENC Suit . . .

        Accessing Wearer Identifier . . . ACCEPTED . . .

        User: CROPPER, Holly, (Lt) . . .

      

      

      The inside of her visor lit up with the controls once more. It scrolled lines of green-and-red text and code, identified the tags of those around her on the mission, and flickered a small strategic map in the top corner as it ran through the main features of the suit itself.

      
        
        Short range, long-wave sensors . . . ACTIVE

        Suit-to-suit radar . . . ACTIVE

        Linked to Strike Group Red: BADIOU, A (Capt) . . .

      

        

      
        Weapons synch . . . Marine general purpose rifle . . . ACTIVATED

        Weapons synch . . . Grenade packet (3 stun, 3 incendiary) . . . ACTIVE

      

        

      
        Mission Status: GO

        Strike Group Red Objectives

        1. Infiltrate Zenetic HQ (Laboratory Facility) . . .

        2. Isolate and capture Uliana Verondas . . .

        3. Identify laboratory materials (FWD PT UNIT 23) . . .

      

      

      “And that is us.” Holly read the last line of the mission objectives as her suit update finished. She once again wondered why on earth anyone thought that she, Bastion, and Marshal were experts at identifying alien tech. The only conclusion she came to was that no one—not even Outer Command—knew what was going on, and so they were pulling desperately at straws.

      And we are the straws, Holly thought, as the lights over the doors suddenly went from soothing green to an alert red.

      “Marines, we are GO! Dropship is GO!” Badiou was calling, and suddenly, there was a shake that could have been the universe turning inside out for all that Holly knew.

      Just wonderful, the Breaker thought as they dropped like a stone towards the planet.
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        * * *

      

      A star dropped out of the dark towards Venus.

      To the sudden alarm bells of warning satellites, the gunboat Mrs. Lincoln dropped and flew close and low to the upper ionosphere of the second planet. She flew close enough to gather burning clouds of magnetic gasses around her snub-nosed wake as the gunboat scraped the atmosphere of the planet.

      There were flashes of fire and steam as a large square shape was jettisoned from its undercarriage, the shape carrying ten marines. Rockets and thrusters burned immediately, firing to slow it down as it shot through the green-blues of the magnetic flares and into the dirty marigold color of the skies.

      A rush of plasma and fire flared up as the acid clouds reacted, and the air burned with the sudden invasion of the military dropship. The vessel was surrounded with a corona of fire for a terrifying moment before the flames quickly burnt themselves out, and the metal box continued to drop and fall and fall faster.

      With sudden gasps of gases, metal parachutes released at the corners. At the same time, forward thrusters fired to slow them down. The metal box shook and trembled with the G-force, and then, as if vanished by an act of magic—one of the parachutes disappeared as it was torn from its modules.

      The dropship lurched suddenly to one side, as the clouds below it cleared. Beneath the ochre orange clouds that wracked the planet were plains, gullys, and even mountains of orange and brown, backed by sand and rock.

      With bursts, three other parachutes were released from their capsules, and the rockets underneath the dropship fired all the faster. The parachutes had already served their purpose—they had brought the dropship to a slow enough rate that the force of the thrusters could do their job.

      And then they were below the line of mountains, and the lozenge of gun-gray metal was approaching a scattering of craters. Three of the nearest had a myriad of silver, white, and glass geodesic domes. A long line of flashing lights, lanterns in the Venusian wilderness, stretched both to the east and the west, representing the Corp Highway between the various facilities and regions of the Deregulated Zone.

      One of these craters belonged entirely to Zenetic, while they had holdings in the smaller two as well. And it was towards this largest crater that the dropship lowered itself, ignoring the desperate alarm calls of the corporate air-and-traffic control. It swerved entirely too close to the nearest dome than was allowed, setting up a hurricane of sand and fire as it thumped onto the plane of dust and rocks outside.

      They had landed.

      And Holly’s mission had only just begun.
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      “Out! Out! Out! Secure perimeter!” Badiou’s voice was shouting as their webbing automatically released. Holly got up on her feet and ran behind the particularly large First Division marine in front of her.

      The ramp of the dropship had hit the ground, letting in a burst of orange dust. The marines of the First Division and the Forward Patrol ran forward, the magnet locks of their boots holding on the metal of the dropship and ramp securely for a moment—and then the diminished gravity of Earth’s sister planet kicked in.

      It was only a marginally lighter gravity than Earth’s was, to be fair, but even to Holly it was a noticeable lift. She bounded rather than ran. Earth’s gravity was used as the human bio-normal across the habitats and stations throughout the solar system, including the station that Holly had grown up in.

      And right now, Lieutenant Holly Cropper was bounding straight into an orange vortex of dust.

      
        
        WARNING! DEADLY ATMOSPHERIC CONDITIONS!

      

      

      Her suit warned her as Holly landed in the middle of the dust sweep.

      “Keep moving!” she heard Badiou shout. “Not even the heavy encounter suits should stay out here that long! Get to the access point! Set up a perimeter!” he was calling. Rather than use her eyes, Holly had to follow the digital arrows overlaid on her visor to their entry point to the Zenetic laboratory.

      Entry point, the words flashed through Holly’s mind as she charged through the orange haze. Two words that were denuded of their meaning. They could mean a door or stepping over a wall, but really, they meant—

      “Prepare for blast!” she heard Captain Badiou shouting from somewhere in the murk, and then suddenly, Holly saw a brilliant white flash ahead of her.

      The shock wave hit her suit before she had time to hunker down. She staggered back, overbalancing in the lightened gravity and landing with a heavy thump on her back in a plume of dust.

      “Boss!”

      Holly blinked the stars away from her vision at the impact. Luckily, her suit’s shock absorbers meant that she suffered little more than a bruised back and an irritated pride. And now, there was a shadow looming out of the Venusian storm, reaching down to grab the handles on her upper arms and haul her to her feet.

      “Yippee-ki-yay,” Bastion greeted her, and she could see his white teeth grinning through his suit visor.

      “Wonderful,” Holly groaned, turning to follow the blinking digital arrow on her screen while the dusts swirled and suddenly parted . . .

      “Inside! Solomon, get the emergency seal ready!” Badiou was shouting. He stood before the busted-open porthole door in the side of the dust-scarred white geodesic dome.

      The commander wasn’t joking when he said we were raiding their offices, was he? Holly thought as she and Bastion ran towards the door. Their unit commander, Captain Badiou, had set the charges to blow the outer air lock. He knew that there would be an inner pressurization and decompression chamber on the other side.

      (Well, Holly hoped that Captain Badiou knew by studying the facility schematics beforehand. Otherwise, he had rolled the dice on decompressing an entire habitat . . .)

      It was a large room past the double doors, already starting to drift with orange-and-tan sands. Holly, Bastion, and the others thumped against the walls, readying their rifles as the previous very large First Division marine counted them all.

      “All present, sir!” the man’s voice shouted over their shared operations channel. Meanwhile, Badiou directed the technical specialists to start deploying the temporary seal to the blown-apart air lock door behind them.

      This consisted of nothing more serious than reinforced, ultra-high temp plastic sheeting inlaid with fine steel mesh, which one specialist started to roll out, while another used a fast-drying heat epoxy to fix it to the walls. Holly had never seen the procedure done by the EA Marines, but she had been trained to do it. It was essentially the same process that any good spaceship engineer was trained to do—create a temporary bubble of atmosphere so you didn’t depressurize the rest of the ship.

      “Lieutenant.” Holly’s eyes found her own Technical Specialist Marshal on the other side of the wall, looking wide-eyed but still with it. Not as enthusiastic as Bastion appeared, but not unhappy about events either.

      And of course, Holly gave her own team the nod as she turned to face the opposing, inner air lock door that led into the rest of the Zenetic facility. One of the advantages of having your own DIY air lock behind you was that if the enemy decided to open their doors and flush you out into space (or a hostile planet, in their case) then at least you had your own seal protecting you.

      By now, specialists from the First Division team had moved to the inner air lock. This time, they tried to open it without breaking the door. Holly watched as they pried open the control panel. Within moments, they were pulling and reattaching cables.

      “Standard door override,” she heard one specialist announce.

      “Seal holding!” the marines at the door announced—and then came the excruciating part. Holly watched as Badiou eyed the seal team’s work, knowing precisely what he must be thinking.

      If they’ve made a mistake, when we open that door, we’re going to set off a hurricane through all the open corridors and spaces connected to this air lock . . .

      Holly saw Captain Badiou lick his lips, then give the nod.

      “Opening door in four, three . . .”

      “Marines ready! Hold fire until I say so—policing action!” Badiou barked.

      “One!” The specialist twisted the last wires together, and with an uneasy chug, the double air lock, blue-steel doors pulled themselves open. There was a sudden blast of air as the oxygen outside the room normalized with their room, but the effect was entirely negligible, and Badiou was again barking at them.

      “Move! Move! Move! Secure the corridor!”

      Holly and Bastion were on the left-hand team, following the First Division marine in front of them as he swung his rifle around the door corner.

      And Bastion stepped out, crossing to the far side, his rifle raised—as the exact same operation happened on the right-hand side of the corridor too.

      “Sir! We got . . .” Bastion was calling immediately, frozen with his rifle pointed at something that Holly couldn’t see.

      “Nerds?” she heard him say. It was Holly’s turn to step into the middle space, swinging her rifle around . . .

      To see precisely what Bastion was talking about. There was a group of white-coated humans in simple evac masks, about five or six mixed men and women, kneeling on the corridor ahead with their hands up.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s going on here?” Captain Badiou demanded of the clearly terrified nerds—scientists, Holly corrected herself—as he approached.

      “North corridor clear,” she heard the right-hand team calling, who had advanced up to the far end of the gently curving corridor that must run in a ring around the facility. They had reached another bulkhead door and awaited the room-by-room go-ahead.

      “Wait . . . You’re marines? EA?” The nerd in front, a man with long blonde hair tied back behind his mask, blinked. Holly thought that he was not the sort of person to have a rifle pointed in his face.

      “Of course we are,” Badiou said with some irritation. “We’re here by order of the Earth Alliance Council of Representatives, approved by the Senate, on a police action to stop all Zenetic operations and apprehend—”

      “Thank heavens!” One of the scientists at the back cried and stood up abruptly, getting an immediate, forceful response from the First Division at the sudden, threatening movement.

      “Easy there, fella,” Bastion gave a low growl. “Not so fast with the dance moves, huh?”

      “Huh?” The scientist didn’t quite understand, but then did, and Holly saw his face fall. “But . . . I thought you were coming to rescue us?” the man said in surprise.

      “Rescue you?” Captain Badiou said. “What do you mean, rescue you? From whom?”

      “Not who,” the blonde scientist said. “From what.”

      
        
        ALERT!

      

      

      There was a blip on Holly’s scanner. She saw that it came from behind them all, at the far end door where the north team were.

      “Sir! We’ve got movement on the other side!” one of the marines from the north team announced. “Wait, what is that!? It’s approaching our vector fast, but . . . it’s not registering on the bioscanners, sir.”
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      “What is it!?” Holly heard the other marines saying. As she glanced at her own heavy encounter suit’s scanners, she thought that she had some idea.

      
        
        ALERT! PROXIMITY . . .

        Suit sensor identifiers: Unknown drones (3) . . .

      

      

      Because Lieutenant Holly Cropper had seen precisely that identifier before. She raised her eyes to see the rest of her Forward Patrol Team, Bastion and Marshal, looking directly at her.

      “It’s them, isn’t it?” Marshal said, whereas Bastion Li was altogether more to the point.

      “Locked and loaded!” he snarled, snapping his rifle to his shoulder and already advancing up the corridor to the northern door.

      “Private?” Badiou said, then turned back to Holly. “What do you mean, them?”

      “You know what that means, Badiou—you were there too!” Holly said, turning to follow Bastion’s example as she talked. “Unknown drone is what our suits thought the alien robots classified as, because there was nothing in our database even remotely like them.”

      “But that was at the Fury Site!” Badiou snarled angrily (still advancing with his rifle to the door). “They were inactive for thousands of years! Why would they be here on Venus?”

      “Fracked if I know, sir,” Holly said. “Maybe the aliens hid their killbots all over the place. Or maybe . . .”

      Badiou nodded. “Or maybe Verondas found a way to bring them out with her when she escaped?”

      “Exactly.” Holly nodded, her lip curling inside of her suit. “After all, there was a reason why Zenetic was ransacking that alien site.”

      They arrived at the northern air lock door where the other three First Division Marines already waited, two with their rifles up and one by the door controls.

      “Ready to go when you are, sir,” the technical specialist by the door said.

      “Marshal?” Holly breathed. “Can you get answers out of the nerds back there? Find out what we’re facing. How many? Where is Verondas?”

      Badiou made a clearing-his-throat noise beside her, and Holly knew that perhaps he would like to be the one to give orders, but he nodded his affirmative to her.

      “Well, we are here to look for evidence of alien tech,” Holly muttered under her breath.

      “Have we got eyes on them?” Badiou said, for the specialist by the door to shake his head.

      “Only door controls. We’re not patched into the station mainframe,” the man said.

      “Marshal!?” At that, Holly knew who to call. They waited for a tense moment, watching as the three movement signs on the far side of the air lock drew closer and slowed, as if unsure of what lay ahead of them. Behind, they could hear Marshal bargaining with the Zenetic scientists for the habitat mainframe.

      “And another thing! If we’re all ripped to shreds because of some stupid scientist of yours, then there’s going to be no one to cry to about whose fault it was! We’ll all be sorry that you didn’t hand over the mainframe security codes then, won’t we!”

      “Got it!” Marshal announced, running up to deliver the ID card of one of the scientists to the specialist at this end, along with a passphrase.

      “He’s only got access to doors and main computers. We’ll have to hack anything more restricted,” Marshal said with an edge of excitement.

      “Eyes,” his opposite number confirmed, as he linked their suit channels to the system internal cameras, and Holly got a chance to see what awaited them beyond the doors.

      Huh?

      “What are those?” Holly said out loud—because what awaited them really didn’t look anything like the alien murderbots that they had faced at the Fury Site.
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        * * *

      

      “For one thing, they look more like some bad child of a velociraptor crossed with a security camera.” Holly was not as eloquent as Marshal Smith was, but she thought his description of the robots waiting for them was rather apt.

      “There’s only three of them,” Badiou offered, looking at the camera footage.

      He’s right, Holly thought. There were only three of the strange, dog-legged, hunched-forward bipedal drones with their elongated arms and killer claws on the far side of that air lock. Each of them was just a little smaller than a man, with a neck of shining steel rings ending in an arrowlike head with one great red eye. Each of their slightly curved arms had two elbow joints and ended in a set of four shining steel blades.

      Only three. And around her were Bastion Li, Marshal Smith, Captain Badiou, and at least three more of the First Marine Division—with the others guarding the southern side of the corridor and the assembled scientists.

      Seven against three. And those seven were fully trained Earth Alliance Marines wearing heavy encounter suits. Those odds would be considered easy for anyone, she knew, and EA Marines were trained to be outnumbered, so this should be a walk in the park, right?

      But Holly had seen what the predecessors of these robots had done to another team of First Division fully trained, heavy encounter-suited marines. They had the numbers then too—and the other alien murder toasters had stomped them.

      “Let me just float an idea out there, people,” Marshal said, clearly struggling with the same things that Holly was. “But do we have to open that door? I mean, why don’t we just leave them there and go explore the rest of the station?”

      “Negatory, Private,” Badiou’s voice cut through the chatter, and everyone there stood up a little straighter. He had that kind of voice.

      “Look. Top right-hand corner of the footage,” the captain was saying, and Holly’s eyes turned to see that there was a dark stain further up the corridor behind the three hunched drones. Blood.

      “Can we get the cameras further back?” Holly heard the captain say, for the specialist to access the station controls. Suddenly, they were looking at corridors full of people. Dead people. They had all apparently been ripped to shreds by something with blades for hands.

      “All the more reason to leave the door closed . . .” Holly heard Marshal mutter, but if Badiou heard it (and he must have, over their open channel), he ignored it.

      “Clear cause. Ready to fire at will, Marines. We’ve got multiple assault and murder cases on EA citizens,” Badiou said. He nodded for the door to be opened.

      The technical specialist hit the switch.

      And as soon as the air lock doors started to budge, the three hunched drones erupted into action, leaping forward on their powerful legs as the marines opened fire . . .
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      “Contact! Put it down!”

      Marines were screaming on the comms as Holly swiveled to focus on the nearest target.

      The murder drones had attacked so fast. Even with all seven EA Marines at weapons ready, it seemed to Holly that they didn’t have a chance to pull their triggers before there was metal all around them and claws in and among them.

      The air lock doors had opened, and the robots had leapt on their prehensile doglegs straight into the gap. The EA Marines had opened fire. There was a thunderous light show as projectiles hit their targets—but their enemy was made of metal, and more bullets ricocheted than punctured their metal armor, Holly saw.

      The technical specialist by the door beside Marshal went down first, as the leaping drone landed on his chest and then they realized that it wasn’t just their claws that were sharp. The breastplate of the specialist’s heavy encounter suit was punctured and buckled by the thing’s taloned feet. Holly saw the creature’s arms scrape and hack at the man’s visor, sending up sparks before its head dove forward and . . .

      FZT!

      The eye had burst with an intense red light, and the specialist’s visor was suddenly broken open, the man inside killed.

      What was that? Some kind of micro-missile!? The panicked thoughts filled her head as she unloaded a magazine onto the creature. It pulled back its head—now blackened with soot and blood.

      “Man down! Specialist Tabibi down!” Holly heard someone shouting, but the others were just as busy with the other two. There was fighting behind her where the leaping murderbots had broken their defensive barrier in a heartbeat, and somewhere behind her, Holly knew Bastion was also fighting for his life.

      But right now, Holly was standing before the doglike drone. Where is Marshal? He had been there a moment ago, but now he wasn’t. Did he go down too? The thought flashed through Holly’s mind as the drone ahead of her lifted its blackened head to regard her with a sudden twitch of focus.

      A predator’s look. The lieutenant saw the silver tendons across its legs and back constrict as it trembled, about to jump again and do to her just what it had done to Specialist Tabibi.

      “Frack that,” Holly snapped, lunging forward with her marine rifle while the strange dog thing leapt.

      The muzzle of her rifle slammed into the thing’s baleful red eye while she fired. She felt the weight of the thing hit her arm, overpowering even her augmented suit strength. She kept the trigger down firmly . . .

      Wham. She hit the floor with the thing on top of her, to a brilliant shower of sparks and fire.

      “Urgh. Is it dead?” She was groaning as the weight trembled and then settled on top of her legs, suddenly stilled.

      “It’s dead,” said Badiou’s voice, grabbing the handle by the side of her shoulder and hauling her back to the wall. At the same time, he released a burst of fire in the direction of the nearest of the other murder robots. Holly looked back to see that the one that she had fought was now a mess, wires and circuits hanging out of the place where its eye and head should have been.

      “I guess I found the weak spot?” Holly grumbled, turning to see.

      Another of the three First Division Marines was down, but he had been dragged to one side by Marshal, who was busy opening access panels in the man’s suit to get to the wound. Another of the killer robots had been deactivated through superior firepower, it seemed, since it lay a few yards away, and its metal hide looked like a rusted cheese grater.

      But there was still one more left, and it had broken past them to start towards the other southern side First Divisions and the scientists.

      Only this final robot had one thing on its tail that it hadn’t accounted for. A Bastion Li.

      “Private!” Holly called out in alarm, as she saw her close-combat specialist throw himself forward to rugby tackle the killer robot, seizing its legs and sending it skittering and crashing to one side against the walls.

      A clear shot, Holly realized. There was just wall behind it, not unarmed scientists or fellow EA Marines.

      “Light it up!” The captain had come up with the exact same idea. He was taking aim and firing as the thing attempted to get to its feet one more time.

      Holly fired. The southern side First Marine Division fired. The robot was only a few feet away from Bastion as bullets hammered it back against the side of the wall, sparked, and flew.

      FZT! And someone’s lucky bullet must have caught the robot in the head. There was a sudden burst of sparks and white smoke as the metal contraption shook and slumped to the floor, finally useless.

      “Man down, man down!” someone was shouting.

      “I need a medic here!” Marshal was shouting too, while Holly, on instinct, swivelled to cover the open corridor back the way they had come. There was nothing up there but dead bodies, thankfully.

      If that is the carnage that just three of those things can do, the lieutenant was thinking, we’d better pray that’s all there is of these monsters.
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      Venus

      

      The planet of lovers and recently, corporations, enjoyed a brisk and lively trade thanks to its most recent citizens. Although there was no large-scale manufacturing on the Venusian orb, the Deregulated Trade Zone meant that the megacorporations that could afford to buy a crater here could set up a geodesic dome or bunker with all sorts of experiments and high tech procedures.

      A few facts about Venus made it very desirable to technology firms in particular.

      Its slightly lower gravity meant that scientists could conduct easier and better tests on biology in space and work with superconductors a lot more easily.

      Its faster orbit around the sun created a “slingshot” effect, meaning that ships heading in and out of the Venusian region could use the Lady’s gravity to reach Earth and Mars much more quickly (extremely useful for corporate types, whose business relied on information).

      But even though no great industries or factories had been set up on the planet (its clouds of acidic vapors proved too expensive to treat against, and its subsurface minerals were too hazardous to extract) there were a lot of scientific firms that conducted their business producing the next range of microchips, superconductors, personal screens, or any sort of plasma technology.

      Which meant there was a lot of travel back and forth from the Lady. The orbit of Venus was always busy, and the ships would sometimes look down to see a reddish planet or sometimes vaguely greenish, but a lot of the time, a pearly, whitish color.

      The EA Marine gunboat, the Mrs. Lincoln, had risen from her injection attempt and now maintained a high stationary orbit over the planet. Her navigators kept an eye on the constant stream of shuttles and rockets that moved up and down through the available windows of landing and departure.

      But the Mrs. Lincoln was really only a strike ship. She was not a part of an entire border control or customs operation. She was hailed and battered by demands from the various corporate air towers as to the nature of her business, to which her senior flight officer, Lieutenant Arneson, would grumble back, “Send them the automated cease and desist message. If they ask any more questions, open our weapons ports.”

      But that was the senior flight officer for you. He didn’t want to be caught up explaining his presence to every jumped-up corporate security mercenary who thought that just because they had a five-figure salary and a fancy badge, that meant they had a right to question military business.

      Senior Flight Officer Arneson had a live situation on the ground that he was keeping tabs on. He needed to be in constant open comms with his senior officer, Captain Badiou, in case something happened.

      All of which explained why, when one small satellite of many detached itself from the rest of the throng of corp satellites and slowly lowered itself towards the surface, it did not attract the attention of the senior flight officer, nor that of those jumped-up corporate mercenaries who had fancy badges.

      Even when that satellite started approaching the atmosphere near the three interlinked Zenetic craters.

      “Sir?” one of the Nav officers pulled up the disturbance overhead. “Corp communications satellite. She’s broadcasting a decommission status.”

      “Huh?” Arneson flickered his eyes towards its vector. It shouldn’t be a problem. The satellites around any given planet were in a constant process of being renewed or decommissioned. They were often sent into their own planets on burn-up orbits, a faster way to deal with the problem of out-dated technology.

      “She’s going wide, breaking over the mountains.” Arneson looked at the Mrs. Lincoln’s estimates and didn’t think any more of it until a few minutes later.

      “Sir!?” The same nav officer was saying. “That comms sat—she didn’t break up!”

      “What?” The senior flight officer took much greater interest this time, leaning forward to look at the active tracking. He saw that the little vector had indeed survived the ionosphere and the upper atmosphere without even losing cohesion. It was now a bright corona of light heading towards the planet’s surface.

      Such a thing was almost impossible, Arneson knew—but this was space. Weird things happened. “Her vector is still to the mountains. No threat to the operation site . . .” he was saying.

      Just as the satellite suddenly did break apart into three much smaller, dartlike micro-units and abruptly changed course.

      “Navigation? What am I looking at!?” Senior Flight Officer Arneson demanded. As soon as the main comms sat was clear of the perils of re-entry, the three smaller darts had suddenly swept away from it at a low angle, turning as they did so.

      “Those are under command! That’s guided!” Arneson said, as the three darts cut a fiery trail across the Venusian sky.

      Straight towards the Zenetic craters.
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      Venus Surface, Zenetic HQ

      

      “What do you mean, they came out of nowhere?” Badiou was demanding of the scientists as the marine unit moved through the Zenetic facility.

      So far, they had pulled themselves together, they had dispatched their dead back to the dropship, and they had already cleared a subsequent three rooms of the facility, finding another huddle of terrified scientists in their search.

      All of them replied with the same story: that they had been busy working on microchips when suddenly their work was disturbed by claws and screaming and dying.

      “Well, how do you think they got onto Venus?” Holly asked irritably. “Anyone?”

      The scientists looked dumbfounded at her until Holly tried a different tack.

      “Uliana Verondas. Chief scientist of your very company. Where is she? When was she last here!?” she demanded of the scientists. Most of them didn’t dare to speak—apart from one, a mousy-haired woman with sharp features.

      “I saw her,” she burst out, looking at the others somewhat apologetically. “I’m sorry, but I did. I saw her. I don’t care if I’m breaking some corporate nondisclosure agreement,” she berated the other scientists around her.

      “But I saw her. Only a glimpse, and it was the back of her head—but I saw the back of her head. I wouldn’t even have recognized her had it not been for the fact that she was in the news,” the woman said. “She was heading down to the reserve basement, third floor below ground level.” She looked expectantly at the others.

      “Great, Rosemary. Now we’re all going down for conspiracy,” one of her colleagues murmured, earning a scowl from Badiou.

      “Well, you might, now you’ve admitted to it, but not Rosemary here,” the captain said, offering her a screen with the schematic of the entire facility laid out on it. “Can you show me how to get to the reserve basement?” he asked. The woman nodded and pointed in the direction.

      “Thank you.” Badiou nodded to one of his remaining First Division marines. “Keep them here. Make sure they have water and whatever else until the operation is over. The rest with me.”

      The team left, now making for the corridor and the stairs down, consisting of Holly, Bastion, Marshal, Badiou, and the only other First Division marine left.

      Our numbers are getting thin fast, Holly was thinking as they increased their march, hitting the stairs in a clatter.

      “Thoughts?” Badiou asked.

      “They didn’t know about the robots,” Holly was the first to speak. “Either they were brought here or else it was a secret project even from the staff.”

      “But their similarity to the other robots—the eye, the claws, even the metals used—is unmistakeable,” Marshal offered. “You think maybe Verondas copied the alien tech? You think she made them?”

      “Best guess,” Holly murmured as they passed the first floor down and turned the corner.

      
        
        ALERT! Incoming Call ERROR! Message Failed . . .

      

      

      “Dammit,” Badiou and the rest halted on the stairs. “Missed a call from Arneson. I’d better respond, in case it’s urgent,” he said as he turned back up the stairs.

      Just as the stairwell above them shook and flashed a brilliant white.
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        * * *

      

      Only one of the three missiles struck the Zenetic facility that Holly and the others were currently exploring. Although guided, the missiles clearly were not state of the art, since one hit the dirt outside the crater and exploded with a fireball, and another hit one of the smaller, unoccupied craters.

      They were small missiles, hardly bigger than a regular shoulder launcher, and had been jury-rigged and outfitted to withstand entry and hidden in the body of their parent satellite.

      They were small, which meant that the impact mostly broke apart a section of the outer panels and set off a decompression event and the emergency systems in response.

      However, for the civilians and EA Marines inside the facility, no missile felt small.

      
        
        ALERT! Damage report . . .

        Breastplate . . .

        Helmet . . .

        Right arm . . .

      

      

      “Urgh!” Holly coughed and spluttered as she took great lungfuls of recycled air from her heavy encounter suit. She was lying on the stairs. The way above had been mostly caved in, a terrible, horrible scene of twisted metals and Venusian rock.

      “Marshal? Bastion?” Holly asked first (as she always did), then, “Badiou?”

      There was a groan from behind her. Suit lights suddenly flared on in the darkness to reveal that her two marines were indeed still with her, and they were still alive.

      “You good, Lieutenant?” Bastion asked, as Marshal started checking the walls.

      “Cave in? Venus is pretty volatile. Natural thermal expansion?” he was guessing.

      “There was nothing natural about that at all,” Holly groaned, telling them that she saw a flash of light and felt a rumble in the walls at the time of the—whatever it had been. “My money is on an explosion. Someone set off an explosion!”

      “Badiou! Badiou, come in!” Holly said, punching the suit comms on her wrist to receive nothing but static. “Hell! It must be all that rock in the way.” She eyed the wall ahead of them. “We don’t know how the rest of the team are. Or if the civilians are alright,” Holly said with a grimace. “But I also don’t know anything about rockfalls.”

      “Don’t move it, you’re likely to bring it down on you if you don’t know what you’re doing,” Marshal said seriously. “But there’s a whole gunboat up there. She’ll come and get us.”

      “While Badiou and the others might be dying up there at the same time?” Holly said skeptically. “I need solutions to get to the other side of those rocks, marines, and I need them now.”

      “We got incendiaries?” Bastion offered with a hopeful smile.

      “No, Bastion. Let’s not set off another rockslide,” Marshal said. “This is still a habitat, right? I bet there’s another exit from the basements down here. Another way up. All bases have to be built that way, in case . . .”

      In case you get trapped with no oxygen, no water, and nothing to keep you alive. Holly didn’t have to wait for Marshal to explain basic space physics to her. It was the same the system over. A morbid fear of being trapped. An even worse fear of fire.

      “Good point, Marshal. Let’s go.” Holly nodded downwards, ahead of them, and they set off at a fast jog.
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        * * *

      

      The stairwell was cramped, and the metals of the wall handrails creaked and groaned under the weight of the marines’ heavy suits. Twice, Holly found herself listening to those creaks and groans of station metal with a Breaker’s ear.

      No. She shook her head. It isn’t the same.

      It was said that someone from the Breaker Group, someone who was born and raised out in space, could feel what was going on with their ship. They could feel the direction, the tensions, and, through the slight noises and vibrations that ran through the metal, they could tell you what state or hazard the ship, station, or platform was in.

      It’s all bunkum, of course—Holly had to admit. But there was something to the way that a natural-born Breaker was raised to be aware of their ship or station in a way that no Earther ever could.

      And anyway, whatever secrets Holly had hoped to glean from the screech of protesting metals, the fact remained that she was on a planetary base, not a void home. The language that these corporate metals spoke as they struggled and clung to Venusian rock was nothing like the ice-cold whispers of starlit steels and weightless irons.

      Also, Holly wasn’t entirely sure if she wanted to know if this entire place was going to imminently fall on their heads or not.

      “Comms still not working,” Marshal muttered from ahead as their suit lights cut through the darkness, revealing the final landing.

      “Third floor,” Holly said. “Reserve basement.”

      This was where that Zenetic employee had last seen Uliana Verondas after the Fury Strike incident. Holly’s thoughts naturally glided to the very next conclusion—that if this was the secret hideout for Zenetic’s chief scientist, the very same woman who had paid for a bunch of space pirates to capture an entire mining ship, and the lair from which she developed those dogbot things—then Uliana Verondas was unlikely to go quietly.

      “Weapons up,” Holly breathed as they came to a metal door.

      An open metal door, and the only one down here.

      “You know what we could be up against,” Holly said over their comms. “Fire at will,” she said, as she stepped forward to push the door open a little further, revealing a darkened room—and a body.

      “Body!” Holly said, pausing to sweep her rifle over the gruesomely eviscerated form of a rather small man who may have once been round in the middle, had not some metal claws got to him first. He was lying against the door rest as though he had been backing against it when he was caught. On the floor near his feet was a crushed pair of spectacles, and in one outstretched hand, rather uselessly, he appeared to be holding a handkerchief.

      “Didn’t do you much good, did it, fella?” Bastion breathed as he followed behind Holly, who had stepped down into the room, sweeping with her rifle and suit lights to see.

      A laboratory, only a pared-down, mad-scientist type of laboratory.

      There were silver computer stacks still flickering with life alongside screens against the bare orange-rock wall. There were also strange machines that looked like work benches, drills and pipes and saws and white contraptions scattered here and there. Everything was connected via thick cables and pipes.

      And then there were the large metal gurney beds, large enough to hold a person and a half, in Holly’s eyes. There were four of them, all of them empty.

      “I guess we found scheming scientist lair number one?” Marshal said, looking around with raised eyebrows from behind his visor. “I mean, I respect the commitment to stereotypes, but really,” Marshal said, “an underground lair? A bit gloomy, don’t you think?”

      “They were trying to keep her under the radar,” Holly murmured seriously, moving to the screens and the computer consoles. Aha. There, on one of the computer tables, was a piece of the white metal. The same strange white metal that Holly remembered from the sunken alien station.

      “I guess we got our evidence,” Holly said, lifting the piece up to examine it. One side looked as though small sections had been taken out of it, angularly cut, drilled, or burned.

      “I bet that Zenetic wanted what Verondas could deliver but wanted to be able to deny her existence too,” Holly murmured, turning to the computer screens instead and nodding at Marshal. “You think you can download whatever is on here? I say we grab the data, then try that door over there.” She nodded to the exact replica of the entrance door on the other side of the room, set into the rock.

      We still have Badiou and the others to find, Holly thought as Marshal got to work. He started unlooping connectors from his own specialist’s module belt and attaching them to the computer pile.

      What happened up there? she was thinking. Was it another welcome gift from Verondas? It was clear that the scientist wasn’t down here. Apart from one piece of alien metal, it didn’t look like there was much else that was down here, the lieutenant was thinking.

      “Sir,” Marshal said. Holly turned around to see that one of the screens was up, and it showed a long stream of data moving downwards. “I’ve started the download, but the files look really patchy, as if they’ve been corrupted.” His hands flickered in the air, moving holocontrols that only he could see.

      “I bet that she tried to erase her files before she escaped, and what’s left is only ghost images,” he continued.

      “Anything useful you can get?” Holly’s spirits fell.

      “Wait, there’s something,” Marshal was saying as the screen flickered to show a clip. A small section of a video clip with Uliana Verondas right here, standing before the camera in this very room.

      “A present to the board, whose short-sightedness is staggering once again!” the woman said as the image flickered and glitched.

      “We are on the cusp of a new dawn for humanity. I am on the verge of discovering the secrets of this alien technology, and you can either be with the future or mired in the past. It really is that simple. No more will Earth, the Senate, or even the marines hold our future. The arrival of the alien ship guarantees this—we are now facing a new future that we had better be ready for, not stumbling blindly into!

      “But WE shall be able to protect and defend ourselves. WE shall step forward to take our rightful place among the stars! All thanks to ME!”

      Verondas appeared to grow entranced, feverish even.

      “She’s insane,” Marshal breathed.

      “She’s got a strange way of solving problems, that’s for sure,” Holly offered. “Like making murderbots.”

      There, on the screen above, flickered a strange, alienlike skeleton. After it came another image: this time, a series of prototype designs of the very same things that they had faced, with pictures of the “original” alien robot and details about what areas were copied.

      “I call it the Jackal,” Verondas’ voice continued. “It will revolutionize warfare. It will be the only way that we can defend ourselves against this new alien threat! And if Zenetic won’t let me engineer the savior of humanity, I am already in negotiation with others who will!”

      “And there’s even promo material,” Marshal said with contempt.

      
        
        THERE IS A NEW THREAT COMING . . . AN ALIEN THREAT . . .

        BE PREPARED. DOMINATE THE BATTLEFIELD!

        Perfect for ship, station, and habitat dominance.

        Pre-programmed for police actions and civilian control.

        Excels in skirmish and guerrilla theatres.

        Fully independent threat analysis.

        Perfect for guarding and patrol.

      

      

      “Is there anything she says it can’t do?” Holly muttered at the images and text. “And who are the others she’s going to give this technology to? The pirates? Breaker Group?”

      “Make a cup of coffee,” Bastion pointed out, making little grabbing motions with his hands.

      “What?” Holly and Marshal asked him.

      “The Jackals. They can’t make a cup of coffee,” Bastion explained. “No thumbs, see?”

      “That message was recorded almost six hours ago,” Marshal said, ignoring their very stocky close combat specialist.

      “When she must have released the Jackals and escaped Zenetic’s control, right?” Holly said. “I bet that we can find the records of any ship leaving Venus in the last six hours. We could even catch up with her before she gives these Jackals to their new buyer!”

      “Ahem.” Bastion pointed up at the ceiling.

      Oh yeah, Holly remembered. If Badiou and the other Marine weren’t killed in that explosion, she hastily thought.

      As soon as Marshal was done with the download (“Ninety percent garbage files, but Marine Intelligence might be able to pull something out of it . . .” he guessed.), they moved to the opposing door. Holly opened it while Bastion punched his rifle forward—to reveal access stairs leading up into the dark. This part of the Zenetic dome hadn’t been breached by the explosion and appeared to lead straight up past the higher levels to a secure hangar whose wall map indicated it sat alongside the base of the geodesic dome. A private getaway with room for three regular corp shuttles—one of which was missing.

      The Forward Patrol team’s comms came back online as soon as they cleared the surface, and they were met by a torrent of updates from First Marine Division.

      
        
        ALL-TEAMS ALERT from the MRS. LINCOLN:

        “Senior Flight Officer Arneson to ground units. You have three micro-missiles inbound. Get under cover now!”

      

      

      Badiou was already coordinating the rescue effort with the Mrs. Lincoln and the nearest of the other corp habitats. No other Jackal killbots had been discovered and neither had the whereabouts of Uliana Verondas.

      “But we have our proof,” Holly Cropper informed the captain over the comms. “And we have a lead—we’re looking for a regular corp shuttle that left this facility in the last six hours.”

      “I’ll get Intelligence on it,” Badiou confirmed, “but down here is a mess. News is already hitting the feeds of a massive incident on Venus involving the EA Marines. It’s going to take hours to get this situation under control and the civilians debriefed.”

      Just wonderful, the lieutenant thought as she led her team out of the secret hangar and back into the Venusian glare. The dust storms had abated, and for once, the Venusian skies were a pure, blistering hot white of the upper clouds. Holly looked up at the constantly shifting skies and clenched her teeth in frustration. Somewhere up there was an extremely ruthless and extremely dangerous Verondas, speeding forward to change history.
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      Unknown Vessel, Saturnian Space

      

      The giant star-shaped alien vessel gleamed white and silver as the marine security drones floated up and down its long arms.

      It was star-shaped in that it was actually twelve points of strange silver-and-white metals ending in encrustations and whirls of silver. These could be sensing antenna or could be weapons ports for all humanity knew.

      The star vessel hung over the shoulder of distant Saturn with the flicker of marine gunboats sharking by in the void of space in a constant patrol. Everything here was on lockdown. Even though reporters and cultists and corporates and just the insanely curious were congregating at nearby Kronos Station to get a glimpse, no one was within a hundred miles of the strange vessel that had appeared out of nowhere, burning with the dazzling light of heaven.

      Now, on one of what was being called the “cardinal” arms—meaning the points that struck out to the right, left, forward, back, up, and down—there was a large bulky shape. It was dark blue and gunmetal gray, and it was all corners compared to the ship’s smooth plates.

      It was the marine bridging vessel, a mobile docking unit with a nondescript Special Ops gunboat attached to the back. The entire bridging vessel was clamped onto one of the cardinal arms with a framework of metal piers and balconies joining the vessel to the alien hull. The bulkhead doors to the marine bridging vessel opened with a hydraulic hiss, revealing three figures: a woman, a soldier, and a drone.

      “Of course, if I had designed this thing, then I would have installed a lot more booby traps throughout . . .” murmured the slightly Southern accent emanating from the floating disk drone that levitated near the woman’s head.

      The woman had long black hair bound in a thick braid down her back and wore nonregulation civilian clothes, an orange-and-tan service suit with few identifiers other than an EA Marines visitor lanyard and a small name tag:

      Dr. Rachel Crow, Consultant.

      The woman was young for such academic achievements, north of her forties perhaps. She had impressed most of her superiors and mentors back on Earth not only with her dazzling intellect (that allowed her to acquire several languages, including Chinese, Russian, and Farsi, in addition to her knowledge of several Dené dialects of her own Navajo people), but with her ability to master so many subjects. Although not many students came out of the reservations and attended the Ivy League schools and then the European Special Research Academy, Rachel had long believed in her abilities. With the support of her tribe behind her, she had not been intimidated by the institutions and had walked their academic halls with pride.

      Maybe my teachers were surprised at what I achieved, but I never was, and neither were my people, Rachel Crow thought with a touch of defiance to her chin as her eyes flickered over what lay before her.

      “Cleared for entry, ma’am,” said a voice. A different voice this time, belonging to one of the two large EA Marines in jet black uniforms without insignia, indicating that they were of no unit , or more accurately, of a unit so secret as to be denied that it even existed: EA Special Ops.

      Ugh. Rachel knew the reason for the secrecy, of course—she was on the steel gantry attached to the alien starship. The same starship that had somehow miraculously warped or jumped or appeared in their space out of nowhere and proceeded to blow marine attack vessels out of the night.

      And you were heading straight for the Fury Site, weren’t you? Rachel thought as she stepped down from the dock of the bridging vessel and onto the gantry that led to the strange, crystalline-threaded door.

      Her heart beat a little faster. She felt her chest tighten with excitement or fear; she couldn’t tell which.

      She did know, however, that there had already been other scientists before her. The military handlers assigned to bring her in had revealed that much at least, only she did not know how many, or who they were, or why they were not here now. She wondered vaguely which of her colleagues in the highest echelons of academia could have walked these alien corridors before her. Bloch, perhaps? Grumann? Fahrani?

      Doctor Crow had no way of finding these things out. But, when the Special Ops marine stepped to one side, leaving her with the large, strange surface of alien metal right before her—Rachel did have a moment of panic. She wondered if the other scientists had resigned, been fired, or been carried out in body bags.

      “Booby traps, you say?” she murmured to the only other thing allowed to accompany her: the round disk drone with its blinking blue lights.

      “Well, autodestruct mechanisms, tamperproof devices, discouragements, and mechanical lockoffs,” said the vaguely Texan voice emanating from the drone. This was technically not a live feed to another human academic somewhere—although it kind of was linked to a greater intelligence.

      When Rachel had seen the gargantuan memory servers and processor units that had been loaded on the super-black ops gunboat (no name, just a designation) to bring her here, she had been astonished.

      They had brought the computer program known as the Duke wholesale from where he had been crunching wargame scenarios in some Martian military university. He was one of many such personality-interface programs, supposedly a few steps short of actual artificial intelligence—or AI for short—but Rachel wondered if that was a meaningful distinction anymore.

      After all, the Duke passed the Turing Test as far as she was concerned, didn’t he? When she had started conversing with him on the trip over, she had often forgotten that she was talking to a manufactured being—a simulation, a glorified computer program. And that was the point of the Turing Test: if a human could no longer tell the difference between code and being, then it was functionally alive as far as they were concerned.

      But does it have consciousness? Does it have sentience as far as humans understand? Self-awareness? All these questions and more were fascinating to Rachel, who specialized in philosophical linguistics and phenomenology.

      When the doctor had asked the Duke these very questions, she had only earned a wry chuckle in response.

      “How do I know you have those things, ma’am?” it had asked in turn, which Rachel had to admit was a very smart answer.

      But never mind. Right now, back in the present, Rachel shook her head and looked at the crystalline-threaded door before them both, the Native American prodigy and the military computer program.

      The door was large enough to be a double door, with a fine seam running down the middle.

      “Presupposing that those who built it were bipedal omnivorous predator types,” Rachel murmured, for the Duke to blink its blue lights softly.

      “There was a research study that demonstrated that the primary distinction for predator brains was left-right orientation, while prey and herd brains was up-down,” Rachel explained.

      “Interesting. I have not been given access to that data,” the Duke said, and Rachel wondered if it even sounded a little hurt or whether she was imagining that.

      “I guess they only programmed you with enough data to control a battlefield,” Crow murmured as she studied the door. It appeared to be made of many crystalline threads overlaid and interwoven through each other.

      “Indeed,” the Duke agreed. “Zero-sum game theory and asymmetric strategy gains mostly—but you would have thought that essential psychological differences would be important for me to know!”

      Rachel ignored the computer program as she stepped lightly forward towards the door.

      “The container unit, ma’am,” murmured the Special Ops marine behind her, referring to the only discovery that the EA Marines and scientists had managed to garner for themselves. They had learned that when they brought a piece of the Fury Site alien wreckage into close proximity with the alien ship, although apparently dead, it appeared to respond.

      “Yes, of course.” Rachel unslung her backpack and unzipped it to pull out the clear plastic box. Inside was a fragment of the whitish alien metal.

      And it was a metal. She remembered the briefing meeting that she had received. A type of metal that was extraordinarily strong and durable and somehow manufactured in “threaded” formation. She was an expert in philosophy, linguistics, and psychology, after all. Not physical sciences.

      “So, the ship isn’t completely deactivated then. It must have scanners,” the Duke mused as Rachel unclipped the box and brought out the fraction of alien metal and held it up to the door.

      For sudden fine traces of lights to flicker up and down the crystal threads, so minute as to be almost the pulse of fireflies. And the doors started to pull apart smoothly and slowly, without a sound.

      “Guard up!” The Special Ops marine stepped forward although Rachel knew that they had performed this procedure many times before with other marines and with other academics.

      No life had been found inside the star vessel.

      No alien killbots either.

      But still, Rachel found her free fist clenching as the door unrolled . . .

      To reveal a smooth and wide corridor extending far ahead of them with large arched walls made of a mixture of silver steels and the white alien metal, buttressed by columns of these crystalline threads.

      “Wow . . .” Rachel breathed out. She stepped forward into alien territory, one of only a handful of humans ever to have done so. For a moment, everything appeared quiet around her, as if time itself stood still. She wondered how many other stars this strange vessel had seen, how many planets, how many light years it had traveled . . .

      “Passageway wide enough for two of the alien aggressors abreast and for an easy column formation of perhaps a hundred.” The Duke brought her crashing back to the cold hard truth that this vessel had killed people, and so far, all evidence pointed to the fact that it belonged to an aggressive species.

      “An aggressive robot species?” Rachel wondered under her breath as she stepped forward. The Duke hovered just above head height beside her, and the Special Ops marine followed behind them.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” she said.

      “Some people claim that I am aggressive,” the Duke opined.

      “But aggression is an emotional state. A nervous reaction to a perceived threat or injury,” Rachel countered. “I would say that you cannot be aggressive, Duke, and neither can these robots. Just methodical.”

      “I believe that is called a compliment. I thank you. That is not what the senior general’s group said when I used one gunboat to counter their destroyer attack pattern last summer,” the Duke was saying, but Rachel’s mind was already racing.

      Robots follow programs, just like the Duke does. A program fulfills a function. Works towards a goal.

      “And goals are set by beliefs, opinions,” Rachel said. “Emotions. I believe that those robots at the Fury Site and this vessel itself have to have been created by an emotive being, probably biological, something that has the ability to want things,” she stated.

      “Well done, Doctor,” the Duke said. “Only now we have to deduce what they want. My theory, based on their actions, is that this is galactic expansion. Send a robot, fully-automated effort out first to spare your actual population, and then when the territory is taken, begin colonization.”

      “Maybe.” Rachel was frowning at the walls, the alien metals, the corridor itself. It was almost beautiful to her eyes, which troubled her. Why make something aesthetically “nice” if it was only meant to house robots?

      A thought struck her, in the way those thoughts did that led her to achieving her multiple doctorates. She didn’t really know where they came from, just that when she stepped back to look at a problem with all of herself—her academic theorizing and her different background—then there could be surprising results.

      “A message is dead unless it carries the breath of the sender.” She murmured the words of a long-dead poet, also Native American.

      “That makes no sense,” the Duke said. “A message contains data. That is only useful so long as it can be replicated and delivered. It is arguably the goal of the message to be understood.”

      “True, kinda.” Rachel dove into her suit pocket for her personal screen and started accessing information.

      “That quote is a way of saying that no mere words or messages mean anything unless they carry the actual, living connection to those from whom they were written or given.”

      “You mean constant replication leads to errors?” The Duke tried again.

      “No! That unless you have felt the air of the forests on your face, smelled the sap in the air, have heard the birds—then no matter how I describe the forest I am thinking about to you, you will never really understand what I am saying. Not truly.”

      “Well, I have never had any skin to speak of, nor ears or nose, but I can almost model the carbon benefit of a function arboreal ecosystem,” the Duke said.

      “Yeah. That’s what I meant.” Rachel groaned at the Duke’s austere utilitarianism.

      “What I mean is that it is the message that we should be thinking about, not the technical functions of this place,” she said hotly, as the intuitions and intellect clicked into place, creating the insight she was famed for. “And this starship was designed to go after the message of the Fury Site, the subharmonic signal it created, right? That message and this ship are a part of a conversation, of the same process. So . . .” Rachel held up her screen. “I wonder what happens when we bring the two together?”

      “Doctor! I strongly advise against that! That subharmonic frequency was constituent in killing over seventy-eight marines!” the Duke said in a voice modulated with an alarm filter.

      “I’m changing it. Only a burst, and shortening the wavelength . . .” Rachel said, playing with the rudimentary SoundLab app on her screen before clicking play.

      Of course, neither the human woman nor the Special Ops marine heard anything, but the screen pulsed quickly.

      And so did the walls. The crystalline sections of them, anyway. The lights started up again and flowed upwards in the near vicinity. There was a hiss of escaping gasses as sections of the walls a little further ahead suddenly pulled backwards, revealing ramps that went down . . .

      “Okay, that’s enough!” Rachel killed the smaller version of the Fury Site’s beacon. The walls stopped glowing, but the doors remained open.

      “Special Unit to Central, we have a development. Requesting security team!” the Special Ops marine was saying, moving ahead with his rifle on the doors as he barked at Rachel. “Go back to the marine ship, Doctor! We’ll get this checked and cleared.”

      Rachel felt annoyed at being treated like such a ragdoll, to be picked up and put down whenever the military wanted, instead of being at the cutting edge of discovery. But she also didn’t complain when the corridor was filled with the sudden running metal boots of more of the Special Ops Marines. Some of them began shepherding her (leaving the Duke behind to assist in strategy) back to presumed safety.

      There was a small burn of pride in her chest. I found a way to talk to it. I discovered that there is a language that this ship is speaking . . .

      And if there was a language at all, then Doctor Crow was the woman to decipher it.
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      Ganymede Station, Jupiterian Orbit

      

      The EA Marines picked up Verondas’ trail about two hours after the events at Venus, which put Zenetic’s once-chief scientist almost eleven hours ahead of them.

      “It has to be her, right?” Holly breathed as she leaned over the comms bridge of the Mrs. Lincoln, looking at the simulated flight paths of the shuttle that had left Venusian orbit in that time frame. The only problem was that it was one of many such nondescript, regular corp shuttles that moved around from corp ship to Venusian base.

      “But she’s the only one with a flight path cleared from the Zenetic dome at roughly the right time.” Badiou stabbed a finger at the screen. “You’re right. It has to be her. Corp shuttle 43g.”

      “And she is carrying with her possibly the most dangerous advance in military technology the system has ever known,” Holly muttered under her breath, looking desperately at Badiou.

      “We have to get after her. Before she makes the sale to whomever she was talking about.”

      Badiou nodded that he had understood. He had seen Verondas’ resignation speech to the board of directors—in between managing medical teams and evac support for the Zenetic employees.

      “We might be playing catch-up this time, but we’ll get her, Lieutenant, don’t worry,” Badiou gave a frustrated, fraught grin. “We’re the marines. We always get the job done.”

      “Sir!” Holly said. “Three of those Jackal things brought down almost an entire First Marine Division Squad! We have to go now, before she can manufacture any more or sell the secrets to anyone else!”

      “I get it, Lieutenant!” Badiou said in a stern voice, leaning over the comms panels and punching buttons. “But there is something that you are unaware of. This came in just about forty minutes ago. It has changed the whole situation.”

      For a brief second, Holly winced when the screen flickered. She half expected it to be footage of a new alien starship or another scene of Jackals or the original alien killbots. Humanity had been reeling for the last couple months since the discovery, and still, no one had any idea what to do about the arrival and proof of alien intelligence.

      But the screen flickered, and suddenly, Holly was looking at a bald man with the tattoo of a hammer over one side of his face. He wore a mercenary partial battle suit—the old style that had sculpted muscles and exaggerated shoulder pads, making him look like a knight or a comic book hero.

      “This message goes out to all loyal Breakers!” the man snarled. Holly frowned. There was a twinge to his accent that was familiar.

      “As soon as the attack on Venus happened, the military intel network activated,” Badiou explained. “Spy satellites, watch software, password-access logins, and all the rest. They picked up this message broadcast on a narrow-beam frequency throughout the asteroid belt—and even down here in the Inner Territories too.” The captain nodded to the camera that showed the pirate or mercenary.

      “For too long, you have been living all of your days with the foot of the Interior on your necks. You Breakers who build their space stations, mine their ores, work their cargo ships, clean their filters—you are paid a pittance, and they call it freedom. They leave you to starve, choke, and freeze when there are accidents and never do anything about it. The corporations are the only ones who offer you employment and then, at what cost to your dignity? That is why we, the Sons of Thor, were formed . . .”

      “Sons of Thor? Who are they!?” Holly whispered.

      “The Inner Territories break their promises all over. They are not worthy of your riches, and they have been judged!” the man continued. “Today, the Sons of Thor have struck back at the home of the corporations—the very same ones who profit off your deaths! We strike in your names in our shared heritage. We remember the old tales when the skies were feared—and rightly so!”

      They look like some kind of pirate outfit, Holly thought—and then suddenly remembered where she had heard that twang of an accent. It was on Hephaestus Station, wasn’t it? The nearest, largest asteroid station to Jupiter and the home of the true spaceborn. Hephaestus Station was the unofficial capital of the Breaker Group, who were often at the mercy of corporate contracts and operations.

      “The Sons of Thor have called them accountable. All Venusians! All Interior planets! And today will be a sign that we are under their yoke no longer! The Breakers will soon have the means to defend ourselves and our territories against the Interiors, and by heavens, we will use them!”

      The bald man suddenly leaned forward and clicked off the recording, returning the screen to the flight ship of corp 43g.

      “Whoa.” Holly blinked. “So . . . the Breaker Group have just declared independence?” It was hard for her to describe how she felt about that.

      “I don’t think so,” Badiou said severely. “As far as intelligence goes, it is just these Sons who are doing a lot of shouting suddenly. No sign of massive civil unrest across the Breaker Group yet.”

      “Yet,” Holly murmured. But it could happen, couldn’t it? How many times had she heard people back home—back on her asteroid home—say that this day was going to come? And now it seemed that some Breaker pirate group had decided that they were going to be the heroes of the revolution.

      More than just pirates though, Holly thought seriously. There was something about the way that guy had been talking. How he had sounded so defiant, proud, and righteous. And then the armor too. Were the Sons of Thor a paramilitary organization for the Breaker Group? A wanna-be army?

      “Whoever they are, they claimed responsibility for the attacks. They have the resources to hide a satellite in Venusian space and smuggle micro-missiles aboard. That probably means the Sons of Thor have operatives in Venusian space right now,” Badiou was saying.

      “A lot of Breakers who don’t work as haulers end up as cleaners and repairmen on habitats and stations,” Holly offered. “A member of the Sons or someone sympathetic to their cause could easily work in a satellite dock.”

      “Great,” Badiou groaned, dragging a hand over his face, and Holly had to agree with his sentiment. It was all a mess.

      “We cannot ignore the timing of this,” the captain beside her said. “The Sons suddenly decided to attack Venus? The exact same domes that are holding Verondas and her Jackals?”

      Holly nodded. The situation was too much of a coincidence to be believed. “And they said that they had a new weapon or were about to. What do you think? The Jackals?” She looked across at her captain. Badiou’s eyes remained dark and shadowed.

      “Do you think these Sons of Thor are working with Verondas? Or maybe allied with the other pirates that Verondas used and threw away: the Outlaw Crew?” Badiou frowned. “But I thought they said that they were trying to strike against the corps?”

      Holly shrugged. “We know that Verondas says on a recording that she has a new buyer for the Jackal technology. Then we have the Sons saying that they have a new weapon. My guess is that either the Sons were trying to steal the Jackal technology, or they are working with her.” Holly thought. “Whatever the truth is, we now have double the number of enemies, and we still have to find out where Verondas has gone.”

      Badiou murmured that he agreed. “This has just increased my workload by about two hundred percent. I can’t leave Venusian space when a recent terrorist attack just occurred. A couple of hours from now, maybe, once we have major military backup . . .”

      “But what about Verondas!” Holly burst out. “If we get stuck on policing duty here, then she’ll just disappear! If we go now, in a boat like the Mrs. Lincoln, we might be able to catch up with her!”

      “Lieutenant . . .” Badiou shook his head. “No. My boat is the only marine presence here, and I am under orders to contain this situation.”

      “Sir, the commander gave me orders to find out what Verondas was up to,” Holly returned.

      Badiou was silent for a moment, looking at Holly, then looking at the navigation screens. The younger lieutenant had already worked out just what was going on by the time he drew in a low, staggered breath.

      “Trailing and observation only,” he started to say, raising a finger.

      “Thank you, Captain! Where’s my ship?” Holly was already grinning.

      “The Mrs. Lincoln, as you know, has a skiff attached, which should be fast enough to keep corp shuttle 43g’s signal. But it hasn’t got any major armaments, and it certainly isn’t equipped for battle,” Badiou was saying.

      “And there is also no telling if Verondas has more of those Jackals on board. Or if these Sons of Thor will make another strike or not.” Holly could tell that her senior officer was trying his best to be stern and in control, even though he had just given in and was going to allow her and her team to chase after Verondas in the military skiff.

      “So, you are to follow and track where she goes and who she talks to and await reinforcements. Understand me, Lieutenant Cropper?”

      “Absolutely, Captain!” Holly said with a grin, already turning to share the good news with the Forward Patrol team.
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        * * *

      

      The Mrs. Lincoln’s patrol skiff was almost an exact replica of the one that Holly and crew had, well, trashed. Despite the still sore memories of her old, beloved vessel, Holly had to admit that it was good to be flying once again in familiar surroundings. She was in the cockpit, Bastion was a deck below in the gunnery position, and Marshal Smith in the engine room at the rear of the angled, tube-shaped skiff.

      They detached and rolled away from the Mrs. Lincoln to see the swoop of the planet of lovers—and money—against their portholes, a pearly white shot through with ruddy orange streaks of storms.

      “What do those colors mean, Bastion?” Holly heard Technical Specialist Marshal ask of Bastion, who returned with a grunt.

      “Still screwed, I reckon.”

      “Okay, easy, fellas,” Holly quieted down the chit-chat as she watched the space between them and the marine gunboat widen, until they were far enough that she could start up the main thrusters and booster rockets. They had a lot of space to cover. A lot. Almost twelve hours of it by now, and their skiff was only marginally bigger than the corp shuttle would be.

      But this skiff is better built, Holly consoled herself. That was one thing that the military did right: build ships for speed and defense.

      The rest of the Venusian near orbit was already crowded by the arrival of news boats and independent “corp security” vessels—who would no doubt be ordered to stand down by the Mrs. Lincoln, resulting in another few hours of jurisdictional headache for Captain Badiou.

      Holly was more than pleased to be out of there. As the latest sightings of corp 43g popped up on her vessel’s comms, indicating that it was on a loop towards Jupiterian space, she punched the booster controls.

      “Give her everything you’ve got, Marshal!” Holly called, knowing that the technical specialist was manually adjusting the fuel injectors and the rates of burn. Then the main booster rockets opened, and the patrol skiff Wren shot forward into the night.
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        * * *

      

      Almost two days later—two days of tight, cooped-up living—they were still following Verondas’ trail, making continual engine adjustments to keep a steady rate of burn.

      “There’s no doubt about it, sir—she must have made for Ganymede,” Marshal said over the comms as he checked and rechecked the flight trajectories against Holly’s estimates.

      “And the last update I have states . . .” Holly scrolled back through the long and very boring lists of traffic reports. “Yep, Aries Station had her telemetries when corp shuttle 43g docked for water and fuel uptake, still heading for Jupiterian space.”

      “Boss, what about Hephaestus?” Bastion called over the comms from below. The big man was nonchalant about what he had said, not hearing the wince in Holly’s voice as she answered.

      “That’s a negatory from Hephaestus too,” Holly said dryly.

      “But wouldn’t it make more sense?” Bastion, still oblivious, pressed the point. “Hephaestus Station is Breaker Group. That group of bozos, the Sons of Thor’s Jockstrap or whatever they call themselves, are Breaker Group. Surely Verondas went there to settle up the bad blood between them?”

      “I said that’s a negatory, Private,” Holly said a little too forcefully. “I put in the request, and Hephaestus Station said they don’t have any record of corp 43g with them. So that’s that. And it seems to me to make more sense for Verondas to steer clear of the people who might be willing to bomb a planet to get to her, right?” Holly finished emphatically.

      She didn’t point out to Bastion that this only left one remaining station after Aries Station (outside Mars) and beyond Hephaestus (at the Asteroid Belt). That station was Ganymede (near Jupiter).

      And Ganymede was another well-known corporate playground. It was a high-tech luxury station, one that was outfitted with every possible luxury for the space tourist and long-distance corporate traveler.

      It’s like the Outer Territories version of Venus, Holly thought glumly. She couldn’t count the number of times that she had heard other Breakers like her complaining that the corps felt one Venus wasn’t enough. They would ask why the corps needed to have another pleasure palace right on their doorstep.

      But it made a certain amount of sense, Holly had to admit, if you were a credit-grabbing corporate parasite, she added nonetheless. Venus helped the corps secure the Inner Territories’ interests, and Ganymede allowed the corps to keep a hand on the Breaker Group’s throats too. There. Inner and Outer Worlds, united with one yoke.

      Holly also didn’t remind Bastion that she had grown up on Hephaestus. Although the Breaker at the other end of the station comms hadn’t known that, it still hurt for Holly to hear the long string of invectives and slurs thrown her way as an EA marine, and therefore the enemy to the freedom-loving Breaker Group.

      “Back in the Outer,” Holly groaned to herself, as the small vectors in the forward screens started to grow larger. There was the giant smudge, then the orb that was Jupiter itself, ident vectors scattering everywhere with its many, many moons.

      And there was the spectral glow of the station, a fantastical swoop of metal that shone in the darkness, clustered with large and small geodesic crystal domes. Ganymede.

      “Ganymede Traffic Control to EA marine skiff. Greetings and welcome to the best place NOT on Earth!” The automated message arrived at Holly’s comms table a second later.

      “I want to speak to a real living person, please.” Holly groaned. Corporations and their computers. They couldn’t live without them.

      “Sure thing. Patching you through . . .”

      There was a moment’s silence, and then a rather worried-sounding corporate employee came on the other end of the line, taking their credentials and their docking plans.

      “We’re docking immediately, and we want a roster of every shuttle that has docked with you during the last twelve hours,” Holly said grimly. “By order of the EA Marines.”
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      Eleven Hours Ago

      

      On Ganymede Station, Uliana Verondas walked out of the shower booth and into an open-plan apartment with large, oval port windows that gave her an unprecedented view of Jupiter, towelling her hair as she did so. Her hair was now shorn short and was a metallic plum color. Uliana didn’t particularly think that it would confuse any serious identity cameras, but it would help stop the casual recognition.

      Ganymede is a dump anyway, she told herself. She sauntered forward over the polished wood flooring, her wet feet finding the rugs and then the steps down to the lowered decking area before the windows. It wasn’t that the ex-chief scientist of Zenetic was a snob, but she had been in a whole lot of private corporate stations and habitats in her life, and Ganymede, although it touted itself as the most luxurious station in the Outer Territories, was like comparing a pea to a pearl.

      No matter, the woman told herself, reaching to pick up her personal screen on the low Japanese-style table before her and seeing the messages already waiting for her.

      
        
        ALERT from ZenSat T3059 . . .

        EA marine patrol skiff WREN matching trajectory . . .

        EA marine patrol skiff WREN left Aries Station . . .

        ALERT from ZenSat OS216 . . .

        EA marine patrol skiff WREN bypassed Hephaestus Station . . .

      

      

      “Dammit!” Uliana took a long, shuddering breath as she checked the time logs for the various observations as well. Not for the first time in her life, she severely wished that someone had cracked the ansible communications theory—as these observations from the private Zenetic satellites were already almost a day old.

      But they can’t be close, she thought, calculating some quick celestial mechanics off the cuff. She counted herself lucky that she still had access to the Zenetic satellite network that was spread throughout the system. Her backdoor programs meant that she could still use them to register any vehicles that appeared to be following her out of Venus.

      Next, the scientist checked her funds. Still three thousand credits or so in the fake account. How long before the Zenetic Board of Directors noticed the activity there and shut it down? She had already burned through most of the money she had taken from the Sons of Thor to buy travel and anonymity. But it was nowhere near the amount that she needed to get a new laboratory up and running or to resume production of the Jackals . . .

      And how long before the Sons catch up with me? she wondered. A spasm of rage crossed Uliana’s features even at the thought of them.

      “Idiots!” she hissed. They had deserved to lose their money if they thought that she, a Venusian, would ever stoop so low as to carry through on her deal with a bunch of Breaker pirates!

      And now, she was almost home-free, wasn’t she? Verondas tried to convince herself. She had made it to Ganymede Station, far enough out of the Interior to avoid the scrutiny of the EA Marines. All she had to do was to stay ahead of the Sons of Thor. And to find another backer. Maybe someone from Regulus corp. Maybe one of the old families of Earth.

      And besides, who wouldn’t want what she had? She swiped through her personal screen.

      
        
        Personal Apps . . . Ghost Server . . . ACTIVATED . . .

      

      

      Within moments, there was a connection symbol blinking as her screen accessed some awfully expensive and very private corporate satellite servers a few thousand miles away. They weren’t as invisible as true military intelligence tech, but they weren’t far off. After all, who did the EA Senate get to build their technology for them?

      
        
        One Message Waiting! . . .

      

      

      She ignored the message for a moment and instead opened a separate window. It showed a live-feed camera view of what had to be a warehouse or the hold of a ship. Two lines of metal sarcophagi lay within, each one blinking with dull red lights.

      There they were, her beauties, already packed and sealed, waiting to be delivered to whomever their new owner was going to be. That had cost her most of the money she had stolen from the Sons all by itself, Verondas thought with a frown. Apparently, it cost a lot to send completely anonymous cargo crates ahead of her, ready to be collected when she arrived, and choosing several ships that would not mind turning a blind eye (for a handsome price). As well as bribing several dock officials enough to make them forget that the cargo crates ever existed . . . they had zigzagged their way through the system almost a week before she even fled Venus.

      
        
        Cargo Lots 1-24, Ganymede Station Lower Holding Dock 2 . . .

      

      

      But they were here, silent and waiting.

      
        
        One Message Waiting! . . .

      

      

      Verondas blinked in annoyance at the insistent little message that was trying to get her attention. She found herself looking at the small vector image of a hammer with lightning crossing it.

      “Gerhard,” she said. The message had been sent hours ago, and Verondas knew that any message that she sent back would be a few hours more. It was a painfully slow way to run the system. Uliana cursed once again.

      “Let’s see what you have to say for yourself,” Verondas muttered. Maybe she could even fool him into giving her some more credits.

      “Verondas.” The hammer and lightning blinked, and the guttural voice of Gerhard Utrecht, the leader of the Sons of Thor, sounded through the room.

      “You promised me my Jackals. For a fair price, I wired you the funds, and I promised you a place to hide. I would cover your tracks. I would let you do what you want to do—and all I wanted was a way to protect my people from the Interior Territories. And yet you doublecrossed me! Do you think that you can just take my money and run? Do you think that there is anywhere in the system I cannot get to? I have shown you that I can reach all the way into the heart of the Interior! Even Venus is not safe from my wrath!”

      What a bore. Uliana deleted the rest of the message. She didn’t want to listen to ideologues and fanatics right now. Instead, she scrolled through her list of contacts.

      Ah! She settled on an arms dealer operating out of Kronos Station that she had used before, as well as an ex-Regulus corp employee she had bought industrial secrets from once, and finally some lesser scion of Earther royalty. A Scandinavian viscount or something equally as ridiculous, who she knew made a lot of money from unregistered pharmaceuticals. She opened the group message for a light to blink and record her face and words. They wouldn’t receive her message for another few hours, but Uliana knew that she still had time before that blasted marine patrol skiff got here.

      “Greetings. You know who I am, and you have probably heard already what I have been working on.”

      She attached the video clips and a snippet of the database on the Jackals taken from her Zenetic computers.

      “I’m looking for a new backer. A recent inconvenience has raised my previous price from ten thousand per unit to twenty,” she snapped. “I need someone to take on my goods, direct credit transfer up front, and provide me with safe, anonymous travel. Whoever responds promptly with the best offer gets the goods. You have twelve hours.”

      The message blinked as she sent it. Uliana turned around, pacing back and forth along the small, lowered area of the apartment, anxiety and contempt and hope churning inside of her.

      It wouldn’t be long, she was sure, before someone got back in touch and offered her a whole heap of money.
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      “And you’re saying that you have absolutely no record of a Uliana Verondas anywhere on this station?” Holly asked the lowly corp dock attendant who accompanied the team through the Ganymede docks.

      “I’m afraid not, ma’am,” said Daniels, their ever-smiling, very clean and blue-suited dock attendant. Daniels checked the data screen once again. “See? No register of any U. Verondas ever arriving here on station. Only, ah, the shuttle was registered under Zenetic Holdings PLC,” Daniels said with a white-toothed grin and an embarrassed shrug.

      “And I guess you didn’t think to ask who the captain of corp shuttle 43g was,” Holly groaned. Daniels gestured into one of the smaller workshop rooms, one of many that led off the central space station dock, rented by the hour, shift, or day, and used by independent businesses or freelancers to do the repair and shop work on the ships that were brought to them.

      “There you are, and there she is,” Daniels said, leaving Lieutenant Cropper, Bastion, and Marshal to stare at the various broken wall panels and engine housings of what was left of corp 43g with a sense of futility.

      “It’s a Breaker trick,” Holly muttered under her breath, knowing that this was one of the many ways that Breaker smugglers worked to get rid of tails and positive identifiers on their hulls. They would book the wanted vessel into the nearest independent repair shop and have all the important bits broken down. Then all you had to do was change the name tags and the computer codes, and you had a new, unwanted vessel . . .

      “I’m sorry?” Daniels asked.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Holly groaned and shook her head. The marines had been on Ganymede for all of half an hour before this, and now Holly was certain that they weren’t going to find Verondas at all, if ever.

      “And who is the workshop rented out to?” Holly said, as Bastion loomed a little closer.

      “That would be me!” said a voice from the depths of the equipment lockers. A slim, athletic older man in a grease-stained service suit appeared. “Johnson and Co. Engineers for over thirty years.”

      “Then you had better tell us what Johnson and Co. is doing working with wanted criminals,” Bastion demanded, crossing the distance between them in a moment, with one hand moving to the marine rifle at his hip.

      “Private! Private!” Holly had to holler to stop him. “I’m sure Mr. Johnson has an explanation, doesn’t he?” she said, but there was an edge of anger to her voice that promised violence if a good answer wasn’t given.

      “What? All I know was that she was brought in by the Main Dock movers with the contract already bought and paid for in my account. Break her down for parts, unwanted . . .” Johnson said.

      “Likely story,” Bastion growled, but Holly sighed.

      “Will you swear a testimonial to what you just told me, Mr. Johnson?” she offered, to see the corp engineer splutter and nod.

      “Yes! Of course! Why wouldn’t I?” The man looked shocked.

      “Good. I’m going to need the name of the person who made the booking,” Holly said. She waved for Bastion to stand down as she poked her head in what remained of the shuttle, not expecting and not managing to find anything. The whole place was gutted clean with nothing remaining to show that anyone had ever lived in it or flown in it.

      “I’ve got just Zenetic Holdings here, no personal name . . .” the engineer said, even showing them the details. Corp 43g sold to Mr. Johnson to be moved to his rented dock for the procedure and broken down for scrap. “But I didn’t know it was something criminal. If I had known . . .”

      “You didn’t even check, you mean.” Holly shook her head. “The First Division marines will want to have a talk with you when they get here, Mr. Johnson, and they’ll want to talk to the Main Dock moving team that was on shift as well. I wouldn’t make any sudden travel arrangements if I were you.”

      “Uh, of course, I suppose.” Mr. Johnson remained perplexed as Holly turned to go.

      “Boss . . .” Bastion appeared entirely confused by this turn of events. “You can’t say that this is it. That the trail’s gone cold?” he hissed at his lieutenant as she led them out of the rented docks and back into the svelte and busy corporate main docks.

      “That man isn’t a friend of killers,” Holly said with a sigh. “He turned a blind eye to procedure and got played, just the same as Verondas played the Sons of Thor too . . . She’s probably rich enough to dump the shuttle and buy a new one or be given a new one in return for one of the Jackals.”

      The trio sauntered back up the stairs to the bulkhead doors and into the Main Concourse. It was bright there, with hanging drone lights hovering overhead and revealing a large, multi-layered area stacked with restaurants and bistros and high-end establishments for the tides of well-dressed corporate employees washing in and out of Ganymede.

      “So, you think the Jackals are here? On Ganymede?” Marshal asked.

      “I don’t know.” Holly shrugged, turning to look at the well-kept and well-dressed people. Some in suits, others in leisure wear, and all of it costing probably more than what an average Breaker could afford to spend on food for a month.

      None of these “brand ambassadors” and “contract lawyers” looked like the sort to be friends with killers either . . .

      “But it’s my guess that right here, all around us, and in secret meeting rooms and offices throughout Ganymede, there are other corporations and people wealthy enough to offer Verondas the sort of money that Zenetic might have spent on her. I think that she came here looking for a client and looking to strike a deal.”

      Marshal and Bastion raised their eyes to look at the fine station around them. It was bright and well lit. A lot of money had been spent on everything from the svelte purrs of the lifts to the pieces of steel modern art—fantastic and strange loops of shapes that stood under the crystal dome showing the full view of Jupiter rising in the distance. There were small information booths, as well as promotional booths offering everything from discounted one-shift stays in the holiday pods to upscale residential habitat domes on Europa.

      “How are we ever going to find her in all this?” Marshal said, sounding dismayed, and Bastion appeared to share his feelings. Both were aliens here for different reasons. Bastion had grown up on the caravans where solidarity and family were everything, and Marshal had grown up on Earth. This land of wealth and luxury was alien to both of them.

      But it’s still Outer Territories underneath it all. Holly, on the other hand, spied a distant cleaner moving across the marbled, shining floor with his machine. The man had braids down one side of his hair, and a neck tattoo. She set out for the man in an instant.

      “Boss?”

      “Lieutenant?” her team called, as Holly closed with the man, who looked up nervously.

      “I got fifty credits for you if I can get some information,” Holly offered, pulling her ident card. The man didn’t hesitate but nodded that it was an acceptable deal.

      After all, Holly thought to herself as she explained what she and her team needed. Under all this wealth and class and privilege . . . Under all of that, Ganymede was still a space station floating way out beyond the reaches of Earth and the Inner Territories planets. Ganymede was still Outer Territories.

      And that made it, on some fundamental level, a Breaker Group station. Sure, Holly wasn’t so naive as to forget who this station belonged to and who called the shots here—but she would have bet her front teeth that Breakers built Ganymede. And it was Breakers just like this cleaner here who still worked it—under the radar, unwatched and unseen by everyone—and that made them invisible.

      Within a few minutes, Holly got the information that she needed, with the brief application of some cash. When she broke away and turned in the direction the cleaner had pointed, Bastion and Marshal looked puzzled.

      “What, you just randomly asked some guy if they’ve ever seen Verondas hanging around trying to sell murder killbots?” Marshal scoffed. “You didn’t even show him a picture!”

      “What do you take me for, an idiot?” Holly shook her head, pointing to where the shopping avenue narrowed to a set of out-of-the-way stairs.

      “That way is the worker and staffers area. The Breaker area of Ganymede where all the cleaners and domestic staff and filtration repair people and hull scrubbers live,” Holly explained. “And that cleaner told me that down there, we will find a bar called The Spot, and in it, we will find Dajid Jones, the best Sniffer on Ganymede.”

      “Sniffer? What under the stars is that!?” Marshal was beginning to look more and more out of his depth. They walked past the restaurants with the Michelin stars and the society awards and instead made it to the stairs that went down to what appeared to be a sunken gallery and market area.

      It was mostly quiet down here now, with a lot of the booths and stalls closed, lock drones blinking away above their doors. They could see darkened, unilluminated signs for cafes and noise booths, vape parlors and tattoo bars. Any experience that an edgy corporate employee would dare themselves to have in order to congratulate themselves later, when they were safely back in their sleeping pod that cost as much as an entire shop down here. It was quiet because Holly knew that most of the corps were probably keeping Earther hours up in the main Ganymede station. They were still on their work shifts, and this place would really pick up later when they came off duty—and the Breakers came out to make money off their corporate owners.

      Holly lead the way around the corner of a selection of booths to see the lounge bar named The Spot right up ahead of them. It was a low-door sort of a place, no porthole windows showing inside, and the sign over its door held the image of its namesake, the Great Red Spot of Jupiter.

      “A Sniffer, my good friend Marshal, is a very particular profession among Breakers,” Holly explained, leading the way down through the front door and into the gloom. “Breakers realized a long time ago that society didn’t particularly work for them. If you wanted something done, you had to do it yourself. If you wanted information, you employed people who knew things. Who could get a hold of information. Every station has a few expert Sniffers—people who know who to talk to and can find out anything you want . . . And ours is named Dajid Jones,” Holly said, ending the last with a shout. One man at the back of the lounge bar suddenly looked up.

      Gotcha! Holly thought.
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      Dajid Jones had what Holly thought of as the “characteristic Sniffer look.” The man wore clothes several pay grades above anyone else around here in the service decks—and yet also appeared gaudy when compared to the corp civilians outside.

      In Dajid’s case, it was the bright orange-and-red puffer jacket with faux mission patches down the arms denoting some illusory admiration for a deep space mission that Holly doubted that Dajid had ever heard of. Presumably, the jacket, along with the filter-glare shades, were a knock-off reproduction or had fallen off the back of an old consumer transport. That was the way of things out here, Holly knew.

      Dajid, dark hair waved up into spikes and with half his head shaved, looked up apprehensively from his booth at the EA Marines. They sauntered through the main area of the Spot, and Holly saw the look of terror that immediately passed over his features as they approached.

      “No, wait!” Holly managed to fire off, but Dajid had already gotten to his feet, turned around, and scattered the stools at the booth in his desperate hurdle towards the back of the lounge.

      “Got him!” Bastion said, smoothly moving forward in one stride to raise his rifle.

      “Bastion—No!” Holly shouted as she broke into a run (for her shouted words to be listened to this time). She cleared the first two booths to where Dajid had disappeared through the set of swinging doors at the back.

      Dammit! Holly slammed through the doors to find a metal balcony and a set of stairs leading both up and down. Up led back to the street level and the Breaker Group market outside, while down must lead to the basements and underlevels of the Spot and Ganymede itself. She could clearly hear where Dajid’s natural inclinations had taken him—down.

      But Holly wasn’t entirely new to this sort of life or this sort of occasion. She’d spent more than a small measure of her life running through understations herself, and—yep—she still knew how to pull a few old tricks.

      These sets of steel stairs were de rigueur in service sectors throughout the station. They followed the same old pattern that was manufactured easily and installed doubly so in Breaker Group stations up and down the systems.

      They were built in a gridded, boxlike style with a platform on every turn. And Holly was in a heavy encounter suit.

      She didn’t hesitate but grabbed the railing and leapfrogged over it, allowing herself to swing and fall to the opposing balcony platform on the far side.

      “Ach!” To hit it heavily, the weight of her suit sending shockwaves through her knees as she thumped against the opposing wall before turning to leap forward, grab the railing once again, and . . .

      Throw herself back over to the opposite lower balcony platform.

      Which currently had a Dajid Jones running on it.

      “Argh!” Holly crashed into the platform a fraction of a foot in front of him, sliding to the opposite wall as Dajid reassessed his options in life. Namely, that he would now have to somehow make his way past a trained marine in a heavy encounter suit. As Holly spun back towards the fast backpedaling Sniffer, she saw the same look of horror on his face that she assumed she herself had when seeing the alien metal golems at the Fury Asteroids.

      The premier Sniffer of Ganymede Station was, however, quite a quick-footed individual, as he grabbed the railings that led back up, trying to head back up the stairs.

      “Evening, chump,” said the voice of Bastion above him, still menacing with his military-issue rifle.

      “Whatever you think I did, it wasn’t me!” Dajid spoke the mantra of a guilty man.

      “Alright, everyone,” Holly groaned, panting from her exertion. The stair jumps were easier when you weren’t lugging a couple hundred pounds of metal as well, she was thinking.

      “At ease, Bastion,” Holly said. “And Dajid, we’re not after you for anything. You’re not in trouble.”

      Bastion’s glare didn’t particularly prove this right now.

      “We want to hire you, Dajid. We’ve got a job for you and we want to hire you.”

      Ganymede Station’s best Sniffer panted for air some more, looking between Bastion above him and Lieutenant Cropper behind him before breaking into a grin. “Well, in that case . . . what can I do you for, soldiers?”

      “Marines,” Bastion growled. “Not soldiers, marines.”
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      “You want information on some wanted corp woman?” Dajid said, considerably more comfortable now that he was negotiating his services and not negotiating his freedom. They were back upstairs in the Spot, sitting in one of the secluded booths where Dajid had nodded for the proprietor to turn on the security protocols.

      “Is that stealth tech!?” Marshal asked as Dajid connected his screen to an I/O on the table. A small haze appeared around the booth entrance, like a slight heat shimmer. The sounds outside the booth, and presumably inside, muffled instantly.

      “Ah, nothing to worry about, Marine, just some basic interference.” Dajid waved it off but cast a sly glance at Holly. “And besides, I’m guessing that having EA Marines ask the likes of me for information isn’t exactly protocol, is it? I’m guessing that you’re acting in a little bit of a legal gray area right now?”

      “If you’re guessing that we won’t prosecute you for holding and using classified military technology . . .” Marshal started to say hotly.

      “Who said it was military stealth tech?” Dajid fluttered a hand quickly. Marshal started to rise from his seat.

      “Enough!” Holly thumped her metal fist on the table. “Mr. Jones is right,” she said heavily. “We’re not here for him. We’re here for Verondas.” Holly glared at the man. “Give us whatever you can find, Jones. She came in here on corp shuttle 43g about fourteen hours ago. The shuttle was left with Johnson and Co. station mechanics.”

      “Easy,” Dajid said, picking up his screen and then not doing anything as he looked pointedly at Holly. “And . . . ?” he said.

      Holly rolled her eyes. These guys were all the same, the system over. “Five hundred credits. On capture.”

      “Three fifty up front,” Dajid countered, for Bastion to growl and reach over the table.

      “Half,” Holly offered. Dajid looked at the offer very happily through the frame of Bastion’s metal-bound arms holding his shoulders. The marine, already massive before the heavy encounter suit, looked as though he could snap the smaller man like a twig.

      “Half now, half on capture,” Holly confirmed, for Dajid to nod and Bastion to release him. They watched as Dajid picked up his screen, placed it in the autodock on the table, and started to swipe through the holocontrols to a set of autoprograms.

      “We’ve got eyes on the dock registers, citizen census, travel permits . . .” he said, punching autocontrols on several of the apps. Holly saw small vector graphics flash into existence—eyes, radar signals, and even a miniature man digging.

      “You’ve got your paws all over, haven’t you?” Marshal growled, clearly disgusted at having to deal with this man, but Dajid just made a face back.

      “Just providing a service,” he said dryly. There was one hit from the “eye” as the vector started blinking.

      “Corp shuttle 43g entered Ganymede Service Dock 2 approximately thirteen hours and twenty-three minutes ago,” he said, flicking aside holoregisters and databases.

      “Wow. That’s what we told you . . .” Marshal muttered.

      “Ha. But did you know that about twenty minutes later, a dead person suddenly came back to life?” Dajid countered.

      “What do you mean?” Holly frowned.

      “Frederica Rylans rented an apartment about seventeen minutes after corp 43g got sold to Johnson and Co.,” Dajid confirmed, “But Frederica Rylans doesn’t exist. Hasn’t existed for a long time.” The Sniffer expanded a holovector displaying a series of identity tags and long connecting lines.

      “They’re called ghosts in my world. Corps use them all the time to get around the system. Well, they do if they want to do something shady . . .” He picked one of the identity tags and magnified it.

      
        
        Ms. Frederica Rylans, Ganymede Station, 2088 . . .

      

      

      “So?” Marshal said.

      “Ganymede Station wasn’t even built in ’88,” Dajid said. “This old puke bucket was built in 2152, along with the Outer Expansion that saw Kronos and everything else get thrown together. But Frederica Rylans was an already-dead citizen even then.”

      “What? But why register a dead person at a station that doesn’t exist yet?” Holly shook her head, confused. “And what has this got to do with Verondas?”

      “Ha. You’re getting it all wrong.” The Sniffer frowned. “You have no idea how these corps think. The original Frederica herself was probably some lowly corporate slub back in ’88—that part is right—who was offered some gigaton of money to hand over her ident numbers to Zenetic. The corp keeps them on file, even long after the original person dies, and then, decades later, some new CEO preloads a bunch of these ghosts onto station citizen servers.”

      Holly thought she understood. “Like premade citizens? You start off with a load of people who don’t exist but have access cards and credit accounts . . .”

      “Exactly.” Dajid nodded. “And lucky for you, my software has been tracking the ghosts attached to this station, and I know which company each one works for. And there’s only one Zenetic ghost on Ganymede Station, and that is Frederica Rylans. She hasn’t bought a stick of liquorice or appeared on my trackers doing anything until thirteen hours ago, when she suddenly decided to walk out of the grave and rent herself an apartment.”

      The Sniffer clicked a line of code and expanded it to reveal a small address:

      
        
        708 ORION RISE, District 4

      

      

      “And District 4 is pretty high-end,” Dajid confirmed. “Luxury apartments, not tiny units. It’s not the highest end of things, some place that might eventually get noticed. But wealthier than where I live, I can tell you.”

      Holly didn’t doubt it for a second. She nodded to Bastion and Marshal to get ready. “Beam me the address and give me the quickest route where no one will notice us going to it.”

      “No one will notice? Three EA Marines in heavy encounter suits?” The Sniffer laughed, flicking his hand through the air to bring up several pieces of chatter on Ganymede news forums about the three EA Marines seen charging through the lower levels of the station.

      “You want to be discrete, you gotta ditch your suits,” the Sniffer said in a matter-of-fact way, before adding, “I know a particularly good storage site.”

      “No thanks,” Holly, Bastion, and Marshal said together.

      “It’s not that we don’t trust you, but . . .” Holly winced. But a guy who sells information to the highest bidder doesn’t really fill me with confidence, she could have said.

      “Nope, we just plain old don’t trust you,” Bastion said with a nod.

      Dajid just grinned. “It’s your party, Marines. Just give me my half and wire the rest when it’s done . . .” He held up his identity credit card. Holly sighed and paid him before standing up.

      “If there’s already word of us on the station, then Verondas could easily know that we’re here,” Holly said. “That probably means she’s already gone to ground.”

      “Or that she’s already left.” Marshal nodded.

      They didn’t have any time to spare. They set off at a jog for the apartment of a dead woman.
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      Orion Rise was one of the wealthier blocks on Ganymede, built right into the outer walls of the station. This meant that one side of the apartments had porthole windows that looked out over Jupiter, while the inner side looked down onto a pedestrian avenue and a small park.

      “They even got entire trees up here?” Marshal looked amazed at what he saw. People were sauntering along the walkway bridges that extended between Orion Rise and its neighboring block, along with a whole heap of messenger drones.

      “Corp money pays well,” Holly said, and if either of her team registered the familiar Breaker Group enmity for their traditional enemies (and paymasters, in most cases) then they didn’t comment.

      They emerged from the pedestrian access tunnel onto the main street-level thoroughfare and saw the main entrance ahead of them. A line of buggy drones, personal transports that could be hired to rocket people around the station, waited in line, and almost immediately, the marines started to draw attention.

      “Frack,” Holly breathed. “Maybe we should have stashed our suits.” She started forward, one eye on well-dressed corporate civilians that were stopping to stare at them. None of them looked like the heavy-set private mercenary sort. Verondas—or Rylans—hadn’t managed to hire a new crew. Yet.

      “Nah,” Bastion countered. “These suits will get us in,” he was saying, grinning through his face visor at the lieutenant. “It’s like an automatic access-all-areas!”

      Well, he’s not wrong, Holly thought, but she still sighed as she turned to consider the building. “In our case, the “all-areas” means the front lobby and the basements. If she’s holed up in there, then that’s the only two exit points,” she said, turning to Marshal.

      “I want you stationed in the lobby. This place has probably got multiple lifts, and I don’t want her sneaking past us on our way in.”

      “If she didn’t flee hours ago,” Marshal muttered, but nodded all the same. “How much jurisdiction do I have?”

      Holly considered the correct answer and Bastion’s answer. She settled for Bastion’s. “You’re in a suit,” she said, “but don’t draw any weapons until, you know . . .”

      “Until someone is already shooting at me?” Marshal groaned. He knew the score. Their work in the Forward Patrol meant a lot of such holding back, the EA Marine way of playing nice until they absolutely had no other choice.

      “Ganymede Security will probably be called,” Holly said. “Technically, they have jurisdiction over local crimes aboard their station, but we’re chasing a known felon in an ongoing transborder action,” she conveyed to her technical specialist. “EA Territorial Law holds, despite whatever anyone tries to tell you.”

      They were approaching the lobby, citizens scattering out of the way, when suddenly there was an alert across Holly’s comms.

      
        
        Secure Narrow-beam transmission . . .

        Sender: Out. Cmd. / BADIOU(Cpt) . . .

      

      

      “We got an update,” Holly told them immediately. “Hopefully, Badiou’s telling us the First Marine Division is free from Venus and are already on their way.”

      But the journey to distant Ganymede would already take a few days if they set off now, she worriedly thought, really hoping that the captain was informing her that they had set off just after she had.

      
        
        “Mission update. Lieutenant Cropper—you still have the operational go-ahead on tracking and isolating Verondas, but any police action will have to wait until the nearest EA Marine barracks can reinforce you. Europa is tied up with cargo inspections, but there is a patrol skiff we’re diverting to you. Should be on site in six hours.”

      

      

      “Six hours!” Marshal burst out when Holly relayed the news. “What are we supposed to do, just sit on Verondas until they get here?”

      “She’s only one person, Specialist,” Holly said. Yes, she was one person who had managed to create the most dangerous killer drones ever seen, but what damage could she do up here? Without her laboratory?

      That is what Holly told herself, anyway.

      “Easy. We find her and hold her in the Wren if Ganymede Security Services won’t comply,” Holly offered, but from the dark look that Marshal and Bastion gave her, she was forced to consider that so far, the officials at Ganymede had only been too eager to do whatever the corporations wanted, including not even asking for captaincy or pilot credentials from the shuttle 43g that Verondas had flown in on.

      “Marines get it done,” Holly muttered. It was another mantra of the EA, and more than that, it was almost a scientific formula that every marine cleaved to in the core of their being. They could get the mission done, whatever the mission ahead of them was.

      We’re the best at what we do, after all . . . Holly took a breath and marched into the lobby of Orion Rise.
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        * * *

      

      It was busy and noisy in there, but as soon as the three marines entered, the room fell silent. The lobby was designed with two left banks on either side of the wide reception desk, where corporate employees with stylized curves of hair and good suits were already rising from their seats. The floor was marble (Holly didn’t know if it was faux marble or real and thought it was probably the former) with large murals of Jupiter and the near asteroid belt around the walls.

      “Er, morning, everyone . . .” Marshal breathed, as Holly made straight for the lift.

      “Excuse me, sirs?” One of the braver of the receptionists was already attempting to step in their way.

      “EA Marines,” Holly said curtly, making for the lift that would lead up to Unit 708. “We have an ongoing investigation on floor seven of this building. Anything you can do to keep people out of my team’s way would be advised,” she said over her shoulder. She kept on walking forwards to the lift, not stopping.

      “But really, I wasn’t informed about any of this!” The receptionist, a man with a swoop of violet-and-blue hair straight out of an Earther catalogue, protested. “I’m going to have to call Security . . .”

      Holly ignored him, finding the lift buttons as Bastion turned to the receptionist.

      “You do whatever you need to, but I’d also tell Security to stay clear if they want to keep their caps,” Bastion said as Holly got the lift to open. They marched in, throwing a quick salute in Marshal’s direction as he settled in place in the center of the lobby, looking for all the world like a statue. A very mean metal statue.

      The lift doors closed, and they were humming upwards in a moment. Bastion turned to his superior officer.

      “Well, that wasn’t too bad, was it?” he said, but Holly kept her eyes dead ahead.

      Something about this felt like it was going to be too easy.
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      A Few Hours Ago

      

      “You have the money?” Verondas said tersely over her screen. She was still inside her ghost’s apartment. She was starting to feel a little cabin sick if she were honest, but she could endure a few hours’ boredom for the price that would ensure her work continued.

      Just make this deal and then all my problems will be solved, she thought with a sigh. The shipment of Jackals would be enough to secure the processing and manufacturing facility she needed. It would be enough to secure the laboratory she required for her experiments—and it would even go some ways into the bribes and payments that would allow her access to the alien starship.

      They will rue the day they thought to cast me down! Verondas waited for the answer on the other end of the line and thought about her inevitable return to victory.

      After all, hadn’t a lot of history-defining scientists and thinkers at first been treated as heretics and radicals? Wasn’t Tesla regarded as insane? Feynman? Einstein?

      None of them had their brilliance recognized at the start of their big discoveries, Verondas told herself. Whether it was true or not, she believed it wholeheartedly. She pictured herself being invited back to Earth, back to the Senate and the Supreme Council of All Earth Territories, asked to give her learned advice on the new alien threat, consulted as to how to defend against them—or how to make friends with them, or where humanity should go next in its long march to glory . . .

      Because that was what the ex-chief scientist of Zenetic believed with every fiber of her being. Maybe it was a conceit that was peculiar to the corporate mind—that they were the best of humanity, and that only they could save humanity—or even that their entire species would be nothing without them.

      Whatever the root cause of it was, it was clear to anyone who had ever known Uliana Verondas that she believed herself capable of great things; indeed, that she deserved great things. That belief in turn meant that she inevitably did achieve incredible things.

      Just like I am going to do now, she thought, as the message suddenly clicked open.

      “We have the money.” There was a man’s face on the other end, wearing a mask, his head shadowed by a hood. Verondas could see the light, airy structures of the avenue outside Orion Rise around him. He pulled back from his screen, raising a simple card that glittered gold. A premium credit account. It could have millions on it.

      It was the arms dealer from Kronos Station who had replied first and with the most money too. A cool three hundred and fifty thousand credits for fourteen units. She didn’t know where her Jackals would end up—some small war or battle or perhaps merely protecting some corp facility somewhere—and she didn’t care either. She still had all the schematics and plans to build more when they asked for them.

      And they will, she knew. The entire system was going to want them eventually.

      “I see you managed to get onto Ganymede in the end without being tailed by the marines?” Verondas couldn’t help but poke fun a little. The sense of power that she felt right now was incredible. Really, it was like being given a mouse when she was a cat.

      “Of course,” the shadowed arms dealer stated. “Where is the shipment!?” he suddenly demanded, his eyes sparking bright with passion.

      “All in good time,” Verondas said. “I will give you the location of your shipment as soon as I receive the money. Then you can go off and make all the profit you want, and I can get on with my life’s work.”

      “Huh.” The arms dealer dismissed her ramblings, and the screen showed that he was walking down the main avenue between the wealthy corp blocks. “Let me up. Send me the room number so we can get this done quickly,” he growled.

      “As you wish. It will be a pleasure to do business with you,” Verondas snickered, typing in 708 Orion Rise and firing it off at him. She cut the connection and moved to the table to await her visitor.

      It didn’t take long for Verondas to hear the chime at the door of someone requesting entrance. She took a breath, walking towards it with a victorious smile on her face as she gestured for the door to open.

      Revealing the hooded and masked arms dealer.

      And the heavy pistol that he was pointing at her.

      Verondas blinked.

      “You were a fool. You could always have come to work for us, you know,” the man snarled. He pulled back his hood to reveal a young man’s smooth face with an upside down hammer tattooed under his ear. “Gerhard sends his greetings,” the Son of Thor said, taking aim at Verondas.

      “Wait!” Verondas froze, her hands above her in the air. “Wait. The arms dealer . . . He . . .”

      “Kronos Station is Breaker Territory,” the emissary from the Sons of Thor announced. “Ganymede Station is Breaker Territory. They might not know it. They might think they are corp, but they are still Breaker. We built this place. We built Kronos. Did you think that Gerhard wouldn’t hear of your attempt to sell our goods?”

      Frack! Verondas looked at the gun, looked at the man. Had the arms dealer betrayed her?

      “The location of the shipment. Now,” the Son demanded, stepping forward.

      “Okay, okay. I’m getting it for you,” Verondas murmured, slowly taking out her personal screen and holding it up to where the assassin could see it. She swiped across the screen. Something moved in the upper corner of the room, silently behind her would-be killer.

      It was a small, floating drone, barely bigger than the palm of Verondas’ hand. It hovered silently in the air behind the man’s head before suddenly extending three fiendishly sharp blades.

      “Come on. We haven’t got all day!” the undercover Breaker said.

      “No,” Verondas said. “Well, you certainly don’t. I’d say you’ve even run out of time.”

      “What?!” the Breaker Son spat, just as he heard the whirring sound behind his head. The small drone started turning faster and faster, now a deadly, glittering circle.

      The Son of Thor spun around.

      Verondas jumped for the table, and her pistol she had there.
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      With a bing, the lift arrived at the seventh floor of Orion Rise, allowing the two marines it contained to march out onto a wide, golden corridor with a deep carpet. Large doors were set into their own alcoves on either side of the corridor, far enough apart to suggest that there had to be prodigious apartments behind them.

      “Seven-oh-eight,” Holly breathed, easing her rifle from her side and holding it at the ready across her body.

      Suddenly, she was struck by the actual possibility of finding Verondas. Would the scientist even recognize her, the lowly patrol marine ordered to work for her at the Fury Site?

      Probably not, Holly thought with a hot rush of anger at the woman. A part of her realized that her reaction wasn’t just because of how arrogant Verondas had been with her personally. It had to do with how Holly felt about the corporates in general.

      The corps who have been putting people like me under their boots and stealing every last credit from us for generations, she thought angrily.

      “Cropper!” Bastion woke her back to the present. She found herself looking down the corridor at a corp employee pushing a cleaning drone, frozen in terror.

      Dammit. “As you were,” Holly nodded, gesturing for the cleaner to get out of there, who started to hurry past.

      “Wait!” she suddenly said. “Do you have access keys to number seven?”

      The cleaning man nodded dumbly.

      “Then hand them over,” Holly said, as she approached the door. Bastion took the access card off the poor man and hissed at him to scram out of the way, then he nodded at the lieutenant.

      “Ready,” she said, raising her rifle.

      “On three, two . . .” Bastion stepped forward, flashed the security card in front of the door, and Holly kicked it open a fraction of a second later.

      To see a large pool of blood straight ahead of her.
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        * * *

      

      “Frack!” Holly leapt into the apartment of Frederica Rylans—or Uliana Verondas—rifle up.

      “EA Marines! On the floor and drop your weapons!” she was shouting as she cleared the doorway. She saw the large sleeping and sitting room straight ahead of her and noticed a small shower booth off to the right.

      There were a couple of chairs, but they appeared to have been broken and smashed. Underneath the large oval port windows lay a sunken area of the apartment, where a table had been split in half.

      And then there was the blood, and the body of the man lying in its center.

      “Holy frack—that is a lot of blood!” she heard Bastion saying with awe at the vast pool of red that surrounded the downed man. He wore a simple service suit, charcoal and blue with a rugged shawl around his shoulders. He looked for all the world like a regular mechanic or engineer.

      Only you don’t get regular engineers or mechanics in wealthy high-rise corp apartments, do you? Holly was thinking.

      He was sprawled upon the floor with his arms wrapped and contorted around him as if he had been attempting to struggle out of the way of something—or someone.

      “We got lacerations,” Bastion said, while Holly tore her gaze from the body to sweep the rest of the apartment with her suit’s scanners.

      “No life signs. No other life signs, that is,” Holly said. “No Verondas.”

      “Look.” Bastion had knelt by the man to point toward where his service suit had been lacerated on the forearms. The slashes had penetrated through the thickened cloth. There were more such cuts on his ribs . . .

      And his neck, Holly saw when Bastion flicked the partially-obscuring shawl back to reveal the grisly, horrible sight.

      To see that there was a familiar symbol on the man’s neck. A tattoo of a hammer.

      “This man’s a Breaker. He’s one of the Sons of Thor!” Holly burst out. It was him. The very same symbol that she had seen on the face of the man in Badiou’s intelligence capture. The last time she had seen that symbol, the owner was declaring freedom for the Breaker Group, crowing about the missile attack against Venus that their agents had carried out.

      Well, that’s the thing with starting wars, isn’t it? Holly stared at the body. They usually get you killed.

      “But I thought the Sons of Thor wanted to put Verondas down?” Bastion frowned. “They attacked Venus to go after her.”

      “And it looks like they’re still after her,” Holly nodded, looking at the blood, the smashed table and chairs. “But they’re not having much luck, are they?”

      It was at that point that her suit started to ping, as something flashed out of the darkness . . .

      
        
        ALERT! PROXIMITY WARNING!

      

      

      “Boss!” Bastion called. There was another scrape of sparks from the side of Holly’s heavy encounter suit.

      “You little . . . !” she hissed more in anger than in alarm, as the thing had already scored a scar across her face plate.

      It was a tiny, flying disk of hate, as far as Lieutenant Cropper was concerned anyway. About as big as her fist, with carbon-steel blades that spun as it flew, and it had already struck them both several times now—but was causing minimal damage against their heavy encounter suits.

      “I think we can see what killed our man down here,” Holly grumbled as she felt her suit judder and saw another sudden scrape of sparks and light erupt from her suit. The thing was aerial, incredibly fast, and appeared to be targeting major arteries—had they been exposed.

      “Not just that. There’s a bullet wound too,” Bastion said, as he tried to bat at the thing with his rifle, only to miss. “Not that one of these knife bats wouldn’t have done the trick all by itself.”

      “Knife bats? Is that a real name?” Holly said, getting struck as she took a swing and missing.

      “Sure is. There’s a whole informational campaign on the caravans about illegal gladiatorial combats against these things. But they’re only programmed to go to first blood,” Bastion said, missing once more.

      “I think someone forgot to tell it about first blood,” Holly said just as the knife bat struck her suit once more, and this time set off a chorus of alarms.

      
        
        WARNING! EXTERNAL OXYGEN FEED COMPROMISED!

      

      

      “Frack damn, little . . . !” Holly was saying over the sudden roaring sound that was the inside of her suit. The flying blade had managed to slice through one of the reinforced metal tubes that ran from the rear of her helmet to the top of her recycling unit at her back.

      She didn’t need the oxygen on Ganymede station, but that didn’t mean that she wanted to take off her helmet right now with this thing flying around either.

      But she had no choice, did she? She was hemorrhaging her stored air as the blower turned into an air remover in one snip of movement. Holly was surrounded by the rushing noise of a hurricane inside of her suit.

      “Damn!” She hit the release valve of her helmet, felt it pop free, and chucked it from her, suddenly able to hear and see again.

      Did that little thing purposely do that!? The thought flashed through her mind as the little killing thing turned in midair above them and rotated slowly near the ceiling, out of reach of even Bastion’s sweep with his rifle. It appeared to assess the situation.

      “Some design of Verondas’ . . .” Holly muttered as she brought up her rifle.

      For the little thing to suddenly veer out of the way as she fired, turning a sharp zig-zag towards Bastion. Holly pulled her rifle up to avoid shooting him as the knife bat turned around the marine—and swept straight toward Holly’s unprotected face.

      “Ach!” Holly threw her rifle in the way as she threw herself out of the way. She still felt the shudder as the thing scraped the edge of her muzzle, shearing sparks across the room as she rolled.

      “Cropper!” Bastion was leaping over her, swiping with his rifle to get the swooping and swerving thing away from her . . .

      But it was too fast. It surged first one way and then another as it danced around Bastion and plunged straight toward the prone Cropper on the floor before them.

      “Agh!” Holly rolled, turning at the last moment as the thing flung itself directly at her face—the least protected part of her. There was hardly anywhere to go. Holly was almost squashed up against the wall. She turned her head at the last moment . . .

      Thock!

      For the disk to embed itself into the floor an inch below her ear, severing a lock of her hair.

      “Bastion? Bastion!” Holly hissed. The thing beside her jugular quivered and twitched, trying to free itself from the wooden flooring.

      “Oh frack . . .” Bastion saw how close Holly had come to being killed (about one and a half inches, approximately). Suddenly he was moving, allowing Holly to roll out of the way as he slammed his metal boot down on the thing, smashing it into a hundred sparking pieces.

      “Almost killed by a damned Frisbee,” Holly groaned as she lurched to her knees and then to her feet. She gazed ruefully at the dead body of the Son of Thor still lying on the floor in front of them.

      And both she and Bastion turned to the loud stomps of the squad of Ganymede Security in personal defense suits, rushing into the room with their rifles raised.

      “FREEZE! By order of Ganymede Security!”
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      “Look, that guy was dead when we got there, and the remains of the knife bat are still right there,” Bastion was attempting to explain to the Ganymede Security sergeant who had pushed through his fellow three other men to regard the EA Marines.

      The Sons of Thor man on the floor was, Holly had to admit—very dead indeed. Still.

      “Sergeant . . .” Holly started to say, before the man snapped his eyes to her. He was a small man, almost as short as she was, but he wore a fine personal defense suit, one of the bests that corp money could afford. Holly could see the way it was sculpted and sleek-looking, as opposed to her own bulky, functional heavy encounter suit.

      Still no match for ours though, she was thinking.

      “What the frack am I supposed to think?” The man demanded. “I get messages about a team of EA Marines running riot through my station, barging into private businesses, shooting—and now, when I get here, I find a dead body and all of you right in the middle of it!?”

      “Sir, this is an EA Marine matter. We’re currently trying to apprehend somebody,” Holly started to say, even making little placating motions with her hands.

      “Not going to cut it, Lieutenant!” The sergeant could at least read military ranks, Holly thought, even if the corp was a glorified mercenary.

      “How do I know that you three aren’t deserters? Or that you haven’t just gone and stolen those suits? Or that you are real damned marines and that you have also killed someone on board Ganymede anyway?” The sergeant speared Bastion in particular with a very wrathful look. “It’s not like it would be the first time that EA Marines thought they could get away with whatever the hell they wanted to out here.”

      “Spoken like a true Breaker,” Holly muttered.

      “What!?” the sergeant asked, as Bastion groaned and looked back at Holly.

      “Seriously, boss? Do we have to put up with these small timers?” he said, his hands twitching around the butt of his rifle.

      “Private, stand down,” Holly said quickly, suddenly angry with everyone. “And Sergeant? This is a military operation. Do I have to be the one to school you on the difference between civilian and military forces? About the hierarchy of command—even out here?”

      “Command,” the sergeant spat. “As far as I can see—you’re not a part of some big military operation. I haven’t got any orders from the Marine Outer Command. But I do know that this is my station. Whatever other reason brought you here, right now you are involved in the middle of a murder case in my jurisdiction!”

      The sergeant nodded to his team, who menaced forward with their own rifles.

      “I am going to politely ask you both to lower your weapons, deactivate any suit automatic defenses you’ve got, and then come with me very quietly indeed,” the sergeant demanded.

      “You can’t be serious!” Bastion was saying to the other corp security personnel. “I mean, we’re marines. We kick the butts of guys like you every day.”

      “Private, easy,” Holly repeated, but also didn’t move as she looked at the sergeant. “You sure that you want to do this, Sergeant? Because when our friends get here, they are going to be really annoyed about how you’re treating military personnel.”

      “I’m just keeping my station safe, Lieutenant,” the sergeant said. “And if the EA Marines want to conduct a military operation on Ganymede, then I’m going to need them to at least have the courtesy to declare martial law.” The sergeant’s eyes sparkled. “Which, I am sure that you know as well as I do, will raise a whole heap of questions. And that will mean a lot of the corporate sponsors who back this station will be asking their friends in the Senate just what the hell you think you are doing the next time your funding review comes back around . . .”

      “Politics!” Holly cursed. It was even the same for the security officers here in the corp-controlled town, wasn’t it? Why was it that the corps all thought in terms of contracts and negotiations and getting one over the next guy?

      But she knew he was right too. The Marine Outer Command was always playing a dicey game between Breaker pirates, corp mercenaries, and other citizens. And now that the Sons of Thor were trying to agitate for a war (and it looks like Verondas just went and shot, cut, or assassinated one of their men right here, Holly thought) then they probably wouldn’t want the next war started by three lowly Forward Patrol marines in some corporate hotel block.

      “I won’t allow my men to be arrested or charged with anything, Sergeant,” Holly said sternly.

      “Just questions. That’s all,” the sergeant said. “All I want is to get you three off the avenues, stop you from causing any more ruckus, and ask a few questions . . .”

      Holly sighed wearily. “You’ve got a couple hours until my relief boat gets here, packed with some more angry marines.”

      The sergeant went a deeper shade of crimson inside his suit at the almost-threat, but nodded all the same, holding his hands open. “Weapons, Marines.”

      Holly couldn’t stand Bastion’s glare when he handed over his own rifle, then a side arm from his suit’s belt, as well as a knife.

      “A couple hours and we’ll be back on Verondas’ trail,” Holly promised—although a part of her knew that she couldn’t even promise that. She cast one look behind her at the corp security starting to catalogue the crime scene behind them.

      There was the man who had claimed to have attacked Venus for the good of the Breaker Group—for the good of people like her, she might once have thought. The Sons of Thor must have sympathetic ears, even if Captain Badiou had been right that there weren’t large scale demonstrations or protests across the Breaker Group worlds.

      But I bet as soon as word of this gets out, there will be . . . she was thinking as she followed the Ganymede Security sergeant back to the avenue outside. They took the lift down to where Marshal was surrounded by his own three-person team of more Ganymede Security.

      “Uh, hi, Lieutenant?” Marshal said. “I was wondering if you wanted us to start a war with Ganymede Station or . . . No, right, I got it.”
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      Incoming Call! Incoming Call!

      

      Uliana Verondas did her best to ignore her personal screen as she hobbled down the cramped, dirty service tunnel that was lined with juddering and hissing pipes. She really didn’t want to answer anyone’s calls right now, and she also really didn’t want to have to stop and think of the state her knee and her ribs were in.

      “Cheap damn rock-loving Breaker!” she hissed in annoyance at the mere thought of Gerhard, and how he had dared to try and kill her. Sending someone to her door and thinking that he could extract the location and codes of the Jackals!

      But they intercepted my message to Kronos, she thought. Or even—the arms dealer was loyal to the Sons of Thor? Either way, even Uliana’s indomitable self-belief was starting to shake just a little.

      Gerhard had managed to get to her, right here. How close were his forces?

      She cursed herself, before she had to stop as her knee throbbed once more and pain shot up through her like a bolt of lightning. That damn pirate had done something to her, hadn’t he? She’d broken a kneecap or fractured it, or something equally as outrageous.

      And now Verondas had no money and no funds to start her laboratory. She was just one woman on the run. For the briefest of moments, the ex-chief scientist stood alone in the cramped service tunnels of the understation that served the pristine Ganymede above.

      Once, that place above would have been made for her and for others like her. She remembered a time when she would have arrived at Ganymede Station and many others just like this one. She would have been welcomed by concierges, with prebooked hotel rooms, with food specially shipped in all the way from Earth.

      Uliana had been the darling of Zenetic, and Zenetic was one of the most powerful of the megacorporations on Venus. Fierce, little, brilliant Uliana, who had grown up in San Diego with a life of general factory maintenance ahead of her if her second-generation Brazilian father hadn’t thrown all his money at her education.

      Luckily for him (and for her), she had turned out to be an outstanding scientist—gifted, even. Perhaps it was the constant threat of the fate that awaited her back on Earth if she had failed that kept her studying long after many of her peers had gone to bed. Maybe it was the stories that her father had told her about the favelas of home, of slum districts that stretched all the way up mountainsides, and which were a constant battleground of some drug cartel or another, that had given Uliana the fierce desire to succeed at any cost.

      Back then, Uliana had been called a different name, Maria Verondas, but the gifted teenager with the talent for shocking people had changed her name as soon as she could. Maria was a standard name for an obedient woman in South American countries, while Uliana sounded sophisticated and privileged to her ears—someone who belonged to the elites that she so craved . . .

      Nothing would send Uliana—or the Maria that she had been—back down to Earth in anything less than a fanfare of glory. Nothing would take away everything that she had worked so hard to achieve.

      Uliana Verondas might be one woman, alone and on the run and with seemingly very few options left—but she did have one thing that she still controlled.

      A holding bay full of Jackals.

      
        
        Personal Apps . . . Ghost Server . . . ACTIVATED . . .

        One Message Waiting!

      

      

      Her personal screen flared once more as a message hit her secure server. Its timestamp read almost two hours ago.

      “Where is he?! You Venusian Witch!” The recording started with a snarl from the bald man with the large hammer tattoo on one side of his face. It was Gerhard Utrecht, the leader of the Sons of Thor himself.

      He was an ant, in her opinion, just like all the rest of the Breakers. She hadn’t really started out with any greater appreciation of the asteroid miners and haulers than the usual Venusian corporate might have had. Now her estimation of them had fallen a whole lot further.

      “I know what you did to my lieutenant, Verondas,” Gerhard announced. “You will pay. For your treachery. For his death. For your arrogance. You and all of your Interior scum will pay!” the man sputtered in his rage.

      “We’re coming for you, Verondas! The Sons will have their revenge!” the man shouted, then terminated his message. It echoed in the darkened, cramped service corridors underneath Ganymede Station.

      There had to be other buyers, the scientist thought. There had to be.

      Her hand flicked through the screen controls until the screen revealed a view of the hidden holding bay full of the sleeping metal forms. Maybe she just needed to show them all another demonstration of what the Jackals were capable of . . .
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      “You know, this is starting to get real tiring,” Marshal groaned as he sauntered through the metal door and back to the cell he shared with the others. A Ganymede Security guard stood behind him with a rifle at the ready.

      “Cropper, you’re up next.” The guard nodded to where she sat on the narrow and uncomfortable metal bench next to Bastion.

      “What do they want to know now? What our dieting habits are?” Bastion grumbled, his head in his hands.

      Holly empathized. They had been inside this cell for the last few hours by her best guess. All of them had already had one interview with some low-ranking security officer, during which they were asked all kinds of questions about their operation, and to which all of them had just repeated their name, rank, and identity number.

      “He’s just trying to spook us,” Holly growled, before nodding back at the guard. “Lieutenant. It’s Lieutenant Cropper,” she said as she stood up.

      All of them had been relieved of their weapons and heavy encounter suits, and although she felt much less encumbered, she also felt oddly naked here without her suit. She found that a little funny since she had only had access to the extreme combat suits for a few months now.

      Since the Fury Site, Holly thought with a sigh. When all of this had begun.

      “Tell ’em where to get fracked, boss,” Bastion offered. Personally, Holly thought this wasn’t too bad of an idea, but she also had the weight of being the superior officer in the room—even if she was only a lieutenant in the lowly Forward Patrol.

      And as much as she agreed with Bastion and Marshal’s belligerence, she also knew that she was technically the leading representative of the EA Marines right here and right now.

      “See you in a minute, boys,” Holly said, stepping out to follow her guard’s gestures down the metal hall to the end and around the corner where the interview room awaited her.

      “Lieutenant Cropper, nice to see you again.” She was greeted this time by the same sergeant who had brought them in. He was sitting on one side of a desk and flicking through a large nearby screen. He was broader in real life without his suit—but no less slappable, Holly thought.

      “Take a seat.” He gestured across the table. Holly threw herself into the chair as he read her the particulars.

      “Ganymede Security Services, second interview with suspect Holly Cropper, Lieutenant of the EA Marines, conducted by Sergeant Hollis,” he said smoothly.

      Holly leaned forward, forearms banging on the table as she broke in.

      “Okay, what is the point of all of this, Hollis? You know as well as I do that when word gets back to the nearest EA Marine barracks—which will be Europa, by my reckoning,” (Holly wondered how long it was going to be before that reinforcements skiff was going to get here) “then you’re going to have to let me and my crew go. So, what do you think you’re doing? Is this a chance for a little corp guy to feel big for a moment?”

      Sergeant Hollis blushed and stiffened in his chair as anger swept over his features.

      Hit a spot, policeman? Holly took an altogether unhealthy amount of satisfaction in that.

      “Lieutenant Holly Cropper,” Hollis began again. “No great accolades, no medals, and kicked out to Forward Patrol force in the Outer Command for the last five years or so.”

      Holly made a face. She was surprised that he could find out even that much about her.

      “Oh yes, Lieutenant—while you may think that we’re all backwater corporate mercenaries out here, you’d be surprised at the cooperation we enjoy with other defense contractors. Including those who run your files.”

      “Other mercenaries, you mean,” Holly pointed out. “No marine would ever leak military records. You’ve just admitted to military espionage, idiot.”

      “We’re all defense personnel, Lieutenant!” Hollis said in a high-minded way. “A fact that you marines are always so eager to forget!”

      “Believe me, if I could forget your face, I would,” Holly countered.

      “A lowly Forward Patrol lieutenant,” the sergeant overrode her, “who has been stuck in the Outer Command for years now. No promotion, no great operations. Do you think that is because of your Breaker heritage, Lieutenant?”

      Holly stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re Breaker Group. Or at least, that is what your civilian records state. Originally Hephaestus Station, I believe?”

      Holly’s frown now deepened into a grimace. “And just what are you getting at?”

      Sergeant Hollis leaned back, aware that he had touched a nerve, and appeared just as pleased about it as she had been earlier.

      “All I’m saying, Lieutenant, is that I am curious why your superior officers have kept you stuck out here in the boonies between the asteroid belts and Jupiter, not doing much but checking ship manifests and doing cargo inspections.” Hollis suddenly leaned forward. “Do you think that they just plain don’t trust you, Lieutenant?”

      Holly’s hands clenched into fists on the tabletop. “And why do you think that my superior officers don’t trust me?” she growled at him. It was the sort of question that demanded an answer. The right answer.

      “Well . . .” Hollis spread open his hands as if it weren’t for him to say, but that it was eminently obvious.

      Because I’m Breaker, Holly filled in silently. Always the same old garbage. If it wasn’t the Interior Territories viewing the Breaker Group as little better than smugglers, then it was the corporates like this guy here doing it too. Who did it even more—who treated the Breakers as little better than slaves and fools.

      “Let’s move onto this man.” Hollis flickered the holocontrols of his screen to reveal an image of the dead man in the ghost woman’s apartment. He was thankfully very much alive in the photo, albeit scowling and raving at the camera.

      “Unknown, but that symbol identifies him as a member of a recent new movement threat on my database,” Hollis said.

      Cropper whistled sarcastically. “Wow, you corps got toys as well, huh?”

      The sergeant’s eyelids flickered, but he ignored her. “Known as the Sons of Thor, they apparently believe themselves to be some sort of paramilitary force for the Breaker Group. For all Breaker Group stations. Freedom fighters if you will, but I think we can call them what they are: pirates. Plain and simple Breaker Group pirates.”

      “You have been doing your homework.” Holly leaned back in her chair, already bored. None of this was anything she didn’t know—but she did want to know why he was dead in Verondas’ “ghost” apartment. Was it a deal gone bad? Had Verondas double-crossed him? And why?

      “Funny how the Breaker marine—one of the very few Breakers ever to get into the very prestigious Earth Alliance Marines, I have to add—turns up with her small-time crew at the death of a Breaker pirate, don’t you think?”

      “I beg your pardon,” Holly started to rise from the chair. “Who do you think you are talking about, Hollis? Because you can take cheap shots at me. I know how to deal with them. But if you ever insult my crew again . . .”

      “Makes you angry, doesn’t it, Cropper?” The sergeant looked up at her calculatingly. “Are you often angry, Cropper? Is that how you took care of this pirate? Was it some old Breaker grudge?”

      “You stars-damned idiot!” Holly snarled—just as there was a sudden reverberation that shook through the station. The lights suddenly flashed an emergency red, and the room speakers burst into life.

      WARNING! IMMEDIATE CODE RED. ALL NONESSENTIAL STAFF TO DEPLOYMENT LOCKERS!
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      “Hollis! What is it? What’s going on?” Holly demanded as the Ganymede Security sergeant jumped up and rushed to the door.

      “Guard! Take the suspect back to her cell!” Hollis was shouting as he flung open the door.

      The corridor outside was filled with the flashing red light of the station alarms, and Holly could see the black-and blue-figures of the other Ganymede Security running ahead of them down the corridor.

      “Sergeant! Me and my team might be able to help!” Holly said as the guard outside started nudging her back up the corridor.

      “You want free reign to be able to help your friends who are busy attacking our station? Is that it, Cropper!?” Hollis shouted as he ran ahead of them.

      “What—the marines are attacking Ganymede Station?” Holly said in shock, before realizing that she must have that wrong. “The EA wouldn’t attack this place,” she was saying as she was jostled at point blank range back up the corridor towards her cell.

      “Oh.” Holly suddenly thought. “Pirates—your sergeant meant the Sons of Thor, didn’t he?” she asked her guard.

      “Shut up. No questions and get in,” the guard said as they approached the cell door, his visor crackling with updates at the same time.

      ALL AVAILABLE UNITS TO MAIN CONCOURSE. WE HAVE A STATION BREACH EVENT AT LOWER DECK 1 AND NEED EMERGENCY SEALS AT ALL ADJACENT LEVELS . . .

      “Emergency seals. That sounds pretty bad, officer,” Holly said urgently. She looked through the door window to see Bastion and Marshal already on their feet, looking alarmed but ready, inside.

      “You could be looking at a decompression event. That would be bad on a station like Ganymede . . .” Holly was saying, knowing that she was only adding to the officer’s anxiety. The young man reversed his rifle to nudge her in the back with the butt.

      “I said move it!” the younger officer said, momentarily releasing one gloved hand to wave his authenticator at the door.

      And that was when Holly moved, elbowing the rifle butt out of her back and turning so that she was inside the man’s reach, bringing an elbow up under his chin.

      “Urk!” The blow was short, sharp, and what Holly knew to be incredibly powerful—but not enough to bring a man down. The officer staggered back, dropping his rifle.

      Holly caught it and reversed it so that she was now poking him in the chest. “On your knees. Hands up and don’t say a word,” she growled at him as the door behind her opened for Bastion and Marshal to step out.

      “Cuff him, take his visor, glove authenticator, and weapons—but leave him out here,” Holly said.

      “Boss?” Bastion looked at her in surprise. “We got a perfectly good cell right behind us going to waste.”

      “Nope. You heard what I said, Private. This station is under attack by the Sons of Thor. And if they cause some decompression event, then I don’t want this guy to starve of oxygen inside that cell.”

      “Hey, it’s what would have happened to us,” Marshal pointed out.

      “We’re marines.” Holly shot them both an annoyed look. “We eat stuff like this every day. He’s just some . . .” She turned back to look at the cuffed and terrified officer.

      “Just some guy,” Holly said with a sigh. She leaned in close to the officer. “Don’t forget this. You’re free to run back to your office or whatever as soon as we’re gone, but when your sergeant calls for our arrest—don’t forget that we’re trying to save your life.”

      “Would have been a whole lot simpler just to chuck him in the cell, if you ask me,” Bastion grumbled as he took anything useful from the terrified man. Holly was already nodding up the corridor. “They stored our suits that way. No violence against the police—I’ve got a feeling that we’re going to get plenty of violence soon enough!” she said, holding her rifle low, and they took off running under the warning amber light.
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      “I said no violence!” Holly glared at Bastion as she stepped over the latest of two unconscious Ganymede Security officer bodies on the floor of the equipment locker.

      “What can I say, boss?” Bastion shrugged. “They went for me first . . .”

      “Dear heavens . . .” Holly shook her head as she examined the room around them. It was a standard equipment unit, common across many military and pseudo-defense contractors like the Ganymede Security Services. This meant that it was a roughly octagonal room with many large, coded lockers with blinking lights all around them.

      “And hey presto!” Marshal stepped back from two panels of the equipment locker. Their doors slid open, revealing the manhandled forms of the marines’ heavy encounter suits stacked haphazardly against each other.

      “What the . . . My poor baby!” Marshal immediately grabbed his own helmet, unceremoniously wedged under the leg harnesses of Holly’s suit. “I can tell because of the bullet scratch, see?” He proudly tapped the side of the visor helmet, where a long silver scratch stretched from the temple almost to the ear.

      “Get ’em operational.” Holly didn’t have to order twice as she closed the locker door behind them and stood by the window with her stolen rifle. They hadn’t been challenged yet as they moved through the security station, but it seemed to Holly that the emergency outside had only grown worse. There had been the sound of distant running feet and multiple smaller alarms adding to the pervasive, security-wide one.

      “Whatever is happening out there is bad,” Holly murmured. Marshal tapped her on the shoulder, and she turned around to look up at the armored metal golem that now looked down at her.

      “I got the door. You get in,” he said, his voice coming out through the suit speakers.

      The heavy encounter suits were impressive, Holly had to admit. Each one made their occupant a little larger than normal, with exaggerated metal plates at the shoulders, chest, thighs, and down the back. Under the reinforced plates was a piston harness that snugged against the metal mesh and close fibers of the suit with connector docks that allowed the entire suit to operate as one unit.

      As soon as Holly drew the metal and padded mesh suit on, she started to feel somehow more “herself.” Even this most basic part of the suit—the base layer that everything else sat atop—was capable of resisting blade strikes, many civilian projectile weapons, chemicals, and heat threats.

      Next came the webbing, autotightening the harness around thighs, hips, chest, and shoulders, with units that synced, locked, and autoadjusted—forming the basic structure that sensed and “talked” to the wearer’s visor.

      Leg units, including the enclosing boot forms, each locked together with smooth mechanics and connectors to the next piece of armor—the thigh plates, the midharness . . .

      Holly and the entire Forward Patrol Team worked quickly and efficiently, having drilled this procedure with the First Marine Division every few days during their Restricted Movement order on Aries Station. By the time that Holly had her backplate with inbuilt servers, microprocessors, and miniature power units as well as the outer armor, only a few minutes had passed. Bastion was handing her the breastplate, arm greaves, and finally the metal mantle collar and the helmet visor itself.

      “Locked and loaded, Marine,” Holly heard the muffled voice of Bastion say in front of her. For a moment, her entire vision went dark, then brightened with the digital script that ran down the inside of her visor.

      
        
        HVY ENC Suit . . .

        Accessing wearer identifier . . . ACCEPTED . . .

        User: CROPPER, Holly (Lt) . . .

      

        

      
        Short-range, long-wave sensors . . . ACTIVE

        Suit-to-suit radar . . . ACTIVE

        Linking to local strike group: ERROR! None defined . . .

      

      

      “And here you go, boss.” Bastion handed her one of the snub-nosed, black marine rifles that the Ganymede Security Services had taken from them. As soon as it was in her gloved hands, she heard the small electric hum as it connected.

      
        
        Weapons synch . . . Marine general purpose rifle . . . ACTIVATED

        Weapons synch . . . Grenade packet . . . ERROR! None defined . . .

      

      

      “Hey! Those corps stole our grenades!” Holly pointed out as her scans swept across her vision. Identity tags sprang up over Bastion and Marshal’s waiting forms, and the nearby power sources glowed just a little before fading into the background image once again. In the corner of her visor, Holly could see that her suit communicators were trying to reach the local Outer Command barracks or senior officers but weren’t having any success at all. There were no local strike groups or area commands here on Ganymede Station.

      No, there’s only us, Holly thought. “Long-range scans,” she said, knowing that even without direct marine presence, the EA would still have military-level access to satellites in the nearby area.

      “And we still have access to the Wren, don’t we?” Holly told herself.

      
        
        Forward Patrol skiff WREN / Remote Access Protocol / . . .

        Identifier accepted: CROPPER (Lt) . . .

        WREN sensor array . . .

      

      

      “Here we go.” Holly pinged the other two suits next to her with the information. Their Forward Patrol skiff, the Wren, was in one of the docking bays of Ganymede Station right now. Probably under a high security officer presence—but that couldn’t stop its automatic piloting chair from lighting up or the computers from flickering to life and running long-range sensor sweeps on everything around it.

      “Ah . . .” Holly said as soon as the data from the Wren downloaded to her suit.

      It showed the digital vectors of the entire of Ganymede Station, picked out in neon green illustration. Several moving blue blips of comms satellites and drones encircled it.

      But there was also a large and ugly, red shape attached just under the curve of the station. It looked like a series of interconnected rectangles thrown against Ganymede itself.

      “We got a bridging craft,” Holly breathed. “Which I bet is causing the ruckus. Classic pirate tech—she’s attached and might have already drilled her way through the outer hull by now.”

      She nodded for Marshal to step aside from the door.

      “Okay, let’s go pick a fight.”

      “What about Verondas?” Marshal asked.

      Holly looked at the image from the Wren’s scans once again, and then back at the now-open door.

      “I’m frustrated too, Smith—but we have an active pirate incursion right now. Civilians are going to die. And that’s what we’re here for. Even if the corps here don’t want us, that doesn’t change what we do.”
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        * * *

      

      “Straight ahead, up the stairs,” Marshal said, his voice clear over their suit communicators. They emerged from one of the adjoining access corridors to the level of avenues above the docks and below the Main Concourse.

      It was quiet up here, Holly saw, but there had been a whole lot of people making their way to the docks to try and get to their shuttles, she guessed. From bitter previous experience with pirate attacks as well as station hazards, she knew that those very same corps were now probably huddled inside the hangar bays and docks. They would be clamouring to be allowed aboard any boat that would take them out of there.

      And all of them denied the privilege, Holly thought. She considered for a moment the terrible irony, when it came right down to it, that the exact same security protocols were used on a corp-run station as on a Breaker or an Inner Territories one.

      You’re not allowed to press-gang any ship you can and run out of here until we know it’s safe. Holly remembered the words of some long-lost dock handler to her, many, many years ago. There could be other pirates out there waiting to pick you off. How do we know any of you can handle a starship and that you won’t blow apart these docks and everyone else in it?

      It could almost be funny, Holly thought, how at the end of the day, regardless of class or custom or belief, it all came down to the same thing on stations. The same protocols, no matter who you were. The same desperate hope for air, for gravity, for water.

      Holly wondered philosophically for a brief second how long it would be before humanity accepted that they were all in space together.

      “Aiii!” A scream cut through her musings, coming from the Main Concourse, and Holly realized that it wasn’t going to be any time soon.

      “Guards up!” Holly said, hunching as she loped towards the stairs that led up to the Main Concourse . . .

      And into a gunfight.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity Alert!

      

      

      Holly crested the top of the stairs to see the long silvered swoop of Ganymede’s Main Concourse ahead of her. In the avenue of shops to her left, there was currently a shoot-out between the Ganymede Security staff and what looked to be Breaker pirates. The Sons of Thor wore their traditional piecemeal garb of service suits and old mercenary wear, but they had all supplemented their armor with one piece of something that looked vaguely like battle gear. An over-large shoulder plate, a sculpted helmet visor perhaps, or a breastplate.

      To Holly’s eyes, that didn’t so much make them look like freedom fighters, but more like gladiators.

      The Breaker pirates had a group of Ganymede Security Services pinned down in one of the shops and was firing from the corners of booths and escalators into them.

      “Right, boss . . .” Bastion hunkered next to her. “Whose side are we on again?”

      Holly blinked. “We’re against the pirates, clearly! We’re EA Marines, Bastion!”

      “I get it. I get it,” Bastion shrugged. “Just thought I’d ask because, you know, five minutes ago, you didn’t seem too happy with the security officer either . . .”

      Holly couldn’t tell if Bastion was being sarcastic or not, or was seriously questioning it. She ignored him, turning around. “Up there, see above the escalator?”

      Bastion looked. There was the tail of what could only be described as a piece of abstract art, with wires securing it to a central jig.

      “Is that . . . a mermaid?” he asked doubtfully.

      “I think it’s supposed to be some ancient goddess,” Holly said. “The corps do a lot of that kind of stuff, but anyway, look . . .”

      The space mermaid was held onto the ceiling by only one housing jig. This allowed the giant figure to sway in the gentle movements of Ganymede Station every time its positional thrusters were fired. What was a conceit based on titillation and beauty, Holly knew could be used to their advantage.

      “Bring it down onto the escalator. That’ll flush the pirates out and give us time to close,” Holly said, turning to be ready for the run.

      “I have to say, boss—I missed your plans,” Bastion said as Marshal joined them, took aim, and fired.
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        * * *

      

      “Who is that!?”

      “More security!”

      The microphones of Holly’s suit picked up the alarmed shouts of the pirates as soon as Bastion and Marshal started to fire upwards at the jig holding the space mermaid in place.

      “They’re missing!” she even heard one of the Sons of Thor shout victoriously, just before there came a sudden spray of sparks from above. First one of the metal cables snapped away from the top jig, whipping and coiling around the tail of the iron creature as it gradually lowered a few yards, and then—

      “Oohh . . .” Holly heard the sudden realization from the Sons of Thor of what was going on at the same time as Bastion and Marshal’s bullets completed their task.

      With another sudden twang of metal cord, the giant piece of art fell downwards several feet, snagged on one wire, and then rapidly fell the rest of the way. It smashed halfway down the escalator, sending glass fragments flying in a silver haze. Then the structure rolled downwards and crashed onto the floor in front of the avenue of corp boutiques and shops, finally coming to a juddering stop in front of them.

      But by then, Holly was already on the move.

      As soon as the metal art started to fall from the ceiling, she threw herself forward, the pistons and servos of her suit interlocking and adding weight and power to every pounding step as she bounded forward into the chaos.

      There were Sons of Thor flying everywhere. At least four of them leapt from the escalators to the floor to get out of the way of the falling space mermaid. More broke cover from behind various booths to take flight from the angered metal goddess.

      Holly was pretty angry too (although she probably wouldn’t have called herself a goddess, even if she were clad in metal).

      “Urk!” said the first Son of Thor she struck with the heel of her heavy boot as she sailed over one of the destroyed service booths. She sent the pirate flying backwards in a spray of smashed visor and blood. The next who dared to raise a rifle towards her was met by the sweep of another rifle, broad and fast, against his helmet.

      And suddenly, Holly was before the smashed elevator with one of the Sons raising their gun to fire point blank at her chest.

      
        
        WARNING! SUIT IMPACT!

        Breastplate compromised . . .

      

      

      Holly felt the two shots strike her almost directly on the sternum. She staggered back a few paces, feeling like she had just been mule kicked.

      But the Son of Thor had stopped shooting, and Holly was now standing over him with a rifle in her hands. She looked down at her own chest to see the crumpled, ruined part where two bullets were still lodged in her outer plate.

      “Damn it! Do you know how long it’ll take to get those out!?” Holly demanded. She turned her rifle around and brought it down on the Son’s helmet, cracking it. Then she seized his suit front with one fist and hauled him to his feet.

      “You’re done here! Get it? It’s over! By order of the EA Marines!” She threw him, feeling the assisted strength servos lock in and uncoil from between her shoulders all the way down her arms and to her hands, releasing the man to fling him backwards into the ruin and trash created by the falling art.

      “Marines!? Marines!” Holly heard the other Sons of Thor shouting as the Ganymede Security forces pressed forward out of their boutique, crouching beside the smashed windows and taking potshots at the Sons as they broke cover.

      “Cease fire! Cease fire!” Holly was shouting at both the Sons and at the Ganymede Security. “No more people have to die today!”

      She said this as the nearest Son of Thor broke ranks near her, attempting to flee back to the stairs down to the lower Breaker level of the station where Holly had captured Dajid . . .

      “Urk!” But before the Son had taken more than three steps, a shot took them out through the head, and they were flung to the floor.

      “You don’t get to call ceasefire, Marine!” said a familiar voice. The shooter emerged, none other than Sergeant Hollis himself in his blue-and-black personal defense suit, still with gun upraised.

      “Or is it that you don’t like your friends dying?” Hollis snapped at her.

      Holly turned and tracked the locations of the Sons of Thor. They were falling back to the lower Breaker levels of Ganymede Station, which were probably the nearest point to the location where their ship was fastened.

      “Just shut up, Sergeant.” Holly turned on the small man when she was sure that there were no more shooters coming their way.

      “Clear,” Bastion and Marshal were calling as they swept the Main Concourse, kicking aside weapons from the injured and groaning forms of the remaining Sons.

      “Looks like your friends aren’t coming back for you,” Marshal said to one, before the Ganymede Security officers came over and took them into custody.

      “And how did you get that suit? That’s been quarantined!” Hollis was saying as Holly stepped up to loom large over him.

      “Stop it. I just risked my life and the life of my men to save your butts. Don’t forget that. Me and the rest of my crew will not be subjecting ourselves to any more questioning from you or any of your security officers. And we are going to get this mission done and be on our way,” Holly said succinctly and severely.

      “If you get in my or any of my team’s way, I’ll treat you as a belligerent actor opposing an EA marine on official duty. Got that, officer?” she demanded. The sergeant glared back once and then turned on his heel.

      “Men! Get yourselves together! Secure these prisoners! Everyone else form up to move after the rest!” He stalked off, leaving Holly to consult with her men.

      Just as there was a shudder through the floor and a sudden, brilliant orange wall of flame from the Breaker Market.

      
        
        WARNING! THERMAL ALARM!

      

      

      “Hit the deck! Cover!” Holly dropped to her feet as she heard Bastion shouting. The floor of the station stopped shaking, but her ears were still ringing despite the automatic dampers of the suit.

      “Team! Report! What was that!?” Holly was asking, blinking as she rolled over to see that the entrance to the Breaker Market was now a twisted, scalded mess.

      “A bomb—the Sons of Thor let off a bomb!” Marshal was saying, coughing as he turned over to a seated position. Around them, they could hear the Ganymede Security checking with each other that they were alright. Everyone was, surprisingly. It turned out it had only been the shock wave of fire that had blasted upwards from below.

      “It’s cover,” Holly was saying, pushing herself to her feet. “It’s a traditional pirate trick. Let off a bomb to cause as much chaos on a station or ship as possible.”

      
        
        ALERT! INCOMING SENSOR ALERT / WREN / . . .

      

      

      Holly’s local suit server that was attached to their patrol skiff pinged, but she didn’t have the time to read it before someone else told her what it meant.

      “They’re pulling away! The Sons are disembarking!” she heard Sergeant Hollis roar.

      She looked in the direction of the Breaker Market, starting toward it a few steps before she halted immediately. It’s already too late to stop them from leaving, Holly thought as there was another emergency peal from across the station. One of the lower levels was depressurizing. The Sons were fleeing the station and leaving a hole behind.

      “The emergency air locks are activating. It’s contained to Lower Deck 2, mostly cargo holds,” she heard the sergeant calling to his men. It wasn’t a bad event, then, she realized. Good. Ganymede Station probably just lost a few thousand credits’ worth of stores in the vacuum. But it would be mostly automated down there, and a station this sophisticated would have air lock doors at every junction.

      “Frack and damn it!” Holly shouted, kicking the nearest bit of wreckage that was available. There it was: the sensor reading from the Wren to indicate that the Sons of Thor ship was disengaging from the underside of Ganymede Station and had already blasted off. Whatever they had come here to do, they must have succeeded.

      “Get the Security shuttles out there! We might be able to target them!” the sergeant was shouting to his men, but once again, Holly heard the dismay in his voice. A corp-controlled station like Ganymede—essentially a civilian station—wasn’t allowed to carry the heavy armaments like railguns and cannons that other, military-protected stations were.

      “Sir—the main docks are full of visitors! It’s jam-packed. We won’t be able to get any of our boats out!” one of the other Ganymede Security personnel said, earning a snarl of frustration from Sergeant Hollis.

      “I bet they’re going to really need some marine help now, huh?” Marshal said with a mixture of futility and disgust.

      “What now, boss?” Bastion asked as he stumped next to Holly, his eyes on the stairs that led down to the Breaker market. There was a flash of emergency orange light down there as the emergency engineers were called, and everyone else was told to get to their quarters and stay there. No shouts. No screams. No gunfire. Had the Sons already warned the Breakers to go to ground before they attacked? Holly had to wonder.

      “The station will be able to secure itself,” Holly said. She had, after all, seen other stations similarly attacked or suffering mishaps and accidents. Ganymede would escape this with a minimal loss of life.

      “The Sons attacked here and then left just as quickly,” Bastion pointed out. “Do you think this gunfight was just a diversion?”

      Holly looked speculatively at the crashed space mermaid, at the blood and soot on the floor, and nodded. “Probably. And it’s no coincidence that the Sons attacked here,” Holly said. “Exactly the same thing happened on Venus, remember? The Sons are after Verondas, or what she has, anyway.”

      “Which means they might already have killed her?” Marshal said.

      “Maybe.” Holly glowered. “Or taken her,” she said grimly, turning to her technical specialist. “Marshal, can you get me access to the military intel network from the Wren?”

      “The spy satellite network?” Marshal frowned. “Neither of us have got the level of clearance to break encrypted files, but we can put our rank identifiers into the request, see what pings back,” he suggested.

      “Do it. I want to hear any chatter that Sons ship is making.” Holly said, turning back towards the dock and leaving the Ganymedeans to their own cleanup.

      Approximately fifteen minutes later, Marshal confirmed that Holly had been right. The sergeant and the rest of the Ganymedean Security Services hadn’t stopped them as they made their way to their secure dock holding the Wren. No one had sounded the alarms when they had fired up her small reactors so Marshal could get to work on her sensor grid.

      The first ping was to the Marine Outer Command communications relay—a broad network of satellites and planetary drones that connected every element of the Outer Territories marine force to each other.

      Activated. Connected.

      The network was up (it always was), and then Marshal pinged them a request for intelligence on their location. In particular, a request for the location and size of the Sons’ bridging vessel and any intelligence about the ship that was even now accelerating away from Jupiter and back towards the asteroid belt.

      It was mostly an automated process. The time lag between messages out here was long enough to mean that they couldn’t have a desk staffed with actual people reviewing requests and information. Instead, there was just the collection of data from the spy satellites, as well as an automatic filtering system into different classifications of sensitivity, depending on the identifier tags. A lot slipped through the net, but it was the best that humanity could do.

      Marshal looked up at Holly as they waited, their faces lit by the neon glow of the control boards.

      Message Received! Answering . . .

      It took another twenty minutes. During that time, the escaping Sons ship became a distant burn of reactor light among the stars—but their answer came.

      Breaker Group bridging vessel “CENTIPEDE”

      Known record: Movement of unregistered goods. Handling of stolen goods. Known harboring of criminals.

      Comms intel category: Open.

      And there was a recent list of the public channel chatter sent from and to the Centipede over the last hour or so, when it had been in range of the nearest military satellite. None of it required greater than a lieutenant’s rank to access.

      Of course, if the Sons of Thor had been in any way smarter than they were, or hadn’t been flush with the adrenaline from battle, than they might have used some basic level of encryption on their messages. Enough that it would require code to hack it.

      But for whatever reason (maybe it was the sudden arrival of Holly Cropper and her marines in the middle of their mission), they had failed to encrypt their chatter. Most of it was calls for medics to get to the loading bays or for more power to the engines. But there was one narrow-beam message out from the ship that wasn’t.

      “Sir, mission successful. We got her. We got Verondas and the drones. Bringing cargo back to Hephaestus.”

      Holly nodded grimly.

      “I knew it,” she whispered. “Send a message to that patrol skiff Badiou sent after us. Tell them to rendezvous at Hephaestus instead. Then send an urgent alert to all EA Marine vessels in the locality.” Holly glared at the radar screen, tracking the image of the Sons of Thor vessel. Their skiff was too small to stop it in midflight or to board it successfully.

      But Holly knew Hephaestus. She knew Hephaestus well indeed.
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      Unknown Vessel, Saturnian Space

      

      “What is that!?” Doctor Rachel Crow peered at one of the screens that surrounded her in the Special Operations Scientific Unit, aboard the unnamed military intelligence vehicle.

      Outside, the craft was a testament to the highest-end tech that the EA Marines had available. It had sound and comms dampening fields installed throughout to prevent bleed over of data from one secure facility to another. So far in her life on board, Rachel had seen glimpses of other people—other civilians like herself in color-coded service suits, white, orange, or blue—but they had hurried off when she had approached them and not said a word. Other than them, there were the omnipresent, black-clothed Special Ops Marines, who similarly didn’t say anything and had no insignia.

      And beyond them all was the alien starship: the behemoth thing that hung outside Saturn like some deep-sea creature. Only one built from a new type of metal and obeying a new type of laws.

      One of these laws, Rachel Crow was about to discover.

      “A subsurface frequency,” said the hovering voice of the Duke, the large drone disk that housed the military soft AI. It was the only thing that was actually allowed access to all areas, but so far had been similarly taciturn about what it had seen.

      Rachel was looking at a radiographic map of the alien structure. All of it was awash with oranges, yellows, and neon greens showcasing the various resonances and residual energetic patterns of the craft as a whole. It looked busy to Rachel’s first impression, but then again, she knew that a structure that vast would always look busy. There were simply so many metals and strange, new conductive minerals that even latent and trace potential energies would be high.

      But there was one tiny blip of blue that was concerning her.

      “Repeat the recording of first contact communication,” Rachel said, for the lights on the Duke’s floating disk to flicker. An entirely new simulation appeared, also against a sea of yellows, greens, and oranges . . . but with a flicker of blue.

      “It’s the same thing,” Rachel murmured. “When I played a modified version of the subspace frequency from the Fury Site, the star vessel itself reacted. It started to talk back. But here was another time when the star vessel started to talk back to something,” Rachel said.

      “You cannot know that with one hundred percent certainty,” the Duke stated.

      “No,” Rachel countered. “But call and response is a basic imprint in any living creature. It’s present right from the newborn to the parent. Even on a cellular level, it is how one cell signals for nutrients to be provided by others,” she explained. “I played the frequency, the star vessel responded. Now, the star vessel responds . . . so where was the call?”

      “This second ‘response,’ as you called it, occurred approximately 2.304 days ago,” the Duke stated, “within hours of you conducting your original test. It could be another response to that original experiment.”

      “It could be, but the response we got was localized. This is right over on this other side . . .” Rachel pulled the holoimage out from the flattened screen and turned it around.

      “Computer, super-impose both images,” she said. The giant, star-shaped structure exhibited two tiny glowing dots. One was on the “main arm” where Rachel had first set off the modified subspace frequency they had found on the Fury Site, the one that had acted as a “beacon” to call this ship here . . .

      And the other was on the opposite side, a little below the equator of the vessel.

      “You see, our signal responded to me where we were standing.” Rachel pointed at their main arm. “And this one over here . . .”

      Doctor Mountain Crow wondered where that leg was even pointing. She suddenly saw the ship as a series of pointed arrows, like tentacles, or antennas . . .

      “That other arm points back to the Interior, doesn’t it?” Rachel asked.

      “Calculating stellar directions,” the Duke drawled. “Given a straight line, it points towards the Inner Planets. In particular, Venus.”

      “Anywhere in particular on Venus?” Rachel asked quickly.

      “That is quite a sum. Wait a moment . . .” All the Duke’s lights flashed brightly, and then the drone went quiet for several minutes. When it flashed into activity again, it had something even more alarming to say to the polylinguist.

      “Doctor Crow, a straight line between your second “response,” as you are calling it, leads directly to the recently destroyed Zenetic facility, Crater 2 of three in total. I have the authority and the jurisdiction to inform you, given the overlapping security interests, that approximately two days ago, that site saw the first encounter with a human-made hybrid of the alien drone technology.”

      Rachel blinked at the news and looked at the screen. The answer, to her, appeared obvious—even if she was brimming with more questions than she could ask right now.

      “I need to be briefed about this, Duke. I need to talk to whoever in military intelligence is our CO right now. I think that these new human-made hybrids are transmitting a slightly different subspace signal, but it is having the same effect as the alien drones. It’s the same signal, but in a slightly different form.”

      The doctor looked at the alien ship before her and shuddered at the folly of humanity.

      “Every time those hybrid drones are activated, they start talking to this ship. Maybe they even start broadcasting outside of our system. We might be looking at an alien call to arms.”
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      Asteroid Belt, Hephaestus Space

      

      And there she is, Holly thought, looking at the giant X-frame that sat against the backdrop of rock scattering across the vacuum sky.

      Hephaestus Station was huge. So large, in fact, as to be the unofficial capital of the Breaker Group selection of stations and platforms. It looked like someone had attached entire train caravans to each other, bolting them together and then surrounding them with thick girders into a giant X-marks-the-spot.

      The fact that the X was also one of the ancient symbols of maritime pirates, as in the skull and crossbones or the X for treasure, was an irony that was not lost on anyone. The Breakers were proud of their heritage, and many were even proud to be associated with the lawless renegades who harried and threatened every other ship in the entire system.

      Apart from us, Holly thought, shaking her head slightly as she remembered who she was and where she was. She was Lieutenant Holly Cropper of the Forward Patrol Unit 23, Outer Command, Earth Alliance Marines, and she was on board the Wren, a marine skiff.

      I’m not some mining brat anymore, she thought, as memories threatened to cloud her vision, and she did her best to shake them away.

      “Boss?” It was Bastion on the end of the comms channel. He had just finished restocking and powering the heavy encounter suits. “We’re good to go. Fully operational.”

      “Good.” Holly said. “But . . .” she winced at the decision she was about to make. “I want you to hang back with the suits. You and Marshal. Wait for my call . . .”

      “Huh? Begging your pardon, ma’am, but what?” Bastion said. He was one of the spaceborn himself, but there was a lot of difference between his caravan upbringing and Holly’s station one. Maybe it was the fact that the generation caravans had some degree of autonomy from the corps, from everyone, even—an autonomy that the rest of the corp-contracted Breakers didn’t have.

      He wouldn’t understand how it works down there, Holly thought.

      “I’ve got to go in alone,” she said. “We don’t know where the Sons of Thor have taken Verondas and the Jackals. A group of heavily armored marines in full combat suits is only going to raise questions. A whole lot of questions.”

      “Hmm.” Bastion didn’t sound convinced. Holly didn’t spell out that a team of fully armored EA Marines was as likely to raise questions as it was to raise attacks or acts of sabotage on their ship. Out here, the law was who you knew and what you could get away with.

      “I’ve got Hephaestus Port asking for our credentials,” Marshal said over the comms.

      “Did you track where the bridging vessel went?” Holly asked.

      “I did, right up to Hephaestus itself. Her signal came right up to the station and then clicked off,” Marshal answered. “What do you want me to tell these guys?”

      “Dammit,” Holly said. “The Sons probably have an arrangement with the Port. A mutual kill-all-transponders for their vessels.” This, as far as Holly knew, was bad news. It could be just one of the Port Handlers at Hephaestus that was in the pay of Gerhard and his Sons—but it could also be a much broader sympathy too.

      And we’re going to be waltzing in there and trying to arrest them. Holly groaned.

      “Sir?” Marshal prompted again.

      Well, we can lie just as blatantly as they can. Holly looked at the multiple octagonal “eyes” that were various docking ports up and down the legs of Hephaestus.

      “Tell ’em we’re on a routine refuelling and water stop. We’re going to get some R & R until we’re out of here again,” Holly said.

      After all, the Port Handlers probably already know that we tracked that Sons vessel out of Ganymede, so they know that we’re coming for them, right? Now it was just a case of call-my-bluff.

      “Prepare docking procedures,” Holly said and prepared herself to go home.
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        * * *

      

      “Cropper. Holy Hol-lee Cropper!” The voice shouted almost as soon as Holly had pulled herself up the ladder to the connecting air lock door, activating it and climbing on board the place that still smelled like home, even after all these years.

      No. Not you, Holly thought. Her jaw clenched for a moment before she looked over to the door open to the Main Docks Concourse. There she saw the familiar handsome dark hair and dark-skinned features of Elijah Durban waiting for her. He still wore his midnight blue fatigues with tool and utility belts slung low over his waist and thighs and carried a knapsack over his shoulder as he leaned against one side of the air lock.

      “I just got off my shift, and a little bird told me that there was an unannounced Forward Patrol skiff coming to town,” he said with a grin and a shrug.

      “I forget how fast word travels back here,” Holly said with an uneasy smile.

      “It’s easy to forget,” Elijah “El” Durban said pointedly. “When you’re out there, among the Interiors and corps and all the rest . . .”

      Was that an insult, El? Holly thought. She wasn’t wearing her suit (much to Bastion and Marshal’s dismay, as they watched her go from the Wren’s hold) but was instead wearing her regulation khaki-and-gray fatigues, over a black underlayer. Only, she had a sidearm strapped to her thigh.

      “Walk with me.” El continued, gesturing for her to step into the concourse with him. They were suddenly surrounded by the blare of noise: pistons, shouting voices, hawkers, and snippets of pop music alongside the dull clang of metals.

      Hephaestus Main Concourse, the central avenue that ran up the legs of the X-station and eventually turned into the main avenue further in and away from the docking points, was always a hive of activity. There were Breaker Group engineers and mechanics arguing with pilots and captains. There were moving stall holders trying to sell things to crews just in from or heading out to the asteroid mines. There were fights and passionate embraces. There was petty thievery and revelry everywhere.

      And there were also no small number of miners in service suits similar to El’s looking at the docking door that Holly had just come out of and glaring at her.

      “Marine!” she heard them whisper, for El to wave a hand at them, as if shooing them away. “So, I figure that there can only be one marine crazy enough to use Hephaestus as a depot point. Either it’s someone who wants to get into a fight…”

      The Breaker smirked. “Or there’s that other type of marine who docks here,” El said, grinning at her. “The one who still sees Hephaestus as home, hopefully.” He shot her a more serious look, his tone a little quieter. For a moment, Holly could remember the way that he had looked at her like that before, when the sounds of all this noise had been welcome and wanted, and she had greeted it with relief whenever she stepped back on Hephaestus . . . Because that meant that she had survived another shift out there on the rocks, and that she was now safe—and no small part of her survival was due to this very man, who had saved her life on more than one occasion.

      But that was a long time ago now, wasn’t it, El? she asked him, or his memory, or herself, and she sighed.

      “Just a bit of R & R,” Holly said wearily. “I’m not here long.”

      “Shame,” El said just as quickly. They walked up, out of the dockside and into the main market plazas. These were built on multiple levels like balconies, and Holly could see the familiar restaurants and cafes selling searingly hot and spiced food to the miners and mechanics who had just been paid.

      But it’s not all great food, is it? Holly’s eyes strayed to the groups of people sitting in rags at the entrance to the service tunnels, silently holding their hands out or looking stoically at nothing. There were more of them than when she had left. More people who had fallen between corp contracts . . . or had been injured on their previous job . . . or had gotten ill or too old . . .or had one too many babies to feed . . .

      “The canteen numbers have tripled over as many years alone.” El must have followed her eyes. His tone remained the same: familiar, haunting, and low. “It’s been bad out here since you’ve been gone.”

      Is that my fault, El? she thought as they walked through the close, familiar jostle of shoulders and bodies. Most of the people around them were merely going about their daily lives just the same. Busy and wrapped up in trying to make a living. But there were some that noticed the suit that Holly wore—even the lowly fatigue suit—and their eyes were hard as they muttered to each other.

      And I really don’t want to know what they are saying right now, Holly thought. Glad for a moment that she was walking beside El, a recognized Breaker who was well-known and well-liked. Without him, she wouldn’t be surprised if someone had bumped into her, tripped her, or found any excuse for a fight.

      “The corps are just squeezing harder, year after year,” El said with a sad shrug, as if there was an answer that Holly had, but she wasn’t giving it to him.

      “But we’ll get by. Us Breakers always do,” he said, pointing to a line of noodle bars. “I remember you liked these, didn’t you? That military slop can’t be all that great, can it?”

      “El . . .” Holly said, pausing to grab his elbow and guiding him to the alcove entrance of one of the shuttered shops. Whatever business some Breaker had tried to start here, it had clearly failed.

      “El—I wish I could help. I really do. But that is what I’m trying to do, in my own way. Uphold the rule of law. Bring all of humanity together . . .”

      “Pfagh!” For a moment, El’s face contorted into an ugly twist of disgust and anger before it faded just as soon into sorrow. “Humanity isn’t together and never has been. It has always been one side of the planet against the other, or the rich against the poor, or this religion and that . . . Don’t tell me you don’t know that, Holly.”

      “El, please just listen to me for a moment,” Holly said fiercely. “Because yes, it really is that serious. There is a person, a Venusian corp scientist, Verondas, who has something extremely dangerous. Something that could kill a whole heap of people—and I think that she’s here on Hephaestus . . .”

      “Breakers don’t do deals with corps,” El said in a flat line. “They offer us work, and because we haven’t got any better choice, we have to take it. But we wouldn’t willingly work with them—or have you forgotten so much about your own home, Cropper?” His voice was harsh and low.

      “El . . .” Holly said desperately, urgently. “This isn’t something we can just argue about. This is serious. I’ve seen what Verondas’ machines do. I’ve fought them.” Memories not just of Venus, but also of the Fury Site flashed through Holly’s mind. Of the alien technology that Verondas’ Jackals were based on. “They’re terrifying, El. I need to stop her.”

      Holly’s eyes searched her old friend’s for a long moment. Can I trust you, El? Are you the friend you are supposed to be, still?

      “El? I need to find out where the Sons of Thor are. I need intel on where their base is. And I need it now to stop a whole lot of deaths.”

      But Holly’s words petered out when she saw El’s furious expression.

      “What?” she said. “Look, I know, but the Sons might not be the freedom fighters they claim to be. They bombed a habitat! They attacked Ganymede Station!” Holly was saying, as El pulled away from her and rolled his suit arm up.

      Showing a hammer and lightning bolt tattoo.

      “I’m sorry, Holly,” she heard him mutter, as someone grabbed her from behind, one heavy hand over her mouth, and the other over her hands. She didn’t have time to struggle before they had captured her.
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      “I swear to god, I won’t let you get away with this!” Holly shouted as best she could through the cloth that was clamped over her mouth. Either El wasn’t particularly worried about her threats, or it was more likely that he couldn’t even understand them as she was carted down corridors and stairs for what felt like a long time.

      After the hundredth or so attempt to try and kick her captors in the shins, she eventually tried a different technique. She did her best to catch her muffled breath and drink in the sounds of the station around her.

      They had put a scarf over her eyes. The sounds of the man who held her were close, but not so loud that they drowned out every sound that a station the size of Hephaestus could make.

      “Nearly there,” she heard El state to his companion, who grunted in affirmation.

      Fracker, she cursed and tried to concentrate on the humming sound.

      There was an old legend about Breakers that those who were truly spaceborn could talk to a station just with their thoughts alone. That somehow the Breaker and the free-floating stations and platforms were one. That when a station talked, a Breaker could understand.

      That wasn’t all a load of bunkum . . .

      That hum is the sound of the air processors, Holly knew. She had heard that sound for the first seventeen-odd years of her life, after all. It had become so normal as to fade into the background, and she had nightmares the first time that she went to a svelte and rich Interior station that wasn’t so creaky and clunky. She hadn’t known what was freaking her out and making her gasp for air so often—until she realized it was because she couldn’t hear the underlying hum of the air processors anymore. A part of her mind had thought that they had been turned off.

      And the air processors are near the back sections of every one of the X legs, Holly thought. Not a great way to narrow it down—but there was another.

      “Air. Wait!” She tried whimpering, but her captors didn’t hear or understand or care. She mewled some more. It was El who noticed.

      “Wait. You’re holding her too tight. Let her stand for a moment,” El said. She felt his hands hold her head, shoulder.

      Idiot, she cursed him. But it was enough for her to set her feet solidly on the floor and take a deep breath in through her nose and move her head to one side, then the other.

      There. She was leaning just slightly to the left. Her entire body wanted to move that way, and her right ear felt like it could pop.

      I’m in Leg 2, Holly knew. Near the back air processors. Leg 2 was always off-kilter just a little, since the original Breakers who built it had made it out of different metals. Ones with greater mass, and the first sets of positional thrusters were just a little bit too small for the job. Not enough to waste tens of thousands to correct them, but enough to feel the difference—if you knew what you were feeling for. If you were a Breaker.

      “We’re here, anyway,” El said in a low voice that Holly thought sounded a little scared.

      “Where?” Holly said, muffled through her gag. She was leaned against the back wall, and there was a sudden clang of a door opening.

      “What is this!?” roared a guttural voice. A familiar guttural voice.

      Gerhard, Holly thought. The leader of the Sons of Thor.

      “You brought me a present, El?” said the heavy voice. Light suddenly blinded her eyes as her blindfold and gag were ripped away, revealing the bald man standing before her, flanked by two more Sons.

      “You said to get eyes on the skiff, boss,” El said beside her. Holly glared across at him, her eyes full of hatred and accusation.

      “How could you, El?” Her words were for him alone, ignoring Gerhard. “After everything. After that time the Augustus went down. After the Great Fire in Leg 3 . . .”

      “Ho! The Breaker marine, huh?” Gerhard stepped forward, his hands resting on his utility belt as he leaned over her, confident in his untouchability. “I’ve heard about you. Holly Cropper, the first Breaker girl to get accepted into the Marine Academy. First Breaker to turn her back on her home!”

      El avoided her gaze. Holly could see that her words had sunk home.

      “I was offered a chance to making the system better. What can you say, El?” She continued ignoring the Sons of Thor leader, who only laughed at her, the hammer on the side of his face contracting and rippling as he did so.

      “You think helping the marines uphold corporate contracts is making the system better, little girl?” he said.

      Big mistake. Holly’s anger flashed. One knee shot out, striking the Sons leader between the legs and sending him staggering backwards. “I’m not anyone’s little girl!” she hissed at him. The Son guards grabbed her and flung her back to the wall with an audible thump that made her head bang against the bare metal.

      “Ach!” she gasped, while one of the Sons drew a dagger . . .

      “Wait!” To her surprise, it was El himself who stood in the way, one warning hand between the dagger and Holly, the other holding her back against the wall. “She might be a marine now, but she used to be Breaker. She might still . . .”

      “Be useful?” Gerhard winced as he slumped forward, shooting daggers at Holly. “Really? A traitor like her?” He reserved his next question straight for Holly. “So, what will it be? You going to hand over your identity codes to my people?”

      “Never!” Holly spat at him.

      “Holly,” El said desperately. “This is your chance. Maybe your only chance. You were Breaker once. You remember the Augustus, the Great Fire. I know that there is a part of you who understands that the Breakers need this! We need to be independent!”

      “And Verondas’ murderbots are going to do that?” Holly pointed out. “They’re built on alien technology, El! That starship—they come from that! You don’t know what you’re playing with. No one does . . .”

      “The Jackals will work for us,” Gerhard, now almost recovered, snarled at her. “The Jackals will work for the Sons . . .” A musing look came over his features. “Keep her here. The marines will be coming for their own, but by then, I’ll have Hephaestus corridors protected by Jackals.”

      “No! You can’t use them!” Holly burst out, for Gerhard to shout her down.

      “Verondas has told me what I need to know. And when the marines try to take Hephaestus, they’ll find it protected by the best military drones ever devised. I don’t think that even the EA Marines are willing to take down an entire station of over three thousand souls for that, do you?”

      Holly looked appalled at Gerhard and El. “Gerhard, please—you’re making a big mistake! You can’t control these Jackals! This is alien tech.”

      “You’re already too late, Marine,” Gerhard retorted. “The Breakers are now a sovereign territory, just like the Interior. There are too many corp contracts and Senate interests, even out here, to let the marines kill every civilian on board!”

      Gerhard drew a personal screen from his fatigues, his stubby finger flashing over the controls as he talked.

      “Prepare to meet the new defense of Hephaestus, everybody,” he said. Over his shoulder, Holly could see the open door leading to a cargo lot filled with large, white, metal cannisters.

      “Boss?” El said, confused. “We’re activating them now, without a field test?”

      “Have faith, Son of Thor,” Gerhard announced proudly, hitting the final command. The sound of hissing slowly permeated the room.

      No . . . One by one, the metal cannisters opened. And backwards metal doglegs unfolded themselves from their beds as the fourteen hunched beings stepped out. Holly saw their curving metal arms held in front of their bodies twitch. They turned as one to direct their pointed, wedgelike heads towards the open door where Gerhard and the rest of them stood.

      Each one of them had a singular, baleful red eye that Holly saw focusing on them.

      And then the eyes started to glow brighter. And brighter.

      Just like on Venus! Holly remembered. They had micro-missiles where their eyes were, didn’t they?

      “Down!” Holly shouted, and the Jackals fired at their closest targets.
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      “Holly!”

      Holly heard El shout as the Jackals fired their micro-missiles at the unprotected humans, and the room filled with blood and flame and screams.

      The Breaker lieutenant rolled, heat scorching her shoulders as she found the body of one of the Sons next to her on the floor. She seized the heavy pistol from his belt and fired it back out the open door. A gap cleared in the smoke, revealing the drones advancing. Their eye weapons were clearly one shot only, so now they were leaping forwards.

      “No!” she breathed, combat rolling the short distance to bring up her knee and slam it against the open door. She forced it shut with a heavy clang. A minute later, El was at the door, turning the handle to close it with a loud screech and sliding to the floor next to her, eyes wide.

      “You’re bleeding,” Holly said, turning to gesture towards his forehead, where red was sheeting down one side of his face.

      “I am? Oh yeah—it’s not serious,” he said, before looking at her. “So are you,” he said, and Holly realized that her shoulder was grazed on the metal.

      “Nothing new there,” she whispered, checking the ammo in the pistol and moving to take what extra she could get, just as there was a heavy bang against the outer door. And then another . . .

      “That won’t keep them out for long. I’ve seen them tear through marine metal like butter,” Holly said. “We need to shut down this entire area. Where’s the local substation?” Holly shoved the ammo into her waistband and rose from her crouch. She and Elijah were the only two that had survived, she noted. The Son guards—and Gerhard himself—had already seen an end to their dreams of liberation.

      “But how did you know they would attack?” El said, rising shakily to his legs as the door started to pound behind them even more violently. As Holly glanced at it, she saw that one of the central plates of the door was starting to bow inwards.

      “My team was at the Fury Site where this all started,” Holly said as she grabbed Gerhard’s screen. They vaulted over the bodies to the corridor outside, slamming and locking this door as well. It would buy them a little time, Holly thought. But it might only be minutes.

      “Those Jackals are modified alien tech. The alien drones they’re based on started ripping through people as soon as they were activated. Do you think Verondas knew what she was doing when she modified them?” Holly pointed out, before her eyes widened. “Verondas! She might have some way to deactivate them,” Holly started to say—but El’s face was severe.

      “She’s under heavy guard. Above the air processors. As soon as the rest of the Sons hear that Gerhard is dead . . .” He seemed skeptical about the scientist’s chances, and then there was a sudden crash from the room behind them. The killbot drones were through already.

      “No time! We’ll have to make them understand!” Holly said harshly. “Take me to her, now!”

      El looked at the determination on the face of his old friend. Whether he recognized something old or saw something new, whatever he saw in her now meant that he didn’t even argue.

      “This way.” He turned, and they started sprinting down one of the corridors.
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      “Bastion? Marshal—suit up, now!”

      Holly was using Gerhard’s communicator to access the Wren’s servers, gasping in her identifier codes to get a secure link, and a moment later, Private Marshal Smith’s face had appeared.

      “Lieutenant? Where are you? What happened?” he said from his seat in the engine module of the patrol skiff.

      “Boss?” The screen suddenly split as they were joined by Bastion, looking alarmed from where he was in the main hold. He already had a heavy marine rifle in his hand and was slamming home ammo.

      “The Sons have released the Jackals into Leg 2, just below the air processing units on the far side of the leg. We’re trying to contain them, but they’ll get out. I need you to protect the Breakers. Do what you can to slow them down.”

      “Aye, aye, Lieutenant,” Bastion said, and Marshal nodded.

      “The Breakers aren’t going to be happy when they see us.” The technical specialist was already rising from his seat. “Especially in heavy encounter suits.”

      “They’ll just have to get used to us, at this point,” Holly said gravely. “I’m going for Verondas to see if there is some way she can—”

      There was a sudden, reverberating crash from behind and beneath them somewhere in the Hephaestus, and Holly looked over her shoulder. They were several corridors away from where the drones had been trapped, but those things could move fast.

      “There’s a bulkhead door up ahead,” El was saying. They skidded around a curve in the station to see the large metal door ahead of them. It was built to be able to create an effective air lock system throughout the Breaker station.

      And there were two Sons waiting at it, in part armor, and already turning around in alarm . . .

      “Halt!” one of them shouted.

      “Where’s Gerhard!?” The other said, frowning as he brought up his pistol.

      “No time!” El shouted. “The drones got Gerhard. We have to close off this entire section.”

      “Got?” The second Son growled, as Holly and El slowed their wild run into a walk. “You mean he’s dead!?”

      “Listen to us!” El said, but the Son was apparently not going to at all. Holly saw his muscles tense as he took aim with the pistol . . .

      “Down!” She shoved against El, throwing them both to one side of the corridor as the Son fired. The sound was deafening in the confined space, but Holly wasn’t stopping. She spun on her heel, swiveled to turn her pistol—and shot.

      “Urk!” The first Son staggered backward into the other, tripping over the bulkhead door as they went down in a flurry of limbs.

      “El! Come on!” Holly cleared the distance and was leaping over the threshold into the room beyond. It was one of the smaller air lock rooms between bulkheads, like the very first room that Holly had been in with Gerhard and the others. There was the wounded Son on the floor, holding his leg where Holly had shot him, half covering the other who was attempting to struggle into a crouch.

      And there was another Son at the back of the room, this time with a snub-nosed MPG, rising from a stool. “They killed Gerhard! We’re under attack!” he was shouting, raising the burst weapon that could easily kill them both.

      For El to step forward. With one smooth movement, he shot the Son guard in the head.

      “Ach!” Holly didn’t have time to react to El’s change in loyalties as the uninjured guard underneath her was already bringing his own gun around.

      With a snarl and a snap of her leg, she kicked out at the man, knocking the pistol from his hand as she in turn lowered her own gun towards him.

      “Don’t,” she said. The Son’s eyes widened, and he froze.

      “Where’s Verondas?” Holly said. “Tell us now, and maybe a whole lot of people aren’t going to die.”

      “EA scum!” the Son snarled up. “I’m not telling you anything after you killed Gerhard!”

      “I didn’t,” Holly started to say, and then shook her head. She cuffed the Son instead with the base of her pistol, sending him into unconsciousness in a heartbeat. “We don’t have time for this,” she growled, turning as there were more shouting voices coming towards them from the adjoining corridor.

      “We got company!” El was saying. He was standing by the doorway out of there, now equipped with the MPG.

      “And not just the Sons either,” Holly said, moving to the door they had just come from, as they heard the sound of more crashes—and screams.

      “There they are!” Holly heard a shout from El’s corridor, and the first of the Son’s bullets started to fly. She crouched out of the way, but there was the sound of metal running on metal from her doorway. The drones were on their way.
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      “Ceasefire! Ceasefire!” El was shouting desperately at the Sons trying to take the corridor. Either they didn’t want to hear him, or they couldn’t hear him over the din of their own gunfire. El fired a few warning bursts of the MPG into the ceiling of the corridor to show them he was armed—but his old comrades still weren’t listening to him.

      And Holly was on the near side of the room, braced against a wall girder, sighting down the corridor they had just run up, waiting for the Jackals.

      Crash! More metal burst from somewhere out of sight.

      “Boss!” It was Marshal on the communicator. “The Jackals have made it to one of the Lower Concourses. We’re doing what we can, but it’s chaos out here . . .” behind his face, Holly could see the large domed ceiling of the concourse strung with LED lights. There were shouts and screams as people—Breakers—were fleeing around them.

      “Get below! Through the emergency bulkheads!” she could hear Bastion roaring through his suit amplifiers, before releasing burst fire at something in the background.

      “Do what you can, Private,” Holly said. “I believe in you.”

      Crash! There was another clang, and suddenly, there was the snicker of metal claws on the floor grates ahead of Holly. At the far bend of the corridor, Holly looked up to see a glistening of lights over gunmetal steel, mixed with the strange white metals that Verondas had harvested from the alien station.

      The Jackals were here. They had cleared fifteen feet in a heartbeat, loping forward like the animals they were named after and holding their heads low like predators.

      Holly fired, saw the bullet ricochet off the nearest one’s head with a spray of sparks. The thing just shook its carapace and kept coming.

      “Frack!” Holly slammed the door shut, rolling the lock wheel as she did so before the door shook violently with the impact of a metal body.

      “Dammit!” Holly said, as the door above her was pocked with the bullets coming through the other corridor.

      “You’re shooting the wrong people!” Holly shouted, scrabbling out of the way as the door shook once more. “Check your screens! Your station is being torn to hell, and we’re trying to help!”

      In answer, there was another spray of bullets and a shout of “They killed Gerhard!” before the shooting stopped abruptly.

      Clang! The door outside shook once more, with one of the panels bending forwards. Another violent clash hit it, and another. The metals started to creak.

      “She’s telling the truth!” Holly heard someone shouting. “The drones. Those Jackals!”

      “Damn straight I’m telling the truth!” Holly yelled. “There are Breakers dying out there. Our people are dying,” she amended. “Now—get out of our way!”

      She and El heard muttered exclamations from the Sons of Thor, but they did not raise their voices to them again. Instead, they just heard the clamp and thump of boots on the floors as the Sons fled.

      “They’ve gone,” El confirmed. “Verondas should be just—”

      Crash!

      The door next to Holly suddenly bent inward, its top ripping out from its hinge, revealing metal taloned hands grabbing it from outside.

      “Go!” El shouted, clearing the space, raising his MPG, and firing it into the gap. There was a sound like thunder, but the hands vanished backwards for a moment.

      “You can’t hold them! You haven’t got the firepower!” Holly was shouting.

      “We have one more door. It will have to do!” El was nodding the way that Holly had to go before firing another burst into the gap. The door juddered once more.

      “Insufferable. Arrogant. Stubborn!” Holly proclaimed, leaping into a run across the final threshold. The whub of the air processors was loud and constant here, and the ceiling was a little lower and encrusted with heavy porcelain pipes. The Sons of Thor had made their home right up under the station’s life-support factories—and there was a line of open alcoves, still half-stacked with crates and purifiers and pressurized containers . . . and the ex-chief scientist of Zenetic handcuffed and tied to one of the pipes in the corner.
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      “Verondas—you need to agree to help me right now,” Holly said as she looked once again at the bright-haired woman who had caused so much pain.

      The chief scientist looked pale, her eyes sparking with hate, before she suddenly seemed to recognize Holly Cropper.

      “You. You’re that marine, aren’t you? From the Fury Site . . .” she whispered.

      “Aye, I am,” Holly growled, looking around her to see the set of factory tools on the wall display. She took a pair of clippers and cut the wire that held Verondas to the pipe. “You need to tell me how to deactivate the Jackals, because they are right out there, and they are coming for us, and a whole lot of innocent people are dying because of your madness . . .”

      “My Jackals . . . ?” the woman said in a faint voice, almost in admiration. “Oh, you can’t stop them, you know. That was what was so incredible about their program. There was already code inside of the originals. So efficient! Such beautiful coding—I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Clang! Another crash came from the room outside, and El was retreating into their corridor, slamming the door shut and spinning the wheel.

      “I think we’ve got about four out there. I don’t know where the other ten are!” El was shouting back at Holly. “My MPG didn’t do anything to them!”

      “It wouldn’t,” Holly said grimly. And she could bet that she did know where the other ten Jackals were right now. They would be up on the Lower Concourse or even beyond it by now. Where only two EA Marines would be doing their best to hold them back . . .

      “Lady, you and I aren’t going to be seeing anything ever again unless you tell me how to deactivate them!” Holly said.

      Verondas looked earnestly at the closed door between her and her creations and then at Holly. “He activated them without my codes, didn’t he? They defaulted to their systems programming.”

      “Their alien programming, you mean?” Holly snapped. She remembered what had happened at the Fury Site, with the original alien killbots. “They were controlled by a subspace frequency. When we jammed it, they stopped. Could these Jackals run on the same thing?”

      Verondas shook her head. “No. I removed that old frequency just in case they tried that trick again . . .”

      Dammit! Holly swore, as—clang—this time, it was their door that shook with a heavy blow. This was it. This was their last chance to stop them, since these rooms were a dead end, just a storage facility under the air processors.

      The air processors, Holly suddenly realized, seeing the ceramic pipes above, and then the pressurized containers nearby.

      “El! We have an option. We blow the pressure pipes when the Jackals break through,” Holly said.

      “What!?” Her old Breaker friend looked at her in alarm. “That’s highly pressurized oxygen and redacted carbon dioxide. If those pipes go, it’ll blow everything in here to oblivion!”

      “It’ll kill the Jackals,” Holly said, already turning away from Verondas to grab the nearest of the air cannisters and rolling their heavy metal cylinders to the edge of the pounding door. Within a few minutes, she had a heavy stack.

      “Give me your gun.” She offered her pistol in return to El.

      “Holly, there’s got to be some other way,” El said in horror. “We’ll die . . .”

      Clang!

      “We’ll die when they break through that door too. And this way, we’ll at least take out four. Maybe Bastion and Marshal can take out another four,” Holly was saying, as she and El backed away from the door. Holly lowered her rifle at the pile of pressurized cannisters in front of the vibrating, buckling door.

      “That still leaves another six for the Sons to deal with!” El said in alarm.

      “Better than fourteen.” Holly shrugged, taking aim as the door started to bend inwards.

      “Wait! Get me a screen—I’ll try!” Verondas said suddenly, reaching imploringly at Holly. The lieutenant turned and threw her Gerhard’s screen.

      “Make it quick, lady,” Holly demanded, turning back to snug the MPG against her shoulder. “Because I am not going to let those four get away.”

      Clang! One corner of the door started to bend inwards. Verondas tapped furiously, and her fingers danced over the controls, accessing subroutines and communications overrides, ghost servers and transponders.

      “I removed the old frequency, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t another,” Verondas was saying.

      Metal clawed talons appeared at the top of the door. Holly saw them flex and tighten—and the heavy door started to creak and bend downwards.

      “Now or never, Verondas!” Holly shouted.

      The door was now almost a quarter pulled apart. She could see the fierce and furious bodies of the drones bunching at the door beyond. Another set of arms reached in. The gap was almost big enough to allow one to scrape through . . .

      “I got it! There it is! A new frequency!” Verondas suddenly shouted.

      The door bulged inwards with the increase in monstrous strength added against it . . .

      Verondas flicked the last command.

      And instantly, the drones ahead of them slumped, and their red eye lights went out.

      Holy frack. Holy frack. Holy frack. The lieutenant was left gasping for air, stuck in a rictus position as she aimed at the air cannisters. Holly was almost scared that she would still fire, it had been such a close call.

      “El—send that frequency jammer to Hephaestus main comms. Get it amplified and broadcast throughout the station.” Holly breathed, slowly lowering her gun and turning to the woman who had saved them. Verondas looked as dazed as she did and didn’t offer any resistance as El snatched the screen from her, opened a channel to the Hephaestus radar and communications operators, and angrily demanded that they broadcast this frequency.

      We did it, Holly thought. She blinked as she looked at the Zenetic scientist, thinking how much she had hated this woman for everything that she had represented to her—the greed, the unbridled pursuit of personal gain over normal people’s lives.

      Over Breaker lives, Holly corrected herself.

      It would be so much easier to chuck her out of the nearest space dock, Holly thought. Uliana must be reading her thoughts, as the woman blanched. Would anyone know what Holly had done? Would anyone care?

      But that would make me the same as Gerhard, Holly thought. Just another well-meaning thug with a gun. Someone who thought they were doing the right thing but was willing to get people killed for it.

      But the only way to help the Breakers of Hephaestus out, Holly thought, is to show the rest of the Alliance that us Breakers are better than that.

      “Uliana Verondas,” Holly heard herself say, “You are being placed into military custody to await tribunal under a court of law for crimes against the Alliance, and against the Breaker Group, and against the system.”

      A few minutes later, the message came through that the new jamming signal had been a success. The Jackals had been stopped in their tracks as they had ascended to the main thoroughfare, up from the Lower Concourse of Leg 2 and into the branching Legs 1, 3, and 4 of Hephaestus station. Almost thirty Breaker civilians had died, along with most of the Sons of Thor—who had joined EA Marines Bastion and Marshal in the defense of the station at the last minute.

      It was over. The liberation of Hephaestus would go down in history, but not as Gerhard had planned it.

      “Maybe from now on, they’ll cheer every time they talk about the Breaker girl who made it as an EA Marine, huh?” El slumped to Holly’s side, exhausted.

      Lieutenant Holly Cropper looked over at her old friend, the man who still bore the Sons of Thor tattoo on his forearm. She wondered who had changed the most, her or him.

      “I’m nobody’s girl,” Holly announced.
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      In the depths of night, a singular red light bleeped on a distant antenna array, somewhere far, far above in the starry sky.

      It was but a little thing: a singular light on a singular satellite drone hanging in eternal “wide orbit” around Earth’s sole sister, the Moon.

      The antenna array itself was not anything worth writing home about: it was one of the classic types, with fanning-out solar sail “wings” on either side and a small blocky body in its center. The nose and behind sprouted long tendrils of masts and wires. The only remotely remarkable thing about it was the fact that it performed a geosynchronous orbit with the dark side of the Moon, meaning that ever since it had been launched, it would never, ever, get to again see the green-and-blue orb of the planet that made it.

      But objects like antenna arrays don’t care about such things. If they did care about anything, then it would be about processing, receiving, and transmitting data—which it still did remarkably well.

      One other interesting fact about this particular antenna array, and the reason it had been activated now of all times, (almost eighteen months after the arrival of an automated alien spaceship to the Earth Alliance star system) was that everyone had forgotten that it existed.

      Almost everyone.

      Antenna Array 2418c (to give it its official designation) was an ancient communications satellite sent up there to help bridge the transmissions gap created by the shadow of the Moon. Back when it had first been created, the Senate of All Earth Governments hadn’t even existed. Back then, some intelligence agency from Northern America—one of the deep, dark ones which don’t exist on official documents but are referred to in terms of acronyms and metaphors—had realized that they couldn’t allow a gap in which anything could be happening.

      And so, Antenna Array 2418c was sent up, and the grid of information-capture and surveillance was complete—even if 2418 only surveyed lifeless moon rock and the eternal nothingness of shadow.

      A few generations later, and 2418c became redundant anyway after the senate was set up and the Outer Earth Port was constructed and the first colonies were set up on Mars. Quite simply, no one was that bothered about the backside of Earth anymore. Everyone was more intent on looking out at the stars instead.

      All of these reasons made it perfect for the activation signal that now reached it, through a long, complicated set of relays and subroutines, each one located on almost defunct and aging satellite systems of towers just like this one.

      In the shadow of the Moon, the antennas blinked red several more times. At last! A message had been received. There was a job to be done, and it did it well—handling the data relay as it opened a channel to another, distant satellite and started the transfer.

      Unknown to everyone, and even unknown to Antenna Array 2418c, the double-encoded message went something like this:

      
        
        xxC14.0g.23zed.xx

        MESSAGE PACKET CONTINUES . . .

        “. . . are you ready for what comes next? Of course, given the lag in transmission time, you cannot answer my question—but I hope that you can hear my urgency.

        “You will have to be ready. The plans are already set in motion, and it rests on you now to fulfill the dream.

        “The Grand Senatorial Tour has left Earth, and their itinerary shows that they will be at Mars in a month. I have timed this message to make sure that it gets to you well before that.

        “I have faith that you will not fail me, fail us.

        “The New Kingdom awaits.”

      

        

      
        MESSAGE ENDS . . .
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      “Eyes ahead! Straighten those shoulders!”

      The words of Commander Silas berated Lieutenant Holly Cropper as she stood at the head of her line in front of her crew mates. She thought that her shoulders had been straight as she tried to stand a little straighter.

      In front of her, the commander of the Outer Command of Earth Alliance Marines stood in full ceremonial dress, with the trademark white suit banded in gold trim. He was just as compressed and ascetic as she remembered him. If anything, the distanced holo briefings that she’d had with him over the years had made him look healthier than he did now.

      He’s like a thunderbolt poured into a uniform, Holly thought and wondered if that was what all military professionals were like—or grew to be like, ravaged by battle and training and kept alive through determination and loyalty alone.

      The same assessment could go for the entire planet that she was about to set foot on, she considered. Over the commander’s shoulder, she saw the viewing window slowly eclipse with the ruddy orange and red of Mars.

      Behind her stood the large, brooding shape of her combat specialist, Private First Class Bastion Li, and behind him came the final man of her crew, Private First Class Marshal Smith. Together they made up the scouting and recon patrol that serviced the Wren EA Marine Patrol ship.

      “I guess you could say we’ve come a long way, baby.” Holly heard Marshal snicker under his breath. Always the joker. Luckily, at the moment, Commander Silas had turned his back and was waiting by the door as the marine transport vessel they were on slowly crunched down on the Martian surface to a flare of orange dust. The heavy, mechanical sounds of clunking access doors could be heard.

      “Right! Formal march, ladies!” the commander barked at them as the airlock door opened. Holly rolled her eyes. Yeah, she inwardly groaned. Silas was old school, alright.

      But as the door rolled aside, revealing the short white-metal corridor on the far side, lined with more service personnel in their full defense suits, Holly couldn’t help thinking that Marshal was right.

      We have come a long way, the lieutenant thought. Although there was a part of her that was pretty proud of that fact—there was an uneasy feeling in her stomach at the same time.

      It wasn’t too long ago that I was running around on Hephaestus Station, Holly thought. She had been another grease monkey, trying to earn a few credits on the giant industrial X-platform just outside the asteroid belt.

      Another Breaker, she thought grimly. Her community of asteroid miners, engineers, and haulers would be regarded as little more than pirates by the very Martians and officers that she was about to meet and greet now. Most of the interior worlds of the Earth Alliance thought of her kind as the lowest of the low—and what was worse—until recently, her own Breaker community had regarded her as a traitor.

      Before she and the crew of the Wren had saved them from the Jackals, that was.

      So yeah, she thought—why not be proud of what she had achieved? Not for this honor that she was about to get but for doing it all herself. For surviving. For winning. Even for thriving in a system that was not designed for people like her.

      “Move out!” Silas said. He led the way down the line of other Earth Alliance Marines. Each and every one of them snapped into a salute as he (and they) marched past.

      “Badiou will be eating his suit!” Marshal snickered once more, earning a cough from Holly. Although she did agree that the regional captain that controlled the Outer Command Patrol units would be surprised at this honor.

      The lieutenant knew that it was all about politics. Today was the third day of some over-bloated, glitzy, camera-hungry solar system event called “the Grand Senatorial Tour.” The tour was supposed to happen once every five years. It should actually be next year that a select few senators of the Council of All Earth Governments were sent off on a junket through the solar system, handing out promotions, civilian awards, and holding conferences with megacorporations on the way. Given the traveling times that it took for the Enhanced Feynman Nuclear Drives to get from one end of the solar system to the other, the entire Grand Tour took ten months to complete. Or it would under normal circumstances.

      But nothing was normal about this year, was it? Holly thought to herself as she followed Commander Silas past the saluting guards.

      The entire Earth Alliance was still quaking at the arrival of the alien ship and the release of the killbot “Jackal drones” on Hephaestus Station. In an effort to bring some Alliance-wide calm, the Grand Senatorial Tour had been moved forward by a year, and it was also not happening in one slow convoy that moved from place to place. Instead, various senators had been fired off to important colonies like Mars and Jupiter all at once. The entire tour should be a lot shorter this way, with events at various colonies happening within weeks of each other instead of months.

      Holly also knew that the interior had to throw an olive branch to the Breakers. They needed to honor one of the Breaker’s own in some public way after the Hephaestus attack, which is where she came in and this awards ceremony itself . . .

      Even though all that was true, it felt good to be striding forwards under a guard of honor as a Breaker woman who’d made it as a marine.

      Suddenly, there was a flash of light and a chorus of bugle blasts as Silas and the three-person crew strode forwards through the end of the corridor. Holly found herself blinking as she looked over a vast amphitheater.

      No, not an amphitheater—a crater, Holly thought as she blinked under the lights. She was standing on a balcony overlooking a two-story-deep plaza. A thick dome arched over all of it. Giant floodlights hung down from the dome, making it almost impossible to see the distant Martian orange haze of the sky.

      The plaza itself was about six hundred feet in diameter with vaulted doorways leading deeper into the Martian surface. Holly knew they would lead to other domes and other structures. This particular one was named the Liberty Plaza, and it wasn’t the largest of the Martian crater domes by any means, but it was one of the main plazas of the Marine Training Academy.

      And right now, it was filled with a mixture of military personnel and Martian civilians who were standing and seated in rows and looking right up at her.

      “Marines!” A lone voice cried out from somewhere on the plaza floor. As one, the first several lines of marines stood up and started clapping.

      “Booyah,” she heard Bastion behind her say in a whisper, as wild elation filled her.

      Yeah, I guess I’ve come a long way for a regular Breaker girl from Hephaestus . . . Holly thought as she led her team forward to the thunder of applause. They stepped out to where the balcony widened and overhung a little way over the central plaza space and more people in uniforms awaited them.
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      “Lieutenant Cropper, please step forward,” intoned one of the figures on the platform, a woman north of fifty in a blue dress. The dress was sculpted so that its collar swept upwards around her neck and head. Holly thought it gave her the appearance of a striking cobra.

      The woman inside the dress had brown-black hair that was half constrained with a headband of gold and black that did nothing to stop the wild frizz flying from behind it.

      Senator Rosewell, Holly thought, wondering nervously how to comport herself. Beside the senator stood two more EA Marine Commanders in their white-and-gold braid suits. Holly thought one was from the Martian Academy, and the other was the barrel shape of the Commander of the entire Inner Command himself.

      “Go get them, boss!” Bastion Li whispered to Holly as she stepped forward under the stern eye of Commander Silas before her.

      Suddenly, everyone in the entire plaza fell silent as all eyes fell upon Holly Cropper. She could feel their awareness concentrating on her, and it felt brighter than even the floodlights above.

      “You have been called before this community of your peers, Lieutenant, because of your actions in defense of the Earth Alliance Station of Hephaestus . . .” Senator Rosewell began, her voice amplified by the microphone at her throat.

      The Breaker Group Station, you mean? Holly could almost hear her past self say the words, although her mouth didn’t open.

      Funny how the Earth Alliance is eager to claim Hephaestus as one of their own, when they haven’t raised a finger to help us Breakers in the past! Holly thought—and perhaps some of her glare spread to her features, as Senator Rosewater stiffened slightly before her.

      There was another very obvious clearing of the throat by her side as Commander Silas straightened ever so slightly where he stood. Holly could see a vein throbbing in his neck.

      “You and your team showed bravery above and beyond your mission in tackling the enemy.”

      The killbots, Holly corrected and opened her mouth.

      “We couldn’t have done it without the help of the Breakers, ma’am,” Holly said, her thoughts flashing to her childhood friend “El” Durban—and the other Sons of Thor who had turned their guns against the robots at the critical moment.

      “Lieutenant!” There was a sharp hiss from Commander Silas.

      “Oh, yes, of course.” Senator Rosewater looked a little puzzled but gathered her aplomb together immediately. “However, they are not here to receive a medal, and you are!” The senator half turned to lift a long, cherry-wood box from a stand that had been hidden behind her. She opened it to reveal four small badges, three silver stars, and one gold one.

      “First, I am very proud to announce that you and your team are all recipients of the Silver Star of Bravery!” she called out. She held the box aloft so that the distant, hovering drone cameras could properly photograph her as she plucked the first silver star from its nest and took a step forward toward Holly.

      There was a flicker of passing light over Holly’s eyes, a sudden gleam from somewhere above her . . .

      “Huh?” Holly automatically glanced upwards to see the giant, fractal-patterned plates of thickened glass of the Liberty dome stretching far above, and the orange-and-brown skies of the Mars beyond.

      And just one flash of reflective light as something swept over the dome. Something small and tiny whose metallic, reflective surface caught and spilled the light.

      A camera drone outside? Holly thought in the instant before the small reflective object hit the top of the dome, followed by a distinctive crack.

      And a sudden explosion of fire . . .
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      “Down! Protect the senator!”

      Someone very angry was shouting as the rapture of alarms and screams spread throughout the entire plaza. A sudden, fierce gale was tearing at the lieutenant’s tight-kept hair, spilling it from its pins as she pushed up from the floor (she hadn’t even realized that she had fallen over).

      Decompression! Holly’s heart clutched in fear. The dome’s been cracked!

      She saw gobbets of fire falling down from the ceiling of the dome, followed by a whirlwind of deep, black smoke. Most of the fractal-patterned panels of the dome were intact—apart from where that thing had struck. There was an eddy in the smoke, a moment of calm, and she could see the panes of shattered glass where something had broken them.

      Missile? Bomb? Holly’s mind raced. What had that thing been? But there was no time as the rush and whine of decompressing oxygen were already everywhere around her as the atmosphere inside the dome attempted to normalize with that outside.

      

      WARNING! DOME BREACH! ALL PERSONNEL TO AIRLOCKS! WARNING! DOME BREACH . . .

      

      The automated sirens were wailing as Holly jumped forward, seizing the senator around the shoulders and covering her with her body as the whirlwind of air continued.

      “WARNING!”

      “Sir!”

      “Commander!”

      There was a roar of noise and thunder all around the lieutenant as Martian dust burst into the dome, and the fragments of shouts and voices that swept around her were cut off by the deep, omnipresent cacophony of the Martian winds.

      “Ach!” Holly gritted her teeth as her back felt like millions of tiny hammers were striking it. It was sand and dust from outside, flooding in thanks to the whirlwind of pressures that the cracked dome had created. Underneath her, she could feel the squirm of the senator, and the smell of her expensive perfume filled her nose.

      “Senator! We have to get you out of here!” Holly shouted, but the gales snatched her voice away in an instant. Around her were the other bodies and forms of the generals and guards, but the wind was so fierce that it hurt her eyes. She couldn’t make out who was alive and who was injured.

      My team! The lieutenant thought desperately.

      

      WARNING! DOME BREACH . . .

      

      Sirens and alarms had joined the automated systems. Holly knew what she had to do.

      I have to get the senator clear.

      “UP!” she screamed at the woman as she grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her, swaying, to her feet. “Head down!” she shouted into the woman’s ear as she peered through the storm of dust at where the nearest airlock was.

      Which way did I come from—left or right? The lieutenant could no longer tell. She thought she saw a shadow not far away that could be the arch of an airlock door or might not be, already with bodies struggling toward it. With panic lending speed to her limbs, Holly held Senator Rosewater close as she pushed her ahead of herself, just as a shadow loomed out of the murk in front of them. The shadow was large, and she felt the senator’s panic shudder through her hands.

      “Cropper!” She could hear her name as she recognized Bastion reaching up to grab at her shoulder.

      “Where’s Marshal? I have the senator—we have to get her to safety!” Cropper was saying. Although she didn’t know if Bastion could hear her, she saw the man nodding as he pointed back the way he had come and pulled at her.

      “The commander?” Holly shouted, but Bastion didn’t respond as they hurried down the balcony toward the nearest arch. At the same time, her lungs started to ache.

      Oxygen is leaving fast! Holly thought, doing her best to take sips of air and hold them for as long as possible. How long would it take for all of the oxygen in this dome to be sucked out into Mars—and to be replaced with nothing but dead, red dust?

      Holly wished she’d studied a little harder in her geophysics class, and then was instantly glad that she hadn’t. She didn’t really want to know if she only had seconds to live or not.

      Bastion had almost tripped over a shape on the floor—a body, ruined by red as something must have collapsed on them. Holly saw that the body wore a white suit. One of the commanders? One of the generals? Silas?

      But they were at the airlock archway, and Bastion was hitting the door controls for a light above them to flicker from alarming red to a mere warning amber.

      “Back!” This time Bastion heard Holly as she grabbed and pulled at his shoulder, knowing what was going to come next when the door opened.

      The lieutenant pushed both the private and the senator back as the airlock door opened. A sudden burst of oxygen and atmosphere released from the room inside, exploding past them as powerfully as any grenade.

      “In!” Holly pushed the pair inside to find that it wasn’t the same corridor lined with guards that they had marched up a moment before in order to get their medals before the eyes of a hundred people. This room was much smaller, barely big enough for them all to fit in.

      A lift.

      “Close the doors!” Holly was still sheltering the senator as Bastion leapt to the door control, just as a white-gloved hand grabbed the side of the closing door, and a figure pulled itself in. It was Commander Silas, his cap lost in the maelstrom of dust and wind outside, and he was holding one arm awkwardly in front of him. A tapestry of red decorated one side of his face from what looked like a nasty cut.

      “Commander!” Bastion grabbed the older man and pulled him in as the door to the lift closed, and all four of them were gasping for scant oxygen as the lift started to descend speedily downwards.

      “Uhm . . .” With an almost sedate whimper, the senator slumped down the side of the lift walls to her feet as Holly, Bastion, the senator, and the commander struggled to breathe.

      Don’t let us die in here! the lieutenant thought as pain like a vice started to spread across her lungs.

      Amazingly, Commander Silas managed to jerk toward the lift controls and hit the buttons, forcing them to keep on tracking down past the ground floor of the Liberty Plaza before he pulled the emergency stop.

      Holly was beginning to feel light-headed as she slumped beside the senator, even as the air filters inside the lift started to chug and repressurize. She breathed in soft breaths of fresh air.

      “People, get control of yourselves!” croaked Commander Silas, and Holly panted.

      “Senator?” she turned to ask. She could see that the woman was wide-eyed with fear, but she was nodding as she gulped down the fresh air.

      “I—I’m okay, Lieutenant, I’m okay. What happened?” she was saying as the Commander growled, dropping the small, portable screen from his pocket. Holly reached down and snatched it up for him. He clearly had a broken arm, and something had caught his forehead.

      “Martian Main Servers haven’t updated yet.” Holly watched as their commanding officer paled slightly and winced, and she realized that the older man must be in agony—and he was still managing to take charge, even now.

      “It just says a major incident in Liberty,” the man growled. “All personnel to rendezvous to nearest emergency centers.”

      “It was a strike, sir,” Holly said suddenly, remembering the glint of light that she had seen in the second before all hell broke loose.

      “A strike? You’re sure of that?” Silas gasped, already awkwardly hitting buttons on his screen as he held it up to his ear. “Martian Main Array, this is Commander Silas, Authorization Gold-Gold-voice,” they heard him snarl. “I need access to the Defense Grid Satellites. I need to see what is going on!”

      “I’m sure, sir,” Holly nodded. “Something struck the top of the dome. I saw it.”

      “Then we have to make it back to the secure bunker,” Silas decided. “Every Martian dome and habitat has one . . .” he was saying as his personal screen bleeped, and the small lift was filled with the noise of marine personnel on the other side.

      “Commander Silas, this is Main Array. We have eyes on your location. Seven minutes ago, we registered movement on the plateau outside your location, and then Liberty Plaza dome experienced a breach. We believe it was an attack.”

      “Movement? What movement?” Silas barked his question.

      “Sending data . . .” the marine of the Martian Main Communications Array said in a remarkably calm tone. Silas held out his screen in one hand for a light on its surface to blink and a holo to flash into existence over it in the air.

      The image was a little hazed and indistinct, but Holly and the others could make out that this was a view from above, looking down on the large curve of the Liberty Plaza, half of its panels gleaming with weak, reflected light.

      Holly could see where two of the corridors extended a short way from the dome’s sides. One traveled a little ways out to the place where a bulky transporter sat, while the other had only an empty landing pad.

      And then there were little gusts of movements on the holo as several patches of dust burst abruptly upwards.

      “What is that?” she heard Bastion Li murmur. His question was answered a moment later when small, dark shapes emerged from the dust bursts and started racing toward the docking corridors. The image froze, and there was a glitch as it suddenly magnified . . .

      Revealing a stilled image of a pack of loping, hunched-over killbots.

      It was the Jackals, Holly saw. Someone had sent the Jackals after them.
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      “Jackals? But who . . . ?” Senator Rosewater said in horror as she pushed herself up the wall to her feet. “I thought Verondas was in custody?”

      “She was,” Holly said grimly, her eyes meeting Bastion’s as they both nodded. “Or she should be, sir.”

      The Jackals, created by ex-Chief Scientist Uliana Verondas, were supposed to be the latest in military technology—a fully automated, self-guiding drone defense robot, built from sabotaged alien technology. Holly had fought them on Venus and Hephaestus. And it never got any easier, she groaned to herself. They could stalk through a hail of bullets. They had claws that could slash through marine defense armor . . .

      But we captured Verondas on Hephaestus and handed her over—how could her creations still be out there? Holly was suddenly angry.

      “Didn’t we stop the shipment of Jackals to Hephaestus? What went wrong?!” She demanded of anyone, everyone.

      “Easy there, Lieutenant,” Silas snapped at her, before hissing in pain. “However they got out there, it doesn’t change the facts. They’re there, and someone is using them to attack us. Your awards ceremony saw some of the top Outer and Inner Command officers come together in one place—and now they are in danger.”

      “Sir,” Holly said sharply, although she could feel the slow burn of anger in her gut. It’s not my fault that someone decided to attack Mars on my special day! She could have laughed. Just her luck.

      “I can get Rosewater to the emergency bunker, but I need you and Private Li to get to the nearest arms depot, suit up, and recover the other commanders. Do you understand me, Lieutenant?” Silas said, hitting the door release for the lift to suddenly chug downwards.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Holly said quickly. “But . . .”

      “But, Lieutenant?” Silas shot her a sharp look as the lift clanked to a halt, and the doors opened to reveal a wide corridor brimming with running people in marine and Martian service uniforms. There was an air of panic and tension as alarms blared, and bright orange-and-green arrows flashed in the air near the ceiling, directing people of various trades to their nearest bunker.

      “One of my men, sir. Private Marshal Smith,” Holly was saying as the commander requisitioned a nearby Martian guard to open the closest equipment locker and start undoing the locks on the defense suit holders within.

      “Find the commanders, Lieutenant. First priority,” Silas said abruptly, but then his tone lessened just a little. “However, I understand. I hope that you find your man up there. Here.” He nodded at the equipment being offered to them, and Holly knew that it was the best answer that she was going to get.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Holly said, taking the offered helmet, emblazoned with the star and swords of the Earth Alliance Marines.
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      These PDS’s—or personal defense suits—were military issue, but much lighter than the ones that she was growing used to. They weren’t the heavy encounter suits that her team had been wearing for most of the last few operations, Holly thought. She rushed to put on the red (Martian colors) and blue (Marine colors) of the overalls, zipping them up for the intelligent padding to tighten around her body.

      Field belt. Next came the large, bulky belt of attached modules that every encounter suit had, featuring minimal life-support systems as well as medical supplies and tools. Last came the multilayered polycarbon plates of the breastplate and greaves, strapped to the chest, arms, and legs, before the final helmet.

      There. Holly felt the click of the helmet against the seal of the overalls and then the quick buildup of pressure as the inner lining of the overalls allowed her to be able to walk—and fight—outside of Earth-normal atmosphere if necessary. There was a dim electronic blip in her ear as the transmitters in her suit linked up to Bastion and the Main Array outside. Everything else, her suit microphones would be able to pick up.

      These lighter suits would only protect their wearers for about an hour or so against the extreme temperatures of the Mars climate, Holly knew. They were not as long-lasting as their heavy encounter suits—but it was better than not having them!

      “The Martian main defenses are sending a squad in, but you’ll get there faster,” she heard the Commander of the Outer Command say. He handed out the marine rifles that had been stored in the cabinet alongside the personal defense suits. “Do your world proud, Marine.”

      “Sir,” Holly said, stepping back as Bastion accepted his rifle. Commander Silas awkwardly saluted them with his one good hand before he turned around sharply and led the senator at a jog into the throng of panicking Martians.

      “Boss?” Bastion Li said.

      “We got our orders, Private,” Holly said, turning and running back to the lift. “The other commanders and generals were on the balcony with us, weren’t they?” They jumped inside the lift and hit the door controls. The small compartment jolted, chugged with hidden gears, and rose upwards into the heights of the dome.

      “We’re going to be pressurized compared to the dome,” Bastion growled as they passed the ground floor, and he settled his gloved hands on the side railings and gripped firmly. His message was clear—hold on when they opened the door!

      With a smooth bump, they reached the balcony, and the warning light flushed from red to amber to indicate that there was not much atmosphere on the other side of the door.

      “I’m ready. Hit it, Private,” Holly said, grabbing the railings. Bastion kicked the large, red manual release button, and all the air swiftly hissed through the opening gap.

      “Agh!” Holly tightened her grip on the railings even harder. Her legs flew out from underneath her for a few seconds in the sudden vortex of escaping gasses—before she crunched back onto her feet again.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Holly shouted, kicking off from the railing and taking lunging steps forward. The gravity had normalized with Mars, meaning that it was only a little bit lighter than Earth’s as she jumped through the open door and into the destruction of the Liberty Plaza beyond . . .

      To suddenly be hit by the swirl of orange-and-gray dirt striking her suit from all angles. She heard Bastion growl as he hit the balcony floor behind her, suffering the same onslaught of Martian sandstorms.

      “Dammit, these suits don’t even have life sensors,” Holly growled, wishing that she were in a heavy encounter suit with all of its impregnated live scanners.

      “We’re eyes-only, Bastion,” she said, raising her rifle and peering through the murk.

      There was the edge of the balcony, sagging in several parts where something had hit them from above.

      The dome plates. Holly’s eyes tracked upwards to see more rushing brown air. It was impossible to see how many of the massive plates had come down in the strike. But she could see the dark shadows of girders lying across at various angles over the space, smashing down railings and skewering into the plaza circle below.

      This whole place is gone, she thought. Anyone left in here without a suit or an emergency breathing apparatus would be dead. What was the chance of finding any of the commanding officers alive in a zero-atmosphere environment?

      And, as if she needed proof of her grim revelation, her boots hit on a humped shape on the ground: a human figure in the light red overalls of a Martian general service suit. She couldn’t tell what designation—whether personnel, civilian, or military.

      “Marshal?” she heard Bastion whisper behind her.

      “No sign,” Holly said, seeing another humped shape by the balcony railings and another. The Martian air pushed and roared at them as more of the red dust was forcing its way into the dome from the outside, and her PDS microphone was picking up the constant howl of the winds. She wouldn’t be able to hear him even if they used their suit speakers to shout for him.

      “Keep an eye out. I’m going forward,” Holly said, stalking ahead onto the balcony, ducking where the shadow of one of the dome’s girders suddenly loomed out of the murk.

      There! A lighter shade against the railings and, as she walked toward it, the unmistakeable sheen of white in the gloom.

      A commander’s suit. She didn’t know which one as she reached him and knelt by the man’s side to see an older figure in his sixties, his features grotesquely contorted from sudden asphyxiation.

      “Main Array?” Holly clicked the transmitter on the side of her helmet. “This is Lieutenant Cropper at Liberty Plaza. I have one commander, DOA . . .” she said the words grimly as she hunkered by the railings. Somewhere in the dark behind her, Bastion was continuing to search the bodies.

      “Lieutenant Cropper, this is Main Array. I got your suit location on the satellite scanners. Registering ID tags . . . Yep, that’s Inner Command Commander Westinghouse,” the voice of someone very far away and much safer said over her shoulder.

      “Our scanners are reading no live personnel on your level. Repeat—no live personnel on your level . . .”

      “Dammit!” Holly growled. Marshal! Did that mean . . . ?

      “But we have live identifiers on the southeast corridor. Martian Academy Commander. Captain Badiou. There might be others . . .”

      “Southeast corridor?” Holly looked up, and all she could see was the wall of the dust storm. “Where is that?”

      “Straight ahead! Halfway around the circumference of the dome—but you’ve got incoming, Lieutenant! Two unknown vectors converging on your location!”

      There was a sudden, sharper sound through her speakers, and Holly looked up to see that something—a shadow like a leaping cat—had leapt upwards onto the railing ahead of her from below. Its edges were indistinct in the dark of the storm, but as the gray-and-ochre air shifted, she saw it raise its head. And there was the singular, glowing, red eye of one of the Jackals, looking straight at her.

      “Bastion—contact!” she yelled as she dove forward.
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        * * *

      

      “Contact!” Holly yelled as she hit the metal floor of the balcony and rolled, spinning around with her rifle up high as the Jackal jumped . . .

      “Grah!” she growled in anger and fury as she let out a burst of fire against it. The Jackal leapt through the lighter atmosphere and slammed into the balcony behind her, where she had been a moment earlier. The murderbot’s impact made the entire balcony section they were on shake and vibrate, and if her bullets had done any damage whatsoever, then Holly couldn’t see what it was in the storm.

      She saw the Jackal flip itself over in one animal, inhuman movement—and then it leaped again from its powerful hind legs . . .

      And disappeared into the murk.

      “Dammit! Bastion!” Holly said, spinning around to try and track where the thing had gone—but the dust and sand in the air all around was too thick, and she couldn’t even see the railing or Bastion Li.

      “I’m here, boss!” his words came back a moment later.

      Where’s here? she thought, half rising from her crouch.

      “Urk!” There was a sudden grunt in the gloom, and a shape flew out of it and across her vision as Bastion was struck by something. By the Jackal.

      “Bastion!” Holly leaped forward—and there was the sudden, baleful, red light directly ahead of her. She pulled the trigger of her marine rifle, but the thing was moving too fast, and it barreled into her and sent her flying backwards.

      “Ack!” Holly gasped, and all at once, everything spun. She had terrible visions of the claws of the Jackal piercing through the much lighter weight of the personal defense suit—but before the claws struck her, something else did.

      With a crash that seemed to go right through her, her back hit a hard surface, and she was rolling over in the lighter gravity, sliding down something.

      What!? Wait!

      She kicked out with her legs, her arms (somewhere in the fall, she had lost her grip on her rifle), and found a jagged edge to hold onto as she slid a few more feet and then stopped.

      Oh no. Holly realized that she was hanging on with one arm to a broken piece of the balcony railing as her legs dangled over the edge. This part of the balcony was shaking and moving, weakened by the strike against the dome, and she was sure that, under the howl of the dust storm, she could hear the sharp creak of fatigued metal.

      Hanging off a two-story drop is NOT going to help my future life choices, she thought as she kicked and bucked with her legs. She edged over little by little and finally dragged herself fully onto the shaking balcony platform.

      And a red light appeared straight ahead of her. It lowered as the Jackal stalked toward her.

      Oh no. Holly looked into its murderous gleam and wondered what she had ever done to deserve her awards ceremony turning into this.
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      “Frack you!” Holly snarled at the Jackal as it emerged from the murk, its hunched-over body moving back and forth in a predatory gait. Its movements were too animal to be true, the lieutenant had the moment to reflect in horror.

      Its snoutlike head didn’t move an inch as it focused all of its killing intent upon her. It stalked forward, appearing to slow as if it was enjoying this.

      “Oh, go get fracked,” she said as she lay prone, looking almost eye-to-red light at the Jackal above her.

      “Come get some!” There was a sudden roar as a tall shape emerged from the murk. The stocky Bastion Li leapt forward, slamming a boot into the side of the thing and sending it spiraling into the air in the low Martian gravity.

      The Jackal smashed through the balcony railing and vanished over the side. Holly heard a short, electronic squeal seconds before there was a crunch and a tremor vibrating up from below.

      “Is it dead!?” Holly asked as Bastion turned around and grabbed her hand, hauling her to her feet.

      “I’m sure it’s not very well . . .” the large man was saying as another tremor shook through their already precarious balcony.

      Oh no. Holly saw Bastion’s sudden look of alarm—right before the entire section of the balcony they were crouched on started to judder and then fall back from the wall.

      “Move it!” Holly shoved Bastion ahead of her as they leapt. She could feel her boots hit the surface of some sliding metal, and within the blink of an eye, she was suddenly running uphill.

      “Ooof!” Bastion made the leap across to the more stable part of the balcony as metal wires and bolts twanged and burst in the Martian dust storm. Holly was only a few steps away . . .

      “Lieutenant!” she heard her man shout out as the balcony section broke clear of the others and fell backwards. Down it tumbled toward the floor of the plaza below.

      Holly leapt.

      “Gotcha!” Bastion’s gloved hand seized her wrist and pulled her onto the floor next to him. They lay there gasping and panting, trying to catch their breath as the dust swirled and the storm raged over them.
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        * * *

      

      “The southeast corridor,” Holly gasped when she had recovered her breath. She turned over and groaned because she had just realized that she now no longer had her rifle.

      This just gets better and better, she thought as she got into a crouch, with Bastion already covering them the best he could in the dust storm. The rest of the balcony ahead of them was exactly like the one where they had entered the plaza—there were broken railings and beams emerging out of the murk of the roar and swirl of dust, and there were bodies on the floor.

      “I think it’s got to be up ahead,” Bastion was saying as he waited for Holly’s nod. When he got it, they both started edging forward. She found a section of broken railing against the wall and picked it up. It wasn’t a gun, but it would do.

      “Lieutenant Cropper!” Her helmet suddenly blared with the voice of the Main Array guy. “On your location, two of the hostiles approaching fast.”

      “Outstanding,” Holly breathed as she held up her metal bar. Immediately, a red light emerged out of the murk ahead of them. It was low and moving fast toward them.

      Where is the other one? Holly thought as Bastion opened fire, and the muzzle flare of his rifle cast the balcony and the storm into lurid stop-action shadows.

      Spark! There were bursts of light from the ricochet and strike of bullets on the loping, charging Jackal ahead.

      Two hostiles, Holly thought. Only one ahead . . .

      Turning quickly, she was just in time to see one of the red lights of the Jackals gleam suddenly brighter and closer through the air. It was in the process of leaping over the gap made by the fallen section of balcony, and then it landed with scrambling feet behind them.

      “Hyah!” The lieutenant grunted as she sprang forward to drive her metal bar across the creature in a strike worthy of a home run in old Earth baseball. The bar thunked against the head of the Jackal, and she felt it connect like a hammer blow that shook all the way up her arms. Once again, she wished that she were wearing her heavy encounter suit, with all of its servo-assisted support mechanisms.

      There was a sudden spark and a shattering sound as Holly smashed the red light in the snout of the Jackal. All at once, the entire metal body of the thing was skidding toward her, its smaller arms flashing out at her chest.

      “Ach!” There was a squeal of metal and sparks, and then Holly felt a sudden rending pain across her ribs as one of the Jackal’s claws tore through the soft layers of her suit.

      No! The lieutenant doubled over instinctively but grabbed the metal pole with both hands as she used it like a spear to stab down at the metal murderbot. Her strike hit home and turned its slashing chest and arms away for seconds as gunfire flared and fired around her.

      No-no-no-no. Holly struck out and batted away the creature’s arms with her metal bar, which was becoming more and more dented. At the same time, she could feel a terrible cold starting to seep upwards from her ribs.

      That thing burst the seals of my suit. It’s decompressing. I’ll be dead in five minutes, she was thinking as she flailed and hammered at the Jackal with all of her might, as desperate to kill it as she was to keep it at bay so it wouldn’t strike her again.

      Her personal defense suit didn’t have any intelligent features like oxygen meters and health scanners. Holly had no way of knowing how much filtered or stored oxygen it had in its connective, pressurized fibers—nor how fast she was losing it.

      But she knew that if she didn’t get medical attention in approximately five minutes ago, then she would probably blood clot. Even if the gash on her ribs wasn’t serious enough to end her life, and aside from the whole freezing and running-out-of-oxygen thing, her pooling blood could just as easily clot and travel through her body until it got to somewhere really important, like her heart or lungs or brain . . .

      No! Why did it have to go like this! Holly Cropper, the only Breaker to ever have been allowed into the Earth Alliance Marines, could have cried—were she not so caught up in fighting for her life right now.

      No! No! She hammered against the thing again and again, for the Jackal to abruptly dart backwards, pulling away from her relentless onslaught.

      Bastion was still shooting at his own Jackal not very far away. The two marines had become separated in the skirmish. Holly knew that if she failed now, then all that she would have achieved would be leaving this murderous robot at her comrade’s back.

      And that was something that Holly Cropper wasn’t about to do. Maybe it was something about being a marine—the bonds of loyalty and fraternity that existed between them—or maybe it was the fact that she had traveled and lived and worked with Private First Class Bastion Li for close to four years now.

      Or maybe it was the very reason why she was here that made her bite down on her pain, wrap her soul around it, and turn it into fuel. She had been born in the Breakers where life was at once incredibly cheap and incredibly precious. The Breakers, for fifty years, had been left at the mercy of the corporations and industrialists, with their labor and lives exploited by any who could.

      There was no one who stood up for them apart from each other. It was a bond of loyalty and kinship that Holly carried with her even into the marine service. Breakers knew that they were alone against the night of space, and they only had each other.

      And so, Holly was not about to let one of her own—and Bastion and Marshal had become her own—die by her inaction if she had a breath left in her body to stop it.

      “Come on, you glorified toaster.” She lunged forward, scoring a strike that spat up sparks from the head of the creature. It swiped at her with one of its claws, but she forced herself to dance back from it, turning with a hiss of pain to hammer against its metal hide once more.

      And again. And again.

      “No, you don’t,” Holly growled as the thing attempted to swipe at her again, but this time she batted its claws away with another sweep of her metal club before she released her fury against it.

      How many Breakers did these things kill on Hephaestus!? she thought as she struck out at it again and again and—

      There was a sudden shake of the platform underfoot as she built up to a mighty swing, crashing the metal bar against the underside of its head unit and sending it staggering backwards on its two metal dog-legs.

      The Jackal struck the railing, its feet scrabbling pathetically, and then it overbalanced and disappeared off the edge in a sudden tumble.

      “Holly! Holly?”

      Someone was shouting her name as she collapsed against the railing herself, and she was helpless to resist the gloved hands that dragged her back from the edge. A terrible cold swelled up and around her, all at the same time that the terrible Martian dust swirled in front of her. All of a sudden, she was lying down, and the shadowed shape of Bastion was leaning over her.

      “You’re injured! Wait!” she heard him say as he fumbled at his own field belt for the wound spray and sealant that would close the tear in her suit.

      Did we do it? Holly was wondering as her thoughts became confused. Did we get them?

      And then, everything for Lieutenant Holly Cropper of the Earth Alliance Marines, lately of Marine Forward Patrol, faded to black.
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      At the same time that Lieutenant Holly Cropper was fighting for her life in Liberty Plaza, on Mars, 744 million miles away; another of the senators on the Grand Tour was arriving at his destination.

      The senator in question was Senator MacArthur, and the location was the alien star vessel that had invaded Earth space, traveling from the edge of the solar system to Saturn in less time than it took for the senator to get all the way out here himself.

      The strange craft gleamed in the vault of black, its twelve “arms” radiating outwards from its center like crystal spires. In the near distance, it was ringed with the uglier, blocky, gray shapes of Earth Alliance defense ships, each making minute movements with their thrusters as they waited, and they watched. At least a hundred sensors and antennas, both those visible to the naked eye and those hidden, were constantly alert to any sign of change.

      Further out than the Earth Alliance ships shone the pale orb of Saturn, with its rings striking across it as if it were an unruly zero in the universe’s accounts book. The alien star vessel had arrived here in Earth’s system eighteen months ago. After its devastating arrival, it had so far done . . . nothing.

      “It’s still the most dangerous threat to humanity that I could ever imagine,” announced the woman as she strode into the viewing chamber that looked out over the alien vessel. The chamber was on the Earth Alliance diplomatic vessel, the Galatea, as it made its slow and stately approach toward the ring of defense ships to the alien vessel beyond.

      The speaker was Dr. Rachel Mountain Crow, special scientific adviser to the Alliance effort to understand the structure. She wore her black hair in a long, dark braid of midnight and silver down her back, had high cheekbones, and wore an elegant service suit of pastel oranges and blues. She eschewed the military insignia and service wear that her intelligence corps handlers had suggested, and instead, her only nod toward orthodoxy was her lanyard with her biometrics, photo, and the seal of the Earth Alliance Military.

      Dr. Mountain Crow did not particularly like the fact that she was answerable to generals and admirals now, spending the last eighteen months of her life shuttling back and forth from habitats to space stations and back. But her body, at least, was getting more used to zero-G and the strange toll it took on the human physique. In fact, the Native American scientist spent so much time in the toning gym now that she was sure that her health had improved!

      But what I wouldn’t give for a breath of fresh air, the woman thought with that familiar shiver of regret. Her eyes took in the alien sight before her once more—the object that she had been assigned to study, to understand, and to translate.

      “How close are we to cracking it?” grumbled the voice of Senator MacArthur as he walked in behind her, flanked by two black-clad guards and behind them, a small, circular floating drone with blue lights. This was his first visit to the alien star vessel.

      “I’m not sure ‘cracking it’ is helpful, Senator.” The doctor attempted to be as polite as possible, but her response still came out as a mutter. Internally, she heaved a great, silent sigh.

      “Do you know who built it?” the senator asked.

      “Well, sir—I believe them to be organic, but no, no actual data . . .” Rachel started to say, as the senator smoothly cut her off.

      “Where does it come from?”

      “Impossible to say right now, sir, until we understand the code.”

      “Engine systems?”

      Rachel stuttered and shook her head. “No, sir.”

      This is precisely what is wrong with our approach to multispecies linguistics! she could have said (were the man beside her not one of the most powerful men from Earth). MacArthur clearly thought that the star vessel was a glorified Rubik’s Cube, and once they had “cracked” it, then the untold riches of another civilization would be theirs.

      Instead, when Mountain Crow looked out at the star shape that hung in their space, she didn’t see a strange code or puzzle—she saw a potentially devastating encounter. A destiny-shaping encounter. Like the arrival of the Europeans on Native soil, forever changing all of history after it. Or the first drop of a thermonuclear bomb.

      Yes, she agreed with herself. It really could be that dangerous.

      “Impossible to say, Doctor?” the senator huffed as he stopped before the viewing mirror, looking out as the line of defense vehicles drew close, and the alien structure occupied the entire screen beyond. Senator MacArthur’s annoyance appeared short-lived under the face of such strange marvels.

      “Shall we move on to your report?”

      Report, right, Rachel thought, as her dark eyes flickered over the strange, jagged points and angles of the thing. The “cardinal” arms—the ones that aimed outward at the points of the compass—were the largest. They were large enough that ships could dock at their sides, which was what their diplomatic vessel appeared to be heading to do.

      “Amazing,” the senator said in an awed voice.

      Well, in the same way that looking at doomsday could be amazing, I suppose, Rachel thought.

      Up this close, they could see the iridescent sheen of the alien craft’s walls. Every spike and spire appeared to be made out of an almost-white material that had a reflective sheen like mother-of-pearl, but even this was strange: The sheen only appeared under certain light frequencies and created a dizzying effect in the eye.

      This scale or coral-like material was dubbed “sea metal” by the doctor and her team, and it even appeared to have been grown, rather than artificially attached.

      “The code that brought the ship here is really a subspace frequency, a pattern, sir . . .” Rachel started to say, but the senator waved her off immediately.

      “I’m not interested in that. What’s it made of?” The man frowned.

      Translation. That’s what I’m here for! Rachel growled silently but took a deep breath instead. The chance to spend ten minutes directly with Senator MacArthur wasn’t something that happened often. Or at all. If it wasn’t for this Grand Senatorial Tour business, the doctor grumbled to herself, then there was every likelihood that she would never have had a chance to talk to him face-to-face at all.

      But Rachel also knew that no amount of sending data reports and analysis back home to Earth could make up for an actual firsthand discussion with a real human being. Reports were things that were too easy to ignore, and it was far too easy for the senators to listen to the generals, admirals, and megacorporate “advisers” instead of some distant scientist many hundreds of millions of miles away . . .

      So, all this amounted to the fact that right now, Rachel was determined to do her best.

      “The hull material is some sort of polymer, apparently, but a metal-mineral amalgam one.” Rachel relayed the results of the physical analysis team.

      “A what?”

      “It means that it’s impossible, sir,” Mountain Crow said. “A connective structure that is so close to base minerals as to be naturally occurring but presents double and triple-layered components. If it is a naturally occurring material—then it certainly doesn’t come from our solar system.”

      “Ah yes, the materials.” The senator reached up to scratch thoughtfully at the short-cropped, tidy, gray-and-white goatee that hugged his mouth. “But Verondas found a way to duplicate them, didn’t she?”

      Verondas. Mountain Crow could see her reflection scowl in the darkened viewing mirror opposite her. Dr. Verondas had once been the Chief Scientific Officer for the mega corporation Zenetic—the very same megacorp that funded the discovery of the original alien ruins that had kicked this whole thing off, activating to summon this death-dealing alien ship here.

      She was no true scientist, Rachel thought derisively. The doctor had never actually met the woman, but she had been informed of her research by her closest associate, who took the time to float forward and answer the question in her stead.

      “Senator MacArthur,” the blue-lit drone said in a voice that was tinged with electronics but also had an undeniable Texan twang. The programmers of the mobile unit connected to the military supercomputer known as the Duke had apparently been comedians.

      “The disgraced Dr. Verondas did indeed find a way to duplicate the alien polymers and to use them in her robotic drones she called the Jackals,” the Texan machine intelligence confirmed. The Duke helpfully displayed a hologram of the mechanical creatures that the criminal Verondas had been trying to sell to the highest bidder. They were bipedal robots with two smaller forward arms like velociraptors and a head that held a single, glowing red camera.

      “They’re abominations.” Rachel shuddered at the sight of them. She had seen the footage of the chaos they had caused on Venus and at Hephaestus Station. Verondas had sought to plunder alien technology to play God, and she had failed. The woman was now in custody, held in some military secure unit in goodness-knows-where . . .

      “I am uncertain how a robot can be morally repellent, Doctor,” the Duke said in a tone that Rachel was sure had to be facetious. “Otherwise, what would you class me as?”

      Rachel thought that the flying drone that was the mouthpiece of the functional artificial intelligence was at least questionable, if not downright obscene—but she kept these concerns to herself as she ignored it and moved on with her report.

      “Inside the areas that we have managed to access, there are corridors and what appear to be staging rooms.”

      “Staging rooms?” the senator said.

      “That is all I can say and what the military analysts assure me of.” Rachel threw a holo from her own wrist computer to show the main passageway areas that shot through the middle of the spire “needles” and had smaller, bubblelike rooms running along their lengths . . . These smaller rooms did not appear to have any machines, controls, or instrumentation, but merely rounded alcoves with more of the sea-metal walls.

      “And the defenses? Weaponry?” the senator asked. “We know it has them—it pretty much totaled our forward fleet when it arrived!”

      Rachel opened and closed her mouth, “Sir—we, uh, I haven’t got any data on that.”

      “What do you mean, no data! You’ve been working at it for a year and a half!” The man didn’t even turn toward her to yell as he did so, so certain was he of being obeyed.

      Rachel bristled. “I’m a translation expert, sir—which is what I needed to talk to you about.”

      “Senator,” the Duke cut in smoothly (further irritating Mountain Crow), “Dr. Mountain Crow does not have significant clearance to study such matters,” the intelligence stated.

      I don’t? the woman wondered.

      “We have dedicated teams working on the weapons ports and delivery systems. we expect to have full analysis of capabilities in 17.5 days.”

      “Seventeen days is not good enough! By that time, I will have already left this zone and continued on with the tour!” The senator said in complete astonishment.

      As if the entire solar system obeyed the laws of senatorial time, Rachel thought derisively as the man continued.

      “I need—Earth needs—that data immediately!” MacArthur said, as one of the cardinal arms filled the screen, and a shipwide broadcast chimed overhead:

      

      APPROACHING SITE. ALL STUDY TEAMS PREPARE FOR DISEMBARK . . .

      

      “That’s enough.” The senator cut off the doctor even as she opened her mouth. “Thank you for the chat, Doctor, but I need to talk to the strategic teams actually on the ship!” The man shook his head, and, along with his guards, stalked out of the viewing chamber, leaving the Duke and Rachel behind. The ship juddered and shook just a little as it made its docking procedures and attached itself, limpetlike, to the alien star vessel before it.

      “Well, that was certainly enlightening for everyone,” Rachel groaned. She hadn’t even gotten the chance to tell the senator about her breakthrough in the linguistics of the alien craft—how she was sure that she had isolated areas of the ship she deemed to be “language centers.” The doctor opened up her wrist computer’s controls once more and drew out a series of holos that showed lines of startling color running through the ship to various nodes.

      “These are the areas that process the subspace code,” she muttered aloud.

      “You mean you found the communications software for the vessel?” The Duke bobbed slightly where it hovered.

      “Yes. No. I’m not sure. It’s like the entire ship isn’t really a ship at all but is instead a massive, super-large transmitter,” Rachel said.

      The Duke bobbed where it hovered, firing its tiny microthrusters and spinning its rotors to maintain itself.

      “Please send me your data, Doctor. I will see that it gets in front of the senator,” the Duke said, already moving off in the direction that MacArthur had taken.

      Oh right, Rachel glowered at its tail fin. She kept forgetting that the military supercomputer had a higher—much higher—clearance than she herself did.

      “Fine.” she selected all of the packets of information and threw them toward the drone through direct holographic transfer. The Duke flashed its eyes once and bobbed as if tipping an imaginary ten-gallon hat. She wondered how many milliseconds it would take the creation to download, process, and come up with a hundred solutions—all that by the time it took her to blink.

      “Much obliged, Doctor.” The Duke turned and flew out of the viewing chamber, leaving the doctor alone with her thoughts and the sight of alien metal across the viewing mirror.
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      An hour or so later, on board the alien vessel, Senator MacArthur was walking back through the strange, almost organic-seeming corridors of the star vessel in a much happier mood.

      His good cheer was mostly due to the fact that he’d had several excellent photo opportunities with the troops and senior commanders on board the craft—not due to any actual intelligence data obtained. Those pictures would be edited, highlighted, and released to the right news sources to ensure that it looked like the senate—and MacArthur in particular—knew what they were doing. That was as good as a win in his book.

      “Sir!”

      One of the lead guards suddenly turned to the striding senator, pausing his triumphant march to confer with him.

      “What is it?”

      “Urgent news from Mars, sir. It came in on tight-beam comms just now, priority one,” the Alliance guard informed him.

      The senator nodded, not saying anything as he accepted the secure comms module from the soldier, placing it to their ear and taking the call. If anyone were paying close attention to the man, they would have seen his face blanch as he nodded silently at the information. When it was done, Senator MacArthur handed back the module for the guard to say severely, “I’ve been informed by my superiors to take you directly to the ship, sir, maximum protection, and to depart for the closest EA Marine base.”

      The senator, visibly shaken, nodded without saying another word, and the group broke into a jog through the twist of corridors.

      At the same time, at the back of the retinue and unseen to all—one of the other black-clad guards in the retinue slowed and then stopped completely.

      The guard waited until the sounds of the politician and senior military brass had well and truly disappeared, replaced by that eerie hum that pervaded the alien vessel.

      Turning quickly, the guard approached one of the walls and took out a small tool, powering it on and pointing it at the space. Amazingly, a plate of the iridescent sea metal raised itself a few inches from the wall until he was looking at an odd, squishy oval of the material. The guard stepped forward and plucked the oval from the wall, turning it around to reveal that its back was striated with lines and circles, perfectly cut.

      The guard set it down and proceeded to take pictures of the inside shapes on the panel before very delicately slotting the oval back into the wall. It merged back into the surface as if nothing had ever happened.

      “Map acquired.” The guard breathed the words, once, into his wrist computer and turned to hurry after the retinue.

      What was even stranger, if Dr. Rachel Mountain Crow could have witnessed this, was that this oval was precisely at the site of one of her “language centers.”
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      The Jackal was coming. The Jackal! Holly awoke with a start to see that she had been lying down. A strong LED light was shining overhead.

      Where am I? was her first thought, and then she instantly felt guilty when her next thought arrived.

      The guys. “Marshal. Bastion,” she murmured and attempted to push herself up.

      “Ah. I see that you’re getting better after all,” a familiar, sarcastic voice called. “I guess that means that I’m going to have to put up with you being all ‘I’ve got a medal now,’ aren’t I?”

      Holly groaned. “We’ve all got medals, you rock-lubber,” she said to the man sitting on the medical bed opposite her—Private First Class Marshal Smith. He grinned at her and gave her a wave as she swung her legs over the side of her own medical bed.

      “Oh, dear stars,” Holly groaned as she felt a twinge roll up from her side. “Why didn’t someone just let me die?” she muttered, as she reached to pull her service overalls up to reveal a wide, white cotton bandage taped to her ribs. Great, she thought. Just what I needed.

      “Well, your optimism is always inspiring, Lieutenant,” Marshal said with a laugh as he hopped off the bed and sauntered over to the large, rounded window, which had its view onto yet another red Martian plain.

      “I always hated that view, y’know,” she said as she sighed heavily. “How long was I out? Where is Bastion?” She stood up, found that it wasn’t actually too bad , and started to see how far she could stretch. This medical suite was just the way that she remembered them being from when she had trained here all of those years ago—white, sterile, with little to look at apart from all that red dirt.

      “Bastion’s good. In the emergency canteen, I think. You were out only for a couple of hours. They knocked you out with sedative to slow your system down while they checked you out for oxygen loss,” Marshal said, his usually light humor disappearing. Holly could well agree with this change in tone. Any injury in low atmosphere or non-Earth normal atmosphere could be a killer, and the blood clots that occurred in low gravity could often take time to diagnose, find, and bust with special surgical lasers.

      “But you’re all good. Doctor said you were fit for service,” Marshal said with his trademark wry, crooked smile. “Which is perhaps not the news you want to hear, because the commander was in here just half an hour ago, seeing if he could send us back out again!”

      “Dear stars,” Holly said, and this time she really did look outside the window at the Martian landscape. “Just how bad is it out there? Those . . . those Jackals?”

      The lieutenant’s eyes saw a blanket of ochre dust at first, as another “normal” dust cloud washed past them. Dust storms happened on Mars like rain did everywhere else, turning everything into a muted ochre-orange and red. Holly knew that she would only have to wait a few more moments before . . .

      There. It cleared.

      And Holly could see the extent of just how bad it was.

      In the distance, she could see that one of the domes was ruined. I guess that’s Liberty Plaza, she thought as she saw the broken spears of metal stabbing upwards into the ruddy skies—the girders that had once held up the dome’s giant, glass plates.

      Already, there was sand drifting and billowing into great heaps against the side of the dome, and Holly was sure that the entire crater would be submerged in less than a week if they didn’t get a temporary cover on it.

      There were flashes of lights through the clouds. She saw the sudden shadows of aerial and orbit-to-surface military transports slowly moving around the dome in wide circles, keeping their lights on the shattered ruin.

      “The attack on Liberty Plaza was the only one, and it turns out that you and Bastion trashed most of the Jackals already. The marines found another two outside and got them from the air—and since then, everything has been on high alert in case the attack widens . . .” Marshal said with a shrug.

      “And you? How did you get out?” Holly asked him.

      “When the dome broke, I managed to get to one of the corridors with the generals and admirals,” Marshal shrugged again as if it was no big deal—but Holly remembered the way that her lungs burned and grasped for air and her body was bombarded with dust. Even that ordeal must have been tough, she was thinking—just before there was a stamp of feet as people rushed into her room.

      “Lieutenant!” It was Commander Silas, still in his dress uniform—although it had been smeared and marked with dirt and grease. “Fall in! A-ten-HUT!” The thin, tightened man snapped as he stepped to one side so Bastion Li could jog into the room and all three Earth Alliance Marines—Holly, Bastion and Marshal, snapped to attention in a line before the medical beds.

      The commander held them there for a moment before he nodded and cleared his throat. “At ease,” he murmured. And then, a final figure walked quickly into the room.

      It was, to Holly’s surprise, the woman that she had saved: Senator Rosewater.
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        * * *

      

      “Marines, the senator has a few words that she wishes to share with you, and then I will be notifying you of your next mission,” Silas said sternly.

      A new mission? In the middle of all this? Holly thought but had no time to raise a question as the older woman—no longer in the high-collared, blue dress, but in a simple service suit instead, cleared her throat.

      “I have come to give my personal thanks to your team, and . . .” she drew out a box from the pockets of her canvas suit, “to give you these.”

      Oh yeah, the Silver Stars, Holly thought. She was surprised that anyone even remembered the purpose of the ceremony after what had happened.

      “Once again, your Forward Patrol team acted with swiftness, courage, and bravery,” she said, stepping forward as she opened the box to reveal the three small silver stars on their beds of foam. Holly was surprised to see that they sat over three other badges: bars and stripes of rank insignia.

      “Given the crisis that we are in, I have personally made a request to your Commander to accelerate your positions,” the senator said, moving first to pick up one of the insignia bars and then to step forward to Private First Class Bastion Li.

      Only he was no longer going to be a Private First Class, Holly saw—but a Sergeant in the Earth Alliance Marines!

      Whoa! How many ranks is that he just jumped!? Holly thought as she watched the senator clip the small badge onto the larger Bastion’s chest. It wasn’t that she wasn’t proud for the man. She was, very much so. It was that she felt a tremor of suspicion at having her small, three-person, on-the-outskirts team suddenly propelled into the limelight like this.

      Things must be really bad if they are choosing us to be their poster children, Holly thought as Marshal Li was also given a sergeant’s badge, and both men also received the Silver Star of Bravery.

      “Lieutenant,” Senator Rosewater said. And then it was her turn, as the woman stepped before her to proffer the medical box.

      There was the small Silver Star, and there, also, was an insignia badge. A simple gold pip, also known as a “floret.”

      “What—wait, you must be crazy—a captaincy!?” Holly could have choked on the words.

      “Cropper!” Silas once again snapped at her, calling her to attention, and he was clearly not happy with the way that this Breaker woman reacted to honors or to people in authority.

      I guess that I’m just supposed to suck it up and bow like a good girl? the thought flashed through Holly’s mind.

      “Yes, Captain Cropper.” It was Senator Rosewater who answered her question. “Under my recommendation, I can think of no better person to lead the Forward Patrol Company.” The woman beamed at her—but her words fell like stones as Holly immediately found her heart pounding.

      “The Forward Patrol Company?” Holly gasped. That encompassed the hundred or so Scouts and Reconnaissance Marines that her previous Forward Patrol unit had been a part of—nominally—under the command of Captain Badiou.

      “But . . . but . . . what about Badiou?” Holly said, and a sudden, terrible thought blossomed in her mind. “Wait. He’s not dead, is he?” She was abruptly struck by fear for the handsome, good-looking Outer Command captain who had been her direct superior on the Martian Station of Aries. This station was where the official jurisdiction of the Outer Command of the Earth Alliance Marines began, as opposed to the Inner Command that concentrated on the interior planets.

      “Cropper! Attention when spoken to!” Commander Silas snarled at her, earning a small flicker of annoyance on Senator Rosewater’s face. Holly realized with some relief that other people besides her thought that Silas was a bit much.

      But all the same, she still shut her mouth and stood up a little straighter.

      “You will be sharing the Forward Patrol and Recon command with Badiou.” Silas stepped forward to elaborate. “In operations,” he said the words carefully, with a glint of concern over his eyes, “you will have the ability to command a full squad of fifteen to thirty Forward Patrol Marines, and you are expected to do so. Is that clear!?”

      Ah, I get it, Holly thought. She wondered if her captaincy was really nothing but a show. That Commander Silas had worked to limit her functional command as much as he could. After all, Badiou had been a captain for far longer than she had, and it had never particularly seemed to her that Commander Silas had taken a liking to the Breaker woman in their ranks.

      “However, a captaincy carries with it certain responsibilities as well as privileges,” Silas carried on, before he appeared to struggle for words momentarily. “Your small patrol has played a key part in significant developments in the defense situation,” he said, and by “key part in significant developments,” Holly knew that he was saying that basically, her team had been the ones to infiltrate the Fury Site and to face and destroy the Jackals when no one else had been able to.

      That means they recognize that we’re good at it, right? The newly minted captain thought.

      “I concur with the senator here that we need to take advantage of your level of expertise and experience. You will have access to a certain level of intelligence that you did not previously have,” he said with great apparent difficulty.

      Ha! Holly thought. She could see that he really didn’t like the idea of giving that level of trust to her.

      But whatever his personal misgivings, Commander Silas had stepped forward, nodding for Senator Rosewater to step aside as he regarded each and every one of the new-ranked Forward Patrol unit.

      “Men and women of the Earth Marines, do you understand what is being asked of you?” Commander Silas intoned, and there was a ritualistic formality to his words. Indeed, they were the words that Holly and every other marine knew from their own oath-taking.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Holly and the others said as one.

      “Hmm.” Commander Silas nodded slightly, as if to himself. He walked up and down the thin line. “Then repeat after me the Marine Oath,” he demanded of them, coming to a halt as he stood in front of Captain Holly Cropper.

      “For all and for one,” Holly heard herself say in chorus with the others.

      “For Earth, its peoples, and its alliance, wherever they may be among the stars,” she said solemnly. Her heart suddenly clenched because that part always made her think of the Breaker Group. They were Earth’s children too.

      “Through danger both external and internal, I pledge to defend them,” the marines said as Commander Silas watched.

      “With body, mind, skill, and heart.” Holly said, and once again, just as it always did—she felt the rise of hairs on the back of her arms and neck as she said these simple words. It always had this effect on her, an awareness of some greater family and purpose that she was pledging herself to.

      Maybe it was the fact that the Earth Alliance Marine Oath was so achingly simple. It left no room for provocation or doubt, Holly knew. It was just this: that the Marines would stand for each other, “for all,” just as they would each stand for “one”—an individual marine was a brother or a sister to her, Holly knew.

      First in and last out, as the saying went . . .

      And it was the fact that the marines stood to defend the people of Earth in this age when the peoples of the Earth were now spread throughout the solar system. And even though sometimes it seemed to Holly that they were all held together by the most tenuous bonds of politics in the Alliance—the Marine Oath was also a promise of action and a declaration of their shared heritage.

      We are all the people of Earth, Holly thought. No matter whether we lived on Mars, Venus, a deep space habitat, a generation caravan, or some distant Breaker mining rig . . .

      Everyone had a shared heritage, and everyone, in some sense, had a place that they belonged. They had a family.

      Holly felt her heart swell, just as it did whenever she was asked to recite the Oath (which wasn’t very often, it had to be said).

      “MARINES!” Commander Silas demanded of them, shouting his words defiantly in the small medical room. It was a proclamation and a challenge, and, right in that moment for Holly Cropper—against the backdrop of the ruined Liberty Plaza outside and the lost lives—it was a call to action, to purpose against the forces that would seek to bring harm to them all.

      “Boo-YAH!” Holly heard herself and Bastion and Marshal shout lustily into the air.

      And, just like that, Holly Cropper was a medal-winning captain of the Earth Alliance.

      “All right, at ease, ladies and gentlemen,” Commander Silas said, apparently satisfied with that level of commitment displayed in the oath-taking.

      “Considering the gravity of the current situation, there is no time to lose,” Commander Silas said, his tone once again returning to its usual iron-steel level of zero affability. “The entire Grand Tour could be under threat with senators scattered throughout the Alliance. You are about to be deployed again, so get yourselves shipshape, and we begin in half an hour.”
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        SECURITY CODES LOGGED. ACCEPTED . . .

        ACTIVATING BEACON . . .

      

      

      The human solar system, the reach of the Earth Alliance of all world governments, all colonies, all stations and habitats, was a divided place.

      In the two hundred years or so since humanity had started yearning to break free from a world riven with injustice and environmental collapse, they had barely reached the end of their own solar system and had gone no further.

      Probes had been sent, both in the previous centuries and in the current one. There had even been at least two crewed exploration vessels that had set off from Plutonian orbit at a high burn with their Enhanced Feynman Drives and stocked with enough supplies to keep them alive for fifteen years.

      (Word was that the first ship succumbed to mutiny and madness in year two and that the second suffered some cataclysmic accident out there in the gulf between the stars around year four of their journey. Neither expedition was talked about, and all records of their transmitted logs and personal journal entries remained extremely classified.)

      However, this was not about the distant edges of the Alliance but rather, about the nearer “edges.” The humans of Earth: the explorers, the marines, the corporates, and the Breakers, stopped reaching further and further out as it became clear that there were already many barriers and boundaries right here inside the Sol system.

      The largest division that cut the Earth Alliance in half was the asteroid belt, further out than Mars but before Jupiter. It was the dark, rocky wall that cut the Inner planets from the Outer and that unofficially split humanity in two. Inside, there was Aries Station, the launching point of the Outer Command. Further in from that came the red planet itself and then the green planet and the planet of love and the messenger. This space was industrialized and busy. Corporations had their billion-credit headquarters here. The EA Marines trained here. Civilians went on vacations back and forth from Earth to the Moon or to Mars or any of the many space platforms.

      But the asteroid belt was the place where all of that changed. It was home to the Breaker Group (so-called not just because they broke rocks for a living, but also because they broke the solar system in half). Unlawful, or so they were called. Wild. Ungovernable.

      The further out that you went from the asteroid belt, the more this division between rich and poor, governed and unsanctioned, continued. If we turned away from the asteroid belt and looked out into the stars, then we would start to see planets that were truly uninhabitable, and whose resources were hard to obtain by even the corporates or the Breakers. Jupiter and the Ganymede-1 Station were a last display of corporate excess—an extra-territorial New Orleans or perhaps Old Hong Kong, but after that, the stations and habitats became harsher, more functional, and some would even say desperate. There is the huge X of the Breaker Hephaestus Station. Then the Breaker processing refinery of Kronos.

      Further out still, and the people who live out here all had a certain rugged, wily nature to them. A knowledge that if anything went wrong with them or their ships (they suffered engine failure or got sick or were attacked by genuine space pirates) then it would be days or weeks before any message of their distress even reached the nearest habitation.

      The people out here were a hardened bunch.

      And all of this was what made the strange, spearing metal cacti that was Prospero Station so unlikely and also so vital.

      Prospero looked vaguely like a flung comet, but from whose hubward and edgeward ends sprang long metal solar sails or spikes of antennae, constantly giving her the appearance that she was a frozen dart catapulted from the Inner system. In effect, that was precisely what she was.

      Prospero was born in the age of utopian scientific exploration—the same impulse that sent those two expedition vessels out into the depths of space, never to return. It was deemed to be the largest scientific research station of its kind, and the furthest out. Past the wall of the asteroid belt, uniting inner and outer systems.

      That was, of course, until the corporates like Orizo, Zenetic, and Regulus started making so much money that they could afford to build their extrajudicial playground in Ganymede-1. It was also before technology advanced enough so that automatic, “dumb” AI satellites could be dispatched further out than even Prospero.

      But still, this hopeful, distant, almost useless station that sat past Saturn and Uranus retained some charm. There was an ancient steel statue of some kind of divine youth on its forward prow, forever holding a stilled metal torch toward the depths of outer space.

      And now, in the belly of night, a singular red light blinked on one of its many antennas. Just like the old security satellite array on the dark side of the moon had been awakened, so was this. Old security and defense algorithms that most people never even remembered any more suddenly burst into electric life.

      
        
        xxC14.0g.23zed.xx

        MESSAGE PACKET CONTINUES . . .

        “The data received from the star craft has been analyzed, and yes, it is a map. We have extrapolated it and matched it with star maps, planetary maps, geophysical reports, and we have found one match . . .

        “One. Just one.

        “The larger circles seem to correspond to the concentric orbits of the moons of Neptune, and the lines, when overlaid, map to a feature on the surface of one of the moons, Triton.

        “We have dispatched a team there, and, given the uproar in the Inner system currently, we should be able to reach it before the senate or marines are made aware.”

      

        

      
        MESSAGE PACKET ENDS . . .

      

      

      A few moments after that message had been dispatched, there was a flare of thrusters from one of the holding arms of Prospero Station as a small craft, blocky and slightly curved, like the head and abdomen of a hornet, detached itself from the old science station and started toward the distant blue planet . . .
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      Mars

      

      “The attack against Liberty Plaza was clearly an attempt on the life of Senator Rosewater.” Commander Silas’s voice was harsh and uncompromising as he led them on a briefing almost a hundred feet above the red plains of Mars.

      Captain (Captain—I’m a captain! she couldn’t stop thinking) Holly Cropper, and Sergeants Li and Smith were currently standing inside an armored transporter craft racing along the surface of Mars with the broken open plaza clearly visible to their left. No sooner had they been awarded their new stripes or pips, and Silas had led them to be suited up (this time in heavy encounter suits, Holly saw with satisfaction) and taken to the nearest departure lounge.

      “You should all be aware that the senator was a part of the Grand Senatorial Tour when she came here. As a result, the senior analysts have to assume that there is a threat to all of the senators on the tour,” Silas explained.

      The Commander of Outer Command wasn’t even on board the transporter but was back in Independence or Freedom Plaza elsewhere on Mars (Holly could never rightly remember the names of these places, despite the fact that she had trained here as a marine). His small snarl of a face led them on a private briefing through their suits’ holographic HUDs (heads-up displays). It was only Holly, Bastion, and Marshal on this shared call.

      “Currently, the tour is happening at four locations,” Silas explained. “Venus, here on Mars, Prospero Station, and the alien star vessel. There will be senators at all of those locations.”

      Gotcha. Holly nodded to herself. Venus: planetary playground of the megacorporations where they had their non-taxable laboratories and head offices (and incidentally, as it happened, the birthplace of the Jackals in the first place). The senator there was probably conducting top-level trading negotiations with the megacorps Regulus, Orizo, or Zenetic . . . Mars: the Marine Training Academy and industrial heart of the Inner Command . . . The alien star vessel: the site where the strange new robotic craft had ended up outside of Saturn after Holly and her team had discovered a way to finally deactivate it.

      And then there was Prospero, a smaller Earth Alliance station that was the furthest out of all those they called the “civilized” stations directly under Alliance control, sitting past Saturn and on the way to Uranus and Neptune.

      Holly felt a shiver of anger at even her own way of thinking about it. “civilized direct control” was code for the fact that Prospero had been built by interior planet money, and it wasn’t some client station like Ganymede-1 was to the megacorps . . .

      And, Holly could have grumbled, it was a way of saying that it wasn’t a Breaker Group mining rig, which was still synonymous with “pirate” to most of the interior planets anyway.

      There were other, further-out habitats, stations, and platforms than Prospero, Holly knew well—but none of them had the direct control status or prestige of Prospero. Pluto had its ice-mining prisons, and there were Breaker Group platforms working on whatever asteroid or meteor group they could, and there were also the corporation’s private ministations—but Prospero was “legitimately” Earth Alliance.

      “Because of the time lag between transmissions,” Silas growled. “We have sent messages to Saturnian space and Prospero, but it will be hours before they respond. Venus is nearer, so we have already heard from them that Senator Awoya has left the surface safely with no incidents. We heard the same from Earth and the Moon itself, where nothing has happened.”

      “Verondas,” Holly broke into Silas’s briefing, earning a momentary frown but also a nod from the other end of the line.

      “Indeed. As you know, the Chief Scientist of Zenetic is in secure holding back on Earth, and although I am not privy to the interrogation, I know that they are trying to ascertain how exactly it happened that more of her Jackals ended up out here on the surface of Mars.” The commander fell silent, his face a mask of thunder, and Holly could only agree.

      Something had to have happened to Verondas’ research. Either the woman was lying about the number of the Jackals that had been created, or there were groups like the militant Sons of Thor who had managed to manufacture them themselves.

      “And if the Jackals here were from Verondas’ buyers, wouldn’t they have had to dispatch them to Mars?” Holly asked. “A transporter ship. Carrier or unlicensed craft . . .”

      “Precisely, Captain,” Silas said. “Which is why your first deployment will be a field survey to find out when the Main Array first picked up the Jackals. We need to understand how they got here.”

      A field survey? Holly thought, her expression falling. Gee, this sounded like fun.

      “Yes. It’s all hands on deck, Captain!” Silas said sternly. Meanwhile, there was a small flash of light in the top corner of Holly’s visor. It turned out that they were at their target: the first place where the Jackals had been spotted on the Main Array.

      “And it is also a chance for you to get to know your new enlisted marines,” Commander Silas said, as the transporter suddenly lowered over the red plain. When Holly craned to look out of the portholes, she could see that there was already a smattering of people in silver-and-gray heavy encounter suits down there.

      “My new marines?” Holly said with a gulp. Somehow, this was more worrying than the prospect of finding more of the Jackals out there.
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        * * *

      

      “Private Falko, ma’am,” said the voice of the tallest Private First Class marine who had been added to Holly’s squad.

      They were standing on the orange plains of Mars with miles and miles of rock and dirt stretching out before them and the smoking ruins of Liberty Plaza behind them on the skyline. There were ten new marines out here, and if it weren’t for the fact that Holly could see their nametags hovering over them on her heads-up display, she was sure to forget each and every one of them.

      Private First Class Falko, however, stood out. Not only because he was several inches taller than everyone else in the squad—but also because of his attitude.

      Straight out of the Academy, cocky and self-assured. Holly knew exactly the kind of marine that Falko was in danger of turning into.

      “Sir,” she said with a growl as she peered at him. Around them, the constant dusts eddied and drifted, but the skies were relatively clear (meaning that they were a high, yellowy-pink haze). The other members of the new squad were dotted back and forth in wide circle, as Holly, Bastion, and Marshal met their new comrades.

      From behind his suit, Falko looked, if anything, as if he were vaguely bored by the proceedings.

      “Sir!” Bastion suddenly stamped forward to glare at the taller marine. “You refer to the captain as sir, not ma’am!” he said with a sudden vehemence. Holly realized that the large, bulky Bastion Li was going to be very good at being a sergeant. He had the tone for it.

      “Oh, right, sir. Yes, sir,” Falko said with a nod of his helmet, but there was something weak about it. Holly saw Bastion half turn to her, but she shook her head.

      “Not now.” she opened a private channel between her suit and Sergeant Li’s. “It’s probably just teething problems. Let’s get this mission done and see whether his attitude is just bluster and boredom.”

      There was a grunt on the other end of the private channel from Bastion, who remained glaring at Falko until he turned back to what he was doing—which was going over every square foot of ground with a handheld sensor array, looking for out-of-place scrap, particles, or frequencies. Any sign that could be a clue as to where the Jackals came from . . .

      Holly looked down at her own handheld sensor, slightly larger than the others as it aggregated all of their data and processed it together. Past her hand she could see the rivulets of orange sand running across the rock. Endless amounts of Martian dirt. How were they going to find anything useful in all of this?

      Yeah, she could see why anyone could be bored about it all. Holly groaned to herself as she looked up at the strategic target map that had been given to her, lit up in neon blues and greens on the inside of her helmet.

      
        
        Suit Identifier: CROPPER, H (Capt) . . .

        Mission ID: Search and Tag . . .

        1. Approaching First Marine Array Tag . . .

      

      

      Up ahead of her, picked out in holo over the Martian dirt, were the four bouncing markers where the first signals of the Jackals had been spotted by the Main Array.

      She had an extra ten marines, Falko being one of them. “All right, everyone,” she said, trying her best to imitate a “commanding” voice.

      “By the book! We sweep forward in an expanding arc toward the tags. I don’t want your eyes only on your sensors. Look at the ground at your feet too! Anything out of place—any bit of metal, call ’em out, and we’ll conduct an analysis,” she shouted, for the chorus of “sir, yes, sirs” to be distinctly less enthusiastic than she really wanted them to be.

      They trudged forward, moving their sensors back and forth—and the way ahead was painfully slow going. When Holly turned her head, the captain could see the constant sweep of at least two marine transporters behind them over Liberty. Most of the Marine Corps response was concentrating back there at the Plaza, and the captain could almost feel the tension radiating from the attack site to wash against their backs.

      Am I being punished? she thought a little dismally at her new job and sudden promotion. This was not what she thought the life of a captain would be like. Was the commander testing her to see how she held control of a squad before giving her a real mission?

      As she trudged, she checked on the new roster of her team. Ten new Academy graduates, no longer Private-class “zeroes” and now Private First Class, meaning that they had all passed Marine Boot Camp and their first six months of Academy. They hadn’t even seen combat yet. What if there were more Jackals hiding out here?

      Falko . . .

      Berkins . . .

      Constantinas . . .

      Polkey . . .

      Saiid . . .

      Johnston . . .

      Fenchurch . . .

      Valdez . . .

      Moussa . . .

      Jenkins . . .

      Ten people. Holly sighed, doing her best to quickly scan their Academy summaries to see if there was anything that she should know about. Falko already had two disciplinaries against his name. Jenkins had another one and so did Polkey and Valdez.

      Valdez. Her eyes caught on the name of one of the smaller, female marines who was in the front curve of the scanning arc ahead of her.

      
        
        Academy Report: VALDEZ, M (PFC) . . .

        ORIGIN: Kronos Station, Saturnian Orbit.

      

      

      Kronos was a Breaker Station! Holly blinked at the data. It was similar to Hephaestus (but smaller) in the main asteroid belt. Kronos, too, was a large industrial rig, staffed and lived in by the section of humanity called Breakers, those who lived most of their lives at the mercy of corporate contracts, breaking down rocks for the precious minerals inside.

      Valdez was a Breaker, just like her, Holly thought. The second person—also a woman, as it turned out—to ever come through Marine training and be a member of the Breaker Group. Holly instantly wondered if Valdez had faced the same treatment and discrimination that Holly felt. She looked up at the distant marine.

      
        
        Warning! Impact detected!

      

      

      Just as quickly, there was a harsh shake through the ground. Clouds of dirty ash and dust instantly spewed from the surface of Mars.

      Frack!
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      “Down! Everybody down!” Holly shouted as the ground beneath her boots shook.

      The new captain, however, quite pointedly didn’t take her own advice whatsoever. Instead, Holly sprang forward in a wide jump toward the nearest source of the chaos.

      
        
        Warning! Impact detected!

      

      

      Her suit blared its bright orange warnings at her in rapidly decreasing circles as her suit zeroed in on sudden gouts and spumes of dust erupting from the surface of Mars like geysers.

      “Identify targets!” Holly shouted as she landed with both feet and kicked off once again.

      Wait—are we even being fired upon? she thought as she saw the first of the deep, dirty geysers still spewing dust and rock into the air above her. Three of them had exploded out of the crust of Mars in quick succession. One of them was up ahead, almost on Valdez’ position, another forward and to the right, and one off to the left.

      “Sir!” It was Marshal, who had thrown himself to one side at the first mention of her orders. “I’m not picking up targeting!”

      Huh? She looked as she landed, skidding to a halt and sending up her own spray of dust, and saw that the sergeant was indeed right. If they were being fired upon by anything but the most advanced of stealth weapons, didn’t that mean that their suits would have picked up the targeting? Wouldn’t their mechanical allies in the form of their heavy encounter suits have picked up the fact that there were weapons ports opening somewhere nearby them and that radars were locking onto their positions?

      “We’re not being fired upon,” she said, even as suddenly the ground shook again.

      
        
        Warning! Impact detected!

      

      

      This time, the explosion that ripped upwards from the surface of the planet of war happened near enough that Holly could see it. There was a bright flash and a ripple through the rock and dirt of the surface—a tiny seismic wave that her suit was picking up as an impact . . .

      PHOOOM!

      And at the same time, there was a great gout of dust and rock pouring into the air from below.

      It was something happening from under the surface, not on top of it, was one of the things that Holly realized. The other, more pressing thing that she realized was that the explosion had happened near enough so that, when the shock wave hit her just right, she was thrown backwards through the thin Martian gravity.

      “Cropper!”

      She heard one of her marines shout as she looked up to see the orange-and-whitish sky sail away in front of her. She couldn’t tell which one, as she had so many of them now—

      “Ugh!” She hit the dirt with a wham, sending yet more dust flying about her as she felt the crumple of metal on one of her back plates. She bounced a little, tumbled, and skidded to a halt.

      “Captain!?” This time, she was sure that it was Sergeant Bastion Li and the identifying tag of his suit showed him springing to his feet and turning toward her.

      “I’m okay! See to the others! Pull them back!” Holly shouted as she flipped to her front and pushed herself upwards. On her screen, her squad was now scattered over a widening arc, and at least two of them—Johnston and Fenchurch—appeared to be fleeing for their very lives, accelerating across the dirt at high speed.

      Dammit, dammit, dammit! Holly thought as she threw herself toward the vector ahead of her that was Valdez’ non-moving identifier—near a detonation point of one of the explosions.

      “Mines?” she breathed as she ran forwards into the dispersing cloud of dark brown rock dirt. Was it subsurface ordinance? It had to be. She tried to remember what the tactical solution was to being in a minefield.

      Get the frack out of it and as quickly as possible! she considered as the ground underfoot suddenly became uneven, and the visibility ahead of her deteriorated to less than three feet.

      “Cropper!?” It was Marshal over her suit comms. By his ID tag, he didn’t appear to be anywhere near them.

      “Pull the squad back, dammit!” Holly demanded. “If they were manual detonation, then just twenty yards back should be enough.” She gasped for air as she ran forwards, hoping that she didn’t suddenly tread on something she didn’t want to.

      But Valdez was still somewhere ahead, she thought, her mind racing. She had to get to her.

      
        
        VALDEZ, M (PFC)

        CONDITION: Compromised / GOOD

      

      

      She was alive, at least. Holly saw her marine’s tiny health bar just under the identifier tag. She wasn’t far. Right up ahead in the murk . . .

      “Whoa!” The ground suddenly dropped by a couple of foot, and Holly was lunging and stumbling over broken open boulders. This had to be crater opened up by the blast. Valdez’ identifier tag was still just ahead of her, growing larger.

      All at once, there she was. The smoke and debris of the explosion—of the mine, Holly thought—were lifted over the crater like its own small and localized rain cloud. The upper layers of soot, soil, and pulverized rock were starting to float downwards now around her, making the crater look like it was the sight of an apocalyptic wedding, with ash confetti and all.

      But there, riven through the middle of the crater, was a crack in the surface of Mars. As Holly slowed herself to a halt near it, she could see that it was deep. A few yards wide, and it appeared to go down a long way.

      And Private First Class Valdez was hanging onto a ledge several feet below.

      Fracksticks, Holly thought.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait up. I’m coming for you,” Holly said. She approached the edge. A sudden, small whimper escaped through the ground, and she felt the tremor rising up through the legs of her suit.

      “Captain!?” It was Valdez before her, gasping as she struggled to hold onto the side of the rocky ledge.

      “Can’t you use your . . . ?” Holly started to say before she realized that no, the younger private below her couldn’t just simply use her suit thrusters because they hadn’t been added to the heavy encounter suits as optional modifiers on this mission. The small twin thrusters that found their homes on the heavy utility belts of the encounter suits were generally added when space-based and zero-G operations were expected.

      Not field survey missions, Holly groaned, sinking to her knees as the ground shook and several large sections of the rocky outcrop fell away from the wall.

      “Ach!” At least two of the boulders struck the private, and Valdez slipped several inches along the edge.

      “Hold on!” Holly shouted.

      “What do you think I’m trying to do!?” Valdez gasped back in what Holly Cropper thought was a very typical Breaker attitude to extreme situations.

      “Wait! I’ve got a line,” she said, remembering that at least these heavy encounter suits had been modified with a planetary actions set. This meant that a range of physical obstacles and environments—from mountains to caves—were part of what the suits would be prepared for. She had a metal wire on an extender inside one of her suit modules, and she quickly drew it and scrambled to the edge.

      “You can grab this. Grab this, and I can pull you up!” Holly said, extending the waving line down toward her.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Just as there was another tremble a little way off. It sounded like one of the other mines had been set off, either by people or just the repercussions and shock waves of the other exploding mines.

      “Brace!” Holly gasped as the shock wave hit, rippling through the subsurface of the rock.

      Holly heard a tremendous roar and a deep groan of a cracking sound as the entire crater shook. To Holly’s horror, the section of rocky platform that she was holding onto started to shudder and pull away from the rest.

      “Agh!” She let out a short, involuntary scream as she dove for the safety of the rest of the crater—but the rocks were sliding down all around her and crashing into her suit, and she was doing her best to grab onto something—anything—that was solid and didn’t also give way in her hands.

      Thoughts of careening and pinwheeling backwards and down, down, through the layers of Martian crust to be crushed far below flooded her mind in that instant. Didn’t she remember hearing somewhere that Mars was riddled with sinkholes and dried-up aquifers and that the very top surface of some of these plateaus led to chasms and canyons and cave systems larger than anything on Earth? All these endless crevasses left behind as the water had evaporated from the red planet?

      “Oof!” But she had caught onto something, and her gauntlets had held. Her body was lying against rock, and she was curled around an outcrop now several yards below the level she had been at before.

      “Wonderful,” she heard Private First Class Valdez mutter when the rumbling had finally subsided. “You were going to save me. Now, who’s going to save you?”
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      A strange star fell toward the tiny ice-and-rock world. Triton, the largest satellite of the blue planet, wasn’t really a world in any scientific sense, but it was larger than Pluto and one of the largest known satellites of any planets in the solar system. It lay outside the disk of rocky debris and smaller moons, and paradoxically, orbited in the opposite direction to its brothers and sisters.

      Maybe that fact alone should have been a sign to humanity that something strange was going on with this rocky orb.

      “Checking speed, rotation, matching deceleration axis . . .”

      The words of the black-clad figures in the tiny craft were tight and to the point. Each of them wore black-and-dark-ochre suits, ex-military issue definitely—although there were no suit identifiers or unit badges.

      Whomever these people were crammed into the small, hornet-shaped craft, they did not share small talk, and they appeared to meet their mission with grim resolve. Their counsel among themselves was minimal, and it centered solely around the actions necessary to achieve their mission.

      “Brace for landing . . .”

      “Prepare survey and field team . . .”

      “A-OK on the go. Repeat: Good to go . . .”

      The strange star was lit up by a faint corona of burning gasses as the ship descended through the thin envelope of atmosphere that Triton held onto. Below them, the rapidly rising surface of Neptune’s largest moon was strange and cantaloupe-like.

      The surface was riddled with frozen streamers of threads and rivers—each one solid, each one made out of ice and rock—forming an organic-appearing mosaic of white, gray, and ochre across the surface. In between these solid rivers were dimpled plains and dune systems of ice and dust covered with frozen pools of nitrogen. In the distance, there were plateaus and canyons, even volcanic mountain ranges that spewed a constant dark gray ash into the void.

      (Only it wasn’t ash at all, but ice, rock crystals, and solidified nitrogen fragments.)

      “Landing in five, four, three . . .”

      The gravity of Triton was less than that of Earth’s Moon, and so the descent was easily controlled. The two-part vessel started to groan and move as it fell toward the surface, its abdomen uncurling until it was a flattened line as it slowly turned. The craft’s thrusters scattered dust and water vapors in wide gusts around it as its landing legs were extended, and the craft settled onto the surface.

      For a moment, the strange hornet craft was obscured by the clouds of vapor and ice that it had set up, but they quickly dispersed, revealing its hissing, settling black-and-steel body against the backdrop of the alien horizon and the blue giant of Neptune.

      “Field Team are go!”

      The suit-to-suit chatter intensified as a port door hissed open abruptly. A small unit of four people leapt out, the gravity carrying them in wide, leaping jumps before they crunched on the surface of the planet.

      If there had been any alert observer, this person might have noted how they moved with clockwork speed and efficiency, as if trained.

      They might also have noted how their black-and-deep-umber suits were heavy and large with exaggerated shoulders, collars, and hoods—very similar to the heavy encounter suits of the Earth Alliance Marines.

      “Field Team on surface. Coordinates set.”

      But there was no one to observe this hornet vessel or the members of this functional, austere team. They carried rifles, but these were mounted on the backs of their suits. No one expected trouble up here, so far from everywhere.

      Moving as one, the four-person team broke into running, leaping strides across the surface of Triton, covering long distances in a short time thanks to the light gravity. Their progress was tracked by those still in the hornet craft, and the movement of their four small suit vectors spread across the ship’s scanners like a forward wave.

      This team, born from Prospero Station and the confusion of the recent attacks, did not halt nor hesitate. They knew precisely where they were going.

      In less than an hour, the first of them started to slow their relentless pace as they neared their destination. Ahead was the edge of a small ice canyon, its walls glistening with ice and earthy striations.

      In the interior of the man’s suit (for the first of this team was a man, a stubble-jawed, severe-faced sort of one) there was an overlay of symbols, lines, and strange squiggles.

      The man hadn’t been there to see where they had first been inscribed. No matter. These half geometries were a perfect match for the lines and curves that a distant stealth marine had taken pictures of inside the alien star vessel at the site of one of Dr. Mountain Crow’s suggested “language centers.”

      The digital information overlaid the physical site, and there it was, stylized and caricatured perhaps—but it was undeniably a drawing of this very place.

      The canyon as a whole formed a sort of amphitheater picked out in a digital circle. Five swooping lines shot inwards from outside, pointing to five equidistant spots inside the canyon.

      And, when viewed in real space, there lay five frozen humps of ice at those exact locations over the otherwise flattened ground.

      “We have the site.” The stubble-jawed man raised his gloves to point at these five mounds. “Begin the excavation procedure.”

      He and the other three men moved forward, easily jumping down the walls of the canyon given the low gravity and unslinging tools that had been latched to their thighs. One of their team paused, removing the bulky backpack and flipping it open, for a circular drone to rise on its own thrusters from the pack. The red-eyed gleam of a laser cutter sparked underneath it as it soared toward the nearest of the mounds.

      Whatever it was that had been encoded inside the alien starcraft, inscribed in the hidden recesses long before it had ever gotten to Earthly space—his team had found it.

      And they had almost killed an entire plaza full of people to provide the cover for doing so . . .
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      Mars

      

      “We can still make it,” Holly said, noticing that the metal wire that she had first intended to save Private Valdez with was still with her. It led from her suit harness to loop under one of the boulders a couple of feet over her head.

      Valdez herself was also still with her and a couple of feet away, this time across from her on her own ledge.

      “I can swing across, grab you, and then we can use the line to climb back up to the crater, right?” Holly said.

      “How do we know the line won’t give?” Valdez said suspiciously. But for all her fraught demeanor, Holly could tell that she was scared. There was a certain quiver in her voice and an angry pitch to her defiance that Holly knew only too well. Probably because she was just the same; she got angrier the more worried she felt.

      Holly wondered if this was the result of a Breaker upbringing, where you were constantly surrounded by unfair conditions.

      “It’s what we got,” Holly said, remembering an old maxim of the Breaker community. We might not have what we want, but we’re smart and tough as all hell, and we can make do with what we’ve got.

      She saw Valdez’ eyes squint a little at her suggestion.

      “Uh-huh. I heard that about you,” the (only slightly) younger marine said. “You were Breaker. But not Kronos.”

      “Hephaestus,” Holly grunted, feeling her arms and the small of her back protest with aches and twinges. As strong as the heavy encounter suits were, as much as they aided the fortitude, strength, and resilience of the wearer, they weren’t designed to keep you hanging onto a rockfall forever.

      “But enough chatting. We got to get out of here before another of those mines goes off,” Holly was saying, looking down briefly as she gauged the place to swing out from and where to put her feet.

      To see something glint below them.

      “What the . . . ?” she whispered because she could see that a few feet below them, the desiccated canyon swept off to one side in a curve, revealing the bend of a boulder ledge—partially obscuring a tunnel.

      “That’s a tunnel!” Holly said.

      “I thought this whole dirt ball was filled with them, sister,” Valdez growled, trying to scrabble over the rocks toward her. She dislodged several smaller rocks and froze on the rock fall.

      “Frack,” Holly heard Valdez gasp.

      “I know,” Holly was saying, stretching out a hand that could almost reach the other marine. She tensed and took a swinging step, still attached to the rope.

      “Gotcha!” She caught the back of Valdez’ suit, and the two clung to each other, breathing hard with fear. When they had regained their breath, Holly looked back down at the tunnel that she had seen.

      The difference between this one and the many other wind- or water-carved tunnels that wormed their way through the Martian plateaus was that this one had broken metal cabling poking out one side of it. In addition, Holly could see what she was sure were the chewed-up metal tracks of something like a railway or cart ties.

      “It’s safe from the mines,” Holly said, “and it’s what we got.”
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        * * *

      

      “You sure about this, Lieutenant—ah, Captain, I mean?” She heard Marshal’s voice over the suit channels. He was clearly not impressed with the decision of the senior ranking officer to suddenly wander off into the dark, accompanied by just one other private first class marine.

      “I don’t have to remind you that you’re in the middle of a minefield, do I?” she heard the sergeant point out.

      “A minefield that we have successfully used up, I think,” Holly replied. She and Private Valdez were crouched on the edge of the boulders that clustered around the entrance to the tunnel, and yes, from what Holly knew about industry (which was no small amount, given her Breaker upbringing), she was looking at some kind of service passageway.

      Frayed and torn ends of power lines dangled from the metal cables and pipes, and the rent and ruined metal tracks that lay along the ground had undoubtedly been used to guide wheels that rolled along on top of them.

      “We’ve got word back from the commander,” Marshal said. “He says that he is sending medical and some dedicated mine-sweeper drones, and that no, there isn’t any notice of industrial workings in this area.”

      “Right.” Holly grinned through her helmet at Valdez, although the younger woman with dark hair just scowled back at her as if none of this was good news to anyone.

      “Then we have a definite lead on the source of the Jackals, right? The signals appear to show that they burst from the ground, and we already suspected that they might have been dropped and buried by some rogue transporter,” Holly inferred. “Now, right here in front of us, we have evidence that the Jackals could have been brought to the surface through these tunnels.”

      “Still don’t know how they got onto the planet, though,” Bastion Li cut in not very helpfully.

      Holly hissed. “Clues, Bastion. They are called clues—and my mission is authorized to go find them, okay?”

      “As you say, boss,” Bastion said a little mournfully. Holly just thought he was sore that he was not coming down here with them, to be honest. But his response did earn a snicker from Valdez beside her. Holly ignored it and focused on lowering herself into the gap that led down to the tunnel beyond.

      “Just await the medical, clear the area of the mines, and await further instruction,” Holly said as she hit the solid rock that the tunnel was inside. Her suit lights brightened automatically, revealing a long—and much bigger—tunnel than she had previously thought.

      “Hurry up and wait,” Bastion groaned, quoting what was the unofficial mantra of the Marine Corps.

      “Yup, suck it up, guys.” Holly nodded to Valdez as she crunched through the dirt behind her, and the two Breaker women drew their service pistols and trudged forward.
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        * * *

      

      Of course, what we are actually going to DO if we find more of the Jackals down here is anyone’s guess, Holly considered as she trudged down the dark tunnel. The only illumination glared from the inset LED lights on her and Private Valdez’ heavy encounter suit collars.

      The lights jagged and swept strangely over the rocky walls around them, revealing that this was a natural tunnel—but that humans had been here. The floor was eerily leveled and smoothed, and it had those twin metal tracks designed for—something, Holly thought.

      “Er, sir? We’re heading away from the target site,” Private Valdez said in a slightly stubborn voice. It was clear what she thought of this mission.

      Holly checked the coordinates quickly. She confirmed that they were moving away from the neon vectors on her map that indicated where the Jackals had first been spotted. Bit by bit, they drifted from the target site as they dove deeper into the subsurface of the red planet.

      “I get that,” Holly grumbled. “But the Jackals had to be brought there, right? The Main Array would have picked them up sooner if they had been dropped off right outside of Liberty.”

      “Hmm . . .” Private Valdez didn’t sound impressed. Or particularly enthusiastic about being down here, which was a feeling that Holly could have shared, really.

      If you take any Breaker and put them on a planet, Holly thought as she trudged, then we’re going to feel out of place pretty quickly. Maybe it was the fact that there were horizons now, ups and downs, edges and boundaries. Maybe it was the inescapable feel of gravity pulling at them every moment on a planet, making their bodies feel heavy, lumpen.

      And then if you put us under the ground!? Holly thought—and then tried not to think—about the mountains of solid weight that stretched above them. For a few tense seconds, the captain became convinced that the entire Martian plateau above would simply have to fall on their heads. What else could it do, really? Didn’t all matter want to crush downwards?

      Enough of that. Holly cleared her throat. When she glanced around, she saw that she had gotten several steps ahead of Valdez. The younger private had stopped and was looking down at something on the passageway floor.

      “What is it? You got something?” The captain cursed that she had not noticed whatever it was, she had been so wrapped up in her own thinking.

      “Well, I don’t know . . . I think?” The private looked down once more to the floor, where there was a wet patch of something dark and viscous.

      Oil? Grease? Holly thought at first, until she realized with a start that no—this was no mechanical derivative.

      “Suit scanners,” the captain said. Her forward vision was rapidly eclipsed by a swathe of neon green as the sensors built into her heavy encounter suit washed over the scene before them.

      
        
        CROPPER, H (Capt) HVY TCT / Scanners & Sensors . . .

        Analyzing . . .

        Identified!

        Results: Human blood.

      

      

      “Oh frack,” Holly breathed. “That’s human. And it’s fresh enough to get a positive identification on it, so it can’t be that old.”

      The captain turned to look up the passageway, which extended into deep gloom. No sign of anyone else—whether dead or alive. How far away from the plaza and the minefield were they now?

      “Why did someone even put a minefield out there?” she murmured. It wasn’t something that was on any tactical map, and if the Martians had done it—some deadly sort of training program perhaps—then it would have flagged up.

      Holly became certain that this had to be a part of the Jackal operation to kill Senator Rosewater, orchestrated by groups or people unknown.

      The minefield would catch those trying to follow the Jackals, Holly realized—just as it had done with her squad.

      “Come on,” she said, breaking into a jog.

      “What? Don’t we have to call this in?” Valdez muttered with a curse as she broke into a run beside Holly.

      The private was right, of course—but Holly was more concerned with calling in reinforcements to follow them. The captain felt certain that whoever had spilled that blood must have done so viciously, meaning that they might even still be down here and still have murderous intent.

      “Marshal? This is Cropper. Over,” she said into her suit, knowing that its transmitters would ping the message upwards to the man’s suit receivers.

      Only it didn’t.

      
        
        ERROR! Message undelivered . . .

      

      

      “Main Array? This is Captain Cropper of Forward Patrol. Over?” She tried again, this time announcing her subterranean plea to the net of satellites that ringed the red planet, the home to the Marine Academy of the Earth Alliance.

      
        
        ERROR! Message undelivered . . .

      

      

      “Frackit!” Holly growled. “It has to be all this rock between us and the surface. Trace metals, maybe. We can’t get a message through.”

      “What!? So we’re stuck down here!?” Valdez panted as they ran.

      “No, not stuck.” Holly was already pulling out her side arm, a large, bulky, and heavy pistol from her thigh harness. Beside her, Valdez did the same.

      What Holly would have given for her heavy marine rifle right about now, she could have groaned. But you make it work with what you’ve got, don’t you?

      “Captain!? Up ahead!” Valdez said, as a humped shape appeared out of the dark, illuminated in the glare of their suit lights.

      It was a body.
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      “Well, he sure looks dead, alright,” Valdez confirmed as they stepped gingerly around the shape on the floor.

      It was a man. And yes, Holly could see that Valdez’ powers of discernment were working perfectly. The man wore an encounter suit to protect him from the Martian lack of atmosphere, but his wrinkled face and bleached-blonde hair—and the mask of surprise—were all clearly visible past the clear plastic of his helmet.

      There was a terrible wound in the man’s chest, and Holly had to look away after seeing three terrible gouges that ran completely through his suit, like claw marks.

      “The Jackals,” she muttered, remembering the metal claws that had torn through her own personal defense suit. She still had the bandages on her ribs to prove it too.

      “What do you think happened? Was he their handler? Operator?” Valdez asked. She hadn’t yet directly fought the Jackals, since she had been at one of the other plazas at the time of the Liberty attack. She had only been drafted in after Holly and Bastion had stopped them.

      It meant that she didn’t really know how dangerous even one of them could be.

      “Could be,” Holly grimaced, reaching gingerly down with her boot to move the man’s arm just a little. She had seen the Jackals attack those who might be considered “their own” before—Zenetic staff—but that had only been at the instigation of Dr. Verondas.

      “They’re still robots, however,” Holly said. “They follow programming and orders.”

      The captain bent down to crouch next to the body, seeing that behind the cake of blood, there was an insignia on the man’s lapel. A small bronze badge of a star—no, a comet—with a tail flashing backwards and the words Prosper Dynamics written across the tail sweep.

      “Hey, I recognize that!” Valdez burst out.

      Holly looked up to see the marine private pointing back over and past their heads, toward the surface.

      “I’ve seen that logo back at the Academy. At the entry and departure ports on haulers and cargo crates. I think that they must be some kind of carrier company,” she said.

      Holly nodded. That made sense. There were plenty of small carrier and haulage companies that operated their own tiny fleets of vessels throughout the Alliance. Mostly, the smaller independents were Breakers who had managed to borrow enough corporate money to buy a few skiffs, launch them, and expect to pay off their contracted debt over the lifespan of their career. If the companies got really big or were very well regarded, then they might even get interior world contracts and get the seal of approval from Mars, Earth—even the Marine Academy.

      “Okay, independent haulers, then,” Holly said, cycling through her suit controls to ensure that she took pictures and kept records of the scans. This was quickly turning from a field survey to a hunt to an investigation.

      She still had never thought that the work of a captaincy would involve all of this.

      “An independent contractor might be the best bet to smuggle the Jackals onto the surface.” Holly nodded, and then her suit blipped an alarm in her ears.

      
        
        Warning! Movement detected!
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        * * *

      

      “Guard up.” Holly turned on her heel, still in a crouch as she snapped her pistol up toward the alert vector on her suit. It pulsed a warning orange. The captain had terrifying visions of a Jackal—or even a horde of them—leaping out of the darkness, their singular red eyes blinking as they did so . . .

      But no. That wasn’t what was coming for them. In fact—absolutely nothing was coming for them at all, and yet the movement warnings still sounded.

      “Switch in night vision,” Holly breathed. Her suit’s LED lights clicked off and the night vision filter tinged everything with green. Ironically, she could see better through this green light than she could before. There was a dim glow coming from up ahead, one that hadn’t been visible past the glow of their own suit lights.

      “On me,” Holly hissed as she cautiously started forward from her crouch, keeping her pistol up and at the ready.

      The glow got larger and more diffuse and showed that it was coming from around the nearest bend in the tunnel. As they neared it, they could even detect the sounds of movement and the mutter of voices.

      Valdez looked at her, worried, but Holly just held up one hand, halting her for a moment. She waited and took a deep breath, her eyes finding the younger woman’s in the dark.

      Through danger both external and internal, Holly thought as she held Valdez’ gaze and saw it harden before her.

      Yes, the captain thought. You’re ready for this.

      The captain crouched at the bend in the passageway and craned her neck around . . .

      To see that the passageway widened out almost immediately into a large—an exceptionally large—cavern with the faint glow of a ruddy Martian daylight at the far end. There were pillars of rock here and there holding the cavern up, but the majority of the space was open to the dust and thin air.

      And inside this space, there was a single transporter vehicle. The two large rocket nacelles on either side of its blocklike body, along with turbines and short, stubby wings, indicated that it could perform aerial maneuvers as well as close-orbit ones. It was the sort and size of shuttle that Holly had seen many times in the airs of Mars, the sort that was constantly chartered to move food and equipment and all sorts of general cargo from the freighters above to the domes and plazas below.

      And it had the sweeping gold comet of Prosper Dynamics on one side, underneath a smaller logo for the Martian colony.

      Gotcha, Holly thought, as she viewed the open ramp leading up to its main hold and a couple of people moving cabinets or medical units inside.

      Medical units—or launch units? she thought, frowning.

      She had seen just the same type of large metal-gray sarcophagi in a distant holding bay at Hephaestus, hadn’t she? She remembered what they had contained too—the Jackals that had been created and shipped ahead of Dr. Verondas, stolen by the militant Breaker Group known as the Sons of Thor, and activated to cause incredible damage across the station. A mere fifteen of those Jackals had nearly taken over Hephaestus, and they would have succeeded if it hadn’t been for Holly, Bastion, and Marshal.

      (And El, the thought of her old childhood Breaker friend flashed through her mind, unbidden.)

      “They can’t be allowed to leave the surface!” Holly whispered urgently to Valdez behind her. As soon as that cargo ship was airborne, it would likely be read the same as any other Martian private contractor and allowed to go wherever it wanted to.

      She could see that there were at least two of the Jackal caskets being slowly wheeled along the tracks up to the ramp. So, that is what those floor tracks are for, Holly understood, picturing the sarcophagi being pushed deep under the surface of Mars to their activation places. She pondered the dead Prosper Solutions worker that they had found. Was he someone who had tried to stop what the rest of his team were doing? Someone who had a sudden attack of conscience? Or was he instead someone who had just gotten in the way of one of the Jackals? She would never know.

      Were they empty? Were there any more of those murderbots inside the carrier? There was no way for Holly to know the truth.

      But there was certainly a way for her to stop them.

      For one and for all . . .

      The captain swung around the side of the tunnel and fired.
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      It was a warning shot, hitting the floor with a sharp rebuke and a scatter of sparks.

      “EA MARINES!” Holly Cropper shouted. “Freeze!”

      The two Prosper personnel at either end of the metal cart did exactly the opposite of freeze, however. They dove apart, one jumping behind the metal cart they had been pushing and the other leaping up the ramp and into the darkened belly of the Prosper cargo ship.

      “Dammit! Cover me!” Holly leapt forward. Why didn’t anyone ever do what they were told? She growled as her boots took her two lunging steps forward, with Valdez hitting the edge of the tunnel . . .

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Holly’s suit blipped as the first of the haulers snapped back up, this time holding in their hands the stubby semiautomatic that had been slung over their shoulders . . .

      BRRAP!

      The captain’s feet skidded as the report of bullets blistered along the floor toward her, seeking her out as she dove for the nearest of the rock pillars holding up the ceiling.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      Just before she made it to the relative safety of the rocky column, she felt the hammer of bullets hitting home against one side of her suit. Her leg spun out underneath her, and something kicked her hard in the side.

      “Ach!” She had been hit on the side which the claws of the Jackal had so recently found, and Holly was tumbling over, gasping for breath. She ended up sprawled and facedown on the cavern floor.

      Thankfully, she had ended up behind the pillar, and she snatched her arms in tight to her head as she kissed the ground. There were warning signals going off across her suit, but she couldn’t see any fast-tempo, red flashes that indicated serious damage to either her suit or herself. She thanked her lucky stars (and for a Breaker, those were many) that these heavy encounter suits were made of strong stuff.

      “Captain!” Valdez fired several rounds down at their attacker, forcing them back behind the sarcophagus.

      The sarcophagus. The sarcophagus! Holly’s thoughts hammered. They couldn’t give their shooter time to activate what it might contain.

      “I’m okay! Keep firing!” Holly said, ignoring her pain as she pulled herself up to a crouch and dared to look around.

      BRRAP!

      Just in time to see the man dart out from one side, semiautomatic raised.

      Frack! Holly flipped back swiftly as bullets hammered the far side of her cover, and rock dust plumed around her.

      “Keep it up! Covering fire!” Holly demanded over their shared channel. Valdez’ reports continued to sound, singular and spitting, silencing their attacker, who must have ducked down.

      Now or never.

      As the private fired, Holly pushed herself out and leapt forward. She still had thirty feet to cover—a long way in battle—and her first foot hit the rocky floor, and then the next, and then . . .

      Their shooter appeared again, popping up this time from the far end of the Jackal container bed, rapidly firing a burst up at the passageway and Valdez.

      Fracker! Holly growled, snap firing at him as her next boot landed, and then the next, and she saw him turn toward her.

      But he was already too late. Holly’s final leap in the thinner gravity took her directly to the top of the Jackal unit, boots crunching on the metal of its cover. She was now running along it, her pistol in both hands as her body aimed faster than her mind could.

      She pulled the trigger, and the man was flung backward to the floor.

      “Valdez—advance! Cover the cargo hold!” she shouted. She leapt from the end of the metal sarcophagus to land in a crouch beside the struggling, groaning man, grabbing him and pulling him back behind the metal box.

      The man was still alive, with red blotches quickly appearing on his left shoulder where Cropper’s bullet had punctured through the thinner material of his service suit. He was groaning and gasping inside the oval of his helmet.

      “I should let you die for what you caused up there!” She switched over to public transmission broadcast as she woman-handled him, pulling him deeper under cover roughly. He feebly tried to bat her away.

      But Holly was a trained marine. And she was also a trained marine inside a heavy encounter suit with lots of augmented strength. She pushed away the larger man’s efforts with ease as she pulled from one of her utility belts two wound patches which could sit over the entry and exit wounds, releasing coagulants and sterile agents. It would stop him from bleeding out, she knew—but it would also increase the likelihood of a blood clot in the short term.

      “It’s the best we can do,” she said, pressing the patches home on either side of the man’s shoulder.

      “Captain!?” came back Valdez’ voice. “What are you doing? That man tried to kill us!?”

      “Marines don’t execute people, Private,” Cropper said sternly as the man gasped and groaned in pain from his rough treatment. If she wasn’t lucky, he might just die of shock. Next, she pulled out the suit sealant and sprayed a thick layer on both areas of the broken suit before she pulled the man’s hands behind his back (to more silent gasps of pain) and snapped some autocuffs on him.

      “There. That’ll do.” Cropper sighed, picking up her gun as all of a sudden, her own pains returned to her. “You know the training, Valdez,” she breathed. “Enemy contact in battle is one thing, but we have a duty to professional service as well. And anyway, these men might be able to shed some light on how they got a hold of the Jackals and who they’re working for.”

      “You think they’re working for someone?” Valdez said. She was already advancing up the ramp, her gun up, and sweeping the darkened cargo hold on the other side for the final combatant.

      “I’ve no doubt,” Cropper intoned, standing up to join her. “Verondas was selling those Jackals for tens of thousands of credits. And these schmucks look more like goons and henchmen than they do kingpins.”

      
        
        Warning! Movement detected!

      

      

      Holly had just put one foot on the ramp of the Prosper Dynamics cargo skiff when there was a sudden gasp of light and air from the thrusters. The ramp—and the entire cargo ship—started to move.

      “Frack!” She heard Valdez swear as her own feet gave way underneath her. The ship was starting to scrape along the floor, accelerating. Valdez had thrown herself forward into the hold, and Holly slammed bodily down on the ramp, tumbling . . .

      She threw her arm out, catching the metal rungs of the ramp.

      Of course, now she was hanging onto the still-extended cargo ramp as the entire ship started to gain speed, skidding across the ground toward the distant, ochre gleam of Martian daylight.

      “Valdez!” Holly screamed.

      She heard grunts and crashes on the other side of her suit-to-suit transmission to Valdez’ suit. The other person who had leapt undercover had clearly made it to the cockpit. And from there, they had decided to hightail it out of there.

      The craft was accelerating, rising three feet off of the cavern floor, then suddenly slamming against it again awkwardly. Holly pulled herself inch by inch up the ramp, tucking her legs high to avoid getting them crushed.

      Whoever was flying this thing was either not a particularly good pilot or was totally terrified of being caught. Holly wondered if she had shot the actual pilot of the Prosper craft.

      WHAM!

      The Prosper Dynamics skiff bounced off of the cavern floor once more and swerved to the side to avoid hitting the wall—which meant that the side Holly was clinging for dear life to was about to scrape along one of the rocky cavern pillars.

      Holly bucked, performing a backwards roll up the last foot of the ramp and into the relative safety of the cargo hold as the ramp behind her slammed into the rock pillar and was sheered free from its metal home. Holly crabbed backwards as acceleration and resistance threatened to suck her back outside. The Prosper craft was now ten feet off of the ground, and it was scraping rivers of sparks from its top against the cavern ceiling.

      It’ll never make it to space, Holly thought in sudden alarm. The ramp mechanism had also been a part of the door. Maybe the would-be getaway driver didn’t care, or they had another rendezvous site to get to in order to make a more discrete getaway.

      Or maybe, the dismal thought flashed across Holly’s mind, their pilot didn’t realize his craft was open to the elements, and they were all about to become the flaming comet of the company whose logo was emblazoned on the craft’s exterior.

      “Valdez!” Holly shouted again, staggering to her feet as the craft rocked once more, swerved . . .

      And then, with an almighty thump that threw the captain to the hold’s metal floor once more, the craft went crashing down, its engines off, and skidded to a halt on the very edge of the mouth of the Martian cavern.

      “Dear, sweet, suffering stars.” Holly coughed when she realized that she could still, in fact, breathe. Just a few feet away from her, the edge of the cavern yawned, revealing the ochre daylight and the edge of a cliff that extended above the cave mouth and below.

      “Captain?” She heard Valdez’ voice over the suit communicator.

      “Uhr, yeah?” Holly pushed herself back from the edge, panting.

      “I made it to the cockpit and had some words with the pilot,” Valdez said. Holly wasn’t too sure what that exactly meant, but she was sure that the woman sounded pretty pleased with herself.
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      Neptune / Saturn

      

      On the icy moon of Triton, many hundreds of thousands of miles away; the team of quiet, functional men and women in unmarked heavy encounter suits had finished their excavation.

      “All Field Team check oxygen reserves,” one of their number, the burly, stubble-chinned leader announced as he straightened up from his own dig.

      In front of them, the orb of Neptune had risen over the horizon, casting everything in an eerie, washed-out blue glow. The plateaus of Triton held them like a hand, and, in the distance, the eternal cryovolcano still thundered silently, throwing its ice and nitrogen into space.

      If the man—the leader of this small team, although no one had any official ranks—had given himself pause for thought, he would have reflected how creepy this scene was. The light was wrong. The gravity was wrong. The stars looked different out here than they did from the inner planets.

      But the leader of this unmarked and unregistered team was a pragmatic sort. That was why he had been chosen.

      That was why, when he looked down at the excavated hole that he had to use a laser cutter on in the end, he did not bat an eyelid to see what it contained.

      There lay a pillar of perfectly concentric circles with their outer surface covered with more of the strange swirls, lines, and almost-hieroglyphs. Alien technology. Just like the pillars that had been uncovered at the Fury Site of asteroids, two years ago.

      There were four more similar pillars in the center of the other ice mounds here, and each one was precisely where the alien star map had indicated that it would be.

      “Field Team back off,” the man whispered over their suit-to-suit channels, and the three other workers broke from their labor, taking their equipment and their ice-cutting drone with them.

      Only the man, their leader, was left, and he got to work immediately—unpacking the mobile transmitter that they had brought and setting it near one of the pillars, adjusting the disk so that it pointed back and away toward the distant planets. Toward Saturn.

      Toward the alien star vessel.

      “Beginning transmission,” the man breathed and switched it on. A stream of wavelength data spread across the lower part of his screen. It was a perfect match to the alien subspace transmission that had first been activated at the Fury Site and which had brought the alien vessel here in the first place.

      There were slight bursts of movement from the pillars around him as the ice broke off their rings, and they started to turn.

      And turn faster.

      And faster.
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        * * *

      

      Many hundreds of miles away even from that, the yellow-orange orb of Saturn hung bright in the dark skies of heaven. Her rings were broad and colorful, a deep orange, yellow, umber, and the faintest blush of pink.

      Saturn would have been a marvel all on its own, even were it not for the alien star vessel that hung like a crystalline, three-dimensional star itself—against the night.

      The alien star vessel was still ringed with its attendant embargo of EA Marine vessels, from gunboats to destroyers to stealth vehicles. Their antennas and weapons ports were still locked on the alien vessel itself—but there were fewer of them now than there had been before.

      Until fairly recently, the entourage of Senator MacArthur had been here at the alien star vessel as a part of their “Grand Senatorial Tour.” When word of the attacks on Mars against Senator Rosewater had reached MacArthur and the star vessel, the senator and his retinue was immediately recalled back to Ganymede-1—and with a full military escort, too, just in case the terrorist attacks were widespread against the entire tour.

      So, there were fewer eyes on the alien star vessel when out of nowhere, something started to happen . . .

      All of a sudden, there were bursts of gasses and small sparks of plasma across the star vessel.

      “ALERT! ALERT—WARNING! IMMEDIATE MARINE WARNING!”

      Alarms blared across the watching, scanning, and observing vessels. None of their sirens and strategy analysis did any good, however, against what happened next.

      The sudden bursts of plasma fire had erupted from halfway along the arms of five separate points of the crystal ship. These were the smaller arms, the secondary arms that sat in between the compass-point cardinals. These smaller arms started to flare with rapid light reflections as marine staffers and intelligence officers screamed at each other for an explanation.

      And, at five separate arms throughout the vessel, the pointed ends detached like small arrows—each one no bigger than a regular marine skiff. They floated free for a moment, tumbling forward of their own accord.

      Before sudden washes of indigo, purple, and green light flared from their bases, and they turned on a propulsion system that no human had ever seen before. Then they sped as fast as lightning, as fast as thought, out of reach of any marine blockade or weapons system.

      And each of these five alien darts was unerringly flying toward a distant, icy moon orbiting around the distant, blue world of Neptune . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Mars—Aries Station

      

      “Captain, Sergeants . . .”

      The face of Commander Silas flickered into holographic life ahead of them, and it was grim, his mouth a thin line as he greeted the senior officers of the Forward Patrol.

      Captain Cropper and Sergeants Li and Smith were sitting in a small, dark briefing room with the wide holographic screen directly in front of them. Disconcertingly, the entire room around them tremored and shuddered every so often as the craft that they (and the rest of the entire Forward Patrol squad) rode in rocketed up through the Martian atmosphere.

      There were no portholes in this room, and so there was no way for Holly or the others to see the plasma flames of their rockets or the burst of blackness as they broke upwards through the upper atmosphere like a thrown star. They could not see the community of blinking satellites or the giant Earth Alliance gunships and destroyers that circled in near orbit constantly around Mars, given its state of emergency.

      But the officers could feel the judder of the transporter ship around them as they ascended, and they could feel the securities of the X-webbing harness that held them tight to their chairs.

      (It was actually highly unusual to conduct a briefing during entry, re-entry, or launch—but these were strange and precarious times, as Commander Silas outlined to them.)

      “You may be wondering why you are on immediate redeployment,” Silas said. Even over the ethers, there was something about the gravity of his language that urged the watching officers to silence (no small feat given that the irrepressible Marshal Smith was one of them).

      Yes, that is exactly what I am wondering, Holly thought. She’d barely had time to report on their findings under the surface of Mars when they had been ordered straight to the launch pads, still in their heavy encounter suits, and with promises that their kit bags had already been stowed ahead of them.

      “These are the scenes from the alien star vessel just a few hours earlier,” the commander said. The screen flickered and replayed the abrupt, unexpected departure of the star vessel’s smaller, almost crystalline arms.

      Silence spread throughout the cabin as each of the humans tried to assess what they were seeing and to put it into some kind of context that made sense.

      “Did it . . . It woke up!” Holly managed to say after the image had replayed itself once more on a loop.

      The star vessel has woken up. Nothing stopped it last time. We didn’t even have one single weapon that could . . . Her thoughts raced as she remembered back to when that alien vehicle first had arrived here in their solar system.

      “It was only the fact that we found a way to jam that damn transmitter,” Holly whispered to herself.

      “And it looks like it wasn’t enough, was it?” Bastion grunted beside her.

      For once, Commander Silas let them bicker and mutter their thoughts. It was an indication to all of them exactly how unsettling this was. Holly pondered if each and every commander, general, admiral, and senator—in short, everyone who knew what had happened up there near Saturn—was wondering if this was it. Whether another attack was imminent . . .

      Because I know I am, Holly thought grimly, before she suddenly asked, “Was it to do with the Jackals? Last time . . .” her voice trailed away.

      “We are unsure at this time, Captain,” Silas said severely. “But yes, we do know, thanks to the research by one of the scientists at the star vessel, that every time that those Jackals—that alien technology—was activated, it recreated the original alien signal which activated the star vessel.”

      Silas looked momentarily confused, and he muttered, “It’s as if the signal itself has a mind of its own. A living code. Something that wants to be used . . .”

      “Sir?” Holly asked, feeling way out of her depth. Which was probably because she was.

      “Either way,” the commander cleared his throat and drew himself up a little bit straighter where he sat. “We have your report, captains, sergeants. We know that the Jackal units were smuggled to the surface of Mars by the corporation known as Prosper Dynamics, based out of Prospero Station.”

      Prospero! Holly thought. The last official EA station past Saturn, wasn’t it?

      “Sir,” Holly asked, “didn’t you say that Prospero Station was one of the locations for the Grand Senatorial Tour?”

      “You’re right, Captain. It was,” the commander said heavily. “As was the star vessel itself. But there have been no more coordinated attacks against senators than this one on Mars. In fact, we drew all our senators back from their destinations as soon as we could.”

      Ah. Immediately, it hit Holly what was happening. The smuggled Jackals. The minefield.

      “It was a diversion,” she said. “While we all had our eyes on protecting the senators, we took our eyes off what could be happening at the star vessel. Somebody set this up!” she ended with a growl.

      She was rewarded with an uneasy nod from Commander Silas before them all.

      “That’s our best guess at the moment, Captain. We don’t know if these smuggled and released Jackals were in some way instrumental to whatever the actual alien star vessel just did—maybe the robots ‘woke up’ the vessel, like before.” Silas shook his head before continuing.

      “But it looks to the top strategists like a diversion. Most of our forces have pulled back toward the interior planets and separated out to rendezvous and protect the various senators. We have to bring them safely home if we are to maintain a stable Earth Alliance,” the man said bitterly, as if repeating someone else’s words. Someone that he didn’t agree with.

      “But we know the heading of the star fragments,” Commander Silas continued. “Neptune.”

      “Neptune?” Holly, Bastion, and Marshal all burst out. Why would any alien seek to attack the blue planet? There was absolutely nothing there!

      “Or more precisely, Triton, one of Neptune’s moons. If the fragments maintain their current course and speed, that is,” Commander Silas informed them. “And because almost all of our forces are tied up with escorting the senators or safe-guarding the colonies and stations—I will be sending you and the Forward Patrol there.”

      “But sir,” Marshal burst out. “The journey will take weeks! There must be others nearby whom you can send?”

      “None with the experience of the alien threat as you have. And, quite frankly, this is a Forward Patrol issue. First eyes on, intelligence, surveillance, and threat assessment,” Silas said proudly.

      “You will be boarding a high-speed marine gunboat, the Wasp, at Aries Station, and from there, you will slingshot toward Neptune as fast as our technology can take you.”

      Oh wow, Holly thought dryly. She was still trying to come to terms with what had just happened. How quickly everything had changed for her. She wondered how her newly expanded squad was going to take it too. Not five hours ago, they were dodging mines on the surface of Mars.

      Now they were on their way to their first away mission on a deep space, Outer planet.

      Welcome to the Marine Corps, she thought grimly.
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        * * *

      

      “Listen up, people!” Holly said as she moved through the hold of the EA Marine attack gunboat, the Wasp. The ship itself was much larger than any EA craft that Captain Cropper had been in charge of before. It was larger than the Wren, larger than the Forward Patrol skiff for sure, and it now housed her old three-person crew—herself, Bastion, and Marshal—as well as the ten new marine first class privates. It had two main thruster engines around its central Enhanced Feynman Drive, a main bulk of a fattened body, and a slightly smaller, blocky compartment ahead of the others, giving it the characteristic look of its namesake.

      “Thirteen is an unlucky number, you know,” she heard the large shape of Sergeant Bastion Li behind her mutter darkly. “Well, it is on the generation caravans, anyway,” he grumbled.

      “Not for the Breakers,” Holly quipped just as quickly back before she turned to address the hold full of her new squad. She didn’t have time to indulge in the superstitions of her trusted combat specialist, who had experienced the strange upbringing of growing up aboard one of the giant carriers and haulers that moved on permanent, perennial loops through the solar system.

      For her, the number thirteen was a badge of honor. Like the death’s head or the skull and crossbones, the number thirteen was one of those many superstitions that the Breaker Group had claimed as their outcast, lucky symbol. It was with this sense of not hope, but something resembling ferocity that Holly Cropper gazed across the sea of faces looking up at her.

      The assembled members of the new Forward Patrol were spread throughout the main hold, some performing ad hoc exercises in their olive green fatigues, using the bulkheads and webbing as resistor straps. Others were playing cards atop ammo crates, with still others doing a variety of tasks like kit cleaning or even sleeping on makeshift bunks.

      It was cramped in the Wasp, which was one of the smallest class of gunboats that the Earth Alliance Marines had. Its smaller size and large engines made it quick, Sergeant Marshal Smith had told her—but Holly had still worried about her people. How would the new squad cope at close quarters on their first field mission? How long had any of them spent in space before?

      “Captain on deck!” One of them—Private Fenchurch, Holly noted—called suddenly, for the rest of the marines to scramble to their feet and give hazy, if correct, salutes.

      Apart from one small crowd of marines, Holly’s eyes found, who were slower than all of the others.

      Falko, Jenkins, and Johnston, Holly noted with an internal sigh. She kept her eyes on them as the three men sauntered and turned for Falko to regard her warily for a moment before throwing a very lackadaisical salute. There was even a vague smirk on Falko’s face after his arm returned.

      I shouldn’t be surprised, she thought. There was always one in every group—someone who was either more belligerent or who felt like they had more to prove than the others and figured that acting out or being tough was a way to get respect from the eyes of their peers. She had seen the same behavior in her own training at the Academy, and also when she had been back in the Breaker Group—for a moment, she idly wondered if she had mostly been that person.

      And Holly knew that she couldn’t let that sort of behavior continue. Not in the face of whatever they were going to come up against next.

      “Private Falko!” she called out, stalking forwards into the hold of the Wasp straight toward him. The other marines melted away from her path like butter until it was only Falko and his other two henchmen standing before her, and she didn’t stop in her march until she was directly in front of him, right in his face.

      “Captain?” Falko said, as that stupid little smirk on his face—if anything—carved a little deeper.

      You trying to rile me, Private? Holly eyeballed him hard.

      “I need you to step lively when you’re called, Private,” she enunciated the last word very clearly. Her words carried throughout the room, and she could feel everyone else listening to this exchange.

      “I’m sorry, Captain. I didn’t quite hear you—” Falko started to say in an off-handed way, triggering the smallest snigger from one of the other men who had been playing cards with him. Johnston, Holly noted for future reference.

      “Are you telling me that you have a medical complaint, Falko? That you are unfit to serve?” Holly demanded. “If you are unable to even use your ears, then I struggle to see why you are here on my crew.”

      Holly could see Falko’s eyes flare just slightly, and she could have sworn that she could even read the thought that flashed through there—that he would be delighted to not have to serve under her.

      What is it, because I’m a woman? Holly wondered. Stars alone knew that there were plenty of people like that in the Earth Alliance military, who ignored the fact that women’s bodies had better capabilities of endurance and pain thresholds than those of a man and still regarded them as “a weaker sex.”

      Or is it because I’m a Breaker? she thought. That could just as easily be the case, with the Breaker Group being widely regarded as the scum of the solar system.

      Ugh. Holly didn’t have the time nor the inclination to try and figure it out.

      “I asked you a question, Private Falko!” Holly demanded. “Are you unfit to serve!?”

      “Captain, sir,” Falko seemed to become aware that the eyes of the rest of the squad were on him. He rallied to the performance. “I have to admit that I do feel a little under the weather . . .”

      There was another small gasp of breath from Johnston beside him, surprised at the audacity of Falko to so directly appear to smart-talk the captain.

      “Well, nothing like hard work to clear the head—and the ears, Private,” Holly said, remembering an old punishment that she had to endure many times back on Hephaestus Station. “You and Private Johnston here can clean the purification filters for us. Water, food, and waste.” She grinned at him, knowing that the sludge that accumulated in the filter tanks of the Wasp would be truly awful.

      “Sir, Captain—aren’t they installed brand new every time a ship leaves dock?” Johnston burst out.

      He was right, of course. But right now, Holly didn’t much care.

      “Jump to it, gentlemen. You’ll find protective gear in the engine rooms, as well as brushes. The job should take you a couple of hours,” she said with a slow smirk of her own.

      There. How do you like that? she thought, seeing Falko’s eyes harden into a look of black hate.

      Tough, she threw the thought at him before turning away just as smartly to the rest.

      “We approach Neptune’s largest moon of Triton in four hours. You have time for rest, and after that, I need your kit and yourselves ready, understood?” she called out to the others, who mutely nodded.

      “We’ll be going in using two fire teams. One under myself and the other under Sergeant Li here.” She rattled off the names, ensuring that she had Valdez on her five-person squad, as well as Falko. She wanted to separate him from his buddies as soon as possible and to keep him close to herself where she could keep an eye on him. And she knew that Bastion would not put up with fools or bullies on his squad.

      “At ease, marines,” she said sternly, before turning around to stalk back to the forward section of the Wasp. She was sure that she could feel the glares of Falko sticking into her back as she did so.
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      Triton

      

      “Gambol! Sir!” The panicked words of one of the dark-suited men met the leader’s ears on the surface of Triton. The man in the private stealth vehicle sounded alarmed—as they should all be, given what was heading toward them.

      “What is it, Meyers?” said the stubble-jawed leader of the austere, hardened team. Gambol—once Captain Gambol—was a veteran of countless skirmishes, both in space and on land, and only a few of them were battles that were officially recognized in any newswire or history broadcast.

      The man’s “professional” career was checkered. There had been deployments against pirates and smuggler gangs, clear-outs of unofficial colony stations set up (mostly by the Breakers on small asteroids and rocks where they thought the Earth Alliance wouldn’t find them). But there had been just as many other missions, too, bought and paid for by people with expensive suits and offices on Venus. Those other missions had been less . . . pleasant, but Gambol had always gotten the job done, whether he was taking corporate or Alliance credits for it.

      So, the man whose only identifier was “Gambol” was not a man who was easily surprised or shocked. He had seen—and been responsible for—entire habitats blowing up. He had performed in-flight, ship-to-ship invasions. He had cut off oxygen tanks to entire pirate stations.

      He thought that there wasn’t much left in the solar system that could unsettle him.

      Even if, right now, he was looking at five spinning pillars of alien technology, crackling with white-blue static lightning around them as they spun faster and faster . . .

      Meh, the man thought. It was just another day for him, wasn’t it? It didn’t matter what the alien structure did. He had a job to do, and he was getting paid to do it.

      “What is it?” Gambol was forced to ask the distant comms and ship specialist back on their stealth ship again. Gambol didn’t like having to ask things twice. He made a note to make sure that Meyers never worked with him on a mission ever again.

      “Sir—I mean, we’ve got something coming in, fast!”

      “Right. You know the drill,” Gambol said the words over the public suit-to-suit channels. He hadn’t been expecting the Earth Alliance Marines to arrive this quickly. Hadn’t the distraction worked? Shouldn’t all of the marine forces be pulled back to protect the senators?

      He wondered if there was some idle Patrol skiff or Scout vessel that had been dispatched by a regional commander. Unlucky for them. Gambol checked his suit timing. He had strict orders to keep these pillars active. One little marine ship was certainly something that they could deal with.

      “Warm up the cannons and rail guns, Meyers. I’ll take over from here,” the leader said. He hurriedly turned and started jumping over the broken-ice landscape of Neptune’s moon toward their vessel.

      “Sir?” The three other ex-marines, mercenaries, and other “specialized professionals” looked up at his passing.

      “Stay with the pillars! Make sure they keep working!” Gambol ordered as his suit crackled once more.

      “Gambol, sir—this . . . I’m not sure that this is . . .” Meyers seemed more panicky than ever. Completely terrified, even. Gambol sighed. It was always thus with first timers. When it came to actually pointing a gun at Earth Alliance Marines—the people who were supposed to be the “good guys”—there were many that balked at the last moment.

      It happened. Some people just weren’t cut out for this kind of job. Gambol usually shot them in that case.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity alert!

      

      

      But even Gambol’s own suit was now starting to flare with an alarm over the smooth, black plastic of his face screen.

      “What the . . . ?” The man’s heavy, metal boots hit the floor and skidded through the rock dust as he half turned, raising his rifle upwards . . .

      To see that there were five stars heading his way.

      Only they weren’t stars, he realized They were ships. And there were more of them than he had anticipated. A whole lot more of them than just one Patrol skiff.

      Five Scout vessels? The thought flashed through his mind. Even with those numbers—his team might be able to pull off the mission. The ship that they had was one of the best. It had ex-military intelligence stealth tech supplied by some extremely interested (and very well-connected) backers. It had triple-layered armor. It had cannons, rail guns, and missiles. It might be able to take on five smaller, three-person vessels.

      But the stars above him were getting larger, and they glinted strangely in the light as they burned toward Triton. The distant, reflected light of Neptune and the starlight shone off their sides, much more so than they would do against metal.

      Like they are made of glass. Or crystal, the thought flashed through his mind, as the ships grew larger and larger.

      The five craft were cylinders. Pointed and wedge-shaped. Not that much bigger than a Patrol or Scout EA Marine vessel, but when their surfaces weren’t gleaming with reflective light, than they appeared to be made of a whitish material.

      They weren’t any EA Marine vessel that Gambol had ever seen, the man realized in that instant.

      They grew larger as a strange, purple light flared from their bases. They spiraled and flowed around each other in a widening circle. Their flight maneuvers were far too exact. They kept in perfect formation in a better act of flying than Gambol had ever seen before.

      And much to Gambol’s chagrin—it seemed that Meyers was right. They were coming in too fast.

      “Holy frack!” Gambol whispered, turning to leap.

      As the five ships flared through Triton’s thin atmosphere—and slammed into the icy surface of the world.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Warning! Warning!

      

      

      The grim, stubble-jawed Gambol opened his eyes to the blare and shriek of alarms. His suit warnings were flaring orange and red—bad signs. Something had happened.

      Oh, right. He was lying on his back and looking up at a radiant light.

      What?

      There was a dome of shifting light over his head, flaring, flickering, and changing at every moment, as if he were looking into water. He tried to turn his head, but a pain shot up through his body, causing him to hiss in sudden agony.

      He was injured. Perhaps badly. He tried lifting his head once more for another wave of pain to wash over him—but this time he was expecting it, and it was far more manageable. Gambol was a man who was used to dealing with pain, even if he wasn’t used to whatever was happening around him right now. He struggled, managing to raise his head a little to see that the glittering dome extended fully around the canyon crater where he recently had been. He was lying just inside its curve. The ice-and-rock floor of the moon’s surface was brilliant and glassy in its radiance.

      But where was it coming from?

      Over to his left, there was the canyon site where the pillars had been churning—only if the pillars still stood, he had no idea—because in the way now stood the five crystal-white cylinders. They had punctured deep holes into the surface of the world, and their bodies stuck straight up out of the ice and rock like much larger, flat-topped pillars than those that had been there before.

      Each one had landed at a perfect distance to each other. And none of them had been destroyed in the impact.

      “Team One . . . ?” Gambol breathed over the suit channels. “Team One . . . over?”

      For many long moments, there was no response from any of the other four men on his field team.

      “Meyers?” Gambol tried.

      
        
        Error! Permanent signal failure to main vessel . . .

      

      

      But there was no way that the man’s suit transmitters could get through the glittering wall of whatever that was!

      “Suh-Sir . . . ? Gambol? Are you there?” But then, finally, there was a faint sound from one of his team. Gambol had trouble seeing which one it was since his screen kept on fuzzing and breaking apart with static.

      “Dammit!” he hissed and then, “Yes. I’m here. Where are you, over?”

      There was a movement a little ways away, down in the depression where the alien ships had pierced themselves. Gambol strained (teeth gritting against the pain) to see a shape rise slowly from the ground, lurch, stumble. It was definitely one of his men. He had no idea where the others were, but the impact of the alien craft must have sent a shock wave through them all. His man appeared disoriented, hurt.

      “I’m here! Above you!” Gambol said once again, struggling to half push himself up on his hands.

      Just as another brilliance filled the space below him, spilling from an opening doorway in one of the five vessels. The light was brilliant, and it caught the distant struggling team member perfectly.

      “Ach!” Gambol heard the man’s surprise, saw him slump once more to the ground.

      As something stepped out of that light.

      “What the . . . ?” By now, Gambol had realized that these five strange craft had something to do with the alien star craft. This was all alien technology. That was what this mission (even if he hadn’t been informed) was all about.

      But the alien star craft didn’t have creatures inside of it, did it? That wasn’t what Gambol had been led to believe—and he still had unofficial contacts among the highest ranking members of the EA Marines, the very same ones that worked to police their captive alien vessel.

      The alien star vessel was unmanned. Or at least, it was supposed to be.

      And yet, there was the unmistakeable shape of a figure stepping down through the brilliance. Gambol couldn’t see much detail of what the figure was—there was simply too much light, and the figure was a hazy darkness inside of that. But it was bipedal, of that he was sure. It had two arms and two legs.

      And if his vision could tell him anything—then it was easily taller than the struggling human before it. Gambol guessed that it had to be at least seven or eight feet tall.

      “What is that. What is that!?” Gambol started to struggle as he watched the figure step toward his teammate. The man was trying to reach for a dropped rifle, but he stumbled and tripped on the ice.

      And the creature stepped forward implacably, reaching the place where Gambol’s man lay in an instant with its long strides . . .

      The unofficial captain of the Field Team saw the figure bend at the waist (if such a thing had a waist) just momentarily and then reach out a hand, stretching down toward his man.

      “Get off him. Don’t touch him!” Gambol was hissing and then shouting as alarm and fear forced him into an upright position. He may be a mercenary. He might be likely to get rid of his own team members if they disobeyed him—but there was still an old core of loyalty left in him, a not-terrified part of Gambol might have been surprised to notice. It was the fact that the danger that faced them all was so alien and so strange.

      The giant of a creature paused briefly, and Gambol was sure that he saw the creature’s head turn upwards toward him for an instant.

      As it reached down with one outstretched hand, seizing onto the terrified man’s head and slowly lifting it upwards and upwards—until the giant had lifted the man bodily from the surface of the moon with just one arm.

      “Let him go!” Gambol cried out, forcing himself to his hands and knees as pain wracked through his body.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      There was a blip of electronic noise from his suit, as instantly the suit-to-suit channel between him and his fellow teammate clicked into static. As Gambol watched, he could see the alien twist its wrist and flick the dead marine to one side. The man’s body floated downward to the surface of Triton with surreal, macabre grace.

      And now the alien was looking at him, and it was stalking toward him over the icy waste that was Triton . . .
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      Triton

      

      “Coming up to target fast,” Sergeant Marshal Smith, at the helm of the Wasp, announced.

      Marshal didn’t have to tell Holly that she should take a look at this, because Holly was already in the cockpit, leaning over where Marshal sat in the flight chair to stare at the distant blue orb of Neptune.

      She is beautiful, Holly thought when she saw the deep, neon-and-cerulean blues of the large planet, with its slight haze of a disk around her.

      But it was a beauty that was also terrifying, Holly thought. There was something surreal and dreamlike about Neptune. Something that was almost sleepy and intoxicating, a feeling which unsettled Holly and made her think of sedatives or psychosis.

      And there was Triton, the largest moon of the blue planet, already growing larger in their viewer.

      
        
        Warning! Unidentified ship detected!

      

      

      Ahead on the cockpit, there was a swift decreasing flare of hololight as a small shape on the ice surface of Triton quickly enlarged. In the pop-out image was a landing vessel made of two connected parts. It sat on the surface of the planet, black and stilled.

      “That’s . . . that’s military tech,” Marshal breathed as he looked at it. “Or intelligence?”

      The vessel was matte instead of gloss. Its fractal-patterned edges seemed to absorb and diffract light instead of reflect it.

      “Did Commander Silas send someone here before us?” Holly murmured, as all of their Wasp’s alarms went completely wild. Holly didn’t even need to ask what it was, since the moon was slowly turning and revealing a glittering white orb that appeared to be made out of scintillating light on one small, upper portion of the moon.

      “What the stars am I looking at?” Holly breathed.

      “Damned if I know,” Marshal said honestly. “I’m picking up massive energy readings. Massive. It seems to be an energy or plasma ball, or a field somehow. Something that is stable and isn’t degrading.”

      “I have no idea what you just said,” Holly whispered as the shape enlarged in their viewer.

      “Don’t worry. Neither do I,” Marshal said, throwing scans at the glittering image of light.

      “It’s coming back with massive electromagnetic pulse radiation,” Marshal said and winced.

      “Like I said, see my earlier comment,” Holly growled at his shoulder. To her eyes, she was looking at a silver-and-white, flashing orb that appeared to be made entirely of lightning and starlight.

      “It’s a force field,” Marshal said. “A real life force field!”

      “What!?” The captain blinked, swallowed nervously. She realized that she was very, very far from her comfort zone—and that this was precisely her job. This was what Marine Forward Patrol did, wasn’t it? They threw themselves out of their depth. That was almost their reason for existing.

      “Drop us lower. Prepare for deployment,” Holly said, turning to hit the door controls back to the hold, where her and Bastion’s teams would be waiting.

      “Deploy!? Are you insane!? We have no idea what is down there!” Marshal called out after her.

      “I have every idea. A great big, shiny force field is what is down there,” the captain said over her shoulder, and her tone was fierce.
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        * * *

      

      The Wasp fell lower toward the rushing ice plains of Triton, wearing a brief corona of greenish plasma as it burned through the thin atmosphere of the moon. In a flash, the marine craft was through, and there was a visible kick as Sergeant Smith fired the outboard thrusters. Orange fire turned quickly to a pale green as the Wasp went rocketing forward over the rocky landscape, shooting just thirty feet or so above the strange undulations of ice and rock and above sudden fissures and chasms.

      On the near horizon, there swam toward them a fast-approaching glow—a brightness that illuminated the night.

      “Fire Team One!” Holly called. “Ready to deploy!”

      The captain marched through the main hold toward the small airlock as marines around her finished their last checks on their heavy encounter suits and moved toward her.

      Valdez, Holly saw, pausing before the door to the smaller room on the other side. Polkey, Saiid, Fenchurch, she nodded to each as their suit identifier tags lit up and flashed on her own holoscreen.

      And then, still with a little swagger, came the last member of her team. Falko, she thought, fixing him with a hard glare through the shaded lens of her suit. She could tell that he still had that core of defiance in him. No, not defiance, she corrected—arrogance. Holly thought that she might even be able to handle a bit of defiance in her troops. Like Valdez, like any Breaker—there was a core of defiance that Holly knew could be channeled into purpose, determination, and passion. An inner willingness to be strong and to excel.

      But arrogance? Holly knew that Falko had to show some signs of a different attitude, show signs of some personal growth or else he wouldn’t be in her squad for long.

      Ugh. She sighed to herself inside her suit, putting those thoughts away as her fire team assembled before her. The Wasp still shook and juddered, and Holly could tell from the movements coming up through the walls and the floors that Marshal was already decreasing the rocket burn. They would be at the drop site at any moment.

      “Height-to-surface deploy,” Holly said. “I trust you’ve all had the training?”

      There was a chorus of nods from the heavy encounter suits before her, and it was Valdez who spoke up.

      “Sir, only on Academy grounds at Mars, Captain-sir,” she said right away. Holly noted that ever since their off-the-books side mission together, Valdez respected her opinion a lot more. Maybe that was all that it was going to take with Falko, too, she hoped. Direct service time together?

      Whatever. Right now, she had more important things to worry about.

      “Same thing. Easier, if anything,” Holly said, already turning to open the door to the airlock on the other side, then crossing to the opposing doors and grabbing one of the overhead handles as the others jogged in to do the same.

      “Triton doesn’t have a fraction of the gravity Mars does. That means a lot less resistance. Less force needed in your legs. Don’t jump or leap too high or too far unless you want to start orbiting Neptune yourselves.”

      Holly said the words casually, before surprising herself at how casual she actually felt about it. Being a part of the Outer Command (and a Breaker before that), she was used to vacuum and low-gravity operations. And the hazards that came along with them. She realized that most other people might not feel the same way that she did about such things.

      Ah well . . . she had to concede as the warning lights started to flare over the door. Three orange lights, flashing at the same time. In an instant, the end light had turned a steady green, and then the middle light as the airlock door closed.

      They are trained marines, Holly told herself. They were ready. They had to be ready for this stuff.

      The last of the three lights turned a steady green.

      “Fire Team One disembark!” Sergeant Marshal Smith’s voice sounded over their shared comms channel.

      And the outer airlock doors opened in front of them, revealing the strangely dappled ice plains of Triton, and Holly was leading her six-person team out with a leap and a snarl.
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      “Brace!” Holly hissed through clenched teeth as she raised her knees and threw out a metal arm.

      Captain Holly Cropper was the first to leap from the airlock of the Wasp, followed by five other bodies in improbably bulky heavy encounter suits as they jumped toward the surface of Triton.

      The Wasp wasn’t high over the surface, but still, Holly felt the gulf between them stretch wide for one long, drawn-out moment . . .

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      “Oof!”

      One moment, she was slowly turning through the almost non-existent airs of the alien moon with the stars before her—and then she was crunching into the ice-and-rock crust of Triton, kicking up a spray of particulate matter all around her in a plume of crystalline white.

      Captain Cropper felt the crunch of the surface against her hand, elbow, shoulder, and thigh like a dull, heavy slap—but then all pressure was relieved, and she was rising once more in the near zero-G.

      Moving quickly, she jackknifed her body, turning and kicking out with her legs so that she turned in midspace, her arms reaching down to the tops of the stones and rocks that scattered the surface. All it took was just this small contact to allow her to pull herself back to the weak embrace of the moon, turning and rolling once more before reaching a skidding halt.

      “Fire Team!” she called, turning to see the leap of the rest of her team as they hit the surface—and some bounced just as she did.

      “Falko down, Valdez, Saiid . . .” she counted them off as they hit Triton and stabilized themselves. “Polkey—”

      But Fenchurch was having trouble. He had hit the surface of the alien moon with his feet rather than his side, and instinctively, the man had straightened out his legs, causing him to leap back upwards.

      Dammit—he’s going too high! the captain thought. She broke into one bounding step and kicked off the surface in a wide leap that saw Holly fly high over the surface, reaching out with her arms to catch onto her squad member’s suit at the apex of her flight.

      “Sir!” She heard the gasp of fear from Fenchurch as the pair tumbled slowly—elegantly—and belying any of the great weight in their heavy encounter suits. They floundered to a halt against the surface as softly as drifts of snowflakes, but the impact still set up suit alarms in both of them.

      “Ugh.” Fenchurch gasped as Holly got to her feet. “Thank you, sir, I . . .” he started to say, but Holly was already pulling him up to his feet by the grab handles on his suit and turning around toward their target vector in the distance.

      “No thanks necessary, Marine,” Holly said tightly. The entire, short-lived experience hadn’t exactly filled her with confidence if she were going to be honest, but there was little more that she could do about it now. She had trusted that they had been trained in zero-G and vacuum procedures. This was just a one-off mistake, not a sign of a lack of competence.

      “Hmph,” she heard one of her other marines stifle a sarcastic cough at the misadventure, and Holly was unsurprised to see that it was Falko’s call sign that showed on her suits HUD holocontrols.

      Can it, Falko! she wanted to say. She would have said, if this were Hephaestus Station, where tensions could be diagnosed with fists.

      But I’m not back in Breaker Group territories, am I? she reminded herself. She was on Neptune’s largest moon—and there was a bright glow on the horizon coming from something that shouldn’t even be able to exist: a force field.

      “Move out!” she said sharply. “On me, diamond formation. Rifles at ready,” she said, un-clipping the marine rifle from her back and flicking the live-fire switch. These weapons were necessarily bulkier—even though the actual firepower they spat was the same as any regular Earth-normal rifle. Their mechanical parts had to be made larger to resist the freezing temperatures and the punishment of intense pressures in a space environment, Holly knew. In her normal hands, these overlarge weapons would be unmanageable, but in her heavy encounter suit, they fit perfectly.

      Holly threw herself into a bounding step over the strange landscape, seeing that the exterior of Triton was rippled and dimpled between white and stranger shades of blue, green, and even pink shadows. The surface looked like a rucked blanket before her, or a frozen sea, stilled forever . . .

      Crunch. But there were cracks on the surface, Holly saw as one heavy boot crashed down onto the dimpled ground. There were tiny, hairline fissures as well as rocky fragments and boulders scattered here and there. For a moment, anxiety spiked through the captain as she wondered if perhaps the surface of this planet really was a frozen sea—and that heavy movements would send them all crashing down through it.

      No time. Holly bounded once more, kicking off with her boot as the others performed the same high-jumping actions behind her. She could see their vectors and identity tags on the small holo overlay on the inside of her visor. It appeared that the rest were keeping the vague diamond formation. Good. That meant that they had armaments at every corner and an extra shooter in the middle. No matter which direction the attack came in.

      “Captain!?” It was Marshal Li, his voice streaming through the Wasp’s transmitters. “We’ve reached the ship site. She’s not responding to hails and is reading dead on the signals.”

      Holly knew what that meant. Signal dead meant a completely zero electronic heartbeat on all fronts. The ship had to be powered down with engines off.

      But the problem was, the captain knew only too well (as someone who had been born and raised in space) that the engines and reactors ran life support. Why would you cut the engines if you still wanted to breathe?

      “Of course, there is an obvious answer,” Holly said dourly, and heard Marshal’s hiss at the other end as he understood it too.

      “Yeah, that the force field and the alien needle craft are related,” Marshal said. “They did something to kill the ship too.”

      “And whoever was on board . . .” Holly pointed out warily, slowing her bounding pace as she saw the glow brighten—and a sparkle of silver-white light crackle in the distance.

      
        
        Alert! Unknown energy reading ahead!

      

      

      Her suit blipped at her, and the other members of Fire Team One slowed to a halt, holding formation behind her.

      “Captain?”

      “Boss?”

      She heard them murmur warily, raising their rifles ahead.

      “We go forward. Maximum caution,” Holly said, starting to walk forwards instead. She nodded to where there was a humped line of rock and ice that would afford them some small cover until they were practically on top of the dome.

      “And Marshal? Tell Bastion to disembark with Fire Team Two, investigate the ship, and be ready to supply back up if . . .” Holly’s words failed her.

      If what? If a bunch of alien robots suddenly emerged? Jackals? Who knew what was going to stumble out of that force field at any moment?

      Who knew what the force field was even doing there!?

      “Aye sir,” she heard Marshal say, as Holly led Fire Team One toward their alien fate.
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      Unknown energy signature . . .

      

      “Yeah, I got that already,” Holly grumbled into her suit as her eyes flickered over the information sent through to them from the Wasp’s scanners. It wasn’t helping that the larger scanners and sensors of the marine craft had no idea what she was looking at either.

      Holly and her team had followed a curve of ice and rock under the dreamy blue, surreal weight of Neptune hanging overhead. The “hills” (if that was what they could be called) reached the shattered edges of a canyon with the bright, silver-white, and electric dome sparking and shimmering inside.

      “We can’t see the alien needle craft,” Holly said aloud, knowing that her suit would record her log. Just in case.

      The points of the alien star craft that had left their mother ship and come here had disappeared—so Holly figured that meant they must be on the inside of that force field. It wasn’t such a great leap to assume that they were the ones that were powering that force field, or that they at least had something pretty significant to do with it.

      “The dome appears to be maybe two hundred, three hundred feet at its widest point,” Holly was saying. “And maybe the same height.”

      It was small in terms of habitats, but large enough to hide almost anything. A ship larger than their Wasp, perhaps. A squad of people. Or Jackals.

      The dome itself glittered and appeared to surge and ripple with strange energies. It was impossible to see what was on the inside.

      Which is a good indication that it is camouflage, Holly thought. On a battlefield, everything had a function. Everything had a purpose and a reason. And if Holly couldn’t see what was on the other side of that dome, then she was pretty sure that was the point.

      “Heads up!” There was a sudden gasp of movement behind her, and Holly looked up in time to see Falko half rising from his crouch and pinwheeling his arm over his head.

      “Marine—wait!” Holly managed to say, but it was already too late. The rock left the man’s gloved hands and flew through the air. It was only a rock. No bigger than an egg, perhaps—and in the almost nonexistent gravity, it flew the distance toward the dome easily, falling down into the canyon below and heading straight for it.

      Holly sucked in her breath in the instant before it struck.

      To see a sudden flash of neon blue and a shower of tiny speckles of lights like fireflies erupting into life momentarily before fading into nonexistence just as quickly.

      “Falko! Did I tell you to do that!?” Holly hissed in annoyance at him. At the sheer arrogance and unpredictability of the man.

      In turn, the large marine shrugged as he settled back on his haunches. “Well, sir, I guess that now we know.”

      What—now we know that the force field can destroy rocks on impact? Holly thought angrily, continuing to glare at the marine for a moment longer. She couldn’t see Falko’s face behind his visor, but she was somehow sure just from the way that he crouched that he was proudly smirking back at her all the same.

      “Falko, Fenchurch—you two stay here. No live fire unless I say so, got it!?” she demanded of him, daring another look down at the force field to see that nothing had happened in response to Falko’s rock. Holly wasn’t quite sure what she was expecting—maybe Jackals to suddenly burst out of it at the first sign of trouble—but she was sure that poking it until it did something was not an approved marine strategy.

      “No live fire? What if we get attacked?” Falko demanded just as stubbornly back.

      I don’t know—throw rocks at them, Holly wanted to say, but knew that would make her look petty to the others in the team. She held her tongue on that and instead stood up.

      “Not until I give you leave, Private,” she demanded angrily, nodding at Polkey, Saiid, and Vasquez to follow her down the shattered canyon wall.
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        * * *

      

      It looked as though the canyon itself had been carved through water action, Holly thought to herself as she hopped lightly from one ledge of rock to another. There was a softness to the incline in parts, as if it had been eroded by runoff.

      How active was Triton? Holly thought for a second. They had seen the cryovolcano on the far side of the sphere as they had come into orbit. This was a volcano that exuded super-hardened ice shards instead of magma up from its surface. Holly saw that down here, at the base of the canyon walls, there appeared to be whorled holes, fissures, and openings into the crust of Triton itself, which she presumed was the result of previous “ice explosions.”

      And then, with a crunch of their boots, they were on the bottom of the canyon itself, with the large domed force field directly ahead of them.

      “Whoa!” she heard Private Polkey whisper into her suit. The dome looked even more eerie this close up than it had at a distance.

      
        
        Warning! Energy levels fluctuating! . . .

      

      

      Holly’s suit commands immediately reacted, and she saw that her own basic sensors registered changes in the radiation and radio frequencies of the glittering dome ahead of them. The numbers and oscillations were going up, but she had no idea what that meant.

      “Marshal, Wasp, you reading this?” She tried to patch through to the distant ship, but in response, only got static.

      
        
        Error! Signal Interference!

      

      

      “Frackit!” Holly swore, throwing a look upwards. Was it that they were under the shadow of the canyon walls? Was it because of their proximity to the dome? Or had something happened to the Wasp?”

      “Marshal, Bastion, can you read me, over?” she tried again, but only got the exact same error message in response.

      And the same rising fluctuations in energy readings from ahead of them.

      They were getting higher. Holly didn’t know as much about energetics and radiation as she did about mechanical engineering, but in her experience, if there was a pressure graph on a steam compressor that was fluctuating that wildly, she would be advising everyone to take several steps backwards about now.

      Which was precisely what Polkey wasn’t doing. The private first class marine was striding ahead toward the dome, rifle up in classic guarding fashion.

      “Polkey! Back!” Holly shouted immediately, but the private ahead of her had already crossed more than halfway toward the force field dome in the light gravity.

      “Sir?” Polkey drifted to a stop, turned . . .

      Just as the force field suddenly surged forward, growing larger and rolling over the ground in an instant.

      “Marine!” Holly shouted—but it was already too late for Polkey.

      In an awful moment where time appeared to slow, Holly saw the glittering, shimmering wall of white and electric blue surge over the ground and engulf the private. The instant it touched the marine’s suit, there was a line of molten fire as the metals and compounds of the heavy encounter suit fizzed, exploded, and melted at the same time.

      In an instant, the dome had completely eclipsed the human marine, leaving nothing but a puff of particulate smoke thrown into the space above—and the dome continued to grow.

      “Back! Back!” Holly shouted, leaping toward the nearest of her squad, Saiid, as she bounded back toward the canyon walls.

      “Argh!” She heard Valdez’ grunt of frustration and desperation as the other marine threw herself away from the encroaching force field—but the loose incline of the canyon walls was too gentle. Too eroded. When Holly landed with Saiid at one end of her arm, she did so with her feet crunching into gravel, pebble, and fragments of rock that started to shift downwards once again, back toward the surging force field . . .

      “Sir!” Saiid shouted in alarm.

      
        
        Warning! Energy levels . . .

      

      

      There was no way they were going to make it to the top, not before the force field found them.

      There!

      But suddenly there, right at her feet was the answer: one of the smoothed whorls of a wind or water tunnel entrance. It was just a little bigger than they were, and Holly was shoving Saiid down into it as she followed suit.

      Will the force field continue under the surface? Holly’s thoughts panicked as they flung themselves downwards into the crust of the alien moon, kicking forwards against the rocky walls behind or pulling themselves forwards by the rocks ahead.

      There was no sound from Holly’s suit microphones, but she could see the brilliance of the dome light from behind them as they scrambled, pulled, and tumbled.

      And came to a sliding halt. It took Holly a further few gasping breaths to realize that no, she and Saiid had not died.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are we?” Saiid’s face was glowing by his suit lights, highlighting his wide, shocked eyes. They were in a cavern which was wider and longer than it was tall, and whose gray, rocky walls undulated with whorls, humps and lumps, further reinforcing Holly’s idea that these were somehow carved by water.

      As well as their LED suit lights, the cavern was also lit up by the dreamy silver-white glow coming from the tunnel that they had just taken.

      “I’d say we’re underground,” Holly said distractedly, turning to see that the tunnel entrance was blocked by the shimmering wall of silver, white, and blue. The force field had extended down the tunnel—but it didn’t appear to have destroyed the rock itself.

      How was that possible? Holly thought. How could some parts of the same force field act like an electric fence, giving off an explosive reaction, while others acted merely like a wave of light?

      “Valdez? This is your captain. Over?” she said and was rewarded with the familiar snarl of static.

      
        
        Error! Signal interference!

      

      

      Had Valdez even managed to get out? What about Falko, Fenchurch—the entire rest of her squad!?

      Holly was wondering these things, her sense of alarm only rising, when her suits sensors abruptly flashed, zeroing in on movement a little way away.

      “Guard up!” she hissed, turning in one smooth movement. Snapping the rifle that she still held clutched in her hands to her shoulder, she pointed it in the direction of one of the smaller tunnels.

      “Holy stars, Captain!” There was a cough and a gasp as Private First Class Valdez scrabbled up from the tunnel, before collapsing on the cavern floor and breathing heavily. “You don’t have to shoot me yet!” she said.
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        * * *

      

      “The tunnels join up just a little way down there,” Valdez explained when they had gotten their breath back and had checked their equipment. Everything was fully loaded and working—apart from the stuff that wasn’t, like the longer-range suit sensors and transmitter-receivers.

      “But there’s another tunnel, one that leads down under the dome,” Valdez said, beckoning Holly forward.

      “There is?”

      The captain scrabbled through the gap to see the luminous blue-white light suddenly increase. The tunnel that Valdez had similarly taken from the surface of Triton led to a small crook, with a lower one leading back under the dome, and the main one leading to the larger cavern behind them.

      The wall of dome light filled the higher tunnel, but the one below was dark.

      “Do you think . . . ?” Holly heard Saiid ask, sticking his head over Holly’s shoulder.

      That it might lead up and under the dome? Be a way inside? Holly finished the sentence silently. It could be. Or it could meet another wall of dangerous energy just like the others, she thought.

      There was only one way to find out.

      Holly took a breath, hoped that she wasn’t about to be atomized for her efforts, and crawled into the lower tunnel—and it only took her a few feet to discover something entirely unnerving.

      Somehow, there was a higher concentration of gravity here than anywhere else they had been on Triton.

      What the . . . ?

      “Sir?” This from Valdez, who was squirming through the water tunnel behind her. “Are you, uh, feeling very heavy all of a sudden?”

      The tunnel was curving around and back up toward the surface by Holly’s estimations. If it reached the surface at all, it would do so behind the border of the dome.

      
        
        Suit Readings: Gravity 0.85 Earth Normal . . .

      

      

      “Yep.” Holly checked her sensors and nodded. “I am reading this absolutely correctly. There appears to be almost Earth-normal gravity under or inside the dome.”

      “What the frack? But how does that make any sense?” Valdez was asking, her voice tight with the effort of shifting her suddenly leaden heavy encounter suit.

      “Increase the shock absorber ratio,” Holly said, doing just that with a few flicks of her hand. Hidden servo systems throughout her suit tightened and recalibrated, taking and distributing more of the weight of the heavy carapace suit.

      “And to be honest, nothing much is making sense about anything to do with the alien technology, Marine . . .” she confessed as the tunnel turned upwards, revealing a brighter glow.

      But the tunnel wasn’t cut by a line of glittering energy. Instead, Holly was looking up to the distant ceiling of the dome, many feet above.

      They were in!
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      “Wait for my signal,” Holly breathed as she pulled herself upwards to the very lip of the tunnel’s surface and peered out.

      And what she saw was incredible, unbelievable, and terrifying in equal measures.

      The dome itself was taller, and it had increased to fill the entire canyon. Distractedly, Holly figured that if Falko and Fenchurch had remained above them under the shadow of the hills, then they would still be alive.

      But it was what was inside the dome that caught her attention. There were the five needle craft of the alien star vessel, looking like giant white-metal columns skewering into the now bright surface of the world. Everything gleamed with the overhead dome’s shifting silver-and-electric light, reflecting off the ice and rock of the surface of the moon, making the scene look even more unreal than it already was.

      Which was an achievement, Holly thought—given that there were also seven-foot-tall aliens stalking the surface.

      Aliens. Actual. Living. Aliens.

      Holly’s heart hammered, and her mouth went dry at the realization. These were not robots. They were not the strange, sleek, predatory biped robots called the Jackals. The creatures ahead of them were also bipedal and tall with two powerful arms and one apparent head, encrusted with smaller points like a coronet of horns.

      Holy stars, Holly breathed.

      Each one of them looked gargantuan compared to a mere human, Holly thought. Their skin was vaguely mottled with shades of blues and purples, cut through with vivid and bright dashes of maroons, reds. Holly couldn’t believe her eyes. Each of the five creatures appeared powerful, thickly muscled, and wore something like close-fitting armor. A circlet of white metal—the same type as their ships had—was across their brow, just under their ridge of horns.

      “Who . . . What . . . ?” For a moment, Holly could do nothing more than just look at them and stare. It was unreal. It couldn’t be happening in the same solar system—the same universe—that she had grown up in.

      They did not come in peace either, Holly also noticed, as there were at least three hulked forms on the ground that the captain could see were once human bodies. They lay in grotesque shapes, and Holly imagined how easy it must have been for such mighty alien creatures to finish them off.

      “The crew of that ship,” Holly said, muttering to herself as Valdez appeared at the tunnel turn below her.

      “Sir!? Sir—what is it?” she was asking, her voice fierce.

      Holly swallowed. “It’s three against five,” she said, trying to sound as casual as possible and was rewarded with a savage grin in the upturned helmet visor looking at her from below.

      “Booyah! Marines. Easy . . .” Valdez responded immediately, and Holly admired her instinctive confidence. She wondered if it would last in the face of actually seeing what was before them.

      “Yeah, well . . .” Holly was about to tell her the bad news, when something started to happen beneath the dome before her.

      It started with a sensation of pressure in Holly’s ears, like rising too fast and too high traveling up a mountain or through a planet’s atmosphere all at once. The aliens appeared to be concentrating mostly around a smaller, inner ring of five whirling columns vaguely reminiscent of prayer wheels.

      The same type encased in crystal at the Fury asteroids! Holly thought, remembering where she had seen those very shapes before. The last time she had seen them, they had activated, spinning as they were now, and that spin had somehow sent a message to summon the alien star vessel itself. This smaller five, in a diminutive stone circle and part of some cosmic space ritual, were spinning freely now too.

      The pressure increased, and the five aliens gathered, each one standing before one of the pillars. One of them made a guttural noise—a command, Holly was sure—and they all drew out something from the breastplate of their armor.

      Some kind of mobile unit. Holly craned her eyes to see, although the hands that held the smaller, reflective things were so elongated and large.

      There was a sudden flash of light. From these handheld ovals, something that looked like static electricity arced through the air to the columns.

      “Sir!? Cropper!” Valdez said, nervousness infecting her previous savage confidence. Even though she couldn’t see what was going on, the sensation of weight against them all and electricity in the air like just before a lightning strike had only increased . . .

      “Valdez—” Holly started to say just as the smaller static bolts vanished. Instead, from each pillar, a rich bolt of purple energy speared up, and the fire lines of burning light smashed together beneath the ceiling of the dome.

      “Sir!” Holly heard Valdez cry out.

      But the captain didn’t respond and was instead looking at the roiling, growing ball of purple-and-blue plasma now being created above them. The ball of energy rolled and whirled, forming a disk that grew darker and darker in its center, still with burning purple along its edges. The disk was already the size of one of the aliens and continued to grow—and Holly was certain that, in its dark heart, she could see the flickers and pinpricks of strange stars.

      “Captain! What is it! What is happening up there!?” Valdez demanded from below, and this time, her cry could not be denied.

      Holly seized onto the lip of the rock and started to pull herself up and over the edge one-handed, her rifle held tight in her other hand.

      “On me!” she snarled.

      Whatever was happening here, Holly didn’t like the look of it at all.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Holly Cropper leaped from the tunnel opening and sprang to the strange, bright-lit ground, her boots skidding across its surface and setting up drifts of ice crystals. She was momentarily confused by the sudden weight of her suit on her back. The aliens had somehow generated artificial gravity, and her body felt heavier than it had in weeks.

      But she still swung her bulky rifle forward, leveling at the nearest of the gargantuan figures.

      “FREEZE! By order of the Earth Alliance Marines!” she shouted over the open comms broadcast. Given that these beings were advanced enough to create star vessels and generate force fields, Holly hoped that they had mastered the art of translation software.

      Holly didn’t get an immediate answer to that question. Instead, the lead alien spun around holding the oval-like gem in one giant hand and a bulkier handheld unit in the other . . .

      Which looked disturbingly like a hairdryer. Or a gun.

      “I said freeze! Earth territory!” she shouted again as there was a scramble through the tunnel behind her from Valdez and Saiid.

      And the alien didn’t freeze, pause, or hesitate. It fired, and a brilliant purple line of plasma shot through the air toward her.

      Frack! Holly leaped, wishing that she were still in zero gravity. Her heavy encounter suit had a lot of special mechanisms to make sure that human marines could move and function perfectly well inside, but the suits were still, well, heavy.

      “Agh!” The captain felt the beam strike the edge of her shoulder plate, half spinning her around to crash against the floor.

      Roll! She pushed herself fast, not tightening up as her instincts told her to, but instead turning the fall into a combat roll.

      “Captain!” She heard Valdez’ voice crackle and then the report of heavy rifle fire from behind her as Holly pushed herself into a crouch.

      The lead alien who had first fired was forced back, down on one knee before the nearest of the spinning columns, and Holly wondered if it was too much to hope that they were out of the fight for now. There were still four others though—and more beams of purple fire striking the ice surface of the moon as Valdez and Saiid laid down covering fire.

      “Cover!” Holly turned to fire a spray of bullets before throwing herself to the edge of one of the embedded needle-craft ships. They were outnumbered, and the enemy had laser weapons. The captain knew instinctively that they needed every advantage they could get.

      Another double line of purple fire proved that the aliens were all similarly armed—but two of the four appeared to be struggling toward the crouching leader.

      They were injured! Holly thought as she crabbed to the far side of the ship to fire again. They can be injured.

      In just the few heartbeats it had taken to get this far, both Saiid and Valdez had made it to the next nearest alien craft out of the encircling five. Inside the ring of those five ships were the five spinning columns and scattered about them were the aliens. For a wild moment, Holly was struck by the chaos and symmetry of the scene. It was like an amphitheater, a setting for some strange gladiatorial combat, set against the backdrop of a glittering force field and with a widening circle of plasma above her.

      A circle of plasma that looked an awful lot like a window to another part of the galaxy! Holly thought. She dared to look up and see that, inside the roll of purple and blue, there was black. And in that black, the glitter of strange, confusing constellations.

      This can’t be happening, she thought as she fired another spray and ducked back once more to the side of the alien craft. The best she could do right now was to keep the aliens occupied. Buy cover and time for the others, so they could coordinate their attacks . . .

      Was that really a window into space up there!? The thought did not go away. It was like something out of a science fiction series. Like a . . . portal? Or a warp gate?

      Her suit microphones did not pick anything up. In the miniscule atmospheres of an almost airless planet, there was no way for sound to travel. The only way to hear anything was through direct transfer of radio waves—which was why it was her movement sensors that pinged, not her suit pickups, to alert her of the alien warrior rushing her.

      
        
        Warning! Movement detected!

      

      

      The holo on her suit flashed a warning orange vector, zeroing in toward her left.

      Holly turned, raising her rifle.

      To see the snarl on the face of one of the aliens already landing in place from their leap and sweeping a massive hand toward her.

      Holly pulled the trigger in the same moment that the alien’s hand batted aside her rifle—the alien opened its mouth and silently roared (did it not need oxygen!?) in apparent agony. Holly’s shots had flickered up the creature’s arm, causing sparks in the being’s close-knit armored suit. It dropped its own gun as it twisted and struck the rifle out of Holly’s hand with a powerful blow.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      Holly’s holovisor was blaring an alarm as she gasped at the strength behind such a simple blow. Her hand felt as though someone had hit it with a sledgehammer, and her shoulder didn’t feel much better.

      My gun! It had spun off to the ground nearby. It wasn’t far—Holly lunged toward it—but once again, the enemy was quicker.

      “Urk!” A giant, bluish hand seized Holly around the throat and lifted. The captain felt the back of her suit scrape against the white metal wall of the alien rocket behind her as, undeniably, she started to rise from the floor. This being was so strong that, even wounded, even one-handed, it was able to raise her from the surface of Triton.

      “Get off me!” Holly snapped, kicking with her heavy boots—half of the blows missed, and half slammed into the chest and front-armored plate of the being that was holding her high off the floor.

      This close, she could see the large features, the humanlike face, but whose skin was a deep blue-purple inside and mottled with highlighted specks of maroon. There was also a fine haze over the being’s face, and Holly realized that the alien did have some sort of protection against the cold and elements—there was a fine veil of a translucent force field covering their exposed body.

      “I said get off!” Holly kicked out once more, and this time, she saw the winces as her blows struck the heavyset body. She was hurting it, she thought—but no more than a toddler might hurt an adult in a temper tantrum.

      The creature held her high for a number of minutes before flicking a gaze to their own shoulder, where Holly’s bullets had struck. The suit that they wore was the same whitish-metal material that their ships appeared to be made of, and Holly could see how it was cracked and rucked from her bullet fire. In at least three places, there was a viridian green ooze, congealing in spots and solidifying—although Holly did not know if that was blood from the creature or some automatic lubricant or sealant from their own suit.

      The creature opened its mouth and snarled silently, cocking its head at Holly and regarding her.

      “You’re—you’re under arrest!” she managed to breathe, which was perhaps either the bravest or the most optimistic thing she had ever said in her life.

      As if the alien being had understood her words, it opened its mouth once more to draw back lips, revealing small, pointed teeth. Then the pressure on Holly’s neck suddenly tripled.

      “Ack!”

      Captain Cropper could feel the rubber seal inside her suit press hard down against her windpipe, and beyond that, she could feel the hard implacability of her suit’s metal being strained by the seven-foot-tall giant.

      No!

      Was the creature strong enough to strangle and crush her even through her suit!? Holly wasn’t sure—especially as small flecks of light started to float across her vision as she gasped for air.

      
        
        Warning! Medical readings suggest . . .

      

      

      The automated sensor controls of her heavy encounter suit were trying to say something to her, and the small part of her that was still logical assumed it had to do with the fact that she was being strangled . . .

      She kicked out again, for the pressure to lesson just slightly.

      “Hey!”

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      And then, with a burst of automatic fire, the pressure immediately disappeared as Holly fell to the ground. There had been another shout. A woman’s voice.

      Valdez.

      Holly rolled, pushed herself up to see that Valdez had somehow managed to get to their alien rocket and was blasting a burst of fire as the creature staggered to one side.

      Holly saw the bullets sparking across the creature’s chest, many ricocheting from the armor itself. (How strong was that stuff?!)

      But the alien was spinning, leaping forward in a turn to dash a backhanded blue fist against Valdez.

      “Marine!” Holly called out in horror, grabbing the nearest object to her—the white-metal alien gun—and raising it toward its own user.

      The alien stood, hunched and wounded, over the stilled form of Private First Class Valdez. Holly found that there was a button depression on the handle. She had no idea if the thing would work for her as an entirely different organism than the being before her, but she pressed the firing button anyway.

      For a solid beam of burning purple light to shoot out of the end of the small gun and hit the alien in the center of the back. Whatever armor that they wore and however resistant it was to bullet fire, it proved half as effective against burning laser and plasma. The alien warrior was flung over Valdez’ stilled body to crumple on the ice floor of Triton beyond.

      “Valdez!” Holly said once more, knowing that Saiid was still behind her somewhere, as were another four of these creatures. So she jumped forward to seize Valdez’ prone form and drag her back under cover.

      “Valdez? Private? Marine!” Holly said, thumping back against the rocket and raising her good arm, only to fire another shot back past the edge of the rocket.

      “Hgnh . . . ?” Valdez was there. She was still breathing, and Holly saw her eyes flicker behind the crumpled helmet. “I—I’m good, sir. Just give me a gun.” Valdez said in a whisper.

      In any normal circumstances, Holly would have ignored her request. The woman was clearly injured by the strike, perhaps had a concussion. She was going to collapse any moment—but these weren’t any ordinary circumstances at all. Holly pressed her own marine rifle into Valdez’ hands and turned back to the edge of the rocket ship.

      To see that the injured leader of the aliens was being helped to their feet by one other. Another of the aliens was dead, thanks to Valdez and Saiid—but the final of the three remaining aliens was dragging Saiid out from behind one of the needle ships on the far side. The alien dragged the marine into the center of the circle space, directly under the gleaming vortex of the warp gate above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dammit! They’ve got Saiid!” Holly hissed, crouching at one side of the alien ship, the alien gun pointed at the diorama unfolding before her.

      “I can take them out. We’re still two . . . two guns . . .” Valdez was at the far turn of the same needle ship, similarly pointing her own arms at the scene ahead. But Holly heard how weak she was. She heard how she coughed.

      Two against three, the captain was thinking. But one of them wounded . . .

      And the one that held Saiid had a foot on the marine’s back, crushing him to the floor as they held their own laser gun pointed at the human’s head.

      “We could shoot—but Saiid would almost certainly die,” Holly said, frustration and anger warring through her. She couldn’t do it. It went against every Breaker cell in her body.

      You fight to stay alive. To keep breathing everything that already is, as her Breaker family, friends, and heroes had often told her many years ago. Although this was technically the same ideals as those of the Earth Alliance Marine Corps, the marines had a vastly different strategy and a very different analysis of the compromises involved.

      Every one of us knew what we were getting into, that part of Holly that was more Marine than Breaker said. A marine knew that if it came to it, they would be expected to give their life to the cause.

      But that is THEIR choice! Holly railed in an internal argument. HIS choice. Saiid’s. That level of self-sacrifice had to come from Saiid alone and no one else.

      But I am the superior officer here, the marine in her continued to argue. Those were the expectations that were placed on her. And not just expectations. They were duties. Responsibilities.

      “Don’t move!” Holly shouted at the alien standing over Saiid, transmitting the message over the widest all-frequency public band that she could. She had no idea if the alien ahead even had a receiver to pick up radio frequencies, but the being did look up quickly all the same, their large head turning slowly around the inner and outer circle of columns and space craft. As if seeking her out.

      The space vessels were solid, the largest structures here, and the smaller, rotating “prayer-wheel” columns were still moving at breakneck speed. They continued glowing and sparking with brightness, and the beams of energy that shot up from them were still feeding the window to another realm above.

      Which was only getting bigger, Holly could see. It was now so large that one of the needle craft could fly through it. It filled the air over their heads. What was it for? What did they expect to go through it—or come out of it?

      There was a movement from the other side of the circle. The alien holding Saiid down instantly looked away as the injured alien—the largest, and the one Holly thought of as the leader—stepped into the inner circle.

      “I got him . . .” Valdez whispered. “I can take the shot . . .”

      But Saiid will die! Holly thought, wondering what to do.

      And then, suddenly and surprisingly, there was a glitch on her suit speakers, and a strange, guttural voice erupted.
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        * * *

      

      “Lost,” the alien voice said. As Holly stared, she was sure that the voice was coming from the injured alien leader—holding themself awkwardly as they stood, using whatever strange alien technology they had to make the connection with the human’s suits.

      “I beg your pardon?” Holly growled.

      “You are lost,” the alien repeated again and started to raise itself and stand a little taller.

      “We know your language. We have observed your people. You are lost, and you will surrender your arms for my mercy . . .”

      Holly blinked, not really believing that this was happening. She was actually about to negotiate with some kind of alien commander.

      But she sure as the stars knew that she wasn’t about to surrender so easily, either.

      “Don’t know if you can understand me,” Holly growled, keeping her gun on the alien that held Saiid down. “But the way I see it, you’re invaders in human territory. You sent your ship to us, and we stopped it. And right now, there must be a hundred other human military vessels heading this way, and when they get here, you are going to be awfully outnumbered.”

      There was a terrible grating sound on the other end of the connection, and Holly saw the form of the alien start to tremble. At first, she hoped it was something to do with his injuries; the very injuries that she had inflicted on him; but then she realized that the awful, guttural, gnashing sound was in fact the creature chuckling.

      “Human territory? Human territory!?” The creature laughed.

      And in that moment, Holly could have shot him then and there, Saiid or no—but she restrained herself.

      “You are upstarts in a war that was raging long before you ever crawled out of the swamps!” the alien laughed.

      “This is, was, and always has been Thaal territory. Our territory. If your species grew up in the middle of it, that does not stop the fact that this is a border outpost of our empire!” The chuckling continued, and Holly felt anger kindle inside of her—but also fear.

      The alien ruins. The ones inside the Fury Group of asteroids were older than industrial civilization. Some thirty thousand years, or so the treacherous scientist Verondas had led Holly to believe.

      What did it mean if even part of what this alien was telling her were true?

      When that alien technology had been ransacked by Verondas—and accidentally “woken up”—that had caused the alien star vessel to arrive in human space. That, in turn, had released these needle ships to this other set of ruins on Triton, with another set of spinning alien columns.

      Holly Cropper’s mind boggled at the sheer ancientness of what she was dealing with. A trap set tens of thousands of years in the past, waiting for just this to happen . . .

      “Your ‘empire’ can go stuff it,” she snarled back, feeling hotly angry. It wasn’t just that she was out of her depth here. Hey, that was a regular occurrence when your job entailed working in space, when you relied on technology that you could barely understand in order to not die.

      It was the arrogance of the creature before her, she thought. The arrogance of some stranger to her solar system, arriving here to tell them all that their civilization, their entire species, everything that humanity had ever done—wasn’t worth anything.

      And that sense of being the underdog was something that Holly Cropper was familiar with. Every Breaker, from Holly to Valdez to the distant miners out there on Hephaestus and Kronos and a dozen other mining rigs knew that feeling. They knew what it felt like to be regarded as less than nothing, simply because they were newer and poorer than the rest.

      Oh, wait . . .

      All at once, something else occurred to Holly as well.

      “How did you even get here!?” she shouted at the alien, demanding an answer although she had a good idea already. Five aliens. Five alien needle craft that had detached from the star ship itself. She hadn’t seen any new alien vessels hanging around Neptune, so . . .

      “Your ignorance is your only defense.” The alien continued to chuckle. The Thaal, Holly thought. That was what they called themselves.

      “Now do you recognize how outmatched you are?” The alien, just like the Interior politicians or corporates who gloated over the Breaker Group, appeared supremely confident in themself, their supremacy, and their mission. Holly could see that they had such supreme faith in themselves that they couldn’t even dream that humanity could put a stop to their plans.

      “I, Ch’Vok of the Thaal, was sent here to complete the mission. When my work is finished, the Thaal will be returning to reclaim the Ag Sector!”

      Holly narrowed her eyes, picking up on the only bits of information that she really needed to know. “Sent here.” This alien warrior who called themself “Ch-Vok” had been sent here—and she still hadn’t heard of any new star craft in Earth space.

      They were inside the star vessel, weren’t they? she thought, seeing now how the alien plan must have worked. These creatures must have been waiting, or suspended in sleep or something, inside that vessel—waiting for the moment when this would occur.

      Holly felt the anger in her breast flare to become white hot—a searing, steady flame of grim determination and purpose.

      These aliens are alone, she thought. They were in that star vessel, and they had come here to open what looked to be a portal to another part of the galaxy. Perhaps their part of the galaxy.

      And in Holly’s mind, that put Ch’Vok and the others that accompanied him in a position little better than a reconnaissance and scouting crew—ironically, just like she was herself.

      I can’t let them get in touch with their homeland or base, Holly knew. She slowly rose from her crouch, her stolen gun trained on the leader as she stepped out from the cover of the alien rocket.

      “Captain!” she heard Valdez gasp.

      “It’s okay, Valdez,” Holly returned, although she knew that it wasn’t. Not in any way at all was it alright. She kept her gun on the leader as her eyes shifted to the one that held Saiid. The disk above them was now about half the size of the dome ceiling and looked into alien space.

      “You have decided to surrender, I see. Good.” Ch’Vok appeared to gloat.

      “Captain!?” Valdez was getting frantic.

      Holly knew that she just had to trust Valdez. That the younger Marine would start firing at the right time. Her only hope right now was to somehow find a way to distract the alien warrior holding Saiid down . . .

      “Surrender?” Holly stopped ten feet or so in front of the alien leader, her gun pointed at his chest. She saw the alien who was covering Saiid looking at her, concerned.

      Eyes on me, Holly thought. And she flicked her gun and shot the alien guard in the chest.

      “Not in a million years will I surrender.”
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      “Grekh!”

      After Holly casually shot the alien guard holding Saiid down, all hell broke loose around her. The blue-skinned alien leader snarled, and despite their insistence that they were such a superior race, lunged to one side and out of the way of Holly’s fire.

      “Come get some!” Valdez, as it turned out, did know just what to do when the time came, orders or no. Even as battered as she was, she opened up a full clip against the third and final alien, forcing them back into cover.

      Leaving Holly to jump forward and grab Saiid, practically throwing him to his feet and pushing him back toward the side of the circle that Valdez had covered.

      “Go! Go!” she hissed, turning backwards with her gun raised.

      Where? Which one!? Her next target, she reasoned, had to be the rotating cylinders. They had been the things which had activated the alien technology somehow in each scenario. They were the things that powered or enhanced it.

      There were five of them, each one spinning so fast that they were a blur. And each one shooting an eldritch beam of energy upwards, creating the churning vortex above them . . .

      “Eenie, meenie, miney . . .” Holly shot the nearest one with her alien gun to see the purple beam of light shoot forward and strike the cylinder in a massive explosion of light and sparks. The alien gun pulsed and thrummed in her hand, but she held the firing button down until the beam intensified. The column started to glow and spew forth bolts of flickering lightning to earth against the surface of the moon.

      Flash!

      But then, there was a sudden flash as the top-most stone cylinder broke from its mountings, slipping to one side and crashing onto the floor. The first structure had stopped spinning and was dark.

      Now, for the rest.

      Holly turned to the next.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      Just as the alien leader crashed into her, throwing her to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      “Ack!” Holly hissed in pain as she tumbled over the frozen earth. Her ears were ringing, but over her suit microphone, she could hear Valdez’ gunfire from her own channel. Tracer bullets shot across the space matched with lines of purple fire as Valdez tried to eliminate the second remaining Thaal warrior.

      Right in front of her, though, Holly had other problems.

      “Humans!”

      The Thaal commander threw the word at her like it was an insult. They were clearly wounded, limping and clamping a heavy arm to one side—but that didn’t stop them from throwing a savage kick at her.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      “Urgh!” The blow connected with Holly’s side, and although she tried to get an arm in the way, she felt the crunch of metal as she spun over. For a second, she saw blackness and stars, then she was gasping, coughing, and spitting blood against the helmet of her suit.

      “You dare!? You dare!?” Ch’Vok was saying, advancing toward her to deliver another savage kick against her other side—where she had so recently been skewered. Holly’s world eclipsed into a blinding white light of agony.

      “Small! Weak! Puny!” Ch’Vok shouted as Holly gasped for air, desperately pushing herself over once more—just in time for the next kick to miss her.

      Ch’Vok the Thaal warrior was still coming, still bearing down on her, and over his shoulder, Holly could see that the dark disk of alien stars appeared to have shrunk. It was shot through with burning red plasma now too.

      It’s working, she realized. Not just that; it had to work . . .

      “Your race is dead, you hear me, dead!” Ch’Vok roared, raising both fists this time. The alien was about to leap forward and bring them down on her in a blow that would surely crush her heavy encounter suit and her inside of it . . .

      The arrogance of them! Holly felt the hard metal of the alien gun in her hands as she raised it. The alien expected her to just curl up and die, but they did not realize who she was. What she was.

      Holly was a Breaker. And that meant that she was a survivor.

      As Ch’Vok attacked, in the last moment, Holly shot her hand up and pulled the trigger button at point-blank range straight at the alien. The beam of purple light was so brilliant that it hurt the captain’s eyes.

      It hurt Ch’Vok the Thaal much more, however, as a hole punched straight through their chest. Their entire body was flung upwards and backwards, crashing against one of the nearest needle rockets.

      “Ugh . . .” Holly collapsed back to the ground, sure that one of her ribs had popped. She could barely breathe but knew that she had to see this through. Turning on her side and almost passing out with the pain, she fired at the next rotating column . . . and the next. Each one exploded with the same blinding flash of light, and as each one went dark, so the warp portal above diminished . . . smaller and smaller . . .

      “Captain! Captain—come on, you’ve done enough!” She heard Valdez say, as her fellow Breaker marine’s hands found her and were dragging her backwards.

      “No . . . No—I have to destroy them . . .” she whispered, for Valdez’ face to appear large in front of her.

      “You have! The portal is vanishing—and with it, the force field!” Valdez said, pointing at where the glowing, shimmering silvery light was starting to fade and effervesce, the hidden energy holding it together finally dispersing.

      Valdez somehow managed to roughly move the captain and Private Saiid back to the tunnel entrance where they had first emerged from, and Holly remembered little of that stumble apart from rock, ice, and gasping for air. She remembered collapsing in the cavern with the other two as the silvery light faded and with it, the dark disk of alien stars.

      “You did it, Captain. You stopped them,” she heard Valdez whisper as Holly breathed, and they waited for Marshal, Bastion, and the others to find them.

      “We did it,” Holly Cropper murmured. “We did. Together.”
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      In the darks of human space, in the vast gaps between the planets and the asteroids, the habitat stations and the Breaker mines, something almost undetectable zipped.

      The message was almost undetectable. It was barely a message at all. More a collection of oscillating frequencies that were so subtle and so precise as to be easily overlooked by the Earth Alliance scanners and detectors.

      It flung itself from its point of origin to relay after relay, always using old and ancient communications satellites—just as another message had done.

      This small packet of information was bounced and masked and camouflaged half a hundred times before it eventually found its way to the dark side of Earth’s Moon.

      
        
        xxC14.0g.23zed.xx

        MESSAGE PACKET OPENING:

      

        

      
        “Word has reached Prospero Station about the events on Triton. There are many among the Alliance Senators who are congratulating themselves for successfully stopping an invasion.

        “But our plans can wait. We have analyzed and modeled the situation and have no doubt that there can only ever be one outcome to this.

        “Humanity will fall. What can stop them against the might of the Thaal Empire?”

      

        

      
        MESSAGE ENDS
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        * * *

      

    

  







            SUN KISSER

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          



      

    

    






STAR BREAKER, BOOK 4

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere Beyond Pluto

      

      “Someone check the subsidiary engine assists again!” screamed the large, bearded face of Lavet Ferrier, current captain and commander-in-chief of the Sunkisser.

      The generation caravan known as the Sunkisser was a big ship. One of the biggest ships that the Earth Alliance had ever made, as a matter of fact. This ship and its seven other caravan siblings could house almost three thousand people at full complement, although right now the number was more like eight hundred, given that it was far beyond the furthest planet in Earth’s solar system, Pluto.

      The Sunkisser was a big ship, and Lavet Ferrier was a big personality. His red beard and battered captain’s cap and brocade jacket made him look like some sort of brigand from a children’s pirate story—but the small spaceborne cultures of the generation caravans were an odd bunch, never paying much heed to the fashions and trends of the rich Alliance Interior.

      And why would they? Ferrier might have asked himself (if he wasn’t currently worrying about the seventy-mile-long turning circle of the caravan). If you spent all of your life in space on an endless route from Mercury all the way out to beyond Pluto, then you had to learn to respect yourself. To trust your own instincts.

      The Sunkisser was a beauty of a vessel in Ferrier’s opinion. It went the nearest to Sol (hence its name), and it also went on one of the furthest-out reaches before it started looping back. Every generation caravan was named for their endless, unceasing routes (carrying ore and cargo, passengers, and would-be employers between Outer Territories and Interior) and the Sunkisser was one of the most famous. There was the Argo, of course, which snaked around Jupiter and the asteroid belt (its name a tribute to the dangerous travails of some mythological crew). Then there was the IceClipper, the DragonBall (that stayed between Mercury, Venus, and Mars) . . .

      But the Sunkisser was the best. Of course, her captain was proud of her—as was every one of those who were brought up on her decks, from cleaners to porters, engineers and navigators, and then the entertainment staff (who made up the majority of the ship’s crew and income).

      The Sunkisser was home to over fifty casinos, gambling parlors, and lounges. It was well known that fortunes could be won and lost on her decks before a passenger had even made one full circuit.

      So yes, Captain Lavet Ferrier was a large man with a large personality, and he was a man also very proud of his vessel.

      But that doesn’t stop me from thinking I am surrounded by idiots! Ferrier sneered at his team of engineers as they worked at the flight deck before him, checking the pressure and output levels, the fuel efficiency, and a hundred other things.

      “I mean, come on! Didn’t your ma ever teach you better!?” Ferrier roared at them, pointing out the fact that one of the side thrusters for Carriage Two was still firing at below full capacity.

      “This is Caravan 101, people!” Ferrier berated them (a favorite pastime of his). “You have to have every one of the three carriages synced up if you want her to turn smooth! Am I speaking to a bunch of amateurs?”

      There was a mumbling chorus of replies, some of them respectful and the vast majority of them unrepeatable. That was the generation caravans for you. Tempers were frayed at this point of the journey, just as they were always frayed at this point in the journey. It wasn’t as tricky as the past-Sol turn, but it was the next worst thing. Any turn of a ship that was a handful of football arenas long was a nightmare of logistics.

      And yet, it was the job that Ferrier had been born into. His father before him was First Mate, and his grandfather, Chief Navigator. Family ties in this business were usually strong, and wherever you were born in generation society was generally where you hovered.

      “Yes!” With a cheer, the troublesome thruster started working and synched with the others of Carriage Two, and the almost indetectable tremor through the decks of the Sunkisser eased. Ahead of them through the screens was the starry acre of deep space; a sea of hazy silver and black—and more black than it was silver.

      Outside, the hull of the Sunkisser was frosted with plates of glittering ice particles collected on its journey. Beyond this point, there was just the empty depths of space. Another distant cloud of space junk and rocks forming the Oort Cloud, and then that was it—nothing for thousands of light years . . .

      

      Alert!

      

      Well, that wasn’t technically true.

      “Uh—Captain!?” one of the senior navigators called out over the general furor of the engineering crew.

      What, he doesn’t know where to go!? Ferrier rounded on the poor, hapless Caravaner. There was, after all, only one place to go when you were out here—and that was back towards the Outer, then the Interior back towards the light.

      “I haven’t got time for this!” Lavet shouted.

      

      Alert! Unknown signatures incoming!

      

      “Sir—with respect . . . !” The navigator managed to call out just as three sparks of light grew suddenly brighter in the inky depths, much brighter and much larger and now sheathed in the purple glow of their alien engines.

      Three cone-like vessels with three wing points spiraled towards them, riding on purple plumes.

      “Navigator!?” Captain Ferrier gasped, blinking. “What is that!?”

      The answer came in the sudden bolts of purple light flung from the cone of the three alien fighter ships towards the Sunkisser.
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      Neptune Orbit

      

      The blue orb of the planet Neptune hung in the distance, dreamy, surreal, and cold.

      And against its backdrop, Captain Holly Cropper of the Earth Alliance Marines, Forward Patrol and Recon Division, hung from a thin silver line.

      Well, she thought, “hang” was probably a bit of an exaggeration. In the zero-G of Neptunian space, the silver line that she was attached to wasn’t taut so much as snaking loosely away from the belt of her heavy tactical suit back to the EA Wasp that was her current home away from home.

      “Keep an eye on your thrusters, Valdez,” Holly breathed over the crackly transmitter. She turned so that she could see one of her squad members ahead of her, closing in on another giant metal structure.

      The Watcher, or so the EA Marine military council had called it. Holly eyed the giant wedge of blue steel skeptically. It was easily half the size of the twin-nacelled Wasp and looked vaguely like a shark’s fin—a wedge with two giant cannon barrels stretching out along the pointed corner. It was one of several such installations that were now hanging in Neptunian space, each one pointing their cannon barrels out towards the dark.

      They were guns. Giant, giant guns—although technically the barrels fired rocket-propelled missiles, but they could do so in an almost repeater fashion, like a cannon.

      And these are the best things we’ve got against the Thaal. Holly shivered to herself as she watched Private First Class Valdez zero in on the side of the Watcher, moving one of the final panels into place before she and Private Fenchurch moved to secure it with their rivet guns.

      “Boo-yah, marines!” she heard Fenchurch’s voice over the public channel transmitter as he congratulated them all on their hard work—and it had been hard work, Holly had to admit. Her squad had been training for the last month out here for this installation, and everyone was eager to get it done.

      But as the captain’s eyes flickered between the deeps of space and the larger rock of Triton, Neptune’s largest moon—she found that she couldn’t share the marine’s confidence.

      Triton was an ice moon, its surface made up of a patchwork of cryovolcanoes and rock-ice plains. It glinted in the reflected light of its mother planet—and in the reflected light of the many marine units, ships, and drones stationed down there—including the other half of her Recon squad, Holly thought.

      “Sergeant Bastion? You have any update for me?” She clicked through to a private channel down to the surface of Triton and wondered if any of the tiny glints of light that she could see down there would be her sergeant, who had been with her alongside Sergeant Marshal Smith since the beginning.

      “Space rocks, Cropper!” the loud and avuncular voice of Bastion Li crackled back a moment later. “How many times have you asked me that in the last hour—two? Three?”

      “Yeah, well . . .” Holly winced. Maybe she was being a bit overdramatic, but this place—this particular stretch of space—was getting on her nerves. More so than Venus, where the hybrid human and Thaal technology killbots had been released, and more so even than Mars, where an entire habitat dome had broken over her.

      It was here, down on that moon of Triton below, where she had first seen the enemy they faced. Giant, ogre-like creatures who called themselves the Thaal, who had once owned this solar system and had seeded it tens of thousands of years before with their technology.

      Strange to think that it was all true, Holly thought for a moment, as she drifted slightly in space. Even when the fourteen-pointed Thaal starcraft had arrived, and even when some human professor had stolen Thaal technology to make the Jackal killbots, during all of that, she still hadn’t quite understood the threat that humanity faced. It must have been because the Thaal appeared to use automated, drone technology first, and only awakened their actual, biological warriors much later.

      It had taken seeing the aliens in their purple flesh to make the danger all real.

      “I get it, Cropper. I get it.” Bastion sighed over the other end of the line. “We’ve still got the sight locked down. The scientists are looking at it just like they were looking at it the hour before that, and yesterday, and the day before that, and . . .”

      “Alright, Bastion, I hear ya.” Holly sighed. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m worrying over nothing.”

      Holly tried to convince herself of that, even though from the feeling in the pit of her stomach, she couldn’t believe it at all. She hesitated, then spoke again.

      “I saw it, Bastion.” Holly’s voice became a little quieter as her thoughts returned to the fight some seven months ago, right down there on Triton. The Thaal had awoken from their cryogenic sleep inside the starcraft and come here, where some of their ancient ruins were concealed. As Holly and her squad had advanced on them, they had activated the ruins to create . . .

      To create what, exactly!? she thought to herself angrily—suddenly annoyed at her own fear.

      It had looked like a black hole ringed by burning plasma.

      But that was no mere blank nothingness on the other side, was it? Holly thought.

      No—she had looked up at that strange, whirling disk of energy that the awakened Thaal had made and into it—through it—she had seen stars. Strange stars. Stars that did not look like any constellation that she knew of from here in the Alliance.

      “It was some kind of portal,” Holly breathed again.

      Sergeant Bastion Li, of course, had heard this from his captain during the long months between then and now. The larger combat specialist had heard her tale of what had happened on the surface of Triton, of the somehow controllable wormhole that the Thaal had managed to create, and how they had threatened Holly with a much larger, fuller invasion. The sergeant had heard this story before, but he knew his superior officer better than anyone else did, or so he thought. He said nothing, and his channel remained silent as he let his usually taciturn captain speak.

      “I could see another part of the universe, Bastion!” Holly breathed again. “Who knows how many of them are out there? Or what they are capable of? They opened a wormhole, Bastion! They used what looked like laser beams and force fields, Bastion, force fields!”

      Holly ended indignantly, suddenly hot and angry and confused about why. Was it because she thought that the Thaal couldn’t be beaten? No. That they should just give up? Of course not.

      “We have to be doing more,” Holly said vehemently.

      “Well, what do you think the Watchers are about?” Bastion pointed out.

      “Pffagh!” Holly turned in her midfloat to see Private Valdez and Fenchurch finishing their section of the Watcher and admiring their handiwork. It looked big, mean, and impressive from this distance, and about a thousand feet out, there was another one, and another . . . But even the sight of these orbital guns could not fill Holly with hope.

      “Force fields, Bastion. Force fields and lasers. We’re still basically lobbing rocks at them,” she growled.

      “Well, explosive rocks, maybe,” Bastion Li pointed out.

      “Your humor is noted, but it isn’t helping, Sergeant,” Holly groaned. Then the ridiculousness of the situation, of facing an enemy that could zap their way through space and create floating energy fields, compared to what they were doing, suddenly struck her. She barked a guttural laugh at the sheer absurdity of humanity’s chances.

      “Well, I’m always glad that you can continue to put a positive spin on things,” Bastion said, and Holly felt a wave of thankfulness for her irreverent combat specialist. He knew when to poke fun and when not to.

      And underneath it all, Holly knew—they both knew—that essentially there was only one thing that any marine could do.

      “For all and for one,” Holly heard herself mutter the Marine Oath. Bastion returned with the expected:

      “For Earth, its peoples, and its alliance, wherever they may be among the stars . . .”

      After all, what else could they do? Holly thought as the inside of her visor started bleeping with a sudden orange flash.

      “What now!?” she groaned at it.

      To see that it was a Priority One message from Commander Silas himself.

      

      ENEMY CONTACT. IMMEDIATE DEPLOYMENT.
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      “Commander?” Holly said as soon as she threw herself into the flip-down seat beside Marshal and Bastion in the small “green room” behind the cockpit of the Wasp.

      The room itself was little more than a cupboard in military terms—a booth fitted with six flip-down chairs along the walls and sleek-looking computer equipment hanging down from the ceiling. The walls were not the usual military industrial steel however, but instead a deep charcoal gray of sound-insulating foam. This green room was like many others of its kind dotted throughout Earth Alliance Marine vessels and stations: a secure comms cell designed for restricted, eyes-only broadcasts.

      They were known as “green rooms” after the small pre-stage rooms where actors waited to be called, since that was what happened inside them: you waited, sometimes for a long time. With no instantaneous communication, lags between message recording and delivery could stretch as long as forty minutes.

      And right now, those waiting were the senior officers of the Forward Recon squad: Holly, Marshal, and Bastion.

      The equipment in front of them started to flicker with lights as it used the Wasp’s generators to power up its own individual transmitter and receiver—one that was isolated from the rest of the ship’s main communications array.

      
        
        Loading encryption servers . . .

      

      

      The words flashed up in neon holo in the air between them all. Holly looked at the others. Bastion had just arrived from the surface of Triton and still wore at least half of the heavy tactical suit he had been in, whereas Marshal looked more comfortable in his olive-green fatigues.

      “Fire Team Two?” Holly asked him, referring to the other half of her squad who had been deployed to Triton. She knew that any problems would have been reported directly to her, and so that meant that no news equaled good news. But reports weren’t the same as in-person opinions.

      “Good,” Bastion whispered beside her as he settled in the seat. He was a large man, almost six foot three, with a football-player build and a short-cropped black crew cut. Holly saw him make a face briefly. “Well, Jenkins is still being a bit feisty, but I’ve left him shoveling ice for the next watch, so hopefully that will cool him down.”

      “Hmm.” Holly nodded. Jenkins was one that she had her eye on as being difficult in her squad. Technically, the Forward Recon squad could still be considered new since it was less than a year old, but the past ten months since its formation under her command had done a lot to smooth down the rough corners.

      And besides, I’m not as worried about Jenkins as I am about Falko, Holly had to admit. Private Falko had been the marine that had been the most divisive in her command—whether it was the fact that she was a she, or was from the Breaker Group of asteroid miners, or whether he just liked having someone to hate, she still didn’t know. That was why she kept Falko in Fire Team One, here with her aboard the Wasp, while Fire Team Two, the other half of the Recon squad, she had sent to help secure Triton.

      “They’ll figure it out.” Bastion seemed to read her thoughts. “And if not?” The big man shrugged the mountain of his muscles, and his thoughts were obvious. Falko and Jenkins had better get their act together, or they would face more trouble than they would ever want.

      
        
        Decryption successful!

        Contact with Outer Territories HQ established . . .

        Beginning transmission . . .

      

      

      Holly’s eyes snapped ahead as the sophisticated technology—probably the most advanced piece of tech on the entire Wasp, she thought, blipped and flashed into life. In a century where the distances between the planets were vast and the Enhanced Feynman Drives could get near light speed but not surpass it, communication was more important than it had ever been. The time lag between sender and receiver meant orders could be sent out and were expected to be followed without any live feedback, without questions.

      To be honest, the process set Holly’s teeth on edge, as the recorded image of their gaunt-looking superior officer, Commander Silas, appeared before them. He had a smattering of white hair and a jawbone that was almost visible, his skin was so taut—but his eyes were still an alert, electric blue, fierce and challenging.

      The old battle-ax will probably outlive us all! Holly thought as she reflexively started to raise her hand to attention, before realizing that there was no need for that here. This was a recording, and he wouldn’t be able to see her mark of respect anyway.

      “Commander Cropper and senior staff of the EA Wasp,” Silas began, no hello, no preamble. This was serious.

      “Attached to this message is a series of files and recordings which I expect you to familiarize yourself with immediately,” he said. Smaller images flickered into life next to the commander’s image. They appeared to be deep-space radar images, with the customary bright pink vectors of space travel around a singular, flashing, green object.

      “Approximately thirty-five minutes ago my local time—which would be plus three hours behind your own, we received word from the Pluto Deep Mapping Unit.”

      “Oh, stars . . .” Holly heard Marshal swear. She could only agree with him. The Pluto Deep Mapping Unit was a large, space-based telescope stationed further out than Pluto, with the intent of studying the outer universe beyond Sol’s system borders. It was also the first thing that had registered the Thaal star vessel when it had arrived.

      “They registered an automated S-O-S call from one of the generation caravans making its usual loop through the solar system.”

      “Which one?” Bastion Li sat up straighter. Every part of his body poured attention at the hologram, so much so that he had forgotten that the recorded and encrypted hologram of the commander couldn’t answer his questions.

      “At the time, the S-O-S was forwarded to the usual emergency channels, as we presumed it was an engineering fault. However, when the signal was analyzed closer, we believe that the generation caravan itself has come under attack . . .”

      “Which one? Who by—smugglers?” Bastion was intense.

      “You’re really not getting this recorded message thing, are you?” Marshal started to snicker beside him, but Holly saw that one warning glare from Bastion silenced him. It was military humor, she knew—it could get rough, but underneath it was a loyalty that went to the battlefields and back.

      The holoimage before them flickered, and instead of the small digital vector image of the generation caravan alone, there appeared two—no, three!—much smaller, flashing, orange vectors that flew towards it, two of the smaller shapes strafing along its edge while another hung back. Classic attack formation, Holly thought.

      
        
        Signal identifiers:

        Gen. caravan SUNKISSER . . .

        Unknown vessel (unknown telemetry, unknown propulsion) . . .

        Unknown vessel (unknown telemetry, unknown propulsion) . . .

        Unknown vessel (unknown telemetry, unknown propulsion) . . .

      

      

      Beside Holly, the large form of Bastion Smith flinched as if struck. Holly made to ask him what was wrong—what he saw that she hadn’t—but the commander was talking once again.

      “From its navigation logs, the Sunkisser was making its return loop back towards Interior space when the attack came. The Pluto Deep Mapping Unit registered it as several thousand miles away. The Sunkisser should have reached its return trajectory by the time you receive this message. As you are the nearest full-service Marine Corps unit in the vicinity, I am deploying the Wasp immediately with full orders to investigate and neutralize the threat to an Earth Alliance vessel . . .”

      There was a pause from the thin, almost skeletal man as Holly (and no doubt the other two officers in the green room) considered what Commander Silas was asking of them.

      Be the first ones in, last ones out. Holly clenched her teeth.

      To fight in the dark against an uncertain enemy, tens of thousands of miles away from home and with no hope of backup.

      “I trust that you understand, and I have faith that you will perform to the best of your ability,” Commander Silas said gravely, and with a short and straight-handed salute, the orders were given. The holoimage clicked off in an instant, and Holly was left looking at the neon package data left by the commander as it downloaded into the Wasp’s main servers.

      “Well, we all heard the man,” Holly breathed. Marshal Smith beside her put it a little more eloquently:

      “Frack!”

      “Yeah.” Holly thought that pretty much summed it up, but there was no time to pause to consider their actions. There were Earth Alliance people out there right now, and they could be dying. Or dead.

      “How far out is that?” Holly said, getting up from her seat. With a few sweeps of her hand, she had moved through the data set to find their relative positions on the stellar map. Neptune looked an awfully long way away from Pluto, and the Sunkisser was even further out than that.

      “Ten point two hours, give or take,” Bastion murmured, his voice as frozen as his usually dynamic form was. Holly turned to see him staring hard at the stellar map, his eyes fierce and gleaming. Had he been crying? It was impossible to think that the combat specialist, with his rough and pragmatic humor, was even capable of crying.

      “That’s an awfully accurate guess,” Marshal said, frowning. Marshal was the main pilot of the Wasp and was mostly the one to work these sorts of calculations out.

      “Yeah, well. Let’s just say I have previous.” Bastion finally broke contact with the holoscreen and glared his hurt-ridden eyes at Marshal.

      “I know the generation caravans,” the big man said. “I was born on the Sunkisser.”
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      Plutonian Space

      

      They might all be dead already . . .

      Bastion Li tried to keep his eyes focused on the squad of Forward Recon Marines at the same time as his mind was focused on the nearing stars. The EA Marine Reconnaissance vessel the Wasp was at full complement, but that was only half capacity.

      Even with just seven people—including himself, Marshal, and the captain—Bastion was annoyed with the numbers. As his gaze flickered over the private first class marines readying their heavy tactical suits, he couldn’t stop being annoyed that he had to deal with anyone else at all.

      “Falko, get it together,” Bastion growled at the next largest marine, the troublesome Private Falko with his scar that ran from temple to cheekbone. The private was currently threatening to play an ad hoc game of catch with his regulation helmet, while most of the others were standing at the ready, their heavy tacticals plugged into the charging units behind them. The hold of the Wasp was gloomy, lit by electric-blue LEDs, and at the rear of the room the large bay doors stood like the closed teeth of a monster.

      Falko dithered. Looking at Bastion once more, he threw the helmet in one spin.

      “I said get yourself together!” Bastion felt a sudden wave of anger surge through him, and before he knew it, he was striding forward and standing right in front of the smirking marine as his temper flared.

      “Don’t you understand, Marine!?” Bastion, the sergeant, bawled at Falko. “There are people dying out there! Good people!”

      With a snarl, Bastion had snatched the helmet out of the air midthrow and held it up just a fraction higher, as if about to smash it against the smirking marine’s face.

      “Sergeant!” Holly’s voice was clear behind him, not quite a reprimand but with enough bite in it to make it clear that she wanted his attention yesterday.

      “Sir!” Bastion blinked. With a great effort of will, he wrestled with his anger and shoved it down inside of himself, eating it like bitter fruit. He held Falko’s gaze for a moment longer, wishing that he could smash the helmet that he held into it, but also knowing that he would not. With a large measure of restraint, he passed the marine’s helmet back, before turning to see his captain waiting for him at the entrance to the hold.

      “We’re approaching our destination. I need everyone in secure webbing,” Holly said harshly over Bastion’s shoulder as he marched up towards her. Bastion knew that she was saying this for his benefit, but he still felt like he would have preferred to have taken the first option of dealing with Falko.

      “Approaching destination?” Bastion hovered beside her at the door, and the rest of Fire Team One started strapping themselves into the harnesses attached to the wall behind them. The sergeant knew that they would be secured tight in case there was any turbulence—or worse.

      “Yep.” Holly nodded, turning for the pair of them to jog back down the main tunnel that speared through the middle of the Wasp and back towards the cockpit.

      “I’m sure you are aware that long-range sensors never work the best when the engines are at maximum burn. When we decrease velocity, we’ve got to be ready for anything,” Holly was saying as they reached the door that led to the cockpit. But to Bastion’s surprise, she paused briefly, turning to look up at him.

      “Look, I know—that was uncool of me back there,” Bastion grunted. He was actually a man that was fairly good at apologies and expressing his opinion—a fact that many didn’t think matched up with his greater size.

      “Falko is a jerk. I get that,” Holly said, quickly shaking her head to wave off his admission. “The Sunkisser. You said you were born on it, and then that was it. You were born there, Bastion! The very ship that the Thaal have chosen to pick off. This must be tough for you.”

      Bastion opened his mouth and closed it again. What am I supposed to say to that? the big man thought. He recalled his upbringing on the large generation caravan—so named because the people who staffed and worked it also lived on it, had kids there, most of them going into the same jobs as their parents, most of them never getting off the caravans.

      But I did, Bastion recalled. I found a way out.

      His thoughts drifted back to the wide acres of halls and the tight corridors of the caravans, each one a giant, living centipede of metal that moved ceaselessly through the solar system from one end to the other, carrying goods and ore to the Breaker Group and back. There were only eight of the giant caravans in existence. Their construction was so vast that it took years to build even one, and the Sunkisser, Bastion’s old home, was one.

      It wasn’t that when he thought back to that childhood that it was particularly bad or terrible—he had nothing much to compare it to anyway—but there was an intense feeling of claustrophobia. And sometimes threat.

      I got out. I’m not going to end up as some casino goon like my dad . . . the marine was thinking.

      “Bastion, Bastion!” Holly was saying to him, as he shook his head slightly and came back to reality.

      “It’s fine,” the sergeant said, leaning forward to hit the door release button for the cockpit. “I left there a long time ago.”

      And I left for damn good reasons too, Bastion was thinking as he took himself to the firing chair behind Marshal Smith in the pilot’s seat.

      “Target up ahead. Deceleration in five, four, three . . . !” Marshal called out, oblivious to the air between the captain and the sergeant.
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        * * *

      

      “Ready sensors!” Holly said. She tried to push aside her concerns for her close combat specialist. She had never seen Bastion like this, surly and on the verge of earning a disciplinary. If he lost it, then Holly wasn’t sure how she would put a stop to him.

      And besides which, she had never been in a gun-to-gun dogfight with the Thaal, either.

      Ahead of her was Marshal’s flight chair, with the streaming light and haze of stars as their Enhanced Feynman Drive started to decelerate. These nuclear reactor engines were fast, but they couldn’t break the speed of light yet. Instead, they created a hazy blur of motion around their vessel (as seen from inside).

      “Total engine deceleration in three, two, and go!” Marshal said as the blur faded. Before them lay the sight of a giant metal ship in several compartments stretching below them.

      The Wasp continued to rocket forwards towards the ship with no friction in space to completely slow them down. Holly could see lines of rounded porthole windows alongside small metal jetties stretching out around giant cargo bay doors. The size of the ship was almost too much for Holly to take in—too much to conceive of as a ship and not as a station like the one that Holly had grown up on.

      “Scans onboarding,” Marshal said, as more of the Wasp’s controls flickered into life. The Feynman Drive was so powerful that it interfered with almost everything else, and Holly had known that this would be the case—but she still didn’t relish the seconds it took for the scans to come back online.

      What!? Her eyes did the work of the scanners—picking up several dark areas where holes had puckered the side of the craft.

      “She’s injured! Is she hurt? Engines!?” Bastion called out from across the aisle to Holly. He had clearly been looking out of the cockpit windows as much as the captain had.

      He treats the Sunkisser like it has feelings, the thought raced through Holly’s mind. But then again, wasn’t that a mark of one of the spaceborne? To have more affinity with their station than with distant, Interior Earth? A part of her wondered if she, herself born in the Breaker Group station of Hephaestus, had more in common with the sergeant than she had thought.

      “Get her on comms,” Holly said. “How are we doing with the sensors?”

      “Working on it, sir!” Marshal said. His hands flickered across the control board, and a small blue holofield appeared before him.

      “Generation caravan: Sunkisser, this is EA Marine recon vessel, the Wasp. Please return your status.”

      Marshal was halfway through this message when the Wasp’s own sensors came back online, and with it came the peal of alarms.

      
        
        Warning! Unknown signatures approaching!

      

      

      Just as three purple-tipped craft appeared, glittering out of the dark and headed straight for them.
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      “What are they!?” Marshal was shouting as the three tri-winged vessels grew larger in both scans and forward view mirrors. Their images suddenly leapt larger as the Wasp’s targeting computers auto-magnified them. Holly, Bastion, and Marshal saw cone-shaped ships with three wings made of plates of a shiny steel material—but none of the hull plates were regular and instead appeared to fit together like a jigsaw. At their back was an intense purple glow, which Holly presumed had to be from their propulsion system.

      They don’t look of human origin, Holly had a chance to think.

      
        
        Unknown vessels. Unknown engine signatures . . .

      

      

      The scanners blipped in alarm, and there was the sound of an incoming hail from the Sunkisser, but there wasn’t enough time to respond as Marshal was pointing at the long-range sensors.

      “Whatever they’re doing—they’re increasing in energy output! Look at that spike!”

      Holly did and saw that one of the holographic data fields that had rolled down over the pilot-engineer’s head displayed a sudden spike of electromagnetic frequencies. Holly had a little experience with mechanical engineering and guessed that it couldn’t be good.

      “Are they accelerating? Is that their reactor signatures?” she asked as the three vessels started to pull closer to the Sunkisser, covering half the distance in the flash of an eye.

      “I can’t tell—” Marshal said, before there was a sudden, scintillating flash from the oncoming vessel slightly ahead of the others.

      Holy frack, Holly thought as she saw three thin, stringlike beams of purple light erupt from the nose point of the vessel, the beams spinning and curling around each other as they shot through space.

      To strike the first carriage module of the generation caravan, coming together into one solid beam at the last possible moment before they hit.

      
        
        Warning! Impact warning!

      

      

      Their own Recon vessel blared in sympathy to the distress of the Sunkisser. There was a mighty flash of intense white light, etching a globe of brilliance on Holly’s eyes for a moment in afterglow before dissipating. The exploding laser beams evaporated almost as soon as they struck, but in their wake, Holly could see a bubbling, cratered hole in the old ruddy metals of the caravan, already oozing and leaking internal bits of materia.

      They got laser cannons. The thought flew through her mind in numb shock. How was she, in a vessel that still used projectiles and missiles, ever going to beat laser cannons straight from some kid’s sci-fi show?

      But now the lead enemy fighter was twitching its nose to rise towards them.

      “Evasive action!” Holly was shouting, although Marshal was already taking action, pulling the flight handles sharply back towards him. In response, the Wasp’s side thrusters rotated and flared, kicking up their nose and causing the Recon vessel to swing upwards in a wide arc.

      We’re too slow, we’re too slow! Holly gripped the handles of her control seat as they spun, and the Sunkisser wheeled away underneath them, and she was looking up at cartwheeling stars.

      And they didn’t die. If the alien fighter had fired on them, then it had missed. For now.

      “Guns!” Holly called, a command of readiness for her Sergeant Bastion as well as an activation for her own controls. At her grunt, the forward firing arm before her blipped and slid towards her, locking into place as she grabbed the two handles. Her firing arm only controlled the railguns—two auto-linked giant repeater rifles that were mounted on the side of the Wasp, whereas Bastion’s firing arm controlled the much larger missile launcher that was mounted across the back of the Recon craft.

      
        
        Targeting . . . Finding enemy units . . .

      

      

      The lines of holo code flared into the air to the right of Holly’s gun as Marshal was bringing the Wasp down and around out of its loop.

      
        
        Proximity warning!

      

      

      There was a sudden shadow eclipsing their cockpit—a flash of shining steel, a suggestion of strange jigsaw patterns—and then there was purple fire washing over their screen.

      “Frack!” Marshal shouted as alarm bells started to ring through the ship. “They swerved us!”

      “Damage report!” Holly breathed, keeping her eye on the holographic screen above her gun as the entire Wasp swerved and rolled. Whatever fuel or plasma that purple stuff was—it was like getting caught in an explosion.

      “We’re good. Only outer plate damage—bringing us around,” Marshal was saying.

      Before Holly, the generation caravan once more swung up from below her screen, this time much further away and picked out in a friendly, green vector. Her flashing red targeting window zeroed in on one of the enemy fighters as it shot along the hull of the Sunkisser, but it was too fast. It had already raced ahead and out of the screen before the time that Holly’s targeting vector had clicked to a secure green.

      “Dammit!”

      And the escaping vessel had left behind another rupture in the hill of the caravan.

      Just how much more of those could that ship take!? Holly hoped that it was a lot, as she brought up her targeting window to the next oncoming enemy vessel. They were strafing the Sunkisser, Holly noted. Flying in shooting runs along the hull and wheeling out again underneath the ship—

      
        
        Target acquired!

      

      

      Her vector flashed green, and Holly’s body responded automatically, her hands clenching around the firing triggers of her gun. She swore that she could feel the thrum of vibration as the Wasp responded.

      As seen from the outside, the two mounted railguns fired—they weren’t really guns in any sense that a planetary marine would understand. Their barrels loaded and fired tiny rockets no bigger than Captain Cropper’s forearm—but with such high propulsion and a rapid loading mechanism, the railguns were so fast that the captain could fire a steady stream of them across space.

      The charges flew out, spreading as the Wasp moved, firing over the back of the Sunkisser as the alien fighter flew into the deadly cloud—

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      Holly saw the small vector of her targeting window flash green and the cloud of racing projectiles erupt into a glittering plume of white sparks that fizzled and faded like phosphorous.

      “Is it down! Is it down!?” Holly was shouting, as Marshal was firing their side thrusters and barreling them back towards the Sunkisser.

      
        
        Enemy target acquired!

      

      

      Just as Holly’s sensors caught the enemy craft circling around them, and she saw that her target had indeed flown through her hail of bullets and abruptly curled off around the other side of the generation caravan.

      Was it damaged? Was it running away!? Holly couldn’t tell for sure. All that she did know was that it certainly hadn’t exploded.

      “Target!” Bastion called, and this time, when he fired the main missile launchers everyone could feel the sudden lurch as the Wasp shook. A stream of flaming light appeared over their cockpit as their main weapon, their five-foot-long missiles packed full of fissile material, burst ahead of them, then quickly changed course as it swam towards the nearest enemy vessel.

      “We’re coming in fast! Hold your fire!” Marshal said as their curving flight threw them straight at the generation caravan. Holly could feel the pilot pulling the body of the Wasp up so that she, too, like her prey, would race along the hull of the far larger ship at breakneck speeds.

      But Holly’s eyes were on the missile vector on the guidance screens overhead. She watched as it curved and turned with its own microthrusters, racing up and away from the Sunkisser after one of the turning alien craft.

      “They’re so fast,” the captain breathed, watching as the alien vessel turned and zigzagged, attempting to throw off its hunter.

      They know about missiles, then. Holly logged the information for later consideration. They might have laser beams and use force fields, but they also knew how dangerous missiles were. They ran away from them.

      
        
        Hit!

      

      

      There was another pleasing chime of the Wasp’s main computers as the alien vessel attempted to turn too fast—and the missile must have clipped one of its wings as it spiraled out of the way. All at once, there was a brilliant flash, and the alien craft was spinning nose to tail, nose to tail . . .

      Straight into the third carriage of the Sunkisser.

      “No!” Bastion shouted in terror.
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        * * *

      

      “What did I do! I didn’t mean for it—!” Bastion was beside himself with worry as the Wasp flew down the outer hull of the Sunkisser, and alarms were already flaring and chiming around them.

      Targeting alarms, that marine-trained, secondary part of Holly’s mind thought. The rest of it was trying to work out a way to contain Bastion Li.

      They’ve locked onto us. “Bastion, get it together! Focus!” Holly snapped, turning in her seat to throw a glimpse out of the cockpit window . . .

      Past Marshal’s helmet, there was the forward viewing window of the Wasp. It was clearly showing the fading sparks and scurf of plasma from the impact on the Sunkisser from the destroyed Thaal ship, everything expanding outwards in a rising dome—leaving behind it a smaller particle cloud of objects. The explosion must have ruptured the outer and inner hulls. In a split second of stop-time horror, Holly saw the glint of metal chairs, pipes, wall panels—and at least one wriggling shape of a human.

      “No-no, no!” Bastion was shouting.

      
        
        Warning! Target lock detected!

      

      

      The Wasp’s main computer detected the targeting lock a moment before the Wasp itself was roughly struck by something. Holly was violently shoved to one side. The only thing stopping her from flying across the cockpit cabin and smashing her visor on the opposite hull wall was the X-harness that secured her.

      Oof!

      She slammed back into the chair to feel her stomach churning and turning cartwheels over itself in her chest. She tasted blood in her mouth and realized that she must have bitten her tongue in the jolt.

      “Where is it!? Damage report!” she was shouting. Her rage at having their ship struck by the enemy was apparently stronger than any concern that she was about to die.

      “I . . . !” Marshal was growling with the flight handles as Holly watched the generation caravan whirling around them in a tight circle—only it wasn’t the Sunkisser doing that. It was the Wasp, spinning over and over as Marshal fought to regain control of it and struggled to pull it away from the caravan so that it didn’t suffer the same fate as the downed Thaal craft.

      “Firing left stabilizers!” Marshal called for the Wasp to suddenly lurch. The view ahead of them darkened into the eerie quiet of space. And then another lurch as the Wasp shot downwards again, the Sunkisser appearing to the right of them as they flew under her hull.

      “They hit our left side!” Marshal was calling through gritted teeth as he struggled to control the Wasp. There were even more blaring alarms now as a three-dimensional holo of the Wasp leapt into the air of the cockpit, one entire side of the wedge-shaped craft flashing orange.

      “Seals!?” Holly shouted, her gut sharply contracting with panic. If their hull was breached—

      “Fuel injectors two to four, secondary cargo locker,” Marshal said tersely as the bulk of the Sunkisser’s antennas and minor door locks rolled over their heads. They hugged its belly, Marshal somehow managing to maintain control of their trajectory.

      Fuel injectors, cargo . . . Holly was thinking somewhat guiltily and with a sense of relief. Whatever the Thaal had fired on them, it hadn’t broken through into the main compartments of the ship. The hold and the seven other EA Marines who were currently strapped in down there were alright.

      Not that it couldn’t change at any moment, Holly was forced to concede as they shot out from the underside of the Sunkisser. Marshal began a shaky, uneasy turn back towards it.

      “Targeting,” Holly called once again, seizing the firing pins. There was little else to do other than fight. One of the Thaal vessels was down, but she still didn’t have confirmation on the one that had flown through the hail of her railguns. That still left two intact enemy vessels, and their own was . . .

      Shaky. The entire craft lurched to one side and then back, forcing Marshal to veer abruptly and pull the Wasp back up, heading towards the stars that hung over the Sunkisser instead.

      Can we even fight like this!? Holly thought in alarm. The Thaal ships were comet-fast, and they had superior weapons.

      They had no choice but to fight, the marine captain also knew. Not just for their own lives and the lives of her crew aboard the Wasp, but also for the lives of the several hundred aboard the generation caravan. They were alone out here, and the nearest backup could be hours if not days away. To do nothing, to not try, to admit defeat—would be a death sentence.

      “Marshal, just give me a clear shot!” Holly said, feeling the sweat drip down the side of her temple as she scanned the threat scanners.

      To see that there were still two enemy craft, and that they were now speeding away from the Sunkisser and back towards the depths of space.

      “Where are they going!?” Bastion shouted in alarm. The two flight vectors were already out of range of his missiles and far beyond what Holly’s railguns could reach.

      “Not towards the Interior,” Marshal grumbled as the Wasp lurched and shuddered once more in distress. Whatever damage the Thaal had done, it was worse than she had anticipated.

      In the distance, the lights of the two enemy vessels were fast receding into the murk of the night. Soon, they wouldn’t be distinguishable from the stars they shot towards.

      “They’re fleeing?” Holly said incredulously. She had never known the Thaal to flee—not the giant, purple-skinned aliens that she had fought back on Triton, nor their robotic, murderous technologies either.

      “Yeah. And hopefully they’ll never come back, either!” Bastion growled, resettling in his seat with a heavy groan and instead fixing his glare at the generation caravan. The Sunkisser was now listing on its side with an expanding circle of jetsam and detritus around the third carriage.

      Holly looked at the generation caravan and then looked back out at the vastness of the stars beyond the solar system. The alien Thaal had vanished now, but that didn’t mean that Holly was in any way agreeing with Bastion’s hopes.

      Where is there to go out there? The words kept repeating in Holly’s mind. Where is there to go?
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      The Sunkisser

      

      “Steady in the hold!” Marshal’s voice sounded through the Wasp’s internal communications system as Holly and Bastion now stood by the large, shovel-like hold doors. The Recon vessel shook and twisted in equal measures.

      “We’re trying!” One of the other marines behind Holly, the short, angry form of Private Valdez, murmured regretfully. Holly let it ride, as it was pretty much exactly how she was feeling right now too.

      The seven private first class marines of her squad had detached themselves from their seat webbing at her orders and lined up on either side of the door from where she and Bastion stood, everyone holding onto one of the grab handles that dangled from the ceiling of the hold.

      But as Holly allowed her weight to switch once again while the Wasp rocked and pivoted, she found that she was just praying that the pilot and engineer found a way to get the ship safely into dock with the generation caravan.

      “EA Marine Wasp—watch your sides!” The words of someone sounded over their open comms. It was whomever their dock handler was on the other side of the doors, and they sounded pretty alarmed, just before . . .

      Oof! There was another sudden shake from the sides of the Wasp, one that was so violent that Holly lurched against the wall, and there was a juddering, screeching sound of metal meeting metal and not getting along at all.

      “Marine Wasp! Marine Wasp—repeat, what the frack do you think you’re doing!?”

      The dock handler didn’t sound very happy about it, but at least now they were stilled, and there was the slowly receding whine as the thrusters and stabilizers that were left powered down. Gasses and steam vented immediately to normalize the pressure between the vessels, and Holly was struggling back to her feet, along with her squad.

      “Whoa. Best of the best, don’t you know,” Marine Fenchurch said with a wry grin, patting the top of his helmet.

      “Booyah,” Valdez returned ironically, without any conviction whatsoever.

      “Alright, people,” Holly stepped forward, pulling the door release lever. “That’s it. At least Sergeant Smith got us here in one piece, huh?”

      There were a few mumbled responses from behind her—one of which she was sure was Private Valdez saying, “Sounds like a miracle to me,”—but Holly was already turning to the lowering maw of the door and her first glimpse of the crew of the generation caravan.

      The Wasp didn’t even take up most of this Sunkisser launch hold, and Holly got a glimpse of a vast space with one balcony and pipes snaking here, there, and everywhere to other smaller vessels parked inside. There were flashing, yellow lights and the peal of alarms.

      And there was also a contingent of people dressed in a motley of ochre-and-tan service suits stretched across the mouth of the hold, each one holding a variety of very large mechanical tools in their hands. Holly’s eyes picked up giant spanners, hammers, fire axes, and metal bars—and she didn’t think that any of them would hesitate to use them against their saviors.
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        * * *

      

      “You’d better stand down right now, my friends,” Holly immediately snarled at the mob, stepping forward to stand in the middle of the Wasp’s ramp. If any of these ungrateful dolts was going to come for her crew, then they would first have to go through her.

      “And maybe consider that we flew all the way out here to save your sorry behinds,” Holly heard someone shout—Valdez—why did she even have to ask herself who shouted that?

      The mob of what looked to be Sunkisser engineers jostled where they were, still holding their tools in their hands, clearly eyeing the fact that neither Holly nor any of the others had their marine rifles at the ready. Holly hadn’t thought that she would need to engage the very ship that they came to save barrel-first.

      “Don’t be a bunch of idiots,” Holly heaved a sigh and started to walk down the ramp towards them. The figures looked nervous, testy.

      Not a good sign, Holly thought. Nerves meant that they could do anything.

      “Where’s the captain of this boat?” Holly said, taking a step forwards.

      The largest of the mechanics leveled a giant spanner towards her, pointing its rusted end straight at her visor. Holly wondered if it would crack the reinforced plastic like an egg if it struck.

      There was a grumbling sound from behind her as Bastion removed himself from the shadow of the Wasp’s hold. He didn’t have his rifle in his hands yet, but he was so large and intimidating that Holly thought he could probably go through all of these people just with the threat of his glare.

      But no. She held up a hand to stop him. Violence wasn’t going to solve this . . . whatever this was.

      She stopped, but her tone darkened. “I asked you a question,” she said to the spanner bearer.

      “I’m Captain Holly Cropper of the Outer Territories EA Marine Recon Division. We’re here to make sure you get back to Interior space safely. Now where is the captain!?”

      The large mechanic regarded her with dark eyes narrowed for a moment, then growled. “Dead. Captain Ferrier’s dead, along with all the first flight crew.”

      “Old Ferrier’s dead?” she heard Bastion mutter in surprise a step beside her.

      His question elicited surprise from spanner bearer, too, who took his gaze off Holly for a moment.

      Well, that was a big mistake, Holly thought. She stepped inside his reach, one hand snaking up to seize the wrist that held the giant spanner, while the other grabbed the ochre lapel of the man’s suit and firmly planted the metal brow of her visor helmet against the bridge of the man’s nose.

      “Argh!” There was a shout of pain as the man suddenly went limp, falling backwards before her. Holly easily plucked the heavy mechanical spanner from his grasp, turning around as one of the nearest to her started to move.

      “Ugh!” To be met with Bastion shoving him to the floor, as the sergeant leapt forward and in one easy movement sent him skidding across the ground.

      The rest of the mob had frozen in confusion at the sudden display of dominance. The entire encounter had taken less than a few seconds, and now Holly could clearly see that the rest of them were looking at their downed fellows and then back up at Holly and Bastion in mute surprise.

      “Anyone else?” Holly said to the others nonchalantly. One by one, there was a clatter of tools as the impromptu weapons fell to the floor in a clatter of panic.

      “We didn’t mean it—we got no boss, see!?” One of the smaller of the group was saying as they backed off. Holly could read from his suit that he was the dock handler who had already been berating them over the comms system.

      “He’s dead. The captain’s dead! No one’s in charge at all! Someone’s saying that Engineering has barricaded themselves in, second flight crew is all over the place. And then you go and throw one of those ship things straight at us!” the man was saying nervously.

      Holly nodded for the others apart from the dock handler to evaporate before turning her full attention to the only one left.

      “Name and rank,” she said sternly.

      “D-Derrick. Derrick Yohannes,” the man mumbled. “I’m the dock handler. Well, I’m the apprentice dock handler, but the first one died in the attacks, so . . .”

      “So you’re in charge of the docks now, right?” Holly glowered, stubbing the big man with the broken nose on the ground. “And I guess this guy thought he could do a better job than you? And decided to take over? And you just went along with it?”

      “I, I . . . There was just me!” Derrick the Apprentice Dock Handler said pathetically. But Holly could see that she had hit the nail on the head.

      Holly groaned and looked at Bastion.

      “What?” Bastion said self-consciously.

      “Well, you were born here! Who should we talk to in order to get this boat back up and running?” Holly hissed back at him. She felt exasperated. If she were in a Breaker station, then she would just berate the nearest mechanics to get on the case, as everyone in the Breaker Group stations had a philosophy of “fix it first” and then sort out the mess afterwards. If you lived floating in deep space, it helped if you were all floating together alive, even if you hated each other.

      “The second flight crew,” Bastion said with a grumble. “They’re the ones next in charge in an emergency, but we need the engineering team on board too. They’re like their own family down there,” he said ruefully, his voice growing weaker as he spoke, as if he wasn’t sure.

      “Stars,” Holly groaned, “but this second flight crew does have the chain of command, right?”

      Bastion made an uneasy face. “You gotta understand how it works on the caravans, Holly—whole families have been here for a long, long time. They get real touchy about anyone telling them their business.”

      “Their business is to turn this ship around and get it back to the Interior before anything worse happens to it!” Holly burst out in exasperation. She looked at Bastion, who appeared uneasy and surly, regarding the Caravaners around him with clear concern.

      What does he know that I don’t? Holly thought, then shook her head. She didn’t have the time to play politics. Who knew, after all, when the Thaal would come back? And their Wasp didn’t appear to be in a fit state to do a thing about it if they did.

      “Bastion, you’re with me—we’re heading up to the flight deck.”

      Bastion winced but said nothing.

      “The rest of you?” Holly turned to the other seven of her squad, hovering on the ramp and looking ready to pull their rifles on the first knucklehead who threatened them with a toolkit.

      “Stay here. Secure the Wasp. Help Sergeant Smith with the repairs,” she said, and her gaze found Private Valdez. “Don’t shoot anyone if you can help it.”

      Finally, she rounded on Derrick the Apprentice Dock Handler. “In the absence of any sensible leader down here, you get the lucky job of being my squad’s liaison. Tell everyone you know, and then everyone they know that if anyone else tries what this bunch did down here, I won’t be so nice next time!”

      Derrick the Apprentice Dock Handler’s eyes widened. Then he looked at the rather bulky, capable, and already annoyed complement of the Recon squad.

      “Yes ma’am! Will do!” he said, hurrying backwards.

      “Sir, it’s sir,” Holly corrected him, wondering why everyone got that wrong. She turned towards the stairs with ex-Sunkisser Bastion Li following her like a gloomy shadow.
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      The halls of the generation caravan were, apart from a few new light fittings and the constant rearrangement of shopping booths—just as depressingly the same to Sergeant Bastion Li as when he lived here over ten years ago.

      There’s Old Champs, Bastion thought as he snugged his head down a little, walking past the wide food market with its display of reconstituted meat-on-a-stick products. Half of Champ’s neon signs were down, probably indicating how bad the general power grid in the Sunkisser was right now—but Bastion saw a shadow move behind the counters and hurriedly turned his head.

      The rest of the avenue ahead was no different. Carriage Two Main, Bastion remembered—the central process way that ran through the middle of Carriage Two towards the lead carriage where all the flight operations were based. It was wide enough for two directions of traffic, with islands of spiky, ornamental plants in the middle. Both sides were lined with shops and booths as well as openings into the various holds, halls, workshops, and living quarters of the caravan.

      It was nowhere near as busy as Bastion had remembered it being. But then again, they were on the outermost arc of their journey, when only the very strange and the very committed passengers paid to be aboard for this part of the journey. But it was still busy enough for the marine, the avenue filled with small circles and groups of Caravaners looking nervous, frightened, and angry.

      “Bastion, should I be expecting some trouble here?” the large man heard his captain mutter beside him. When he turned to look at her, he saw that her face inside the helmet was dark. Hardly surprising, given the reception they’d had.

      “We’re a lot like the Breaker Group,” Bastion said in an equally low mutter. “We don’t like the Interior sticking their noses in . . .” His voice trailed off as he swore that he saw a couple of people pointing to him and hurriedly turning away when he looked up.

      Oh, frack, he thought, and tried not to react.

      “I’m Breaker,” Holly contested. “But that doesn’t mean I want to attack those who came to rescue me!”

      “It’s . . .” Bastion searched for the words and found that he had none to give her. How could he explain that the Caravaners, although they were nowhere near as isolationist as the asteroid miners—the generation caravans made a living hauling trade and passengers for the Interior, after all—but that the Caravaners regarded just about everyone who wasn’t a Caravaner with mistrust.

      Did I too? he wondered.

      In a life where your only use was your trade, then the generation caravans had quickly turned to the one thing that they knew would protect them, would keep them safe—the ship itself.

      Sunkisser, Firedancer, Phoenix! Bastion remembered the chanted refrain that he had been taught in the crib and that was often used at every possible celebration aboard this vessel. It was right what someone had said, that the Caravaners treated their ship almost like a mother. Almost like a god.

      And I blew a Thaal ship right into the side of it! Bastion winced. That was certainly one reason why the people around him were annoyed. Any attack against one of their ships was likely to be seen as an attack against them and their livelihoods.

      And then to be saved by the people in uniforms who never cared much about them anyway? Bastion thought. He knew full well how the living citizen crew of the Sunkisser viewed the Earth Alliance Marines, often seeing them as “thugs for the Interior.”

      In fact, Bastion had believed that line himself once, hadn’t he?

      “It’s complicated,” he managed to say, just as something flashed through the air.

      “Watch out!” Holly reacted quicker than Bastion did—but it still wasn’t fast enough to stop the can from striking the dome of his suit and spilling whatever sugary snack was inside of it all over his heavy tactical suit.

      “Traitor!” he heard someone yell. He turned on his heel to scan the angered crowd.

      “Stand back! Back down, now!” Holly was shouting back at them, one hand hovering over the butt of her service pistol. Her marine rifle was still strapped to her back, and wisely, she left it there.

      “We’re dead in the vacuum!” one of the angry Caravaners shouted.

      “Why haven’t you fixed the ship!? Where are the rest of you!?”

      “What good are they gonna do anyway!?”

      The crowd was leery and angry, and Bastion could already see that several of the nearby store owners were pulling their shutters and locking their doors in anticipation of greater trouble.

      “What do they expect us to do!?” Holly hissed at her partner as she turned back and forth, glaring at any of the crowd to dare them to take a swing.

      But Bastion’s mind was on the first insult. The first insult and the thrown can. And then, in among the other angered chants, a voice raised:

      “Always knew you’d come back, traitor!”

      Bastion’s body reacted before his mind did, taking a step towards the voice before he knew what he was doing. The crowd before him was shouting, and suddenly, there were hands slapping at the metal plates of his tactical suit, attempting to push him back.

      He remembered that voice, didn’t he? But that voice was from a long time ago. Too long ago now . . .

      “Bastion! Sergeant!” Holly’s urgent snarl broke through his own upset, frustration, and anger as he felt her dragging at his back, pulling him away from the crowd as their shouts continued. She was pushing and cajoling him towards the nearest elevators as a hail of more cans and bottles hammered the backs of the retreating marines, accompanied by a tide of angered voices.

      “Inside. In!” Holly shoved Bastion ahead of her into the elevator under the missiles, jumping in as the door slammed closed, and she hit the controls for the highest floor that it could go to.

      “Okay.” Holly groaned heavily, affixing him with her steel-pointed stare. “You are going to tell me precisely why the mob back there seemed to think you were a traitor!”
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        * * *

      

      “I was just a doorman.”

      Holly listened to her man talk as the elevator went up another floor. She was angry and she was tired, but she was also worried about him. She had never seen Bastion in this kind of state before—not that he couldn’t be an angry man at times—but now he appeared at turns confused or ferocious without rhyme or reason.

      “A doorman,” she repeated, her eyes flicking to the lift lights as they went up another floor. A basic map of Carriage Two of the Sunkisser sat mounted on the wall, and Holly had already ascertained that there was another corridor that ran along the top deck of this carriage to the next. She intended to use that one to get to the second flight crew.

      “Yeah, well—a doorman who got things done, I suppose.” Bastion’s monumental shoulders made a brief shrug.

      “Got things done.” Holly sighed inwardly. She thought that she understood. The Breakers had similar people. “You mean that you roughed people up? Maybe put the scare tactics on people? Got into fights?”

      She watched as Bastion winced and hissed a long breath out. “It’s not on my record. If it was . . .”

      “Aye,” Holly nodded, knowing what the consequences would have been. If Bastion had a record of serious violence, gang-related or paid, then he would never have been accepted into the Marine Training Academy. She thought briefly for a moment about that and what she should do as his superior commander.

      Nothing, she realized. She wasn’t going to tattle on him. What was in the past was in the past. Hadn’t she had a hard enough time herself convincing the Interior worlds to accept her, a Breaker, as a marine!?

      “So someone recognized you back there. So what?” Holly tried to remind him. “You’re a marine now. Your duty is bigger than that.”

      “Yeah, but . . .” This time, as the lift dinged once more, she saw Bastion draw a deep breath. “You don’t get how it works—” he started to say.

      “Stop saying that!” Holly growled at him. “We’re here, and we’ve had nothing but trouble from the locals so far. Why don’t you tell me how it works, really, instead of creeping around the issue!?” she suddenly demanded.

      Ding! Their lift neared its destination.

      Before her, she saw Bastion blink and battle with some internal demon. He was ashamed, she suddenly saw. He was ashamed of his past—and that knowledge hurt her more than she let on. It was a feeling that everyone had tried to foster onto her, but she had resisted. Whatever was happening with Bastion appeared to be something that he had taken an active part in, though, not just an accident of his birth.

      “I was a doorman for a casino,” Bastion admitted. “Everyone gets on board a caravan for the casinos, right?” He pulled a weak grin. Holly nodded. It was, after all, what the caravans were most famous for. That and their constant movement.

      “What no one realizes is that all the casinos are run by criminal families. Mafioso types. Triad, Yakuza, you know the deal.”

      “Okay,” Holly nodded. The Breakers had their own fair share of criminal enterprises that they didn’t like to admit to—mostly pirating and smuggling operations. There had been times when those occupations had been offered to her too.

      “But it’s not just the casinos; it’s the whole damn ship,” Bastion pointed out.

      “What—the Mafia run the ship!?” Holly started to frown.

      “Not technically,” Bastion quickly quipped back. “There are the old families who always get elected to first and second flight crew. But it’s like a little society in here. On the other side you have the old crime families with all the money. It doesn’t take long for the bribes or the threats to make sure that the Lombards are always on top.”

      “The Lombards?” Holly asked.

      Bastion nodded. “They’re the family on top at the moment. The family I worked for. It’s not just the Sunkisser—all of the caravans are run like it under the surface.”

      “So, these Lombards are angry about you coming back here? And now they got a mob to attack you?” Holly asked. “What about the dock creeps? Was that the Lombards too?”

      She watched as Bastion scowled, before shrugging. “I don’t know. It could well be if they knew I was aboard the Wasp. Or it could have just been chaos down there after the Thaal attack. With the first flight crew gone, who knows what the Lombards are planning or whether there’s another group attempting to take control.”

      Suddenly, Holly understood. “And we represent Interior control. Any of these families or gangs or whatever who want to have their say will have to put us down first, right?”

      “Right,” Bastion agreed, then shook his head. “I know it’s crazy. But it’s only the tradition of command from the first flight people that hold everything together. You would have thought that they would want to put aside their differences.”

      “Yeah, you would hope,” Holly groaned, as the door blipped once more. She cracked her neck and wished that life was simpler. Now she had to find a way to negotiate with some criminal gang, as well as get a few million tons of super freighter working and turned around and pray that the Thaal didn’t return by the time that she got all of that done!

      “So, how deep were you in with these Lombards?” Holly said as the lift door beeped open, and she looked out into a surprisingly wide corridor with few doors. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. They had arrived at their destination.

      “Pretty deep.” Bastion winced again.

      
        
        Proximity alert!

      

      

      Both marines had already taken a few steps into the corridor with the lift already closed behind them—when the bullets started flying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sarg?”

      Marshal Smith heard Private Valdez’s voice from where he currently lay and tried to ignore it. The sergeant of the Forward Recon squad was elbows deep in the belly of the Wasp, attempting to isolate a potentially rather volatile—and potentially lethal—pressure modulator.

      There was a sudden hiss of steam from further down the belly of the Forward Recon craft, and Marshal flinched. The Wasp was in terrible shape, with its entire front left-hand side a mess of slagged, broken, and ruptured hull panels, and numerous systems inside that were blown or fused. Whatever that energy beam weapon had been that the Thaal had used, it packed a mighty punch.

      “Sarg!” Valdez said, and Marshal heard rather than saw her heavy boots clump closer to him.

      “Not now, Private!” Marshal Smith called. “I’m trying to make sure we don’t all get blown to smithereens.”

      There was a moment’s pause from the younger woman outside, with the gap filled with the sound of the main carriage hold’s usual clanks, hisses, and scrapes. Marshal resumed his work, both gloves clamping the delicate pressure controller that had quite a severe dent in one side, and started to decouple it from its housing.

      “It’s just that I think if we’re all shot, sir, then it won’t matter too much if we blow up as well . . .”

      “What!?” Marshal burst out, and his hands slipped.

      Frack no!

      The small cylindrical unit with the two larger green tubes snaking into either end fell from between his hands, and the small red light diodes along its surface that measured how well—or badly—it was doing its job flickered and flashed.

      “Down!” Marshal gasped, meaning Valdez behind him and just about everyone else in the dock if it triggered a reactor blowout.

      But the pressure modulator thumped lightly on his chest and rolled over before its wires snagged above Marshal’s head—and it continued to blink.

      “Sorry, what did you say, Sarg?” Valdez hadn’t even appeared to notice how close they had all come to becoming space junk. Marshal felt his heart hammering as he looked at the small, innocuous unit.

      “It’s just that there really is a situation out here that I think you should take a look at,” Valdez said as Marshal brought up his gloved hands to quickly decouple the small thing, twisting it out of its housing and moving it away from the wires.

      Thank the stars! He breathed a ragged sigh. “Okay, fine, Valdez—what is it?” he said, pocketing the offending unit and shimmying back towards the outside world on the bed of the mechanical engineering board.

      “Seriously, Valdez, if I say I’m busy, I really am,” Marshal was saying, looking up to see the dark-haired scowl that was Private Valdez standing over him.

      She wasn’t looking at him. She was looking up and away, back into the hold, where there was currently a standoff between the other six members of the Recon squad at ground level, and a group of armed people in the balcony above.

      Frack, Marshal groaned.
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        * * *

      

      “Down!”

      Much, much higher up than where Sergeant Smith and the others were currently trying to not start a diplomatic incident, Holly was unintentionally copying his advice as another bullet slammed into the wall beside her.

      
        
        Proximity alert!

      

      

      “No joke, there’s a proximity alert!” Holly growled as she shoved Bastion ahead towards the nearest corridor entrance. The shooter was behind them, further down the corridor that the elevator had opened up into . . .

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      The inside heads-up display flashed a warning orange just before Holly felt something skip across her shoulder.

      Well, “skip” wasn’t exactly the right word, nor was it the word that Holly herself used as she was turned around, bouncing inside the thin alcove and slamming to the floor.

      “Holly!” She heard Bastion’s voice over her ringing ears as she blinked and found that she was on the ground.

      Get up! She forced herself into a crouch, feeling her head ring and her shoulder ache. When she dared look, she saw that the outer layer of metal there had been ruptured, and if the bullet had been angled any steeper, it probably would have broken the seal to her inner suit. It hurt like getting whacked by a hammer—but it wasn’t serious, Holly knew. The heavy tactical suit had absorbed most of the damage.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      There was another flare of alarm across Holly’s suit as more bullets rained down the corridor beyond her alcove and in the space between her and the next alcove along, where Bastion was currently pressed against the wall.

      “I’m good. But we’re pinned down!” Holly said, trying to step out but having to step back as soon as the gunfire started up once more. The corridor itself was straight, giving the shooter a clear line of fire if either of them should move.

      “Bastion! Traitor!” The firing stopped for a second, only to be replaced by a loud accusation. Holly edged her head to the side to see a shape of a figure not twenty feet away, twitching something like an automatic gun in her direction—

      Holly slammed back under cover as another scatter of bullets sparked along the edge of the alcove.

      “You won’t get away from us this time, Bastion!”

      “I guess this is one of your Lombard friends?” Holly groaned over their shared suit-to-suit channels.

      “Hardly friends,” Bastion returned, moving to swing his rifle out.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      For the clatter of bullets to turn him back once again.

      “Dammit!” Holly heard Bastion snarl, and she tried to come up with a plan. They were pinned down. They could move together, but one of them would have to take the flak. As commanding officer, she immediately knew that she would do this for her crew—but that would leave Bastion here, dealing with those who wanted his life.

      With a spasm of guilt, Holly wondered if the sergeant could get the job done. It wasn’t just the trouble that she had seen him have recently in handling his emotions. It was also the fact that it looked like a large amount of the native population here wanted Bastion dead.

      But what should I do!? Holly thought in alarm. There was no way that she was going to order Bastion to provide cover for her!

      “Oh Baaaastion!” The shooter called out. “We missed you! Juliet is going to be so pleased when I bring her your corpse!”

      “Tell her where to jump!” Bastion roared back.

      Holly tried her suit comms to the rest of the squad, but there was a sudden glitch of static.

      
        
        Error! Unable to connect to squad server . . .

      

      

      “What!?” she growled. Was this something to do with the Sunkisser itself? Something interfering with their transmissions? Or was it the fact that they were so far above the others? There was no way that she could call in reinforcements now.

      Her eyes moved around the alcove, noticing for the first time what these regular indents in the corridor were. Safety booths. This top corridor was some sort of access corridor, and from its appearance, she presumed that it had to function as a service or emergency highway between the carriages.

      Which explains the booths, she thought. As more bullets hit the deck and as Bastion traded insults with their personal shooter, Holly saw that the alcove that she was currently standing within was just a little bit bigger than she was, and that there was a clear plastic door on the inside. On the other side of that, she could make out the distant humped shapes of . . . cylinders?

      Break in case of emergency, she read, and realized what the booths were for, and what those cylinders were as well.

      Captain Holly Cropper believed that she was in an emergency, and she broke the glass.
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        * * *

      

      “Uh, you do realize that we’re trained Earth Alliance Marines, right?” Sergeant Marshal Smith called up to the people in the balcony above them, standing there with their assorted handguns, rifles, and apparent shotguns.

      Not all of his squad had their full suits on, Marshal realized. In the time that it had taken him to isolate the dangerous explosive bits on the Wasp, several of the Forward Recon squad had managed to strip either their helmets or their front plates off in the heat of the working dock.

      I’m sure you’ll regret that soon! Marshal could have groaned at them. Were it not for the fact that he wasn’t wearing his heavy tactical either, as it would have made his repair work nigh impossible.

      “Okay, there is always a solution,” he muttered under his breath. “Always a solution to every problem.”

      “I see eight people with guns, and I have twenty,” called down a voice in response. Marshal saw that it came from a woman in the center of the group with elegant, silver hair in a bob and dressed in fine black-and-navy-blue service wear. Marshal would have taken her for a corporate executive maybe, not a gang leader.

      “Maybe, but we’re marines,” Marshal pointed out. “We’re eight people who are very good with guns.”

      “And you think we’re not?” The woman said idly, her words humorous but her tone deadly serious. “Do you want to take that chance, Marine?”

      The way that she sneered the last word made Marshal want to scream. But he didn’t. He knew that he didn’t want to see any of his squad get wounded through some silly mistake of his.

      “We came to save you, lady,” Marshal pointed out. “You and all the others on board this damnable ship!”

      “And I see that you have so far done such an excellent job too,” the woman responded at first, earning a hiss from Private Valdez behind Marshal. The sergeant shot out his hand to silence his marine.

      “Easy, Valdez. Not yet,” Marshal muttered as the woman continued talking.

      “In any case, we’re just passing through, and I need assurance that you and your men aren’t going to get in my way,” the woman said gravely, nodding to her team as the furthest in line carefully side-stepped along the balcony to the far end where a port door stood. Marshal watched as they started turning the wheel.

      “Where are you heading?” Marshal asked immediately. “That depends on what you’re planning to do. The way I see it, you showing up and pointing guns at me and mine hasn’t exactly endeared us.”

      “None of your business, Marine,” the woman said tartly, nodding for the next person in her squad to move warily towards the now-open door.

      “You just sit tight there, and no harm will come to you or your men,” the woman promised. “The Sunkisser is in chaos right now, with no one knowing their elbow from their behind. I am just making sure that we have a bit of cohesion around here.”

      “Looks like a mutiny to me,” Marshal heard Valdez mutter behind him, and the man had to agree. He hesitated before giving the order to fire. He’d faced pirates and smugglers before; he’d fought and killed them.

      But out here, when the crew of the Sunkisser didn’t want any of them here anyway? The situation, quite frankly, confused Sergeant Smith. He was happy considering that he was here to kill Thaal, but when there were other humans who couldn’t see how important that was and wanted to put themselves at the Thaal’s mercy? What did he owe them!?

      “No trouble, Marine,” the woman said again, as her group kept their guns leveled against them. They made their way slowly to the door outside.

      Marshal hesitated. Then found his voice. “You know I can’t let you do that,” he said.

      “Fine,” the gray-haired woman said in response, and in a heartbeat, had casually released her hand over the railing of the balcony.

      And from it dropped the unmistakeable black cannister of a grenade.

      “Back! Down!” Marshal shouted, as he started to move towards the falling device. Time appeared to slow, and he couldn’t get his body to move quickly enough . . .

      “Ugh!” There was a sudden pull on his back, and he was sliding backwards to slam against the floor as the grenade hit the floor and exploded. The brilliance of it eclipsed his vision, and he felt the shock wave of it turn him over, and in the next instant, the wave of flame rolled over him.

      “Sergeant! Sergeant!” Someone was screaming his name, and Marshal heard the dull, muted report of gunfire.

      Am I dead? Marshal thought for a moment. Did I get hit by that grenade? But then sound and sensation slammed back into him in the next instant, and he felt his body aching and groaning with pain. No, he wasn’t dead, and he apparently wasn’t even that badly injured apart from the ringing in his ears.

      “Sergeant—are you insane!?” Private Valdez was hollering into his ear as smoke billowed all around them. “You’re supposed to run away from the grenade, not towards it!”

      “Contact!” Marshal ignored her quip, reaching for his sidearm as he rolled across the floor. There were sounds of shouts and screams as some of the other dock workers were clearly not as lucky as the marines had been. Alarms were going off, and there were already small gobbets of fire burning in several places—but of their attackers, there was no sign.

      “They got away!” It was Private Falko shouting, already advancing up the stairs through the drifts of smoke towards the balcony top.

      “Falko! Hold your position!” Marshal was cursing as he saw that, yes indeed, the gang or whomever they were had used the grenade as a distraction to get through the port door and to slam it shut behind them. Marshal knew that he could still get after them—but that would probably mean trading bullets with people who knew this ship much better than he did.

      “Hold your positions!” Marshal shouted again, turning to see how badly his squad had been hit. Amazingly, aside from a few scrapes, bruises, and some slight concussion from the blast—none of the Forward Recon squad were seriously injured.

      Small blessings, I suppose. Marshal groaned to himself as he looked around the burnt and chaotic docking bay.

      “Sarg!? Sarg—what do we do? Do we go after them!” Private Valdez was insisting. “That was a direct act of violence against EA Marine Corps! We can’t let that slide!” The smaller woman said hotly.

      “No, you’re right. We can’t,” Marshal attempted to catch his breath. “And we will get them, I promise, but we’re in a vulnerable position here, and we’re not going anywhere without the Wasp.”

      On the other side of the room, he caught sight of the Apprentice Dock Handler and liaison, Derrick, poking his head over the tables.

      “Hey!” Marshal shouted at him immediately. “Right now, I want an explanation. And I want to know what’s on the other side of those doors those people disappeared into!” he demanded.

      The sergeant of the Forward Recon got his first answer immediately, even if he had to wait for the explanation of the Lombards and Juliet, their leader.

      “Right through there leads to Carriage Three Engineering, sir,” Derrick said. “You control that, you control the entire ship!”
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      “Bastion! Covering fire!” Holly shouted as she hefted the three-foot-long silver cylinder liberated from behind the safety glass—swinging her arms.

      A little way further down the corridor in his own alcove, Bastion braced his rifle on the corner of the wall and started firing a quick report.

      Holly threw the cannister, and it spun through the air in seemingly slow motion . . .

      But their attacker was quick, and in no time, they had reacted, their blaze of fire sweeping over the sudden movement. Which was exactly what Holly had wanted. The bullets caught the cylinder of compressed oxygen she had found in the safety booth, and there was a sudden deafening explosion that caused the audio pickups on Holly’s heavy tactical to glitch and filled the corridor with steam.

      “Now!” Holly said as both she and Bastion slid out of their booths behind the murk and fired. There was a sharp “Urk!” from further down the corridor. As the pressurized gases evaporated around them, they left behind the picture of a man lying on the floor in some sort of bulky part-armor, screaming as he clutched his lower leg.

      Holly moved quickly, reaching the man and kicking his dropped automatic out of reach before leveling her own gun at the man’s chest.

      “Scream if you must, but I wouldn’t make any sudden movements if I were you,” she growled, as Bastion kneeled beside her, quickly grabbing the man’s leg.

      “Argh! What are you doing!?” The man looked somewhere north of his thirties, dressed in a maroon-red jumpsuit over which was strapped padded armor plates. To Holly’s mind, he looked vaguely like he had come from some sort of security detail.

      “I’m making sure I can beat the stars out of you at a later date,” Bastion growled, holding the man’s leg down (none too gently), inspecting the wound, and then applying various sprays to it. There was an angered, but still relieved groan from the wounded man on the floor, which Holly considered was probably the best that they could expect.

      “Now speak,” Holly snapped at him. “Who sent you? How many of you are there?”

      “Urgh!” The man still groaned in discomfort, but Bastion loomed over him in a crouch and raised a fist.

      “I’d do what the captain says or else. You know I wouldn’t hesitate to hit a wounded man.”

      Holly saw a flicker of recognition in the downed man’s eyes as if he were remembering or agreeing with something. Then she saw the man’s eyes widen.

      “You won’t do it. You’re a marine now, Bastion,” the man croaked.

      “You wanna bet on that?” Bastion leaned all the closer, his voice pitching in a low growl that Holly had never heard from him before. She saw their attacker’s face pale, and he broke.

      “It was Juliet. She wants you gone, and there’s a team of us been offered a lot of money to bring her your corpse,” the man gasped. Bastion flicked a glance up at Holly in an unmistakeable “didn’t I tell you that?” kind of way.

      You must have REALLY annoyed her. Holly thought that there was something here that the man wasn’t telling her. Hadn’t he said that he used to work for Juliet? And that this was a case of sour grapes or mobster code or some other nonsense?

      “She still at the Diamond Lounge?” Bastion growled at him, and, when the man refused to answer the first time around, grabbed the man’s leg above the knee. Their attacker gave a low groan and sputtered before he started to talk.

      “She—yeah, the Lounge is still her place,” the man spluttered. “But the Boss isn’t there. She’s got big plans. The Liberation.”

      “What!? Not that old pipe dream!” Bastion cried out, and Holly realized that she was far out of her depth here.

      “What is he talking about? What’s the Liberation?” she hissed behind Bastion, while turning to check that no other Lombard mobster had dared to show up. So far, the route was clear.

      “The Liberation is a fantasy,” Bastion growled, and Holly heard another wincing snarl from the injured shooter below them. She was sure that her sergeant was applying more pressure than was strictly necessary to the man’s wounded leg.

      “Juliet and her dad before her and her grandfather before that—all going right back to the early days of the Sunkisser after the construction, have always believed that one day, they can actually take over the caravan.” Bastion scowled. “As if it wasn’t enough to have most of the captains and the first flight crew paid off, bribed, or threatened to do whatever the Lombards want anyway, right?” She heard Bastion give a low chuckle as if this was an ironic joke.

      “But oh no; that is just not good enough for the Lombards, is it? They’ve been feeding this rubbish to their goons—to people like me—as a means to control them. Tell them that they were working towards their own ship, without rules, with respect, and no orders.” Bastion shook his head in disgust. “Only now it seems as though Juliet is crazy enough to actually believe she can pull it off!” Bastion said wonderingly.

      Holly thought about the fact that the entire Sunkisser was currently dead in the vacuum, and that the first flight crew was all apparently taken out in the Thaal attacks. It didn’t sound to her like such a far-fetched plan for a committed, dangerous, and ruthless group. (She decided not to point this out to Bastion).

      “So she’s trying to take over the ship. What does she have to do for that?” Holly asked, nodding in the direction of Carriage One where all of the flight controls were.

      “Nah.” Bastion shook his head, glaring at the man before him. “You know what the answer is, don’t you? She went for the engines. Whoever has the engines has the Sunkisser. That’s always what she used to say, right?”

      Holly watched as her sergeant snapped at the man on the floor, and she could tell that this “Liberation” plan was something that everyone in Bastion’s old life must have discussed. It had to have been an open secret that everyone thought couldn’t happen.

      “Well, I guess at least that is clear.” Bastion abruptly stood up, allowing the man to whine and fold in on himself as the big man clearly intended to march back down the way they had come.

      “You walk into Engines, and they’ll kill you in a heartbeat. Even with all your marine armor,” the man called after him. Holly looked incredulously at the back of her sergeant.

      “Bastion! Bastion! What do you think you’re doing!?” she demanded of him.

      At that, he slowed, stopped, and turned. “I can’t let Juliet do this. She’s trying to mutiny the entire caravan. My home, Holly.” He ended the last on a pleading note.

      But the second flight team . . . Holly could have screamed at him. It was infuriating to realize that the sergeant had a point—that if they were going to get the Sunkisser up and running again, then they would need control of the engines. And that meant that they would need to pry the Lombards out of the third carriage.

      “We haven’t got time for this,” Holly growled, but the logic of her sergeant was irrefutable. If they wanted to rescue the entire generation caravan, then they would have to first liberate it from the would be “liberators.”

      But not without someone to liberate the ship FOR, she was adamant.

      “We rendezvous with Marshal and the others at the Wasp, and then move on the Lombards,” Holly said, “but we have to find a way to contact this second flight team. My suit comms are out, but there must be ship terminals around here somewhere. I need to know that there is going to be someone ready to fly this ship when we’re done shooting people!”

      Very annoyed, Holly stepped over the wounded shooter and past Bastion.
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      SHIPWIDE BROADCAST!

      ATTENTION ALL SUNKISSERS! THIS IS JULIET LOMBARD OF THE DIAMOND LOUNGE . . .

      

      Holly and Bastion had made it back down approximately eight floors when the shipwide announcement blared.

      The two marines had thought about using the main drag but considering their reception last time—and the fact that the shooter had confirmed that there was a kill team after them—Holly had decided that this set of service stairs was a safer bet.

      We need to make contact with the second flight crew and with Marshal, she was thinking, horribly aware how cut off they were as a woman’s voice crackled overhead.

      At the mere sound of her voice, Bastion let out an expletive that was probably considered a disciplinary offense in any other circumstance.

      

      THE HOUR IS UPON US, AND WE HAVE BEEN FAILED BY THE INTERIOR. RIGHT NOW, THEY EVEN HAVE THEIR HIRED THUGS FROM THE EA MARINES ROAMING OUR CORRIDORS FREELY—AND YET THEY HAVE DONE NOTHING TO HELP US!

      

      “Lies!” Holly snapped at the unseen accusation. “Didn’t saving your entire ship count!?”

      

      IN FACT, THE MARINES HAVE RECENTLY ATTACKED A GROUP OF CARAVAN CITIZENS IN CARRIAGE MAIN AVENUE TWO—AND THEY HAVE GOTTEN AWAY WITH IT! NO LONGER WILL WE SUNKISSERS PUT UP WITH THIS BULLYING!

      SO I HAVE TAKEN IT UPON MYSELF TO PERFORM THE ONLY SENSIBLE ACTION LEFT FOR OUR COMMUNITY. I ASK FOR YOUR VIGILANCE AND YOUR PATIENCE AT THIS TIME, AS I WILL RESTART THE ENGINES AND SEE US TO SAFETY!

      

      “She’s really doing it!” Bastion shook his head in wonder. “It’ll be a civil war. There’ll be those loyal to the first carriage, the flight crews. They’ll try to fight back . . .”

      “Hopefully,” Holly muttered, although secretly she was skeptical of Bastion’s assertions. The few hundred people here on board the caravan were upset, scared, and probably knew that they were running out of power, energy, and time. In that sort of situation, they might follow anyone strong enough to seem like they had a plan.

      There. On the next landing down they reached there was a communication terminal.

      “Bastion—we can use this.” She reached the terminal and waved her hand across it to activate it. “There must be a way to use this to send messages.”

      There was more grumbling from the big man as he inspected the terminal beside her. He didn’t have the general ship’s experience that the ex-Breaker woman did. Holly had grown up on stations and ships and had to have as much of an education in getting them to work as she’d had with shooting guns for the marines.

      “Here . . .” she found the small crowbar shimmy tool that was a part of every heavy tactical suit. After a few fierce bashes, she had levered the panel open with a sudden throw of sparks. Inside, she saw rows and rows of small green wires leading to connectors, along with a variety of audio and compressor equipment.

      “You sure you know what you’re doing?” Bastion said warily as Holly examined the wires and found the master connector that she could attach to one of the ports of her very own suit.

      
        
        Heavy tactical suit: CROPPER, Holly (Capt) . . .

        External device connection . . .

      

      

      “It’s more an intuition,” Holly said as she prayed that the heavy tactical suit, stuffed as it was with the latest military hardware and encrypted servers, would be able to access the Sunkisser comms network.

      
        
        Connection successful!

      

      

      It could and it did, and Holly was cycling through the station bands on her own holodisplay, rolling past the public announcements and public entertainment channel onto the specific deck channels.

      “Where will I find the second flight crew? What’s their HQ!?” she breathed.

      “They’ll have to be main flight deck if they’re the next in charge—but didn’t Derrick say that the main flight deck had been hit by the Thaal!?”

      Holly selected it and hit Call.

      For a moment, there was nothing but static and the noise of dead electrons. The captain of the Forward Recon Division had a sudden image of a blasted out, gravity-less deck open to the stars with sparking console desks and frozen bodies levitating through the air—no one would be able to take her call . . .

      “Hello!? Hello—who is this? Do you read me? This is Second Flight Skipper Babucar, who’s there? Do you read me . . . !?”

      Holly breathed a sigh of relief. “Skipper Babucar, this is Captain Cropper of the Forward Recon Unit. How you doing there, sir?”

      On the other end, there was a sudden metallic crash and a sound of static before the voice of Skipper Babucar came back, sounding somewhat more anxious (if that was possible) than they had before.

      “Captain! Thank the stars you made it!” The Second Flight Team Skipper sounded relieved. “We’re . . .” (another crash of sparks from somewhere on the other end of the line) “We could be a whole lot better. Those ships—who were they!?—they got a shot dead at the flight deck. I have no idea how they did that, but it burst the outer hull. We lost everyone. Everyone!”

      Holly swore, sharing an alarmed look with Bastion, and both of them were thinking the same thing—how were they going to pilot the ship if they had lost not only the crew, but also all of the navigation computers?

      “We’ve got an emergency tent set up, and we’re using the secondary systems as much as possible,” the skipper informed her. “We might be able to get access to Flight computers. But it’s a might. It’s going to take a lot of work.”

      “Keep at it, Skip,” Holly said. “You might have heard about the little problem we have out here.”

      There was another glitch on the line, covering the sudden expletives of Skipper Babucar on the other end.

      “We got the message about what Lombard is up to. My team is annoyed, but quite frankly, we don’t have time for her antics right now. If I don’t get the Sunkisser stabilized in any meaningful way, then we’re going to start seeing life support systems go down all over the ship. We’re running on emergency backups as it is.”

      “But the engines!?” Bastion broke into their chat. “Juliet says she is going to restart the engines!?”

      “She can try, but the engineering section down there are with us,” Babucar said roughly. “They know that Engineering and Flight Deck have to work together, so the ship is in such a fragile position that if we don’t, then . . .” His voice went silent for a moment, and Holly could fill in the blanks before even he could.

      “Well, let’s just say you don’t want to put unnecessary stress on her right now!” the Skipper reaffirmed.

      “Got it.” Holly said, feeling a finality settle on her shoulders as she considered how many personnel she had and what she had to achieve. “My team will buy you some time. But I can’t promise there won’t be bloodshed on your ship, Skipper.”

      “There already has been bloodshed, Captain.” Babucar seemed to be gaining confidence and determination with every sentence. “I have your identifier now. I should be able to rig up a direct message transmission to keep us both updated.”

      “Excellent.” Holly nodded. “And . . . good luck, Skipper.”

      “You too.” On the other end of the line, the stand-in Skipper Babucar let out a hiss of breath. “You too,” he repeated before the line clicked out.

      “I told you we needed to take out Juliet,” Bastion muttered as Holly returned the wires to their rightful place and accepted the direct transmission link to her suit from Babucar. Holly was about to answer when there was a sudden blip of alarm on her heads-up display.

      
        
        Warning! Tracking lock detected!

      

      

      “What!?” Her screen was flashing orange and red as it acted just the way it should if the sensitive technologies inside the heavy tactical suit had detected a weapons lock—the sort of thing that came with a missile launcher or a guided sniper rifle.

      There was a movement in the corner of her eye, and Holly looked up the way they had come from, back up the stairwell . . .

      She saw two figures leaning over the balcony, one of them already directing what appeared to be a wide but short black tube to their shoulder using two small handles.

      “Grenade launcher!” Holly yelled, leaping forward and grabbing Bastion as she did so . . .
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Proximity warning!

      

      

      Holly’s suit was flaring alarms at her—rather unhealthy red ones—as soon as the grenade went off behind them. The two EA Marines were already flying down the stairs as the explosion caught them, slamming them against the lower landing and rebounding them down and down again.

      “Argh!” The world was a blur of fire, limbs, and metal as Holly felt her body hit something, then tumble, slide—she lashed out with her arms to grab onto the nearest thing she could.

      Gotcha! Her gloved hands settled around a metal railing, and her body was swinging out, half dangling over the edge of the stairwell as the smoke billowed around them, and the alarms in her suit raged.

      “Bastion! Report!” she gasped into her comms to hear his guttural groan on the other side.

      “They hit us with a stinking grenade!” She heard him snarl in fury. Her suit scanner told her that he was below her. The next landing down, maybe? And through a gust of billowing smoke, she saw that the part of the stairwell that they had been making their way down was effectively obliterated.

      The landing where the grenade had hit was nothing but a mess of torn metal, and the stairs leading to the next landing were gone, crashed below them. Holly was currently hanging from the balcony railing of one of those lower sections, with Bastion just a few yards below her.

      “Holly! I got you!” Bastion was moving up the stairs towards her, grabbing her arm and hauling her onto the stairs beside him, when the gunfire started.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Holly rather thought that she didn’t need her suit to tell her that she was being shot at. She snarled in anger, pulling her sidearm and firing shots upwards through the smoke. It was clearing now, and she could see the gap in the stairs that led upwards. There was movement.

      But their attackers had also destroyed the stairwell between them. Meaning there was no way that they could close with them.

      “There—a door!” Holly fired a couple of shots and pointed to the landing beside them. There were a lot of collapsed metal railings in the way. “You think you can get to that?”

      “We’re still a couple of flights above the launch bays,” Bastion breathed. “We’ll have to hope Juliet hasn’t gotten more of her goons in the way to block us off,” he said as he added some of his own shots to Holly’s, then leapt to the landing below to start heaving the metal out of the way.

      “You won’t make it, Marines!” A weaselly voice called down from above. “You’re not going to be forgiven, Bastion!” the voice reminded her partner. “It don’t matter where you run. Juliet is going to find you! The caravans don’t welcome traitors!”

      “Idiots!” Holly hissed, pausing a moment until—

      She saw a movement above. A shadowy figure moving out to get a better aim—

      Holly reacted, pulling the trigger, to be met with an “Argh!” and the sudden shape of one of their attackers falling past them down the middle of the Sunkisser stairwell.

      That left one.

      “Captain!” It was Bastion at the open landing door, beckoning her forward. For a moment, Holly didn’t want to leave her deadly game of hide and seek, preferring to exchange shots with her would-be attacker above, but her training overrode her need for revenge.

      “You tell your bosses we’re coming for them!” Holly shouted back up at the shooter before firing a trio of shots as she jumped the remaining distance to where Bastion was waiting. He slammed the door shut behind them.

      “Ugh,” Holly groaned as she thumped her pained back against the metal of the door. “No place like home, huh, Bastion?”

      “I guess,” Bastion groaned, eyeing their corridor. It was awash with dreamy, green light and large windows leading into what looked like laboratories. “We’re in the upper hydroponics labs. There’s a service elevator on the other side.”

      “Wonderful.” Holly felt pains ripple up and down her back as she pushed herself off from the wall and followed him. “I just hope that you haven’t made enemies with the gardeners here too!”
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      “Code word!”

      The voice on the other side of the door called out when Holly and Bastion finally reached the tertiary entrance to the Carriage Two main launch bay.

      “What!?” Bastion growled, thumping on the door once more. “How about you just let us in!”

      “Code word!” came back the muffled reply, and even though it emerged through a thick wall of metal, Holly was sure that she recognized the speaker.

      “Private Falko! If you don’t open this damn door right now, I’m going to court-martial you!” Holly pounded on the door herself. There was a pause and then a grating sound as someone worked the wheel lock on the inside, and the large, smirking face of Private Falko appeared on the other side.

      “Ah, sorry, sir, I really didn’t see you there,” he said once again, but Holly could tell from the look on his face that he knew exactly what he was doing.

      “Out of the way, Private,” Holly snapped at him, marching in to see the state of the launch bay and her marines. There was the heavy tinge of smoke in the air, along with piles of ruined and torn equipment. The marines under Marshal’s care had done a lot to clear the area for their operations, as well as apparently setting up equipment decks as they sorted through items for the Wasp.

      “You got hit by the Lombards too?” Holly called as her heavy metal boots clattered down the stairs to where Marshal was overseeing two of the marines.

      “Sir!” Marshal threw a quick salute before nodding. “Yeah. They said that they were just moving through at first, then they left us with a grenade as a present.”

      “They do love their grenades,” Holly grumbled. “Someone ought to tell them that they’re on a spaceship. Explosives aren’t exactly a good look on a sealed and pressurized tin can.” She groaned and nodded to the Wasp. It was up on a variety of drone jacks, and its entire left-hand side looked as though it had been replaced. Right now, she could see Private Valdez finishing the riveting and welding on one of the sections.

      “I think she’s finally good to fly,” Marshal said speculatively. “To be honest, I couldn’t complain about that side of things. I had an entire generation caravan to plunder for parts, and . . .” She saw him wink at her. It was one of the signs that she had gotten used to seeing from him on occasion, and it meant “you might not like this much sir, but . . .”

      “What have you done, Marshal?” Holly groaned.

      “Oh, nothing, nothing,” he said, but Holly could already see the wide grin on his face as he beckoned her with him to the Wasp, leading her up the working gantry to where Valdez was pulling back her welder. He showed her a new contraption erupting under the nose of the Forward Recon vessel.

      Holly saw that there was undoubtedly a new addition to the Wasp, a triangular length of tubing made of a deep black metal rippled all along its length. Its materials were a deep midnight black but shot through with speckles of something shiny like mica. The strange tubing disappeared into a large, and quite frankly, ugly block of metal housing and pipes that disappeared into the lower hull.

      “What is that!?” Holly frowned. She had never seen any contraption like it, even in all of her years back at Hephaestus Breaker station, where she thought she had seen pretty much every type of engine, piston, or processor going.

      “That is a gift from the Thaal vessel that crashed into the side of the Sunkisser!” Marshal said with a broad grin.

      “You did what?” Holly’s eyes widened.

      “The ship. The one that crashed into the side of the Sunkisser. I managed to get access to it and pull this from the wreckage! It’s their laser cannon. I think.”

      He thinks. Holly wondered, a sense of a rising scream threatening to bubble up through her. “Are you, uh, are you sure that it’s going to calibrate with the ship? With Earth Alliance tech?”

      Marshal’s cocksure smile wavered for a moment before coming back with his usual mixture of self-assured bravado. “Of course! I’ve run tests on what the power outlets and relays have to be, and sure, it’s going to take a healthy whack of our available power from the engines—but it’s also going to be a laser cannon!” He ended on a high, his eyes sparking with the sort of enthusiasm that only a professional engineer owned.

      Oh dear stars . . . Holly shook her head. “Fine. Whatever. I’ve got a criminal gang to oust. I was going to ask you to come with me, but I think I need you to stay here and check that alien cannon again, if you don’t mind . . .”

      “Again!? I’ve already run a dozen checks on it!” Marshal pointed out, but there was no way for him to get away from Holly’s glare.

      “Again,” she said tersely before nodding at Private Valdez. “Valdez, you’re with me.” The captain turned, stalking down the launch bay gantry and back to the other, waiting marines.

      “Right, listen up! We’ve got a Find and Neutralize mission in an unknown environment against hostiles that know the area much better than we do,” she said loudly.

      “You’re going after the Lombards?” a weaker voice called out, and Holly turned to see that it was the acting dock handler, Derrick. His expression was somewhere between hopeful and fearful.

      “Yes. We are going after the Lombards,” Holly reaffirmed, turning to the rest of her team.

      “They are a criminal gang, clearly with some training and access to military hardware. They might even have more resources than we do,” she said gravely. “And this is their home turf—they are not going to want to go down without a fight.”

      “You’re not selling it, sir,” Valdez whispered behind her. Holly ignored her.

      “But we are marines!” Holly shouted loudly. “Each and every one of you has been trained by the best. You have been handpicked by your commander to be on my squad. You know what you have to do, and you have all the skills in order to do it. Do you understand?”

      There was a moment’s silence from the watching faces, then, as one, governed by some invisible impulse, each and every one of the Forward Recon squad shouted the traditional marine response:

      “BOO-Yah! First in, last out!”

      The chorus of defiance rolled over Holly, and she was surprised at how proud she felt for them. Is this what being a leader feels like? the young Breaker Group woman thought.
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        * * *

      

      “The access point is over there?”

      A little over half an hour later, Holly was looking across at her Sergeant Li in the green-tinted gloom of a main service corridor and hearing the anger in his voice as he directed them to where they had to go.

      Where some of them had to go, that was.

      The main service corridor was one of many that reached to the main bridge between Carriage Two and Three. Holly could see where it ended in a thick double set of doors, and also where Bastion was pointing at a smaller hatch in the roof.

      Beyond those doors was the main access way for Carriage Three, and it was certain to be at least guarded by the Lombards, if not outright booby-trapped.

      But the access point?

      Behind Holly and Bastion warily paced Private Valdez, Abiya, Fenchurch, Hu, and—much to Holly’s disdain—Falko. (She realized that she would rather have Falko with her where she could put him to good use, rather than leaving the troublesome marine behind to cause problems for Marshal).

      Five marines, she thought. Me and Bastion.

      Five against how many? She tried not to let herself ask the question. A generation caravan could house almost two thousand at maximum housing capacity—but that was also with all of the passengers as well. At this “dark” point of the journey, they might only have a complement of eight hundred to a thousand, all of which would be the working “citizens” of the caravan.

      Just how many adherents and goons did this mob boss Juliet Lombard have with her out of that one thousand? Bastion had said that the Lombards were big. The biggest criminal outfit here, who operated most of the casinos—and owned most of the senior staff, it would appear.

      There was no way for Holly to know how many thugs that Juliet could rope in. Twenty? Fifty? A couple hundred?

      Either way—it was more than five plus two, wasn’t it?

      The main lobby area was wide with cabinets built into the walls beside the double doors and the usual array of emergency suits, first aid, and oxygen equipment. A series of three large, wire-caged lights hung over the doors, all lit a steady warning orange.

      “Carriage Three—the Engineering section, that is—is in lockdown.” Bastion nodded at the lights above the doors.

      Holly nodded. It was to be expected with a ship in this state (and with an open mutiny going on, she considered). She raised a fist, then gestured for Valdez and Abiya to step out alongside her as they neared the door, while keeping the others and Bastion back. The plan was simple: to gain entry to the access point and hope that the Lombards hadn’t covered that, but . . .

      She didn’t like the quiet in the lobby. The space was too wide, too open, and too still.

      A perfect choke point, she was thinking—just as the overhead comms blared.

      “Intruders. I see you haven’t taken my advice,” a woman’s voice charmed through the speakers.

      “Juliet!” Holly heard Bastion mutter in disgust over their shared suit comms.

      “I also understand that you have the traitor with you, Bastion Li,” the woman continued. Holly’s gloved fingers itched over the trigger to her marine rifle, but there was no one to shoot. She considered firing at the overhead speakers but resisted the urge.

      Juliet Lombard had used the word “see”—the captain was thinking. Was the mobster boss bluffing, or did they have cameras on them? Sensors or scanners?

      “You have two options, Marines. Either you can hand over Bastion Li now, and I will permit you to return to your ship and depart the Sunkisser . . . or I will take your aggression as an act against the citizens of the Earth Alliance, and I will be forced to deal with you myself.”

      “Aggression against citizens of the Earth Alliance!?” Holly spluttered. She figured that Juliet must at least have microphone pickups or transmitters in this lobby. “What planet are you on, lady? We came here to rescue you. We sent the Thaal packing, and so far, we’ve had nothing but a fistful of bullets thrown our way for the favor!”

      “Bastion Li is a murderer. A known criminal,” the Lombard boss continued. Her voice was smooth and assured. Holly wondered if the mobster had even heard her response.

      “He is wanted for crimes against the Earth Alliance, and more importantly, the Sunkisser. You are harboring him. Since you have not immediately handed him over—I presume that means that you are in league with a known danger to the safety and mission of this ship.”

      “What!?” Holly shot another look at Bastion, alarm in her face. From this distance she couldn’t read just what was happening on the big man’s face, but she could see a ripple of tension spread through his body.

      Bastion had said that he “roughed people up” for the casino mob.

      Bastion had told her that he was also “in pretty deep.”

      Holly tried not to jump to the inevitable conclusion. It was difficult because her close combat sergeant was so, well, good at violence.

      “As I am sure that your commanding officer is well aware, there the International Alliance Space Maritime Rules apply,” the mobster continued.

      Holly groaned. She did know. It was the one loophole clause that trumped politics and martial law. She knew the clause well, because it was one that was often used and abused by the Breakers conducting less-than-legal operations.

      “That every vessel in space must first observe the continued safety of its crew and maintenance above all other considerations,” Juliet quoted, which was a general principle employed everywhere. In the deadly vacuum of space, the senior commanding officer of a vessel had a duty to try and keep their crew alive. Especially if there was any sort of threat or danger to life support during the missions.

      But the principle, although noble, was a pretty large loophole, and apparently it was big enough for the mobster Juliet Lombard to attempt to fly the entire Sunkisser through.

      “Our vessel is becalmed and in a perilous situation. Without any clear leadership, I, Juliet Lombard, have created a citizens’ group to protect the interests of the crew of the Sunkisser,” Holly and the others heard the woman say. Holly realized that this was probably a shipwide public broadcast too.

      “And at a time of terrible danger, this band of known criminals has entered my ship and is attempting to stop us from reigniting the engines. You pose a threat to our very survival and have thirty seconds to hand over the murderer, Bastion Li!”

      Juliet’s voice cut off abruptly, and one of the three lights over the main doors started to flash a sodium-neon green.

      “Opening sequence to Carriage Three main entryway,” Bastion breathed. “When those three lights go green, the doors open.”

      “Guard up!” Holly said immediately. As one, every marine there snapped up their rifles.

      “And I bet that the welcome on the other side of those doors isn’t going to be roses and cupcakes,” Holly heard Valdez growl. The second light was flashing green now.

      “Sergeant?” Holly gestured with her hand to activate a private channel with Bastion. “You wanna elaborate on anything?” She eyed the access hatch in the ceiling. Did they have time to open it up? But Juliet had eyes on them. Any cover they had would be blown.

      “Captain.” That was all that Bastion had to say for Holly to hear the truth of Juliet’s accusation. Bastion had killed someone. Murdered someone. She could hear the resignation and self-disgust in the marine’s voice.

      And now that some several hundred citizens on the Sunkisser have heard his name, along with my squad of Forward Recon Marines . . . Holly’s mind was racing. If anyone survives this mission—how long will it be before the story gets out to the newswires and Sergeant Li is court-martialed?

      “Sir?” It was Abiya, gesturing to the fact that the first and the second green light had now stabilized, and the third and final light was now flashing. They were out of time.

      Enough, Holly demanded of herself. Right here and now, she didn’t know what her close combat specialist had done in the past. What she did know was that Juliet Lombard had sent her goons to throw grenades and bullets at her and her team.

      “Valdez! Access point!” she said at once. The private swung her rifle to her side as she broke into a run to the short metal ladder, pulling herself up and grabbing the crank on the other side.

      “It’s pretty stiff!” The private was shouting as she worked the crank.

      The third light was flashing a welcoming green.

      “Keep at it, Valdez!” Holly called.

      Just as the main doors hissed open and unleashed a whirlwind.
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        Warning! Atmospheric decompression! Warning!

      

      

      A whirlwind struck Captain Holly Cropper and the others of the Forward Recon squad and sent them scattering like bowling pins. For a second, all Holly heard was a terrible roaring in her ears before her suit audio limiters cut out the noise, and she was returned to blissful quiet.

      Blissful chaotic quiet.

      With a jarring strike, her back slammed into the floor of the main lobby, and, as she waved and struggled, she started to screech forwards towards the open doors.

      Decompression. This is decompression! Her thoughts were for a moment panicked and grasping, scrabbling on the inside of her head as her hands scrabbled on the smooth surface of the floor.

      The doors to Carriage Three were open, and all the atmosphere in the room that she had been in was getting sucked out of it at an incredible rate—along with herself and her marines. That only happened if a pressurized seal had been broken between the inside of the ship and the outside.

      And that woman had the gall to say WE were endangering the Sunkisser!? The dry voice of her humor flashed through Holly’s mind before disappearing under the even more pressing urge to survive.

      Her body rolled and turned as she threw her arms out.

      Slam!

      They grabbed onto something. The closing teeth mechanism of the double doors, and she was clinging onto it as her legs were lifting in the air.

      “Frack!” she snarled, hugging the door tighter as she dared to look down beneath her legs . . .

      To see that the avenue on the other side of the main lobby was a little thinner than the lobby, with steel reinforced girders forming multiple cages. Thick, rubberized seals separated these caged sections. Holly realized that this was the joining bridge between Carriage Two and Three.

      At the end of the short avenue between the carriages was another set of matching double doors, and in the middle of this short avenue, there was a large access port. Which was wide open to the stars.

      “Juliet decompressed the bridge!” Holly gasped. This was probably obvious to everyone by now, but the sheer audacity of it was something that Holly thought was incredible. Who would vent any section of their own ship in a time of crisis? Mobsters would, she answered herself.

      “Team!?” Holly looked back—to see that Valdez and Fenchurch were hanging onto the thin metal up to the access point hatch. Presumably, it reached a service chute that ran along the top of the bridge.

      Bastion, Falko, and Hu were scattered around the inside of the Carriage Two lobby, struggling to hold onto whatever cabinet door or wall panel they could.

      “Hu? Private Hu!?” Holly said in alarm—just as a tumbling shape of the marine private appeared before her, legs and arms flailing as he struck her door with a heavy, metallic, ringing chime—

      “Marine!” Holly shot out a hand as he rolled along the door uncontrollably.

      Holly felt her own body suddenly lurch as the vacuum tried to peel her remaining arm from the door mechanism.

      The private flailed and shot past—and Holly grabbed at his wrist at the very last moment.

      “I got you!” she said as they both swung . . .

      And her grip started to slip on the tooth of the door with the added weight and force of the marine.

      “Holly!” she heard Bastion shout in alarm at her. She felt her hand start to slip even more.

      “Magnet lock at maximum!” Holly shouted the suit command, both for her own safety and for Hu to do the same. The small readout on her suit shot from the residual to the maximum strength of the magnetic clamps in the soles of their boots.

      Hu hadn’t heard. Or else he was panicking as his own legs remained flailing in the air while Holly’s slammed down to the deck of the bridge. The impact was enough to spring her remaining hand free from the door.

      But it wasn’t enough. She started to roll and slide towards the open hatchway, even with her boot magnets set as high as they could possibly go. The pull of the void was strong, and it was dragging her, screeching and protesting, towards it.

      “Hu! Magnet locks!” Holly demanded, knowing that she couldn’t do it alone. For a second, her eyes locked on the marine’s panicked and wide-eyed face as Hu struggled to understand the words—

      Slam! But then Hu’s feet were thudding to the surface of the bridge floor, too, and Holly was colliding with him as they both struggled against the pull of the stars.

      “We have. To. Get back!” She shouted the words, an instinct because she could feel the hammering of the escaping gasses all around her. They were still sliding towards the open port, despite their boots. She saw Hu nod and felt his arms grab onto her waist, guiding her forcefully back towards the door.

      “Captain!” There was a shout from behind as something snaked through the rushing air to collide with her suit. A line! It was Bastion, who had made it to the door edge and was throwing one of the emergency grab ropes for her to seize onto before he started to haul them both backwards.

      “The access chute!” Bastion was shouting as he reached down. His own boots were magnetized on the door, and his larger size was able to withstand the force of the escaping atmosphere much more easily than Holly or Private Hu. Bastion grabbed Holly’s shoulder pad and hauled her up to the door beside him, then he reached for Private Hu.

      “It’s our only chance!” Bastion was shouting.

      “They’ll know!” Holly called out, but she knew that there was nothing that they could do about it. By depressurizing the bridge between Carriage Two and Three, the Lombards had effectively created an impermeable barrier. The marines couldn’t open the inner Carriage Three doors without risking depressurizing whatever was on the other side. And it would take too long to close the port and repressurize the space. By the time they got that done, the Lombard crew could have done anything to prepare for them.

      Holly snarled and nodded, directing her squad to start climbing towards the access point where Valdez was. A moment later and their buffeting tornado vanished, the wild pressures dissipating as all of the oxygen was gone. The marines that hadn’t managed to initiate their boot magnet locks were now left floating free.

      “Captain! I’m in—there’s an airlock chamber!” Valdez was saying, already inside the access chute and looking back down at the rest of them. Holly realized the access chute must operate as an emergency access tunnel too—designed for crises just such as this, perhaps.

      “Good. No time to lose, Marines,” Holly said in a thick, annoyed voice as they all started to glide through the air up to where Valdez waited.

      “They’ve made their intentions clear, and I fully expect a welcoming party at the other end,” Holly said.
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        * * *

      

      The emergency access chute which spanned across the bridge between Carriage Two and Three was segmented and narrow. Only one marine could fill the space at a time—and their bodies were stretched out along the tunnel of steel like ants in an anthill.

      Holly couldn’t stop thinking about how close they were to the outer skin of the generation caravan’s hull. It was sobering to think that there were only a few feet and then the great weight of the eternal, unending, and unceasing . . . nothing.

      What was going to happen on the other side?

      Juliet would have her goons waiting there, wouldn’t she? Holly’s thoughts, like her body, were stuck in the same tight circles. She was mentally kicking herself, if anything, for falling for the enemy’s strategy. The Lombards had successfully orchestrated a situation where they had control of the only access to the engineering sections. Only this one narrow chute that they could use to gain entrance. Another perfect kill point.

      There has to be another way! Holly demanded of herself as she pulled and scraped her way over the next section, and then the next. Behind her, Valdez and all the others did the exact same.

      Am I just leading them into a kill zone? Holly thought and was painfully aware that this was a question that she was tackling more and more often now that she was a captain. Everyone under her charge had taken their Oath, and they had known the dangers when they signed up to be marines, but—but for a moment Holly wondered why it had to be her to make the call for their young lives.

      Can I do it? Will I make the right call?

      They were questions that had no answer, and Holly knew it—but could not put them down. She wondered if it was better to at least have the questions inside of her, rather than to ignore them entirely. Did worrying about them make her a better or a worse person?

      “Final section.” She saw the slightly larger compartment up ahead, illuminated by her suit lights. There was once again the large round porthole in the floor and barely space for two marines in the area.

      “Valdez,” she breathed as she dragged herself into a crouch over the porthole. In response, the younger private drew her rifle forward and pointed it as best she could towards the porthole. That and the flash-bang grenade were the best—and only—cover that Holly could think to provide, but she knew that she would have to be very lucky for Valdez to have a clear shot to take out a waiting Lombard goon.

      And of course, Holly was going to be the one going through the door first. There was just no way that she could ask any of her team to do it for her—and besides, there was only room for one at a time here.

      “Sir,” Valdez said brusquely, “you don’t have to do this.”

      Holly thought wryly that this was probably as much sentimentality as she would ever get out of the marine.

      “Nope, I don’t,” Holly said, slinging her rifle around her shoulder and instead pulling her heavy pistol sidearm. It would take a hand to open the porthole door and two to aim the pistol.

      The pistol will be quicker.

      Holly seized the flash-bang grenade and the port lever and paused for a moment. Remember your training, Holly, she heard the voice of Commander Silas in her ears. She took a deep breath and held it for a moment. Picture the space, she advised herself, imagining a corresponding lobby to the one that she had left behind in the second carriage entryway. The emergency access chute would be in the roof and roughly off center. Behind her, there would be giant double doors that led back to the bridge between carriages.

      1. There is every chance they will try to open the doors and do the same decompression trick.

      2. There is every chance that I will land right in front of twenty or so people with guns.

      Holly breathed out, her hands squeezed on the port lever—

      
        
        WARNING! WARNING!

      

      

      Out of the blue, there was a resounding clamor of alarms and the muffled call of a shipwide warning from below her, loud enough to be picked up through the metals of the walls.

      “What was that!?” Holly gasped. “What’s going on!?”

      She was answered not by Valdez or by the shipwide warnings, but instead by the crackle of incoming transmission from Sergeant Marshal Smith.

      “Captain! We got incoming—the Thaal, the Thaal are back!”
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      “Frack! Marshal—what’s the sitrep?” Holly snapped as she looked up into Valdez’s worried, angered eyes before her, and the distant raised faces of the rest of her team crowded behind her in the chute.

      “Just picked them up on the Wasp’s long-range sensors. They’re coming in fast, just two of them, ETA less than a couple minutes. I’m launching the Wasp now!”

      “Marshal—your crew!” Holly said. Both she and Bastion were here, a good half mile away.

      “You left me two of the Forward Recon squad. I’m sure they can point and shoot!” Marshal was saying. There came over his connection the sound of clanking metal and the rising hiss of engines.

      “Dammit!” Holly snarled. Marshal was right. Unless he wanted to go up against two Thaal scout ships in his barely fixed Wasp all by himself, Holly would just have to trust that the other marines back there had been paying attention in Basic Artillery class.

      “Fine. Don’t die,” she snapped at him.

      “You too, boss,” Marshal quipped back and cut the connection.

      Fine, Holly repeated, shaking her head in one tight knot of frustration and anger. “The Thaal are coming. We have to end this nonsense now,” she demanded, throwing the lever. As the porthole fell open, she threw the flash-bang and fell through the gap behind it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Warning! Warning!

        Proximity alert!

      

      

      Holly landed a few seconds after the flash-bang had detonated, completely filling the Carriage Three lobby area with heavy, white smoke and a deafening explosion.

      She snapped her pistol hand up and at the ready—at the same time jumping into a sideways roll . . .

      
        
        Signals detected!

      

      

      She couldn’t see anything through the thick fog of the grenade, but then again, she didn’t have to. Her heavy tactical suit came with its own substantial amount of thermal, radionic, and radio-frequency imaging. Everything was a dull, murky, green color around her through her helmet HUD, but then there were the sudden, brilliant, white-green shapes of concentrated energy readings.

      In humanoid shapes.

      Holly hit the floor at the same time as their bullets started firing—aiming for the space where the flash-bang had gone off. Even as she thumped into a slide and pulled her pistol up, the small, steady part of her registered that their firing was staccato and irregular. Like they weren’t trained at all.

      Holly fired, once, twice, and then a third time before shoving herself into a forward roll. They were controlled shots, looking calm in their execution even while at the same time, they were blisteringly quick. She didn’t have time to register how effective each shot was or whether it had merely injured or maimed her targets.

      She skidded out of the end of her roll straight into the legs of the nearest shooter and brought them down. At the same time, there was a sudden crescendo of gunfire across the room. Holly instinctively ducked as she grappled with the man she’d brought down, slamming him against the floor before bringing her pistol up to the next signal.

      
        
        PVT 1st VALDEZ . . .

        PVT 1st ABIYA . . .

        SGT LI . . .

      

      

      To see the friendly, green flare of positive suit identifiers as the rest of her team were mostly in the room, and their marine rifles were an orchestra of destruction as they burst fired at the remaining Lombard goons.

      “Clear! Room clear!” she heard Bastion calling as the smoke was dispersing to reveal the third carriage lobby, now decorated with Earth Alliance Marines and their wounded or dead attackers.

      “We were lucky.” Bastion reached her side and brought her up to her feet with one heavy hand while the rest of the squad secured the room. The enemy were stripped of their arms, and the wounded were given basic emergency care. The enemy dead were left where they were.

      “Lucky?” Holly breathed, her heart hammering at what she thought was a thousand beats per second.

      “There were only six here,” Bastion pointed at the available wounded and dead Lombard thugs. “Maybe it was just a warm-up crew, but Juliet could have fielded a whole lot more.”

      Holly fought back a growl at that. “We haven’t got time!” she said, already turning to the nearest injured Lombard mobster. He was a large man with rounded shoulders, holding the bandage on his leg where either Holly or one of the others had shot him.

      “Juliet! Where is she!? The Thaal are coming, and we can’t afford to play games anymore!” she was saying, just before there was a sudden, shocking boom.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Holly could feel the deep reverberation echo through the body of the caravan itself, and there was even a shiver on the deck that they stood on, accompanied by a bone-tingling groan of straining metal. The strike had been far away, and the shiver of effect that happened here had only been slight, but Holly could see the look of alarm in the man’s eyes as he recognized what those noises indicated.

      Everyone who had been brought up on a caravan, station, or ship could tell the difference between a knock and a severe strike on their home. It was an awareness born of years listening to the types of noises that asteroids and comets and space junk and natural momentum and engine acceleration made.

      And that deep, bone-juddering whine was none of those.

      But the strike had to be over in Carriage Two or Three, Holly was telling herself. For one thing, the emergency air cannisters and suits hadn’t automatically been released from their cabinets—and they weren’t all getting once again sucked out into space—the captain considered.

      “You hear that!?” Bastion demanded of the injured man. “That is the sound of our ship being blown apart by the Thaal—and our marine ship is the only thing out there stopping it! So tell us where Juliet is!”

      Holly didn’t know if it was this line of reasoning that worked, or the fact that he was shot, or the fact that everyone onboard the Sunkisser could be minutes away from becoming macaroni. Whichever it was that caused it to work, the mobster grunted his response.

      “Engineering 1 Control Room. She’s got the rest of the family between there and here. Everyone’s on duty, Marine,” the man grunted, wheezing through his pain.

      “Frack!” Holly heard Bastion swear as they turned back to the main corridor, while the rest of their team started to assemble around them.

      “Bastion? What’s wrong?” Holly asked.

      “The rest of the family—that’s what the Lombard crew call their inner outfit, their most trusted henchmen, lieutenants,” Bastion muttered. “I know, because I used to be one.”

      “Okay,” Holly said. “So they’re going to know how to use their guns. What else?”

      “The family used to be about eighty people, give or take,” Bastion said. “That’s what else. Every family member could control another two or three general heavies, but we should expect at least fifty to eighty dedicated, loyal shooters.”

      “Dear stars,” Holly breathed. This was just going from bad to worse.

      But as the entire ship shuddered once more under another distant explosion, Holly realized that there really wasn’t anything else they could do.

      “Marines, fall in!” Holly demanded, breaking into a jog down the main corridor towards Engineering 1.
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        Warning! Target lock detected!

      

      

      The alerts and warnings flashed and flared in the air in front of Sergeant Marshal Smith’s head as he threw the cockpit firing handles once again into a tight spin.

      The sergeant was trying desperately not to get shot, at the same time trying to give Constantinas and Johnston every opportunity to take a shot. So far, Constantinas on the railguns had proven the most trigger-happy, with Private Johnston on the missile cannon much more wary of actually pulling the trigger.

      “As soon as you see that blinking green light, you fire, got it!?” Marshal demanded as he threw them to one side once again, sweeping away from the hull of the second carriage and pulling out towards the blanket of stars. Marshal was well aware that he did not exactly have a very friendly demeanor when it came to being in command. He had never wanted to be in command. He had wanted to have lots of R and R in exotic and exciting ports throughout the solar system, so he had never really listened in the training workshops that he’d been sent to as a part of his sergeant training.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Johnston grunted behind him, as Constantinas whooped and cheerily fired another salvo at a fast disappearing Thaal ship.

      Constantinas missed. But at least she was TRYING! Marshal thought rather unkindly. He just hoped that she would bear in mind that there was a massive generation caravan starship sitting right there, and that any stray rocket shells could end up in her too.

      The Thaal vessel slipped under the belly of the Sunkisser and was gone, leaving the Wasp turning a roll in midspace and back towards the caravan.

      “Frack! Where are they!?” Marshal demanded, checking the scanners. He couldn’t see. The bulk and interference of the Sunkisser was in the way. That meant that the ships were on the other side and using her as cover.

      And probably pummeling her hide with their beam weapons, Marshal thought, as his own fingers itched to use the new hybrid weapon that he’d stolen from the carcass of the Thaal.

      “Okay—hold on!” Marshal said, giving the Wasp a miniature burn of his thrusters and quickly twisting the flight handles so that their momentum threw them in a fast spin towards the prow of the Sunkisser.

      “Eyes peeled! Target locks!” Marshal shouted as he reached to his dashboard to flick the switch for their own beam weapon. There was a responding humming drone through the belly of the ship.

      “Ugh!” Marshal could hear the two marines behind him grappling with the G-forces as he kept their spin teetering on the very edge of control, giving the Wasp momentum and velocity just before—

      He twisted the flight handles to send the Wasp through a sudden curving arc down under the prow of the caravan and racing along the underside of the Sunkisser.

      
        
        Targets acquired!

      

      

      And there, strafing the hull of Carriage Two, were the two Thaal ships, moving like angry wasps back and forth as Marshal flicked his own targeting button.

      
        
        Searching . . . Searching . . .

      

      

      Marshal had one eye on their trajectory, and one on the shuddering and green triangle that jumped and jerked across the screen towards the nearest of the two vessels, then swapped to the other one as the first quickly dove out of the way.

      “No!”

      
        
        . . . Locked!

      

      

      Marshal wasn’t even sure that the Wasp’s targeting computer would accept and be able to translate the alien electronics, but he had added his own human sensors to what he had guessed was the adjustments barrel inside the Thaal beam gun.

      It was working, and the green triangle was suddenly flashing red over one of the turning ships.

      Marshal hit the button.

      And the entire Wasp suddenly seemed to lurch a little as a powerful explosion of purple-and-white light burst from the nose of the cannon slung under the Wasp’s nose. Sergeant Smith and the others swore as they were momentarily blinded, and Marshal had to swerve the Wasp away from crashing into the hull after the powerful recoil of their own stolen weapon.

      As the brilliant triple bands of purple light shot forwards like an arc of running electricity, slamming into the turning side of the Thaal ship and holding it there in an image that was burned in its own afterglow.

      Before the Thaal ship erupted into an almost beautiful white orb of devastating energy that grew out of the strike site on the hull of the ship, cracking it open and casting it apart. The white orb of plasma flickered for a half second longer as the fainter shock wave ran on all sides away from it—and then that, too, faded to nothing.

      “Holy stars . . .” Marshal heard Constantinas behind him breathe, and the pilot-engineer could only agree with the sentiment.

      “Did you see that? Did you see that!?” Johnston was saying in awe of the new gun, and once again, Marshal could only agree that he did.

      “It completely wiped them out! It’s like a tactical nuke!” Johnston was clarifying for nobody at all in the cockpit. And he was overstating, Marshal thought—the blast really wasn’t anything like a tactical nuke at all. The explosion of one of them would probably have blown apart Carriage Two as well, given the proximity. Marshal also figured that a large part of the explosion was enhanced by the overload of the Thaal fighter’s own reactor or fuel or whatever propellant system they might use—but he didn’t point any of these facts out to his crew right now.

      Let them have a taste of victory, he thought.

      Especially as the entire flight control screen ahead of him went dark in a sudden glitch.

      “Ah,” Marshal said.

      “Sarg?” Constantinas said, her voice suddenly riven with anxiety.

      “Er . . . is the ship supposed to do that?” she asked.

      No, Marine, no, it most certainly isn’t, Marshal could have responded. He tried to flick the switches ahead of him on the control board. Other than a dull, ineffectual mechanical ticking, there was no other sign of life from the flight board whatsoever.

      And now the temperature was starting to drop—and drop fast.

      “It’s the beam weapon,” Marshal heard himself say, even as his breath froze in the air in front of him, and he felt the sudden terrible ache of icy cold settle on his body. “It’s used up all the available reactor power.”

      “Sir!?” It was Johnston’s turn to start to panic now, especially as a film of fractal ice—freezing water vapor from the moisture of three bodies in one room—suddenly cracked over the inside of the cockpit windows.

      “Sir? How long before we can kickstart the engines!?” Johnston asked once again, and this time, the terror in the marine’s voice was so palpable that Marshal dared to turn his head to look at him. He saw that Johnston’s eyes were wide and that his lips were starting to turn blue right there before him. If Marshal was right, he was sure that he could even see a tracery of icy white overlaying his service suit.

      “How long!” Johnston stuttered through freezing breath.

      Marshal tried the manual override once again, but there was still nothing. How could there be nothing!? Why was nothing happening at all!?

      “Suits! Get in your suits!” Marshal said, nodding to where, at the back of the cockpit, there hung the three heavy tactical suits. It would take minutes to get into them, but each suit had its own separate power supply, internal heating, and life-support systems—that would keep them alive.

      “Go! Now!” Marshal demanded. He heard the anguished gasps and groans as both Constantinas and Johnston struggled out of their webbing, their freezing hands awkward on the buckles as they unclipped themselves to fall towards the back of the cockpit.

      Leaving Marshal to desperately try to kick start the Wasp on his own as their ship tumbled and floated forwards towards the Sunkisser.

      Luckily, when we impact, we won’t be going faster than a regular old combustion engine car, Marshal thought as he pulled the switch once again. The Forward Recon vessel could certainly take that kind of damage. Couldn’t it?

      
        
        Warning! Dangerously low power reserves!

      

      

      This time, there was a brief flicker of green light across the control board, enough to temporarily light up a warning message across his screen. Not even enough for the warning message to be transmitted through the holo-emitters.

      “You’re telling me!” Marshal gritted his teeth as his shoulders and arms started to quiver and shake, and that deep ache of exposure began to creep past his padded service suit and settle into his body.

      “You can do it, you can do it . . .” Marshal was gasping—every breath like being stuck with a dagger of ice straight into his lungs. He wasn’t sure if he was talking to the Wasp or himself as he tried the manual reactor override once again.

      The problem wasn’t that they had used all available power from their main and reserve generators, Marshal knew. The generators, at their heart, created a stable chain reaction off of a tiny amount of plasma and plenty of high-intensity fuel. A ship could handle running near to zero available power all the time—but if a ship lost so much that it was unable to provide even the spark to generate the chain reaction, then they would really be in the cold.

      “Come on, come on, come on!” Marshal flicked the switch once more, and this time the warning signal came back, and with it, another flicker of lights across the entire control board. It wasn’t a lot, and a whole heap of it was in warning red and orange, but Marshal knew that as long as there was even the tiniest reaction generating the tiniest spark of energy, then it would work. The ship would generate more power, second by second—

      “Sarg!” It was Johnston, returning almost to his seat to hover over the flight chairs as he pointed.

      Marshal looked—to view the second Thaal fighter roaring towards them, presumably looking for revenge for the destruction of their ally.

      
        
        Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      They were still floating free, sitting ducks for the slaughter.

      “Frack!”

      Out of instinct more than any belief that they would work, Marshal kicked the floor pedals and pulled the flight handles towards him—and to his surprise, the thrusters roared in response. The Wasp peeled away from the oncoming blast a heartbeat before it shot past their hull and slammed into the first carriage of the Sunkisser.

      “Oh, you beautiful, beautiful beast!” Marshal congratulated his ship as they swerved and rolled away from the generation caravan. They still didn’t have weapons online, but their engines were giving them more burn with every passing moment.

      “Seats!” Marshal demanded again as he threw the Wasp into another tight turn to avoid another beam, this time swooping up the sides of the caravan to race towards its prow.

      The weapons systems were flashing a steady orange, meaning that they were about to come online. Life support had reversed the ice. They were back in business, almost.

      “Sarg!” The next alarm call from his accompanying crew was now from Constantinas, slamming into her seat and crying out as she fiddled with the seat webbing.

      “Marine—I’m trying to keep us alive right now!” Marshal demanded.

      “I get that, sir, but scanners and navigation are back!” Constantinas said in a moment of tight worry.

      “That’s a good thing, Marine!” Marshal called out as he threw them into yet another swoop, pulling out and in front of the Sunkisser in an attempt to draw the attacking Thaal away from doing any more damage.

      “Not from where I’m sitting, sir. Look!” Marshal heard Constantinas say and did indeed look.

      To see that there were now oncoming blips on their long-range sensors—and they appeared to be approaching their location very, very fast indeed. Marshal counted and thought that there had to be at least three more of them.

      Unknown energy signature! Unknown energy signature! Unknown signature . . . each and every one of the new blips read.

      Which Marshal knew was exactly the same reading that the long-range sensors gave when they detected the Thaal.

      “Oh, frack,” Sergeant Smith of the Forward Recon squad said.
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      “Captain!? Holly!”

      The panicked voice of Marshal was glitchy with static on Holly’s suit communicators as she jogged through the engineering tunnels, along metal, gridded floors, and past giant silver machines that thrummed and hummed with unknown intent.

      Bastion, if anyone, seemed to know where he was going—and Holly had to admit that there was a certain sense of familiarity in being surrounded by machines once again, just like on her old Breaker Group home station of Hephaestus.

      But this place will be a nightmare for a shootout, the captain of the Forward Recon team thought as she ducked under another set of overhead steel pipes—then suddenly, their path had turned into a balcony overlooking large, churning machines. The sound would have been deafening with the screech and whine of machines as well as the hiss of hydraulics and escaping gasses—so loud that Holly had to have her audio limiters on in her heavy tactical suit—another fact that she didn’t like, because that would cut the sound of anyone creeping up on them as well.

      “Marshal? Sergeant!? Repeat that, over!?” Holly hissed into her suit comms as she skidded to a halt, checking the opposite balconies for any shooters. There were none. Holly didn’t know where these eighty or so trained and ruthless “family” were supposed to be.

      “Company, Captain! We got company!” Marshal was halfway through saying just as there was another loud detonation against the hull of the generation caravan.

      However, this time, the strike must have been close—as suddenly the room was tipping around Holly. Even with her magnetized boots, she was stumbling towards the balcony railing—

      “Ach!”

      She slammed into it, and the thin bar of metal bent. Holly started to tip forward to look face down at the churning cogs and machines below as gasses instantly burst from their ruptured housings.

      “Whoa there, Cap!” A hand seized her back, and she struggled backwards to see that it was Private Valdez, steadying her shoulder as the rest of the marines clung to the walls.

      “Hold!” Holly hissed as the engine room continued to tremble and shake all around them, with another violent blow of sparks from wall panels before the shaking finally stopped. This engine room was now tipped slightly to one side, and the balcony that they were crossing had formed a slight V with the wall.

      “The stabilizers have gone,” Holly heard Bastion say in alarm, and Holly shared his concern. Any space-capable ship had stabilizers, an array of tiny thruster rockets or even super-massive magnets that corrected the internal orientation of the vessel. These were usually a system of thrusters on the outside and an internal frame with multiple weight-distribution and offsetting arms inside the vessel itself.

      Either the Sunkisser had lost power to its thrusters, or the internal frame is fractured, Holly knew, shaking her head as she looked up at her sergeant.

      “Bastion?” Holly called. “What’s beyond that door?”

      The large man screwed up his face for a moment, then nodded to himself. “Secondary reactor drives, I think.” He winced as he looked back at Holly.

      “Not exactly a great place for live ammunition,” he said.

      “Probably precisely why Juliet Lombard chose it.” Holly groaned. To be honest, Holly didn’t particularly think that a reactor drive would be a great place to be exploring in the middle of a space battle either.

      But at least our terrible demise will be quick, she had to admit.

      “Okay people, move out, on me. Be extremely careful what you fire at!” Holly said in a tight voice as she made her precarious way down the twisted balcony to the far side.

      The going was precarious, but Holly led at a quick-step across the balcony to the door on the far side, hitting the door release. At the same time, there was another distant rumble across the ship from another Thaal salvo.

      How much more can she take!? Holly snarled at everything and at nothing. At fate itself.

      “Marshal!? Sergeant—report!” she said before the door, doing her best to raise her rifle as the other marines assembled behind her.

      Don’t shoot and blow up the ship. Don’t shoot and blow up the ship, she reminded herself as her Sergeant Marshal Smith’s voice came over the suit comms. It was heavily laden with static and barely understandable at all, but Holly thought that she caught the gist.

      “Captain! . . . can’t hold them all . . . They’re everywhere!”

      There was a sudden snap of more static, and then the line cut abruptly. Too abruptly.

      “Marshal! Marshal!” Holly was saying tersely, but Bastion was already beside her and laying a firm hand on her shoulder. He nodded ahead of them to where the door had opened.

      “We can’t reach him now. This is now,” Bastion said harshly and with what Holly thought was a surprising amount of self-control. There was a hardness to his voice and in his eyes when she looked up at him. Holly wondered if it was what he was facing now too. All of his past coming back to crash into the life that he had carefully created, even excelled at.

      Bastion was right, Holly realized—and she nodded, squared her shoulders, and advanced, rifle up, into the reactor room.

      It was a strange, tight environment with giant silver cannisters stretching from the floor all the way to the ceiling on either side. A winding, grated walkway moved around each one in a twisting path.

      “This place is a labyrinth!” Holly hissed as she paused at the first curving T-junction. There was no way to know which direction to take since the path seemed to only circle around each silo of steel cylinders. Holly saw that there was a small observation station on the side of each with several gauges and flickering lights adorned there—and the nearest was already flickering with a lot of orange lights.

      “Bastion? Is that normal?” She nodded at the first of them for the sergeant to step forward, make a face behind his suit helmet, and then shrug. “I’m not an engineer,” he said gruffly.

      No, Marshal is, Holly thought with a glare, picking a direction at random and stepping forward into it. Was. Maybe Marshal was.

      Another branching junction on the other side of the silos here too—and Holly turned her head just in time to see a shape diving past the next set of silos.

      “Freeze! EA Marines!” she demanded, but the shape had already vanished by the time that she had finished shouting.

      “Frackit!” Holly broke into a run after the shape. There was no way that she was going to start firing in this place. There was an omnipresent hum in the air, and the captain was sure that she could feel something like an itchy, uncomfortable anxiety in the back of her jaw from all of the radiation and electromagnetism here.

      “Hold it!” Holly shouted as she skidded to a halt, whirling around the corner this time to see shapes on either ends of the next corridor darting out of the way.

      “Contact! I got contact!” She heard Valdez shouting, and then the sudden clatter of racing metal boots—and then Holly realized what Juliet Lombard’s plan must have been.

      This place was a labyrinth. It was a game of cat and mouse. They were trying to break apart the squad, knowing that they couldn’t fire down here!

      “Marines, halt! Halt!” Holly called out, resisting the urge to run after the disappeared thugs and instead holding her ground.

      “Captain?” It was Bastion behind her, jogging to a halt as he spun in place, swinging his rifle from one silo to the next.

      “Get the team in order! No rushing off! Not down here!” Holly demanded, breathing hard. Her sergeant immediately clumped off to start shouting at the nearest of the marines.

      As two figures stepped out on either side of Holly.

      It was two of Lombard’s goons, burly and large, with what looked like shotguns. “We got you surrounded!” they shouted at her, as Holly returned with:

      “Freeze!”

      “Captain!?” Bastion was calling as Holly eyed the two Lombard thugs ahead of her.

      “Nobody shoot.” Holly reaffirmed her original command, although she said it out loud so that it could have been a shout at the Lombard mob too.

      “You can’t tell us what to do, Marine!” The goon on the right, the largest of them, said. “Hand over Bastion, and we’ll let the rest of you live.”

      “Sir?” This was from Valdez on the public channel, somewhere behind her. Holly was suddenly glad that the young and tempestuous private was nowhere near her right now. Valdez would probably have shot them already. Or ruptured one of these reactor silos in the process.

      “You’ll let the rest of us live, will you?” Holly called back, the mockery evident in her voice. “I want to see Juliet before I make any deals.”

      The two thugs looked at each other, but before they could answer Holly, the decision was taken from them as a third, slim figure appeared from behind one of the silos.

      It was Juliet Lombard.
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        * * *

      

      The famed mob leader who seemed to hold most of the generation caravan in her thrall was, if anything, shorter in real life than Holly would have expected.

      She was also, despite the service suit of dark midnight blue with its reinforced padding, much more elegant than what Holly thought of when she thought of a casino boss.

      She had gray hair that was cut in a short bob and held back over one ear by a gold clip. The cut and style of her suit was of a better quality than that of the goons around her too. Maybe it was the fact that Juliet Lombard did not even bother to bear a gun against them that gave her the illusion of elegant control, Holly thought. Or maybe it was something in the way that she stood, fairly casually, with her weight slightly on one leg and her head cocked as she looked at the marine captain.

      “Give me Bastion Li,” Juliet Lombard said, not even bothering with any introductions.

      “Give up your mutiny,” Holly countered.

      “Cap?” There was a movement behind her, and Holly realized that it was Bastion arriving to back her up. Juliet abruptly straightened up, and Holly stepped out in front of him.

      “No one is going to die here today, alright?” Holly shouted, leveling her rifle at the goons and Juliet. “Unless, that is, you feel like shooting my sergeant, and then I’m sure that one bullet or another will either kill you or rupture that silo you’re standing beside!”

      “Are you marines always so melodramatic?” Juliet purred with laughter, completely unfazed by Holly’s threat. “You won’t fire at us. That would be the end of your team as well—and what sort of captain does that!?” the mobster demanded.

      Dammit, Holly thought. She was a tough cookie, this one.

      “And either way, my family are everywhere on the Sunkisser. Do you really think that you will be able to get off the ship at all? Really, your only hope is to—”

      At that point, it was almost as if fate intervened. If “fate” meant Thaal guns, that is.

      There was a sudden deafening boom and an explosion of sparks from the nearest cannister silo as the entire reactor room shook and swung to one side.

      “Ach!” Holly gasped, sliding to smash into the nearest silo wall as Bastion behind her and the Lombards in front of her did the same. The room shook, and there was another burst of sparks from the ceiling as some piece of machinery gave up.

      
        
        Warning! Energy readings high!

      

      

      Holly’s suit blared alarms at her with startling small graphs of spikes and climbing mountains of flashing red. She was no great specialist on reactor systems, but it appeared to be an awfully high buildup of something going on there.

      “Juliet!” Holly shouted up from the floor where she had landed beside Bastion. The energy warnings were still flashing in her suit’s HUD, and the room was still shaking around her.

      “You have to stand down and let the real engineers work on these reactors right now!” the captain demanded.

      There was another distant rumble and a shower of sparks from deeper in the facility before Juliet’s voice came back.

      “Do you really think that I am going to take orders from you!?” she heard the mob boss cry out defiantly.

      Holly opened her mouth to argue back, but to her surprise, it was Bastion who beat her to it.

      “We’re under attack, Juliet!” he bellowed, the pain audible in his voice. “The entire Sunkisser, our home, is about to be blown to smithereens unless we do something—unless you do something!”

      “Traitor! As if I would ever listen to what you have to say,” Juliet was defiant even at the point when there was another series of booms, further off now on the caravan’s hull, but still powerful enough to send deep, reverberating rumbles all through the structure around them. Holly held her breath for a moment. Her Breaker training allowed her to feel the shock waves racing through the deep body of the Sunkisser even before this reactor room was shaking. And then the tremor subsided and flowed through them.

      “You hear that, Juliet?” Bastion demanded. “That’s the sound of people dying. Of Sunkisser people dying while we’re sitting here talking!” her sergeant shouted.

      “You have the chance to stop the harm! You can get the engineers back to stabilize these reactors. You can save the Sunkisser!” Bastion said.

      Holly realized that he was appealing to her sense of control. Juliet Lombard had already very clearly positioned herself as defacto leader of this caravan, and Bastion was offering her the chance to retain that—at least the hero status of saving it, anyway.

      “And what good will that do if they keep on blowing us apart?” Juliet called back. “You were supposed to deal with the Thaal!”

      Bastion opened and closed his mouth, and Holly could see the dismay that Juliet would rather keep this argument going than work to fix it, now.

      But Holly thought she might know what to say.

      “We did fight off the first three, but now there’s another wave. Has the Sunkisser got any armed boats? Skiffs? Patrol boats—anything at all!?” Holly asked.

      “We lost most of them in the first attack,” Juliet said with disgust. “We had to do what we could to keep them at bay—and all we had were the short-range guns we use against pirates!”

      “Ma’am, boss—” one of the two other goons broke in. “There’s the engineering fleet drones. There’s not a lot, but they got laser cutters on ’em. Engineering pilots them remotely . . .”

      “Drones!? Yes!” Holly was saying, hurriedly pushing herself up to her feet and tottering towards where the Lombards were cowering.

      “Anything you got, we can make it work!” she said, Holly turning the corner of the nearest silo to see Juliet and her two guards looking up at her in alarm, one of the guards snatching his gun—

      “No. Wait,” the mob boss said sharply while holding Holly Cropper’s eyes with her own.

      The room was shaking around them, and there were still alarm bells ringing and sparks erupting from the ceiling as the Sunkisser mob boss held the Earth Alliance Marine captain’s stare.

      “Do we have a deal, Miss Lombard?” Holly asked. “We save the Sunkisser. Together.”

      Juliet hesitated, then offered up her black-gloved hand. “Deal.”
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      There are too many of them!

      Sergeant Marshal Smith gritted his teeth in frustration as he threw the Forward Recon Wasp into a tight curve around the side of the generation caravan, curling away from the blistering line of purple lightning that threatened to blow a hole in the craft’s lower left-side hull.

      The Sunkisser rose and vanished from their forward screens, replaced with the acres of starry black as they lifted away from the fight.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      One of the six Thaal fighter crafts flashed in front of them in a wide arc. Marshal heard Constantinas growl as she pulled her firing triggers, unleashing a barrage of rocket-propelled shells, but by the time that the armaments had reached out into space, it was already too late. The enemy fighter had already surged past, but the weapons lock warning remained.

      “One’s on our tail!” Johnston shouted, his gloved hands still holding the firing arms of the major missile launcher but keeping an eye on the navigation scans as he waited for a chance to target and fire.

      “Dammit!” Marshal spared a glance at the nearer of the threat maps—a holofield with brilliant orange alarm vectors of the Thaal fighters as it updated in real time. Of the six Thaal fighters that had returned (Marshal assumed that two of them had been the ones that they had driven off a little while before), most were concentrating on strafing the Sunkisser, while one had curved up to chase them.

      There are too many, the thought hit Marshal again. He had a fair to poor chance of outmatching one Thaal fighter with his larger, heavier Wasp, but he had no way of stopping all six.

      Especially if their main weapon that could definitely destroy them—the stolen Thaal beam weapon—used so much power that it left them dead in the water after using it!

      
        
        Weapons lock!

      

      

      Marshal snarled, kicking the floor lever, violently twisting the flight handles at the same time. This time, their nose lifted, and their back end kicked out on its own burst of microthrusters.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      The Wasp shook as another coruscating beam of purple light surged underneath them, flashing past their rear engines so close that the shockwave battered them.

      
        
        Alert! Thermal event recorded at—!

      

      

      The warning, red alarms flared across his screen as Marshal completed the spin, suddenly forcing the flight handles down and kicking out on the opposing foot lever to fire the forward-facing thrusters. They pinwheeled over the oncoming Thaal fighter, and their forward thrusters brought their nose to a complete halt.

      Marshal ignored the “thermal event”—it was a secondary warning that indicated that a part of their fuselage had probably been exposed to dangerous levels of radiation. He didn’t have time to be worried about radiation right now. Only parts of his ship blowing apart.

      “Fire!” Marshal shouted as the targeting cameras ahead of him zeroed in on the approaching Thaal fighter. In between his heartbeats, Marshal felt almost in a moment of stop-time as he watched the Thaal fighter’s nose cone slowly lighting up for another purple-flared beam.

      “Ach!” Behind him, Private Constantinas snarled as she pulled the triggers, and the heavy whub-whub-whub of the side railguns fired again and again, each release of their rocket shells creating a miniature shock and reverberation through their vessel.

      As the Wasp continued its balletic turn, Marshal watched as the light-winged barrage of their shells surged ahead in a slowly spreading cloud. They scattered before them like thrown diamonds.

      And blanketed the oncoming Thaal fighter.

      For a moment, Marshal feared that not even their shells would disrupt the thing’s deadly agenda as it continued to fly straight through the exploding shells all around it. But in a sudden butterfly ripple of light, the separate flashes of white joined together, forming a silent crescendo of destruction as the Thaal fighter was consumed and broke apart.

      “Boo-YAH!” Johnston cried out. “That’s how you do it!” He congratulated his fellow marine, and in that moment, an overwhelming savage joy spread through each of the three marines in the Forward Recon craft’s cockpit. If asked, none of them would have been able to put their finger on precisely what had happened, but their wills were joined in the fire of combat.

      “On your right!” Johnston called out as Marshal’s body reacted accordingly, swerving the Wasp back towards the generation caravan. There was a trio of the now five remaining Thaal fighters flaring around the nose cone of the Sunkisser, forming a tight squadron.

      “Too close,” Constantinas stated and without explaining, the others knew that she meant that she wouldn’t be able to fire her guns once again at them. Their angle of attack would mean that much of her railgun barrage would fly past the Thaal fighters and hit the Sunkisser itself.

      “I can track,” Johnston confirmed. Marshal pulled closer to Carriage Two of the generation caravan, already scarred and pocked with multiple craters from the constant barrage of attacks, and he saw Johnston’s triangle of missile targeting swerving towards the nearest of the Thaal.

      He has to be sure he’ll hit. Marshal gritted his teeth. These fighters were fast, and they could fly out of any target lock if they were given the chance.

      “Closer,” Marshal confirmed, punching more power to their main thrusters as the Wasp leapt forward faster, giving the chosen Thaal fighter less time to flare away.

      The Wasp shot up along the hull of the Sunkisser like a hunting hawk with many secondary warnings flaring on their screen, once again ignored by Marshal as little bits of debris and flotsam from the carriage itself struck their outer hull. None of the pieces were large, and Marshal smashed through them as they closed in on the attacking three Thaal . . .

      Who broke apart, separating out in three different flight paths before the sudden, crazed rush of the Wasp. The Thaal scattered before the bigger, more powerful vessel as Johnston’s target lock went from flashing to stabilized.

      “Fire!” Marshal shouted in the same instant, and this time, the reverb was stronger as one of the larger missiles on the back launcher was released. They saw its flaring tail as it flew forward, scudding along the side of the Carriage Two bridge section and then the first carriage itself. If any hapless Caravaner was watching from the portholes at precisely the right time, they would have seen a silver dart almost as tall as a human sweep past their noses.

      The chosen Thaal fighter was pulling up and away, attempting to roll around the top hull of the Sunkisser in order to make its escape, but it was already too late.

      The missile slammed into the strangely glowing blue propulsion system of the three-winged, white-and-silver craft, and a brilliant, new star was momentarily born right in front of the massive generation caravan. The faint shock wave of racing blue light washed over the hull of the caravan briefly before it faded, and the expanding ball of glittering, white plasma expanded fast for a moment, almost reaching the nose tip of Carriage One before it faded away.

      Leaving the Wasp to fly through the fading wave of burning plasma until the Forward Recon craft shook in the resulting turbulence.

      “Marines!” Marshal shouted in exuberance as they shot out ahead of the caravan, pulling into a fast turn back towards their ward.

      To see that, despite their vastly successful last few minutes, there were still four more of the Thaal fighters attacking the Sunkisser. Two were curling around the behemoth human craft (the ones scattered by the Wasp’s bull run) while another two were performing short, strafing attacks at the far end of the long train of carriages.

      Carriage Three, Marshal realized in an instant. The main engineering sections. That was where Holly and the others were—and it was also precisely the place you’d want to attack if you wanted to blow up an already crippled ship. It would be filled with giant fuel propellants, generators, reactor cells, batteries . . .

      “Dammit!” Marshal forced the Forward Recon vessel ahead, this time surging close along the top hull of the Sunkisser.

      “We’ll drop on top of them,” he hissed, feeling the flight handles shaking a little as the metals of his own ship started to protest at all that he was asking of them.

      Marshal vaguely had a plan to perform the same operation that had just worked—use the more powerful engines and thrusters of the Wasp, its bearlike speed and power, to scatter the smaller Thaal vessels.

      But it would be like swatting at flies, he feared.

      
        
        Warning! Proximity alert!

      

      

      Just as his scans flashed red—and one of the scattered Thaal fighters appeared directly ahead of them and coming towards them.

      “What!?” Marshal didn’t have time to slow down—not without sending them into a dangerous spin right against the second carriage of the generation caravan.

      It was a kamikaze move—or it appeared like it to the marines of the Forward Recon squad. Marshal pulled the flight handles sharply towards him, twisting them slightly as he did so—and the Wasp groaned and protested as it surged upwards and away, peeling out into the night of space just in time to miss the racing Thaal fighter coming straight at them.

      “Are they trying to kill themselves!?” Constantinas gasped as they wheeled high, distant from the caravan now.

      “Only if it kills us too!” Marshal snarled out, turning them back towards the Sunkisser . . .

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Something struck their right hull edge. Marshal registered the flash of warning alarms on his forward holofield, but it was already too late to move as there was a deafening crack, and his entire cockpit screen eclipsed with a flare of white-and-purple energy.

      “Oah!” Marshal called out involuntarily as he was lifted from his seat a little and then slammed back into it. The entire cockpit, and the Wasp around it, was spinning wildly out of control. There was the flash of red-and-orange alerts around him. Marshal smelled smoke and saw the sudden brilliance of a shatter of sparks as something blew in the wall panels.

      How bad!? HOW BAD!? The sergeant’s mind was racing as they spun, the screens flashing with inky black and stars and the sudden monstrous size of the generation caravan.

      In just a microsecond, a whole heap of emotions and thoughts warred for the pilot and engineer’s attention.

      That they might have a hole the size of a truck in their hull—

      That they might decompress any moment—

      That their reactors might blow—

      That this might be his final breath—

      But in the next hammer of his heart, Sergeant Smith’s training kicked in instantly, He released the foot pedals and the forward thruster triggers and killed all power making them move. He knew that he had to gain control of the vessel right now, even if the Wasp was crucially and critically damaged, because if he was still breathing, he was in charge of keeping this vessel moving. And if they slammed into the side of the Sunkisser, then they would all be dead anyway—along with a whole heap of civilians.

      
        
        Warning! Right hull panel two compromised!

        Warning! Right hull panel three compromised!

        Warning!

      

      

      The alerts flared and scrolled ahead of him as their wild rotating spin gradually slowed without the added force of their own thrusters. They were now turning erratically and wildly, but not at breakneck speed. Enough of a chance to see how to correct it.

      Forward thruster . . .

      Right stabilizer thruster . . .

      Marshal read the situation and reacted accordingly. They slowed but did not level out, instead rolling as he hit the right stabilizer control—for nothing to happen.

      
        
        Warning! Accelerator leakage right hull panel two!

      

      

      “Frack!” Marshal swore, forced to feather the forward and back thrusters instead to achieve the same leveling result. Johnston was already leaning over the control board, calling up the shipwide cameras.

      “We must have been wing shot by one of their beam weapons,” Marshal heard the younger private say and threw a look at the scrolling images to see that at least two of the Wasp’s external cameras had a view on their right-side hull.

      “There, sir. It looks nasty,” Johnston confirmed, and Marshal could only agree with the assessment.

      The Wasp was a segmented dart (which gave the craft its name), and along its right-hand side was a trail of destruction. A deep line of rent, torn, and curving metal had lifted up and torn away from the Forward Recon vessel, revealing the inner hull workings inside. Right hull panel three was entirely torn apart and dark, while right hull panel one was blackened and buckled.

      The spot that Marshal was most worried about, however, was hull panel two, which was folded and torn back on itself. From this, there were still escaping sparks as well as an expanding cloud of accelerator fluids. Even as they watched, every now and again there was a sudden flash as the sparks interacted with the fluid.

      “Hold on!” Marshal said instantly. They had been lucky that the sparks had hit the releasing spray of fluids further out from their hull and hadn’t yet caused an explosion inside their pressurized inner hull.

      Well, he corrected, we’re lucky that the entire inner hull pressure hasn’t been blown. Yet.

      Johnston grabbed his seat arms as Marshal pulled the release for the excess H2O tanks and then feathered the left thruster for them to roll once more. This sharp nudge rolled the Wasp through the sudden expanding cloud of freezing water vapor, causing ice to instantly blanket their ship and just as soon evaporate if it was on any outer piece of hull.

      But it worked. The ice vapors and far-below-freezing temperatures killed whatever unit was sparking and sealed the accelerator leak. Temporarily, the sergeant knew. A decent burn of their main flight thrusters would be enough to break the coating of ice and maybe warm up the outer panels of the ship to start the leak again.

      “Frack, frack, frack!” Marshal growled as the Wasp came to a slow, obscenely graceful halt, pointing slightly away from the Sunkisser. They had lost a severe amount of maneuverability with the loss of their right-hand side thruster, and they would lose essential fuels if they tried to move towards the enemy.

      But what can we do? Marshal thought sharply.

      “Go for it, sir,” he heard Constantinas behind him say, confirming his decision without saying what she thought their course of action should be.

      “I’m with you, too, Sarg,” Johnston said, and the pilot saw the man nodding back towards the Sunkisser. “I know we’re damaged, sir,” Johnston said with quiet determination. “But we have to give it a shot. We have to do what we can,” the younger man said. Up ahead, they could see the four Thaal craft swooping back and forth like attacking hornets, making sudden dives and unleashing their purple beam weapons against the body of the caravan in dazzling flashes of light and color.

      “There are people back there depending on us,” Private Constantinas finished, and in that moment, as useless and hopeless as it might seem—Sergeant Marshal Smith felt savagely proud of his tiny, unsought-for team.

      “For the Earth,” Marshal breathed and threw the Wasp forward.
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      Red light flashed over Holly’s upturned face as yet another blast hit the generation caravan.

      She and her team, along with Juliet Lombard, had made it out of the engineering reactor station and to the central engineering control room, a space large enough to be a flight deck in many other smaller vessels. The engineering control room was separated onto three levels, each with their own banks of control boards and monitors as well as direct-access booths that led to various, arcane parts of the Sunkisser’s engine works.

      It was clustered around one of these such booths that Holly, Bastion, and Lombard found themselves. The booth in front of them was named ISO-32-DRONE CONTROLS, and it had a selection of both large and small screens along with pull-out controllers with two handlebars each. The controllers had wires that snaked to a screen, where there were sensor-based images of the external hull of the Sunkisser along with small targeting cameras.

      Flash!

      There was a zip of white, silver, and blue light as suddenly one of the three-finned Thaal ships surged past the screen that Holly’s controller led to. A moment later and there was another deep, rumbling ache of protest from nearby on the hull as the Thaal ship fired.

      “She’s triple-hulled, designed to withstand even meteor strikes,” said one of the few available Sunkisser engineers (the original crewmembers, not the ones that Lombard had sought to install). He eyed the control boards nervously.

      Most of this engineer’s fellows and sisters were already on the lower level of the control room, running back and forth between stations and adjusting outputs. The rest got to work throughout the engineering section of Carriage Three, attempting to shore up the damage that the Thaal had already done.

      It was a desperate race against time and one that Holly was afraid that they were losing even without the addition of more Thaal energy beam blasts.

      “It’s like they’re targeting us specifically!” Holly heard Juliet murmur, her own controller leading to another screen beside the EA Marine captain.

      “Quickest way to cripple a ship is through engineering.” Bastion growled his response, and it was clear from his tone that he resented taking a stand beside the woman who wanted him dead.

      Well, resented that and the fact that this ship is the target of an aggressive alien intelligence, Holly considered.

      “It’s also the best way to blow a ship up!” Holly said as the small green light cleared her drone ahead for deploy, and she pushed the control buttons and movement sticks immediately.

      In response, the screen widened to show the hull of the Sunkisser racing ahead, and then dropping away as her engineering drone separated from its module on the side of the hull.

      Most of these drones were located in Carriage Three, where all of the most important assortments of machinery were that kept the Sunkisser alive—but there were also drone modules stationed across the entirety of the generation caravan, and now all of them were activating as the motley collection of EA Marines as well as engineers and Lombard “family” piloted them.

      The drones themselves were four-armed metal “bugs” on simple but rapid thruster systems, designed to be fast in case of some catastrophic incident or accident with their mothership.

      Such as right now, Holly breathed to herself.

      Each one was a little bigger than a human person, with a variety of grabbing vices at the ends of their arms alongside smart laser cutters, grinders, and rivet guns in their body. Any of these tools could be deployed to try to patch any tear or break in the outer, middle, or inner hulls—and Holly had every intention of using all of them to bring the Thaal ships down.

      “Marshal? Sergeant—what’s your situation?” Holly breathed as she turned the drone a little haphazardly once and then twice to look around.

      Flash.

      Another Thaal ship swept past at blisteringly fast speed, disappearing under their hull for another deep rumble to erupt. A moment after, there was a flash of their powerful purple-white beams. In the control room, there was a sudden popping sound and a hiss of sparks from one of the lower levels as whatever damage had been done was enough to overload some piece of equipment up here.

      Holly didn’t like it (not surprisingly). She didn’t like the fact that whatever damage that the Thaal were doing was leading to secondary and tertiary effects away from the strike site. Her years of experience on Hephaestus told her that it meant there was enough serious damage being done right now to cause other, connected systems to overload.

      It was a sign of drastic measures, her spaceborne, factoryborne experience told her. She tried to ignore the small tremors, vibrations, and creaks that she felt rolling through the metal decking underfoot. She tried to ignore the distant metal groans that sounded like a ship in deep, aching distress.

      She pushed her flight levers forward as the other drones hovered into view before and around her, and like a dispersed cloud, they swept over the hull of the third carriage towards the underside . . .

      “Dear stars!” one of the Sunkisser engineers cried out as their collective screens swept over giant craters, rends, and even giant holes in the outer hull fabric of the caravan. Some of them were so large that Holly was sure that the entire Wasp could have docked into them. As the engineering drone flashed past, Holly noted an interior world of support beams and iron struts, attached to an inner plate like scaffolding to a building.

      And in the worst of those attacks and ruins, the inner plates were cracked, melted, and torn too.

      “Middle hulls are being breached. That only leaves the inner!” The engineer breathed. It was clear that the man had never seen such damage in all of his life aboard their home, and he did not have to remind Holly or anyone else what lay on the inside of the inner hull.

      The caravan internal levels, Holly thought, sighing forlornly as they rounded the last turn of the Sunkisser landscape.

      “Evacuate the rooms and corridors nearest the inner hull. Seal the airlocks!” she said, as all at once, her drone was falling into a field of living lightning.

      It was here, at the furthest part of the generation caravan, that the Thaal were concentrating their attacks. Holly saw the ships swerving and flashing past, slowing in their flight only to fire their purple-and-white lightning-beam weapons at the hull. She counted two, three of the ships merrily tearing the ship apart.

      And no Wasp in sight, Holly thought with terror.

      “Marshal! Sitrep!” she called over their comms while the lead Sunkisser engineer was trying to argue with her.

      “But if we abandon those levels, we’ll lose thirty percent functionality! We need access to the outer decks!”

      “Lose that thirty or lose the ship!” Holly was glad when Juliet suddenly backed her up, commanding the engineer to do what apparently Holly couldn’t.

      The Thaal ships still hadn’t recognized the drone fleet as a danger. And why would they? Holly thought bitterly to herself, Our drones are a fraction of their ships’ size! The cloud hovered on the edge of the damage for a moment, unsure of what to do.

      “Captain?” Juliet cleared her throat. It was a question, and Holly had already thought of a plan.

      “They’re faster than us. We form a net. Widen out and close in. Try to keep parallel distance between us,” Holly said. She was already firing her drone’s controls to push ahead.

      “Whoever is closest to one,” she managed to say—before the action started all at once.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the generation caravan Sunkisser, the three Thaal ships were swooping and turning in predatory circles as some ten or so engineering drones lowered from the side of the hull and started to spread out, a widening net—

      Immediately, one of the nearest Thaal ships turned in its swoop towards them, looking as if unsure of what they were or what danger they might pose.

      The engineering drones, piloted by the ragtag crew, moved haphazardly and inexpertly, opening not like a fishing net but like a fraying tapestry and leaving large holes here and over there . . .

      Flash!

      The aggressive Thaal ship slashed through the hole in an instant, flying so close that the roar of its engines sent one of the engineering drones careening and spinning helplessly out of control. It smashed against the hull of its own mechanical parent and exploded.

      With the sudden flare of plasma and fire, it was as if the smaller drone had left blood in the water, and the Thaal ships all sensed the intrusion as the remaining two ships broke from their attack and turned towards the newcomers.

      The next Thaal fighter slashed through the net—fast and close enough to send two more of the drones reeling, but not close enough to destroy any more.

      The third Thaal fighter wasn’t as smooth as the first two. It roared up towards the tattered and broken net of drones—and one of them suddenly launched itself forward, straight at the Thaal.

      With a smash, it slammed into the hull just forward of one of the three wings, and there was a brief flash of plasma and fuel as it broke apart and exploded—sending the fighter itself spinning, spilling a hazy line of glowing, white fire.

      Just in time for the next drone to slam into it, and this time, the drone even managed to extend its claws to clamp around one wing as it lowered all of its various devices to the hull.

      There was a brief and sudden flash of light and an exploding orb of a shock wave as some vital part of the Thaal fighter was ruptured, and the ship blew.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes! YES!” Holly heard Bastion cheer as both her and Bastion’s screens suddenly glitched, and her control reverted to the next waiting engineering drone. There was a series of blips, and then both she and Bastion were flying again, throwing their new manual-override “bugs” into the fight.

      Before they even got there, another two screens instantaneously went down as the Thaal fighters concentrated their efforts on the drones and not the hull of the caravan.

      It’s buying time for the engineering crew, Holly thought. That was at least something—and she suddenly threw her drone against the nearest of the Thaal fighters . . . only to miss, and the three winged craft flew past her.

      “Frackit!” She demanded better of herself, just as there was a whoop from Juliet as she and two of her family drone operators managed to descend on the second Thaal fighter, leaving just one behind.

      Holly saw it pulling away from the explosion of its fellow and start to angle its turn.

      “Come on, people—don’t let any of them get away!” she said, urging her own drone to fly as fast as it could. Behind her, the remaining four drones anticipated the turn and flew in an ever-tightening spiral towards where it would be, any moment.

      Another sudden flare of static and all of their screens went dark.

      “It’s out!” One of the Engineering staff was monitoring the ship navigation scanners, patching the scene from their screens to the largest screen in front.

      It showed a glistening sea of wreckage, a mixture of both Thaal and caravan and drone parts slowly radiating towards and out from each other in their own personal dust cloud.

      “We’ve done it.” Juliet sagged with relief, letting go of her console.

      “Wait!” Bastion suddenly cried out as a fourth Thaal fighter appeared on the screen, making a beeline for the worst part of the damaged area of the ship, its nose cone already lighting up.

      “We don’t have anything out there. We got nothing left!” Holly heard herself say in alarm.

      And the Thaal fighter fired a sudden blast of its purple lightning that struck the damage in the generation caravan, and alarms pealed throughout the engineering control room.

      The room shook and tipped, and more clouds of sparks fell from the ceiling as the Thaal fighter turned for a return strike.

      Was that all it took? Just one ship to finally destroy us!? Holly thought in horror.

      As without warning, across their vision shot another scintillating burn of purple energy. One that blasted across their screen and slammed into the Thaal vessel, flinging it back and tearing it apart in equal measure.

      It was the Wasp, flying across their screens with half of its side torn apart.
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      “I’ve sent messages back to the Pluto Deep Mapping Unit, but so far all I’ve gotten back is . . .” the Second Flight Skipper Babucar was skinnier than Holly had thought that he was going to be. He had a scruff of hair on his chin and a nervous sort of energy that did not inspire Holly with confidence.

      Despite all of this, the man stood before Captain Cropper, Juliet Lombard, and Sergeant Bastion Li in the ad hoc emergency flight deck that the Second Flight Crew had constructed at the head of the first carriage.

      The place was in a sort of low-flying turmoil with mobile control decks and consoles having been wheeled in and installed around the room, already staffed with the rest of the second flight crew. The latest Thaal attack was almost two hours ago by now, and so far, the Sunkisser engineering team was close to being able to restart the engines.

      But that still left the question of whether or not that meant we were safe . . . Holly flickered a warning glance at Bastion before nodding for Babucar to start the message.

      “EA Outer Territories Connect via Pluto Deep Mapping. Message Received, Sunkisser. We have dispatched a full complement of fighters from Mars to your location as of 11:30 p.m. Old Earth Time.”

      “Eleven thirty Old Earth Time?” Juliet burst out with obvious contempt. “From Mars? It will take days to get to us. It has already been almost twenty-four hours—are we to wait another day before we have a full escort and repair back to even Neptune? Or Saturn?”

      Holly felt a blush of angry shame at her own force’s actions—or lack thereof.

      Why were there no nearer marine units than Mars!? she thought in horror. There had to be patrol skiffs, at least.

      “Pluto is only a few hours away, though,” Juliet said musingly. “They have ships there. And habitats. I know people that can help.”

      “Pluto is a prison planet.” Bastion pointed out the painfully obvious, and everyone in the room knew that he was right. Pluto was a rocky ice world that had been turned into a last-chance saloon for those that the Outer planets and stations couldn’t control. Holly herself knew of several names from Hephaestus who had famously ended up there. It was supposed to be a miserable existence of mining ice for the Inner worlds, loading the shipments onto generation caravans just like the Sunkisser, and sending them back.

      “Isn’t it private security up there?” Holly said in a low voice. It was too much to hope that there was a full contingent of EA Marine Outer Territories warships docked there, wasn’t it?

      “Yeah, private security. Some corporate security firm,” Bastion growled in response before raising his voice towards Juliet. “Who you know on Pluto? Is it any surprise that the biggest criminal gang in the caravans has contacts there?”

      “Criminal!?” Juliet demanded, outraged. “My family and I have worked ever since the Sunkisser launched to keep this boat safe!”

      “Safe for yourselves, you mean—” Bastion was demanding back, as suddenly a thought struck Holly.

      “The Watchers,” she said, once again looking at Bastion to see the big man halt his diatribe against Juliet Lombard, wince, but nod uneasily.

      “The Watchers? Who or what are they?” Juliet interrupted the second flight skipper to say.

      “They’re a new defensive gun emplacement around Neptune. Designed to see off any potential invasion fleet . . .” Holly started to say.

      “Well, Neptune is already most of a day away, and Pluto is much nearer. If there are any more Thaal out there, then we’ll already be dead by the time that we get to Neptune!” Juliet said.

      An uneasy silence settled over everyone as they considered their options. If there were more Thaal out there, than who or what was going to stand in their way?

      All at once, the entire weight of their situation appeared before Holly—and not just their particular situation here on the Sunkisser, but the position of humanity.

      We’ve been thinking about it all wrong, she thought to herself as the second flight skipper seemed to err and hover over the data screen some more.

      We’re so used to being alone in the universe that we think of ourselves as unreachable. Unique. Unstoppable . . . Even the way that they thought about their own solar system was so upside down, with the Inner planets being the safest and most secure, and the Outer planets and stations being so far out there that they didn’t appear to matter to the rest of humanity (a fact that a Breaker like Holly knew only too well).

      When in fact, the Thaal incursions had shown that almost precisely the opposite was true, the captain was forced to concede. Their solar system wasn’t Earth-centric. It was in fact universe-centered. It had an entire porous edge all around it where any Thaal ship could enter with hardly any alarm raised against the incursion. And—what was even worse was that because all their stations and planets rotated at different speeds around the sun, then a Thaal fighter or attack ship or star vessel could conceivably make it almost all the way to the asteroid belt before being detected.

      Second Flight Skipper Babucar cleared his throat, and what he said did not manage to bring any sense of peace to Holly’s troubled musings at all.

      “Er . . . there is something else as well.” Babucar’s hands flickered over his screen for a holo to jump into the air between them. It seemed to show a green vector image of the Sunkisser, fast growing smaller and smaller as a tiny dot flew out ahead of it.

      “What is that?” Juliet said sharply.

      “It’s a drone. One that we flew after the first attack,” Babucar said.

      The image showed the Sunkisser slowly fading to a smaller and smaller dot behind, as the tiny rocket drone sped in the center of the image towards a hazed-out field of amorphous, cloudlike shapes.

      “What is that?” Holly asked.

      “Rocks. A loose collection of asteroids and detritus on the far edge of the solar system, forming a vague and very patchy asteroid belt,” the second flight skipper said awkwardly.

      And there on the edge of the rocks was a sudden brighter pinprick of light.

      “And just what is that!?” Juliet demanded, while Holly was by now standing up at the table. She already knew what the answer was because her gut had leapt to the conclusion almost as soon as she had seen the Thaal fighters with her eyes.

      I guess I just didn’t want to admit it to myself, Holly thought, and she filled in for the second skipper’s silence.

      “It’s some sort of base, isn’t it?” the EA Marine captain said.

      Babucar floundered and made small, pleading motions with his hands as he said, “I can’t say what it is, just that it is emitting a lot of energy readings to our drone, almost as much as the entire Sunkisser. And that the readings seem stable. They’re not moving.”

      “A base,” Bastion breathed, slowly rising in place. Holly found the close combat specialist’s eyes on hers as they were both considering the same thing.

      If the Thaal have established a base, then we’ll never get rid of them, Holly thought.

      “You said you got this data after the first attack!? Why didn’t you say anything!?” Juliet demanded.

      “Well, for starters, you were leading a mutiny across the ship!” Babucar said. “What good would it have done!? And my crew were trying to rebuild the flight deck!!”

      Juliet raised her voice to argue, but Holly had already had enough. She stepped forward to hammer, hard, on the table.

      “ENOUGH!” she shouted back. “Enough of this petty division!” she demanded of them, raising her eyes to Babucar.

      “Skipper? Do what you have to do to turn this ship around. Turn her towards Neptune,” the captain demanded, before then turning to Juliet.

      “Lombard? Use the comms to get in touch with everyone you know on Pluto. Tell them to get over here with every armed boat they can muster.”

      Juliet blinked, apparently stunned by the sudden fierce strength that she was facing.

      “But, but . . . what do you mean? A Thaal flotilla?” the mob boss was saying behind her as Holly nodded towards Bastion and signaled that it was time for them to move out.

      “Wait! Where are you going? What do you mean!?” Juliet was asking behind her.

      “Yes, I mean a flotilla,” Holly replied. “Squadrons of Thaal warships. And where am I going? I have to somehow get my ship ready for a fight. Because there is no way that I can let the Thaal have a foothold in my solar system.”

      “But—what good can one ship do!?” Juliet Lombard was saying.

      Holly had already reached the door, but she heard the mob boss behind her clearly enough.

      “Maybe a lot, maybe nothing. But it can buy us some time,” the captain of the Forward Recon squad said.
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      Near-System Debris Disk

      

      “Can’t we like, put on the cloaking device or something?” murmured Private Johnston from where the marine sat behind Sergeant Marshal Smith in the Forward Recon vessel.

      The Wasp was speeding forwards at top burn through a space that was growing ever darker and darker ahead of it. It was eerie, and it was an unreal experience—even for the trained pilot Marshal Smith.

      The Forward Recon squad was heading almost straight out from the Sunkisser, straight out from the known territory of the solar system and towards the impossible night that lay beyond. The stars were growing distant and further apart, and behind them, their cameras caught the friendly glow of their home system like a mournful goodbye.

      The only change ahead was the slight silvery-gray haze that they were tracking towards—actually the distant fog of semi-autonomous asteroids and floating bits of ice where the alien Thaal signal was being generated. Marshal sat at the helm of the newly repaired ship. Unlike during their regular operations, it was Constantinas and Johnston in the firing and navigation seats behind, not Cropper and Li.

      “We don’t have a cloaking device,” Marshal pointed out. But all the same, he did put on the low-level signal interference controls. It wouldn’t make them invisible at all—but it would disrupt the sorts of scanners and sensors that humans used by emitting background radiation close to the background red-shift harmonic common across space.

      Marshal was certain that the Thaal, a thousand years or so in advance of humanity, would be able to see through the technology in a heartbeat.

      “Well, never mind,” Johnston grumbled and shifted unsteadily in his seat. To be fair, Marshal shared the marine’s anxiety. They were heading straight for what appeared to be a Thaal base or outpost, and the last time that they had tried to do this—on Triton, to stop the Thaal from constructing some kind of warp gate—the Thaal had been seen utilizing force fields and laser weapons.

      What good could they do? The Wasp had been patched up as fast and as well as could be expected aboard the near-crippled Sunkisser. Marshal himself had overseen the repair work and had demanded that they put an extra layer of sheeting over almost every part of the Recon vessel that faced out towards space. It was a rough—and Marshal would call it an ugly—job . . . but then again, he had seen exactly what the Thaal beam weapons were capable of doing.

      “Cloud units ready,” he heard Constantinas say over his shoulder as they roared closer towards the graying cloud. Their target was now starting to get glints of light and hard edges as distinct rocks appeared, tumbled . . .

      
        
        Alert! Unknown energy signatures detected!

      

      

      The alarm calls of the Wasp flared, and all of the three marines sat up a little straighter as they focused on the rapidly zeroing targeting systems.

      Showing a massive platform of rock with one flat side, easily large enough to hold the multiple smaller white-and-silver shapes that sat there.

      Buildings, the pilot thought.

      Holly was right! Marshal gritted his teeth in frustration. The captain had guessed that this was what the Thaal were up to—the building of another of those warp tunnel things or whatever they were.

      This time, however, there wasn’t the large glittering dome of blue and white. They hadn’t erected the force field that they had last time—either they had just thought that they would be safe or else they didn’t have the resources.

      “Johnston?” Marshal breathed as his hands flickered over the controls. “Prepare the missile launcher.”

      “Sir, yes, sir. Missile launcher ready. Bringing targeting online.” Johnston’s own hands hit the control deck in front of his seat, and then his gloves settled on the firing arms of the launcher. Marshal watched as a flashing orange vector appeared and tracked towards the center of the platform.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      “What!? Where?” Marshal burst out as his control screens suddenly popped into life with warning oranges and reds flaring across his screen.

      And out of nowhere—there were small blips of movement, rising from where they had been hidden behind the rocky platform.

      Four of them. Another four Thaal fighters.

      “Johnston, fire!” Marshal demanded, then hissed to Constantinas. “Cloud units are go!”

      “Sir!” Constantinas affirmed, as the sergeant’s eyes narrowed, and he growled into his suit microphone.

      “Captain Cropper? This is Sergeant Smith. “You were right and have the green light to go. Repeat. Green light to go.”
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        * * *

      

      The Wasp shook with the reverberation of its heavy missile launcher, flinging a salvo of the heavy ordinance out against its target before it started to wheel to quickly get out of range of the oncoming Thaal fighters.

      In the Forward Recon main hold, the last of the Forward Recon squad braced against the walls and from their webbing straps. Holly waited for the final green light to shine over the main hangar doors.

      “How many?” Captain Cropper heard Bastion Li’s voice growl into her private suit channel.

      “Four. They’ve got four against the Wasp,” Holly was saying and wishing that the odds were better. She’d expected some sort of resistance, of course. But after the battle for the Sunkisser, she’d also hoped that the available ships that the Thaal had left were next to none.

      Too much to hope for, Holly considered, then considered the fact that “hope” had never exactly been high on the agenda in this war. They were fighting a vastly superior enemy with apparently much more practice in taking over solar systems—and the only advantage that Earth had was the distance between this front line and wherever it was that the Thaal came from.

      So, every time they try to construct one of their wormhole tunnels, we need to be there to stop it . . .

      “Warning! Brace!” Marshal’s voice sounded as the Wasp suddenly shook and turned violently once again, shaking the waiting marines. Holly gritted her teeth and heard the chattering report of the railguns firing.

      “Deploying countermeasures!” Marshal said, and a fraction of a heartbeat later, the green light flickered over their door, and the Forward Recon squad was go.
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        * * *

      

      Marshal took the Wasp in a sharp, spiraling descent towards the platform under the glittering barrage of Thaal beam weapons. The craft looked like a diving crow in the thick of a lightning storm as it spun and shook and turned—

      And there was a glitter across its back as modules that had been attached there, barnacle-like, simultaneously released. All of what remained of the Sunkisser’s available engineering drones lifted from where they had been stationed on the hull of the Wasp, their legs briskly flaring out as the drones spun and spread out—a living net of metal between the falling Wasp and the chasing Thaal.

      This time, the engineering drones weren’t individually piloted by human controllers. There simply weren’t enough human controllers on board the marine vessel, so instead, there was a rough automated system that was fed through to Private Constantinas’s command chair in the Wasp cockpit.

      The private hurriedly selected the four oncoming Thaal fighters on her screen and hit the “target” button even as the Wasp started to turn. In response, the engineering drones flared their thruster engines faster towards the sweeping enemy.

      Leaving the Wasp below them free to deploy the EA Marines.

      The squad of Holly, Bastion, Valdez, Falko, and Abiya leapt from the back of the open hold doors of the Wasp as it reached the apex of its turn, each of them tumbling into the brief space a little way above the platform.

      “Frack! Eyes on landing!” Holly shouted as the Wasp’s engines roared overhead and past her, dragging with it the Thaal fighters and the chasing drones.

      Each of the five marine bodies had been thrown at the rock at the speed that the Wasp had been going and were now tumbling towards the surface of the ice-and-rock platform like thrown darts.

      “Straighten up! Arms out!” Holly demanded of them, trying her best to remember her brief training herself as she clamped her legs together and threw her arms out on either side of her, forcing her tumble into a graceful dive . . .

      One by one, the other marines behind her did the same—and just in time, too, as Holly saw the rocky surface, silvered with ice and crystals, rise up before her.

      Holly arched her back as best she could, raising her body up before suddenly drawing her knees in, and—

      “Ooof!” Her heavy tactical suit hit the surface of the platform like a thrown ball. Holly tucked her head in as much as possible as she bounced, rolled, and unfolded to skid against the alien surface.

      
        
        Warning! Impact . . .

      

      

      Her suit’s internal heads-up display was warning her, and she had a moment to see that her shoulder pad was almost completely crumpled by the landing. But then there were the rest of her crew making their landings behind her—with Bastion doing it perfectly (of course) and then Abiya skidding across the surface in a cloud of ice and dirt.

      And Valdez overshooting the landing site and heading towards the first of the silver-white alien structures.

      “Valdez!” Holly shouted, swearing before breaking into a run towards her still-skidding private.

      The rock that the Thaal had chosen for their base looked a little like an aircraft strip in many ways, Holly thought briefly as she charged forwards. It was long and narrow with a surface that was mostly made out of black plates of rock, cut through with veins of hardened ice that was so solid that it looked like quartz. In the far distance, at the end of the rock, the surface rose up to form a natural wall.

      But before that wall and clearly visible in front of them were three silver-and-white blocks that looked vaguely like container units, only larger. Their metals were too white, and their girders and supporting structures that were attached to their outside were too silvery and too shiny to be of human origin.

      And, if that wasn’t enough to prove their origin, there was a sudden flicker of movement from one of the buildings as one of the giant Thaal warriors, with their mottled, blue skin and bronze-like armor, stepped out over the prone form of Private Valdez.

      “Valdez!” Holly shouted, raising her marine rifle as she ran.

      But she couldn’t fire. She might hit Valdez, who was turning over to get her first glimpse of the alien that threatened all of them.

      The Thaal were a giant species, very easily seven feet tall and with a hunched-over type of look. They were bipedal, with two arms and two legs, but they appeared to be covered in something like scales or plates. Holly could make out the thin glitter of purple and white as she noted that the Thaal wore a personal energy field over their exposed flesh. The Thaal took a giant step forward and raised an ugly, stubby-white weapon in one hand and pointed it straight towards the downed human marine.

      Valdez screamed over the suit-to-suit comms.

      No!

      If Holly had been scared that the private would freeze as she came face to face with the real enemy, she was then proven wrong.

      “Get off me!” the human marine demanded as Valdez kicked upwards with the heavy metal of her tactical suit boots. Holly was only a few feet away, and she saw the Thaal’s wrist fling wide, and the purple-white energy beam from the gun shoot outwards to harmlessly hit the rocks a few yards away.

      And then Holly landed on the Thaal, using all of her force to swipe the butt of her marine rifle savagely down as she flew through the air.

      Thock! The shock of her blow connecting with the Thaal head shook up her arm as both Holly and the Thaal tumbled head over heels to the floor. It was like she had hammered her rifle against brute rock itself, and Holly had seen the slight static fizz as it had connected with the Thaal’s personal energy field.

      Holly rolled over, scrambling back to her feet.

      “Valdez! Get back!” she hissed as she raised her gun.

      But the Thaal was somehow impossibly fast. Even as Holly raised her gun, they had flipped onto their feet and had slapped one giant claw outwards, striking Holly’s own rifle wide before punching forwards with their own gun.

      “No! Captain!” There was a movement and a brief shout of alarm at the same time as the Thaal fired . . .

      And Private Valdez was flung against Holly, driving her to the floor once more. The younger marine private had launched herself upwards to save her superior officer at the same time as the Thaal had been leveling their gun.

      “Valdez!? Valdez!” Holly said, confused for a moment. How could this happen!? I’M the superior officer! I should be the one who gets hurt!

      But already the body of the murdered private was tumbling from Holly’s hands, and the captain looked up to watch as the Thaal fighter raised their tubby laser weapon once more.

      “Ach!” Holly heard Bastion’s grunt over the suit-to-suit channel in the same instant as the man smashed into the Thaal, knocking it down as the close combat specialist grappled with the much larger Thaal.

      “Bastion—what are you doing!?” Holly demanded, but Bastion was delivering blow after blow against the Thaal with his rifle, using it like a quarterstaff to sweep and strike out at his Goliath-like adversary.

      “Buying time!” the sergeant hissed as he ducked under one sweep of a heavy claw and kicked out at the Thaal in return. “The buildings!” he hissed.

      The buildings. Holly blinked, slamming back into her body and her mission in an instant. That was what they were here for. Above them, the dogfight between the Wasp and the four Thaal fighters and the engineering drones continued, and down here, Holly had to make sure that the Thaal’s toehold on the edge of the solar system was well and truly resisted.

      “Squad!?” she demanded, turning to see that Abiya and Falko were racing towards her. “Nearest!” she demanded, picking up her marine rifle with one hand while the other moved to her belt where a metal module concealed several heavy cigars of plastic explosives.

      “Sir!” her marines answered, as Holly herself set off towards the furthest of the buildings, knowing that they would have to attack all of them at the same time if they were to have a chance to win.
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      “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Marshal growled as the Wasp turned and rose, ducked and swerved out of the way of the purple-white beams fired by the Thaal ships.

      They were everywhere. Every time that Marshal swerved out of the weapons lock of one of the Thaal, then there was another flare of alarm as another lock grabbed them.

      They are playing smarter than before, Marshal realized as he turned the Wasp once more, diving underneath a drift of rocks that were rotating slowly in space—moments before those rocks burst apart in a blistering brilliance of light as the Thaal’s beam weapon hit them.

      “Frack! That was close!” He heard Johnston gasp behind him.

      “Too close,” Marshal agreed. The Thaal were getting better at this. Instead of each of the alien fighters seemingly flying and hunting for itself, instead of the previous dogfights where only one would separate out from the rest of the flock to attack the marine vessel at a time—almost like grandstanding to their comrades, Marshal thought—now, there was a rotating group of three Thaal fighters always chasing him.

      With one Thaal holding back so that they can be called in at a moment’s notice, Marshal realized.

      “Constantinas!” the pilot demanded as he pushed the flight handles suddenly downwards. In response, the Wasp tucked its nose in and flew under the next line of rocks.

      They were in the body of the small asteroid cloud now, and suddenly Marshal was twisting their flight and bringing them up once more so that they could swerve past a larger, tumbling block.

      “They’re too fast, sir!” Constantinas confirmed what Marshal had been scared of. She was the one in charge of monitoring and directing the automated engineering drones, the “cloud units” as their mission called them—but so far, they had achieved exactly nothing.

      “Unless . . .” Constantinas abruptly said. “I think I’ve got a plan, sir.”

      “Anything, Private—anything!” Marshal hissed, turning abruptly and swerving just before another scintillating beam of purple shot past their side and obliterated one of the nearest rocks. The two Thaal fighters had followed them into the asteroid cloud—and they were much faster and more agile than the Wasp was too.

      “Get us to here, sir! Any way you can!” Constantinas leaned forward to jab an index finger against the navigation screen in the place where the asteroid cloud appeared thickest.

      “Are you crazy!?” Marshal said. “Is it even possible to fly through that!?”

      “You can do it, sir!” Constantinas slammed herself back into her seat before her hands flickered over her control screens as the warnings continued to blare.

      
        
        Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      “Not this time!” Marshal saw a small opening on the right between three larger asteroids. He threw the Wasp at it, even as the rocks themselves continued to spin.

      “Sir!” he heard Johnston shout behind him. “It’s too small! Sarg!”

      Marshal ignored him, even if his own gut was telling him the same thing as the Wasp flashed towards the gap and then into it . . .

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      There was a sudden, terrible juddering and screeching sound as the Wasp scraped against something in the way. Warning alarms burst out all across their flight screens—but then they were free. Marshal was rolling the Wasp to one side to avoid the next asteroid, and the next, kicking out at the thruster pedals so that they spun almost on the spot, turning over . . .

      To see a small patch of stars up ahead past the rock.

      “Go, Sergeant!” Constantinas called, for the Wasp to fly upwards through the tunnel of rock and out the other side of the asteroid cloud.

      “We made it!” Johnston was shouting behind them, amazed, as they rose higher and higher.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      Just as the two Thaal fighters appeared behind them, rising through the tunnel as well. Despite all of Marshal’s fancy flying, the pilot still hadn’t managed to throw their pursuers off their tail.

      “Dammit!” Marshal roared.

      “Wait!” Constantinas urged him.

      As without warning, the cloud of engineering drones that she had sent here closed over the rising two Thaal fighters like a net, smashing into their silver-and-white bodies as the drones used their own forms as incendiaries. They collapsed around the Thaal fighters in an instant, causing multiple smaller flashes of light to turn into two, and then into one blossoming explosion of burning plasma . . .
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      “Building one is primed and ready.”

      Holly heard Falko say as she raced the final few fee towards the last Thaal building in the complex.

      “Don’t wait for it—go!” Holly demanded, skidding to a halt by the white wall and ducking. A moment later, there was a brilliant flash of light from behind her and then a vast, rising bubble of plasma that shook the entire rocky platform itself.

      Good. Holly grinned savagely to herself. One down. Two to go.

      She had the explosives in her hand as she turned towards the wall, wondering briefly just what or where would be the best place to blow it. Was there a good place? Did these Thaal structures even have things like generators or power cables?

      Holly didn’t know—but as she looked down the length of this wall, she did see something glinting strangely. It was a piece of the wall that was highly reflective, and as she neared it, she realized that it was a sort of porthole.

      The captain moved, reaching the porthole and looking inside.

      On the inside appeared a metal room with white-and-silver walls occupied by strange machinery. Holly saw the flicker of green, blue, and purple light in the air before the machines. She viewed strange glyphs that she didn’t understand, but they had to be the Thaal version of holo technology.

      And there, hanging in the center of the room, appeared to be a giant holo of an orb, one that was slowly turning on its axis one-half spin and then repeating the turn once again, stuck in an endless loop.

      It was a globe, a planet, Holly realized immediately. Its surface was picked out by lines of white-topped mountains, and there were the large patches of blue seas. Its surface wasn’t green, however. The vast majority of it was a dull, slate-gray-and-ochre expanse.

      Like a desert, Holly thought, before she suddenly recognized, quite viscerally, just what planet she was looking at.

      She recognized the Gulf of Mexico. And the nose of South America.

      “That’s the Earth!” Holly thought. But it wasn’t any Earth that she recognized. Unless it was just some mock-up, it was an Earth where almost all of the green vegetation had been dried up, wiped out . . . And yet, it was being displayed like it was a battle map or a plan of attack.

      What!? Holly thought—just as there was a shadow eclipsing her reflection in the porthole.

      Holly moved just in time before the giant purple fist slammed into the metal wall where her head should have been.

      It was one of the Thaal. They had crept up behind her, and now they were struggling backwards, already drawing a fist back as the Thaal raised the other hand, holding one of their stubby laser blasters.

      Holly spun, leveled her marine rifle, and fired. At this near point-blank range, it was hard to not miss, and she saw the bullets flash as they hit the Thaal fighter straight in the chest, flickering as the bullets broke apart on their bronze-colored armor. There were tiny sparks of brilliant light as each one interacted with some sort of personal force field, but ultimately the Thaal was driven back by several feet and staggered to slap one giant hand against the floor, wheezing.

      But the Thaal wasn’t dead! Holly thought in horror as she struggled up to her feet, leveled her rifle once more . . .

      For the Thaal to snap their arm in a move that could have done credit to a trained martial arts expert—as they released the black rock they had prized from the floor of the asteroid and sent it flying into Holly’s visor.

      “Ach!” Although Holly was wearing the helmet visor of her heavy tactical suit, the rock was flung with such speed that it made her head ricochet inside the helmet. She staggered backwards to begin the slow-motion process of falling in extremely low gravity.

      “No!” Holly saw stars, and when she blinked, the material of her visor in front of her face was spidering with fine cracks across one side. She felt one of her hands hit the rock floor as her back rebounded against the metal of the alien’s very own building.

      The alien was advancing towards her, its giant mouth making gnashing movements as it shouted what must have been Thaal obscenities. Holly could see the multiple fracture marks across its bronze armor and even the terrible dark ooze from several places, which could have been suit lubricants or alien blood for all she knew.

      Why aren’t they dead? Why didn’t they die! she wondered as she slid down the side of the alien building, and the Thaal loomed ahead of her.

      She had dropped her marine rifle. She could see it floating a few yards away above the ground behind the Thaal.

      The Thaal fighter was now standing directly over her as it struggled forward. It was clearly injured—but an injured behemoth was still a behemoth, Holly realized.

      Her hand closed on something at her side. A metal object with quick-release clamps and a magnetized back . . .

      The explosives module! Holly felt her hand clamp around it as the alien brought their gun to bear on her. She didn’t even think about the consequences as she kicked out with one boot—exactly as Valdez had done—and succeeded in kicking the Thaal weapon out just in time for the shot. It went off to slam into the structure above her in a solid beam of light.

      The unwarranted strike resulted in a sudden hiss of escaping steam or gases from inside the building, and Holly threw herself forward. She seized the Thaal’s midriff in a bear hug, slapping the explosive module onto the small of its back—

      WHAM! The butt of the Thaal gun hit her heavy tactical suit on the back, driving her to the floor. She heard the crunch of her suit metals, and her ears were filled with the ringing sound of alarms as the creature, even wounded, was still insanely strong.

      No. No, don’t die here! Holly was demanding more of herself as the Thaal wheezed and struggled backwards a step, dealing with its injuries and confused at what Holly had done to its back.

      Nothing, yet—Holly dove, rolling across the asteroid floor as the Thaal struggled to reach the explosive module. She skidded to where the marine rifle was in the moment that the Thaal recovered enough to start to turn and track her with its own gun.

      Holly looked up at the sudden image before her of the Thaal, slowly raising its laser pistol in one hand as it tore the explosive unit from its back with the other.

      Some things were a constant across the entire universe, it appeared—one of them was the determination to survive, perhaps savagery—but another constant was curiosity.

      Holly saw the Thaal’s eyes flicker to the long, beltlike module unit in its hands and saw its eyebrows furrow as it tried to understand just what the much smaller human had attempted to do to it.

      And that moment of curiosity cost the Thaal its life, as Holly opened fire.

      The explosion that blossomed out of the Thaal’s hands was brilliant and blinding, instantly eclipsing the Thaal fighter even as they continued to look surprised at the small device. The white ball of plasma did not stop there, though, but it also impacted the wall of the Thaal building and washed over the asteroid’s surface towards where Holly was attempting to dive away.

      No speed that she could produce was enough, however, as the ball of white reached up to the captain of the Forward Recon squad, too, and thrust her forwards and outwards on its cusp, with her hands outstretched as if she were an angel—or worse. Captain Holly Cropper looked ahead of her and saw stars and the bright infinity of space.
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      For a long time, Holly felt as though she floated in that starry realm, suspended permanently underneath the stars and cradled by the inferno. For a long time, the young Breaker woman, the first of her station to get into the EA Marines, drifted.

      It was surreal, and peaceful here. And there was no sound, no pain.

      Pretty much not anything at all, really.

      “Hey! Did you see that?” A voice broke through her sleep. “She blinked.”

      Holly tried to ignore the voices and tried to forget who their owners were. She was far too peaceful in her strange, eternal sleep to be brought back to the world of pain and torment.

      “Did she ever. She’s out, y’see?” Another voice said, and Holly was grateful when it got a little quieter too. Hopefully, the person had decided to leave her alone.

      “Nah, I’m telling you—she’s alive! Look!” The other more insistent voice said, and Holly was starting to get annoyed.

      Why can’t everyone just let me sleep? she thought.

      “See! She’s frowning now!” The second insistent voice said.

      “I have to admit, that does make her look more like herself,” the first one returned—and as the voice grew louder, so her wonderful dream of eternal stars and stillness faded. Holly realized that she was indeed Captain Holly Cropper and that she was about to be awake any moment.

      “Argh!” Holly groaned, gasping for air. There was something lodged in her mouth, and she couldn’t move. She blinked, but there was a brilliant light in her eyes, and she couldn’t do anything about it.

      “Whoa there, Captain,” said a familiar voice. The first insistent voice. Marshal’s. “You gotta take it easy. You’re on a medical bed. There’s tubes everywhere.”

      “Ungh?” Holly groaned and spat and managed to dislodge the thing in her mouth. Some kind of breathing or feeding unit. “What? Where am I?” she wheezed.

      “You’re on Pluto. We’re on Pluto,” the second voice said, leaning close. This was Bastion, his face a little fuzzy against the bright lights.

      “What the frack are we doing . . .” Holly wheezed. “On Pluto?”

      “It was the nearest medical facility,” Bastion explained. “We got the Thaal station. Well, you did, mostly. But you were too near your explosion. Marshal fished you out of space as you were about to fly out of the solar system!”

      “Ugh . . .” Holly groaned as the memories of the fight and of the Thaal suddenly flooded back to her. And the globe. The mock-up of a desert-covered, heated Earth.

      “But, ah, sir? There’s something you should know . . .” Bastion continued.

      “Are you sure?” Marshal muttered under his breath.

      “Of course, she should know. It’s her body.” Bastion’s response suddenly filled her with alarm.

      What!? Holly forced her eyes open.

      “Your arm, Captain. Take a look at your arm,” Bastion said gently. As Holly tried to raise them, she found that one of them wouldn’t move. It felt too heavy. She blinked as she saw her usual smooth flesh of one of her arms held in the air before her—but when she turned her head to the other . . .

      The reason it was heavy was because her other arm was now entirely made out of metal from just below the shoulder all the way to the fingers. Holly realized that she had lost an arm in the explosion, and now they had given her some sort of cybernetic replacement.

      “But you’re going to be alright,” Holly heard Bastion say as she looked at her arm in amazement—and with no small amount of horror.

      “It’s only going to make you stronger. That’s what the doctor says.”

      Holly continued to stare, puzzled at her new flesh.

      She realized that, with what the human race faced now, with what she faced now—then she would probably need all the strength that she could get.
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      Pluto Prison Facility

      

      The short woman stood before the wintry light of the port window, flexed her arm, and wondered why she could still feel it itching.

      My arm shouldn’t be itching, thought Holly Cropper, the young captain of the Earth Alliance Marines Forward Patrol and Recon Division. In fact, her arm shouldn’t have any feeling in it whatsoever—as it was entirely made out of black, bronze, and red metals. Holly frowned as she looked at the visible metal tubes and gears, the strange pneumatic joints, and the armor plating. She wondered why the good doctors, surgeons, and engineers of the Earth Alliance Marines hadn’t (at the very least) added a touch or two of design flash to it.

      “A racing stripe or something would have been a nice touch . . .” she murmured to herself in the small room. The space was only marginally bigger than she could stretch her arms. It was also freezing in the cramped Plutonian room where she had been billeted.

      Pluto. Dear stars. The Earth Alliance Marine groaned as she turned back to the port window and tried to look out. It was difficult because the layers of residual ice on the outside created a distorted, fragmented world—one that was half black with the stellar night above and half white and gray with the surface of Earth’s distant relative below.

      “Who wants to end up on fracking Pluto?” murmured the mocking tone of Marshal Smith as the door to Holly’s room whisked open. Her narrow-featured, rakish sergeant and pilot sauntered in to lean on the door frame.

      Holly made an agreeing noise as she let her new arm drop and turned to fix him with a cynical eye.

      “News, Sergeant?”

      “Meh.” The man made a face. “The big jobs are entering their final approach to the planet now. Should be making touchdown within the hour.” He shrugged as if the mere suggestion was tiring.

      Which it was. Holly had to agree as she cast another look out the window at the harsh surface beyond.

      “Big jobs” was Marshal’s euphemism for everyone who was a member of the senior brass: commanders, colonels, special consultants.

      Ever since she and her squad had destroyed the Thaal bridgehead—and the weird warp gate thing that the Thaal were using to bring their alien troops across—their group had been billeted here at the Pluto station. The actual site was now Restricted Access Only.

      And even though I lost an arm up there, Holly thought. She cast another eye at her new arm and wondered why she could feel the ghost of her old flesh prickling and freezing. It is still the higher-ups who swoop in and take over the site. Her site.

      And now she and her team had been left here on Pluto as she recovered. And get used to this new arm of mine, she added in her head.

      Pluto was a prison planet. She narrowed her eyes at the window and what she was sure were small shapes outside in the frozen wastes, trudging as they hauled back yet another mammoth block of ice. The Pluto facility itself was little more than a couple of towers, a compound, and some underground bunker complexes that housed the facility’s reactors and energy plants. There were surly prison guards here who didn’t look too happy to be playing host to official EA Marines like her squad—and who looked only about one step removed from the prisoners that they shepherded.

      After everything I’ve given the Marine Corps, this is what I get left with, Holly thought. She squinted through the icy window in time to see three hazy, blurred lights moving overhead through the black of a Plutonian sky.

      “Yeah, fracking Pluto,” Holly muttered, nodding as a distant roaring sound could be heard, deep and vibrational, through the building.

      “I guess that’s the big jobs.” The captain sighed, standing a bit straighter and reminding herself why she was here and who she was. A captain of the EA.

      “Let’s go say hello, shall we?”
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      “Eyes on the approach.”

      Sergeant Bastion Li of the Forward Recon squad said as he stood on the optimistically named “landing pad” of the Pluto Prison Facility. It really was little more than a large, flattened area of ice. Every now and then, jets of boiling water sprayed on it (freezing immediately) to make a smooth surface. The surface ice was so hard out here that it would form a good enough landing area for the smaller vessel approaching all by itself.

      Bastion Li was a very large man, and he was made larger by the full tactical suit that he wore. But even he was dwarfed by the black-and-brown main tower of the facility behind him and the odd-shaped craft that lowered itself towards them.

      It was shaped a little like a hornet, Bastion thought—although a fat-bellied one with four stubby, triangular wings along the body. Large gusts of thruster fire extended from its body on all sides, and it was already extending ungainly landing legs.

      “Safety lights! Markson—what are you doing?!” Bastion suddenly growled. He had seen the blinking light across from him on the other side of the landing pad erratically flash in triple time and then go out completely.

      “Markson, what’s the situation?!” Bastion hissed once again through his suit communicator at the distant Pluto prison guard he was supposed to be working with.

      “Sergeant! Bad connection, I—fzzzt . . .” The words of Markson disappeared in the screech of static as the line went dead.

      “Dammit!” Bastion growled, checking the trajectory of the craft above. It was a classic small craft of the EA Marines, and one that was supposed to hold the senior scientific advisors on their way to the Thaal site. First stop here to interview the Forward Recon squad and next stop, the Thaal site.

      The craft was still about three hundred feet up. It should be able to make the landing clean with just its ship sensors, Bastion thought—as long as it wasn’t paying attention to the guidance lights on the ground.

      And then the other set of landing lights, currently staffed by Plutonian Officer Temperance, also started flashing like a strobe before cutting out.

      “PO Temperance?” Bastion turned in the other direction, but this time there wasn’t any connection at all coming from the suit’s comms.

      “Stars damn! What is wrong with this backwater piece of rock?” Bastion snarled, gesturing with his hand to fling on his suit’s sensors.

      
        
        Heavy Tactical Suit: Li, Bastion (Sgt) . . .

        Active Sensors: Biological . . .

      

      

      He’d received two reports from the Plutonian officers, Bastion noted, and both of them had been good, not compromised or injured.

      So they’re not injured, the sergeant was thinking as the EA dropship craft swerved a little on its thruster jets, getting lower and lower towards the landing pad.

      The Plutonian prison guards weren’t injured. It was just that their equipment hadn’t been updated out here in probably nine or ten years. Bastion grimaced.

      “Sergeant? What’s going on out there?” It was Holly’s urgent voice coming in over the comms. “Marshal and I are in the reception lounge. I can see the landing lights have gone dark.”

      “Fracking connections,” Bastion grumbled, noting that their more advanced heavy tactical suits were still working well. The ancient gear that the Plutonian officers had out here was so old that he thought it could be put into a museum.

      “You think the ship can make it down clean?” Holly asked nervously.

      “Well . . .” Bastion looked up to see that the jets of thruster fire were now almost touching the surface, and there were great plumes of ice clouds billowing up on either side. “I’d say they’ll have to, at this rate.”

      “Dear stars,” he heard Holly swear as they all waited with bated breath.

      The dropship above wobbled on its down flight. It had no external lights to guide it, but Bastion almost willed the pilot to trust their instincts as the craft eased lower and lower.

      “FFZT! Sorry, Sergeant! Should be back online now!” Markson’s voice returned over the line. Was it Bastion’s imagination, or did the man sound pleased with himself?

      “Forget about it,” Bastion grumbled. The ship only had thirty feet or less to go now. They had cleared the main tower and any nearby buildings. Just so long as the pilot had a steady hand, they were going to be fine.

      “Just get back over here and be ready with the stabilizers,” Bastion said, moving back as the gales of steam engulfed the pad. He followed his suit’s holocontrols towards the reception lounge, casting a wary eye behind him at the ship every few paces.

      The dropship touched down with a slightly heavier thud than was probably advisable, and one that Bastion could feel through the surface of the ice. He couldn’t see the state of the craft through the ice steam, but then the vapor started to disperse, and he was pleased to see that each of the landing legs was still holding, and none had been crumpled.

      “This is going to look so great on our reports,” Bastion heard Marshal mutter over the comms, half despairingly, half mockingly.

      “As if we pay any attention to them anyway,” Bastion quipped back—but he knew what his fellow sergeant meant. There was always a certain aura of anxiety around a meeting with the top brass. Even though the congratulations on their work at the Thaal camp had finally gotten through to them, Bastion and all of the others knew that there would be the inevitable series of analysis and meetings, questions and evaluation about how what they did could have been done differently.

      Like the fact that we got civilians from the Sunkisser Generation Caravan to help, Bastion was thinking, Or why Holly took it on herself to blow herself up.

      “Marine,” said the suddenly clear voice of Markson as the Plutonian security officer appeared out of the falling mists on one side. His second, a man named Temperance, appeared on the other.

      Both men were hauling large metal cords almost as thick as firehoses that snaked off behind them and back towards the base. These were the stabilizer lines that their ground team was supposed to attach to the dropship to secure it against any of the seismic activity that Pluto still experienced.

      Their suit comms were much clearer at this close range, Bastion noted.

      “What the frack happened back there?” the large Marine said as he picked up the rubber hose whose internal piping would refuel the dropship with the replacement oxygen, water, and accelerants that it would need. Bastion gave both Plutonian officers a hard stare.

      “Ah, well . . .” Markson spoke first, and Bastion could see the way that the man was grinning smugly behind his visor as he shrugged. “You know how it is out here. The tech isn’t the best.”

      You did that on purpose, didn’t you? Bastion immediately knew as he saw the Plutonian officer flash a grin at his fellow. The sergeant felt as certain that the two of them had orchestrated the little fiasco with the lights as he was certain that he hated Pluto. It was in the mocking smiles and the swagger of the pair of them.

      But I can’t prove it, can I? He growled inside his suit and shook his head, heaving the fuel lines as he nodded towards the dropship.

      “Come on. Let’s get her secured, and then we can all go inside,” he said irritably, knowing that it wouldn’t do any good to start throwing accusations around right now. He trudged forwards across the ice until the dropship was rising over him. Then he dragged the hose towards the nearest connector and started attaching it. A little way off, he saw Markson and Temperance laughing with each other as they dragged their wires to the legs and hooked them up to their own connectors before cinching them tight.

      “Everything alright out there, Li?” Holly was saying over the comms as Bastion finished up working. He wondered what it was about her, that there were times it felt like the young captain could almost sense her team’s unease even if she wasn’t there.

      “Yeah. The Plutonian security officers,” Bastion grumbled. “I don’t think they appreciate the fact that we’re cramping their style.”

      “What do you mean?” Holly said quickly. “They are doing their job, right? All of the prisoners are secured?”

      “I presume so,” Bastion grumbled as he finished up and stepped back. He had become the unofficial intermediary between Holly and the Plutonians in the time that they had been there. There was no real reason for it except that his size indicated that he was the sort of man that they would listen to.

      “Forget about it. If I catch any flak, I’ll have a word with them,” Bastion muttered. He signaled for the other two to come away from the legs and to the extending chute at the side of the dropship. The top brass were about to come out of there any minute.

      There was another crunch on the ice as the chute made contact and then a hiss of escaping gasses as the internal space depressurized. Bastion was leading the way (as the others dawdled behind) when the door opened. He saw just three people exit the dropship and make large, lunging steps onto the surface of Pluto.

      The ones on either side were trained EA Marines, Bastion saw. He could recognize their suits as well as the proficiency in their gait and walking.

      But that one in the middle, Bastion thought, watching as the figure in the suit took too-small steps and then took too-large ones. Finally, they had to lean against the other two guards to help.

      “Ma’am?” Bastion said as he approached the trio with the easy, rocking walk of one who was used to adjusting to different planetary gravities.

      “Ah yes, sir.” The middle figure looked up. “I see you are. Wait . . . Sergeant Li? Sergeant Bastion Li?”

      “That I am, ma’am.” Bastion stood his ground. Off to one side, he could feel the sniggering coming from Markson and Temperance at this supposedly senior officer’s complete lack of skill.

      “Right. Sergeant Li. I’m here to meet with your captain. Captain Holly Cropper?” The figure said, almost sliding on the ice before she caught the shoulder of the nearest Marine guard.

      “Right you are. She’s inside and waiting for us, ma’am. These are Plutonian Officers Markson and Temperance, and we’re here to escort you inside,” Bastion said in his best talking-to-authority voice.

      “There are still active cryovolcanoes here on Pluto so the surface tremors can be pretty bad,” he added by way of explanation—and perhaps a little pity at the way that the officer was handling herself.

      “I don’t remember feeling any tremors in the last hour or so. Do you, Markson?” Bastion heard the whisper over their shared comms.

      “Nope. Quiet for a couple of days now,” the other Plutonian prison guard said gleefully.

      “That must be it,” said the unsteady top brass. “I’m Dr. Rachel Crow, Senior Security Advisor and Scientific Consultant. I’ve been tasked with doing the interviews for those who saw the, uh . . . who was at the last incident?” she changed quickly.

      An advisor? Bastion blinked, surprised for a moment. They sent an advisor? Some science clerk?

      But orders were orders, after all, and Bastion saluted anyway.

      “Follow me, ma’am,” he said, turning towards the main entrance air lock. The two Marine guards at her side stopped, saluted, and gestured for Bastion to take the lead.

      “Ah yes. They’re staying with the ship,” the doctor said, turning to thank the two Marines briefly before staggering forward. She laid a hand on Bastion’s shoulder and used him to guide her steps forwards.

      “Blind leading the—” Bastion heard Markson whisper over their comms before Bastion immediately disconnected the line.

      “I must apologize. I’m not very good at zero-G maneuvers,” the doctor said as they crossed the rest of the icy landing pad to the air lock doors, and her attendant guards made it back to the dropship and disappeared into the belly of the ship.

      I guess this really is just a fact-finding mission. Bastion could almost hear the captain’s groan when she found out what was going on. The top brass hadn’t even bothered to send in any colonels or senior strategists to help them work out what had happened out there. To work out what their next steps were—now that they knew that the Thaal had the means to make a bridgehead into their space and were clearly amassing an invasion effort.

      The very fact that we are at war with a highly advanced alien species! Bastion groaned as they got to the air lock door. They waited for the giant lights to flicker from warning orange to red before stepping inside.

      Beyond the doors was a wide repressurizing and depressurizing lounge which filled with the hisses of compressed atmosphere as soon as the outer doors were closed. Just one set of doors to go until the main reception now, and Bastion could hand the doctor over to Holly.

      “I know that this might appear irregular,” the doctor was saying. “But I am on the team that has been working on the original alien starcraft and the alien robots. I insisted on talking to your team myself.”

      Wonderful, Bastion thought to himself as the internal doors opened. A science advisor who thinks that she’s got strategy . . .

      Ahead of them was the wide reception lounge of the Pluto Prison Facility. Really, it was a hangar bay, and behind the forms of Captain Cropper and Sergeant Smith, Bastion could see the parked bays of small loader trucks and equipment containers. Holly and Smith stood there, snapping themselves into attention.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Bastion’s suit bleeped.

      Just as there was a massive whump of an explosion from outside.
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      Warning! Alert!

      

      Holly’s suit erupted with warnings as she hit the ground and rolled, reaching for her service pistol. Her Marine rifle was still secured in the arms locker of the Marine suite of rooms where they had been billeted.

      “Bastion! Marshal—report!” she snapped, raising her head to see that steam was pouring into the lounge from one of the ruptured pipes, and one of the outer doors appeared to have buckled.

      “Bastion—the doctor!” she said, leaping to her feet as she crossed into the pressurization room to get eyes on the forms of Bastion, Dr. Crow, and the two Plutonian officers as well.

      “What the frack happened?!” she heard Marshal behind her shouting.

      “Cropper . . .” She saw Bastion’s form twitch as he groaned and started to push himself up from the floor. Holly slid to the side of the doctor and tried to turn her over a little tentatively.

      
        
        Target identified: Crow, Rachel (Dr) . . .

        Suit scans: Biological / GOOD . . .

      

      

      She was okay. Holly breathed a sigh of relief. Just a little banged up and probably in shock, she concluded as the civilian started to groan in her arms and feebly wave one hand in the air.

      “What—was that a cryovolcano?” Holly heard the doctor say.

      “I wouldn’t say so, Doctor, no . . .” Holly glanced up again to see that the outer doors were severely dented with one panel almost entirely crumpled inwards. Whatever had happened outside, it was strong enough to almost tear one of the prison air lock doors apart.

      “C’mon.” Bastion was now on his feet and helping the other two Plutonian officers to theirs. “We need to pull back. No telling how long those doors are going to hold in their state.”

      Alarms and sirens filled the air as the team staggered and stumbled back into the main reception lounge and closed the inner doors. The glare of alarming yellow and orange flashed through the air as the prison’s automated security systems came online.

      

      FULL PRISON ALERT! REPEAT: FULL PRISON ALERT! ALL PRISONERS TO THEIR NEAREST LOCKS! FULL LOCKDOWN IN PROGRESS! REPEAT: FULL PRISON ALERT . . .

      

      “Officers? Anyone got an idea what is going on?!” Holly demanded as she helped the doctor back. The main reception lounge was expansive with a gallery walkway that ran around three sides of the room and the equipment hangars underneath the walkway. Holly instantly didn’t like being down here and so exposed.

      “No idea—but that’s the main facility alarm! We only get that when something big happens!” said PO Markson.

      “Define big?!” Marshal demanded. He had pulled his own pistol and was standing over Holly and Crow, covering the gallery walkways above them.

      “Asteroid strike? Reactor meltdown? Prisoner breakout?” Markson said in an alarmed voice. He raced to the nearest comms unit on the wall and tried hurriedly to reach the other prison officers throughout the station.

      “Asteroids, reactors, prisoners—wonderful,” Holly snarled, transferring her attention to the doctor next to her instead.

      “Doc? I overheard your chat with Sergeant Li. I take it you’re some sorta special advisor. Do you have direct comms connection with your dropship?” Holly asked.

      “Ah, yes, yes—wait a minute . . .” Holly could see the woman’s eyes wide and dark behind the visor. She was scared. She didn’t look as though this was the sort of thing that she was used to doing at all.

      “Wait, here.” The doctor’s gauntleted hand (she was luckily still in her encounter suit throughout this) shot up to clasp Holly’s spare one and formed a physical connection. There was a dull bleep as their suit’s local area network completed the transaction.

      
        
        TRANSFER COMMS REQUEST: CROW, R (Dr)—

        <grants access privilege to>

        CROPPER, H (Capt), EA Recon / Outer Command . . .

      

      

      Holly had access to all of the private channels connected to Rachel’s suit. She immediately let go of Rachel’s hand and used her own to flick through the holographic controls.

      Ah, there!

      “Dropship Stalwart. Repeat, dropship Stalwart, come in! What’s your situation?” Holly asked.

      There was no answer on the other end.

      “Dropship Stalwart, repeat, come in!” Holly said—when there was a shout from the side of the lounge. It was the Plutonian prison officer, Markson.

      “Check your station scanners! Look!” the man called out, clearly horrified. He punched a few final commands into the comms panel. A wall screen flickered to life and showed a scene from one of the many cameras outside.

      There was the main tower half sheathed in plumes of white-and-gray smoke. There were the lower buildings, each and every one with their warning lights flashing yellow and red, yellow and red.

      But the smoke wasn’t coming from the main tower. It was coming from the large quadrangle at its feet—what had so recently (and so optimistically) been called the Plutonian landing pad.

      And there, where the EA Marine dropship Stalwart had stood, there was just a smoking, slagged crumple of metals and rubber.

      “Frack!” Holly swore.
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      “What happened?!” Holly snapped at everyone—anyone really—as the alarms and sirens of the Plutonian prison around her sounded.

      “We need to secure the prisoners! Immediate lockdown measures,” PO Markson was saying. He signaled to his fellow, Temperance, to get over there.

      “Call out the rest of the guards—get to the equipment lockers!” he shouted, directing Temperance to the nearest of the tall cabinets with signs like WARNING and SECURITY LOCKER on their doors.

      “The Marines!” At Holly’s feet, the crouching Dr. Crow was mumbling, aghast at the screen footage of the wrecked dropship outside.

      Bastion, standing before the main air lock doors, was less sympathetic. “It’s a slag heap. There’s no way that anyone—” he was halfway through saying, when his expectations suddenly collided with reality, and Holly’s suit comms lit up with an incoming message.

      
        
        EA DROPSHIP Stalwart / RED ALERT!

        CHIBI, H (Lt):

        “All channels, code red—help! We’re stuck in the Stalwart main hold . . . Anyone reading me, code red!”

      

      

      “Stars!” Holly swore, linking up her suit comms with the rest of her squad, Bastion and Marshal. “There’s still a Marine in there. Lieutenant Chibi! We have to get to him!”

      “Right. Emergency exit?” Bastion asked immediately, not even batting an eyelid as he surveyed for an alternate route. “Those main doors are going to be fracked. That means we’ve got to find an alternate route.”

      “Is there any rescue gear in this godforsaken ice cube?!” Marshal was demanding—only to get a distracted wave of the hand by PO Markson. PO Temperance was already unlocking the security locker and starting to take out two large shotguns and belts full of what Holly thought were stun grenades.

      “Here! There’s no time for us to run you through a stars-damned training.” PO Temperance was dumping utility belts that were heavy with what appeared to be bolt and laser cutters, medical kits, and clamps. “If you don’t know how to use it—then don’t use it!” the man said hurriedly. He took the guns and slammed the locker closed, and then ran back to Markson, pointing at the emergency access door to the right of the main doors.

      “Over there. Emergency air lock!”

      “I’m not receiving any comms from the rest of the base,” Markson was saying as he took the shotgun, checked it, and clipped the ammo to his suit. “We have to hope that means it’s just the station transmitters that are down, not the actual station security wards!”

      Holly didn’t want to have this discussion. There was a Marine out there trapped in the Stalwart. As their unofficial motto went—no one should ever be left behind.

      But a prison-wide break out would present a bit of a clear and present threat, right? Even Holly had to admit that. She groaned, accepting the rescue gear from Sergeant Marshal and looping it over her shoulders and clicking it around her waist.

      “I’m going to need you to update me on that situation, PO,” she said. “You can reach me through suit comms. As soon as we have our man safe and secured, we’ll help.”

      The Plutonian prison officer shot her a—for the first time—grateful look from behind his helmet visor. “We might need it.” He nodded before turning to Temperance. “We’ll make our way to the first ward, link up with the other guards, and make sure each prison ward is locked down one by one,” he was saying as Holly turned back to her team.

      “Bastion, normal procedure,” she said. The big man nodded immediately, knowing that meant that he would be on point, and Marshal would be behind her.

      “Captain . . .” Holly had almost forgotten the doctor, who was now standing up behind her and pointing to the air lock door. “Let me come with you. I know some emergency first aid.”

      So do we all, lady. It was hard for Holly not to feel a certain amount of antagonism toward the military consultant. After all, the woman was here just to ask them questions about their experience and not actually tell them what was going on with the Thaal invasion. And now we’re going to have to babysit a civilian in the middle of a prison break?

      None of these things made the Marine captain a happy lady, but they couldn’t be helped. She was aware how much worse everything could be if she let some top civilian consultant catch lead on her watch.

      “Right. Frack.” Holly checked the woman over. She wore a light encounter suit appropriate for low and zero gravity operations, but her suit had none of the extra armor or weaponry associated with the Earth Alliance Marines.

      It’ll have to do, the captain thought, beckoning her to the emergency air lock. Bastion had opened it and was already climbing inside.

      “I haven’t got a spare sidearm, Doctor,” Holly said. “So you’ll have to stay behind me. And if in doubt—if any bullets start flying, or I’m dead—get behind Sergeant Bastion here,” she continued. The suited doctor nodded quickly, if a little uncertainly.

      “Hey—what about me? Didn’t I do all the training you did?” Marshal muttered behind them jokingly.

      “Yeah, but—you know how it is,” Holly quipped back and knew she was right. Everyone on her squad did know how it was. Bastion was the close-combat specialist in their team, and he was also a living mountain. Both Holly and Marshal had seen him leap through air locks into enemy-occupied ships, completely surrounded by pirates or mercenaries or smugglers, and still walk out with nothing more than a headache.

      “Good to go, ma’am,” Bastion grunted from the far end of the emergency air lock—which was really just a narrow tunnel between the main reception lounge and the outer wall. Holly, Dr. Crow, and Marshal all crowded in behind him.

      “Operation is go,” Holly breathed. Marshal banged the rear door shut, and Bastion pulled the air lock activation lever.
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      Alert! Depressurization event!

      Holly’s suit sensors pinged as the short tunnel evacuated all of its atmosphere and the artificial gravity of the base retracted back to the pressurized areas. She felt the lightness rise through her body as it normalized to the outside Plutonian gravity (or lack thereof). Automatically, her suit readjusted its magnetic weights so that she could be walking at something like Earth normal.

      “Ugh . . .” The same could not be said for Dr. Crow, however. At the same time that Bastion was opening the external air lock door and stepping out, the doctor was rising from where she stood—with her arms pinwheeling out to the nearest side of the tunnel as she floundered.

      “Adjust the magnet locks on your boots,” Holly said, guiding her through the suit controls which allowed the doctor’s boots to adhere to the magnetic field of the planet, as well as the metallic structures of the base, and she sunk towards the floor. “We’re going to be on bare ice and rock—not metal—so you can’t stick to the ground very well, but this will help. Remember that small movements have big effects.”

      “But what if I have to get out of the way quickly?” Rachel asked.

      Well . . . Holly internally shrugged. That was why Marines were trained for months in varying gravitic environments, wasn’t it?

      “Just do your best,” she settled for. She stepped out behind Bastion with Rachel and then Marshal following.

      The scene outside looked like a hellscape. There, across from them, was the main tower rising overhead and the other prisoner ward buildings around the landing pad.

      But in the center of the landing pad was a shocking exhibition of atrocity. There were twisted metals and rubberized pipes, some of them still recognizable as parts of fuselage or hull plating—and the nose and prow of the dropship Stalwart sat a few yards away on its own, looking like it had been torn off by a giant hand. The ice underfoot had already refrozen, even this close to the devastating explosion, but it had done so in blackened, solid ripples and waves. It looked like the blast wave had been caught in frozen motion, still visible in the contours of ice and rock.

      “Dear fracking stars and all that’s holy and well . . .” she heard Marshal say as they moved forward. Bastion moved the most confidently in large, bounding leaps.

      “Vector?” Holly heard the massive sergeant ahead say, and she flickered up the suit comms on the internal heads-up display.

      “Calibrating,” she said. The interior of her visor swept with a green haze and then abruptly resolved into the blinking, green dot of a registered and identified Marine.

      
        
        Chibi, H (Lt) . . .

      

      

      “Got him. To your left,” Holly said. Behind her, the doctor was taking hesitant steps and yet still managing to stumble and rise. Then she would fall again in exaggerated, awkward steps.

      “Be calm, Doctor—don’t panic!” Holly reminded her. She turned back to see that Bastion was approaching the main body of the wreckage, now resolving itself into what had once been the main hold of the Stalwart.

      “How do we get in?!” Marshal muttered, and Bastion took a floating step up to glide and jump onto one of the legs that attached to the main body of the craft. There, a narrow rondel of an air lock door was attached.

      It was also terribly buckled and its outer surface burnt and blistered.

      “It’s ruined!” Bastion was grunting as he pulled at the automatic levers on the outside.

      “Wait—the rescue kit,” Holly said. “There’s a lazer cutter in there—can you slice the hinges?” She scanned the buildings around them as Bastion paused with the control panel and resorted to the laser cutter instead.

      Warning! Holly’s and everyone else’s suits bleeped—just as the first shots started to rain down on them.
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      “Incoming!” Marshal called. He was already moving as Holly turned, grabbed the doctor by the arm, and flung them both towards the nearest pile of the Stalwart. She hoped that it would take them out of the line of fire.

      It did, luckily—but she noticed immediately that Bastion hadn’t followed them to this place where the dropship’s tortured body created an alcove of twisted and jagged metal struts.

      “Bastion! Get your butt down here!” Holly shouted.

      “With greatest respect, ma’am—I’m almost through! The Marine is still in there—and there’ll be more cover inside than out.”

      “You might be surrounded and pinned down inside,” Holly returned, but she didn’t order Bastion to leave his position. She trusted him well enough that if he thought he could make it inside, then she knew he would have good reasons to do so.

      For now, I have to figure out where the shooter is! Holly turned back to see that Rachel had wedged herself halfway under her previous ride. Good.

      Marshal had already crab-crawled to the far side of the cover where there was another blossom of ice and rock a little way from them.

      “How many?” Holly asked.

      “I think just one,” Marshal was saying, readying his service pistol, “on top of that low building over there. Ward Three, isn’t it?”

      “They must be one of the prisoners. I can’t imagine the guards have decided to start shooting at us,” Holly said with a snarl. She didn’t even bother to tell Marshal the rest of the bad news.

      If one of the prisoners has managed to get outside the station with a gun and an encounter suit… she thought, then it was nearly certain that they had overcome the guards there. They had to in order to steal ammunition and suits, right?

      “Orders, ma’am?” Marshal said, waiting.

      Holly didn’t hesitate. “Take them out. They fired on EA Marines. That’s a clear and present threat, and damn impolite, as well!”

      “Right you are, boss,” Marshal said, grabbing the fragment of steel he was hiding behind with one hand. He let his body swing outwards and his arm snap forward, allowing him to fire the service pistol once, twice, three times as he moved. Holly saw him calibrating his aim between shots before he kicked one foot to the frozen ground and pushed himself back under cover.

      “Don’t think I got him, but I gave him something to think about,” Marshal said.

      Holly nodded and turned to look the other way to see if she could catch the shooter in a crossfire. The main bulk of the wreckage was that way. She’d have a distance to travel before she could come back around to get a bead on them.

      There was a sudden flash of escaping gasses, and the metal door that Bastion was working on was flung backwards, spiraling through the zero-G.

      “Bastion?!” Holly shouted urgently.

      “I’m good—we got access!” the sergeant called back over the comms. “I’m going in after Chibi.”

      “Roger that,” Holly said. She turned to tell Rachel to stay where she was (unless, of course, she suddenly found that she was getting shot). Then Holly broke cover and flung herself over the slagged and ruined wreck as Marshal covered her, firing several more shots.

      “What I wouldn’t give for our Marine rifles!” she heard him say as she somersaulted through the thin gravity and then floated down on the near side of the ruined Stalwart. Marshal’s speech was interspersed with the answering crack of fire from the building tops.

      Was it her, or were there two shooters now?

      She clambered under one crippled landing leg, squeezed under a mangled fuselage, and then pulled herself through to the other side.

      “Ach!” She was right, it appeared, as her suit sensors blipped another warning.

      
        
        Alert! SQUAD TRACKER . . .

        Smith, M (Sgt) COMPROMISED

      

      

      “Marshal?! Sit rep! What is it?!” Holly cried out as she heard him grunting and cursing on one end of the comms.

      “Nothing. Just got winged. I don’t think it has broken my suit seals even,” he was saying, but Holly could hear the pain in his voice. Their suits could take a high-velocity round and still keep them safe, but it would likely crumple the outer plates and feel like someone had hit you with a rhinoceros.

      “Are you injured?” Holly ignored the young man’s bravado. “Can you continue?”

      “I got it, boss!” Marshal snarled. She heard him pop off a few more shots. “We’ve got two shooters now. One on Ward Three and one at Ward Two.”

      “I can’t see the one on Ward Two. Where is he?” Holly demanded as she crept, slithered, and pulled her way through the wreckage. She was going to come out underneath their line of fire, too close to the opposite buildings for the shooters to see her.

      “Mid-building, roof, next to the upper maintenance hatch!” Marshal said as the exchange of fire rattled on between them.

      Two shooters, Holly was thinking. Marshal Smith was good—he was a trained Marine—but this game was always about the odds. Having two barrels pointed at you when you only had one was never good.

      How long before Marshal was once again unlucky and this time got shot straight in the visor?

      “Keep ’em humming,” Holly whispered, seeing the opening before her as she tensed herself and then burst forward.

      The captain pulled herself forward to swing on the last section of twisted metal, throwing herself upward at Ward Two. As she did so, she cut the previous magnetizations of her suit. Pluto’s gravity was minimal, but it was there, and though she was thrown high into the air towards the building, she would need every ounce of lift before she started to fall back down again.

      There! Gotcha! The dark metals of the wall swam fast towards her, and in it, the narrow, slitted port windows depressed into the structure. She slammed into the wall and scrabbled as she started to slide down, wedging a hand into one of the window ledges as she grabbed a fierce hold.

      “Augh!” She had to hold herself and her tactical suit just with the sheer force of will and her arms alone. She slid back towards the ledge, and then, with a growl, her grip held, and the automatic measures inside her suit tightened and aided her natural abilities.

      “Hss!” Holly hissed through gritted teeth and then braced her boots against the ledge of the window below and pushed . . .

      She gave herself enough reach to push up from this window ledge to the next one, now aided by the lightness of Pluto’s almost nonexistent gravity. It took another gut-churning level of effort to catch and brace herself before she could tense and brace to propel herself upwards once again.

      Just then, she caught sight of what was happening on the other side of the ward window. The thick alumino-silicate glass was laced with wire meshing between panels (as if any prisoner inside would be stupid enough to break it and lose all the gravity and atmosphere inside their room), but she could still make out the flash of orange warning lights. On the other side was a narrow cell with an unmistakably open door.

      “I guess that solves that little mystery,” Holly thought as she braced once again. The prisoners in Ward Two were out. They had access to the rest of the main part of that building, and perhaps that meant that they had already overpowered their guards.

      This is going to change the situation, Holly thought as she pulled and launched herself upwards once more. Right now, however, she had to work on what was immediately important—like stopping the two shooters from killing her squad.

      Holly floated upwards fast. The ward buildings where the prisoners were housed were low buildings, each one only a few stories high, and the top wall wasn’t far.

      She grabbed it with one arm as she flew upwards before jackknifing and rolling herself over the wall. She caught a glimpse of the wide surface of the ward roof. It was covered in angled gutters that she presumed were designed to channel striking space dust or ice spray away from the center of the building.

      And there was her shooter, just twenty feet away and propped against the wall edging, already taking aim at the wreckage of the Stalwart below and presumably at Sergeant Marshal himself.

      Surprise! Holly rolled through the air as she saw the shooter react. His peripheral vision had started to register that there was movement where there really shouldn’t be movement.

      The captain took aim and fired. It was one clean shot, and at this range, it should have finished anyone in a light encounter suit.

      Instead, the shot took the attacker off of their feet and threw them backwards in an absurdly graceful and slow fall. The shooter landed on their back and slid down the gutters, their arms flailing as they tried to swing the bolt-action shotgun they were holding towards Holly.

      Her boots hit the floor of Ward Two, and the captain reacted instinctively. She fired again, double-tapping the trigger so that the next two shots hit the prisoner’s chest, and it was over.

      Well, not quite over.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      There was a sudden spark from the floor as the shooter on the top of the Ward Three building turned, abandoning their attempt to kill Marshal and instead concentrating on the much nearer threat that was the captain of the Forward Recon unit. Another shot hit almost at her feet, and Holly growled, throwing herself to one side and firing across the rooftops.

      Wards Two and Three were right next to each other and connected by a covered access way below. But they were also at an angle to each other, the wards surrounding the giant rhomboid-shaped landing pad in the center.

      Which meant that there were at least two low walls at the edges of the buildings between Holly and the shooter—there was lots of cover.

      Holly fired several shots at the new threat before flinging herself into a run straight towards the nearest wall, her gun outstretched.

      The other prisoner reacted just as she thought he would, ducking and attempting to dive for the low wall.

      But Holly had already had one hell of a bad morning, and she was done with this waiting and covering. Her boots took her to the edge of the Ward Two roof and the first wall. She kicked forward, one boot hitting the wall and the next striking out into the space between the buildings as she launched herself over the gap.

      The gap had to be ten feet or more, but this was Pluto, it was low-G, and Holly was a Marine. She leapt between the buildings in an arc of metal, slamming home on the opposite low wall just as the second shooter popped up to take aim at her again.

      Holly fired, and now it was over.

      “Easy there, Cap,” she heard Marshal groan over her shared comms. “You trying out for the freaking medal of outstanding stunts or something?”

      “Shut up,” Holly growled, panting with the exertion as she lowered herself to the roof of Ward Three. She flexed the fingers on her new metal arm several times. If she didn’t have it, she probably never would have been able to pull herself up the side of the building.

      “Two enemy combatants down. Checking their access point,” she was saying, already scanning to see that the building behind her—Ward Two—didn’t have one, but the one she was on—Ward Three—did.

      One emergency exit for what, forty-odd prisoners? Holly was a little alarmed as she moved to the air lock hatch on the top of Ward Three before she had fully recovered her breath. The hatch was closed, of course—but it was also the only way that the shooters could have gotten out.

      “We’ve gotta seal it!” Marshal must have been watching her. “We’ve got to keep the prisoners locked inside. Don’t need them coming up behind us, do we?”

      Holly’s hands treacherously moved towards the laser cutter on her rescue equipment belt before she hesitated and remembered just who she actually was.

      What if there were more PO guards stuck down there? she thought. If she sealed that hatch, then there would be no way for them to get out—and besides, a guilty feeling had begun to surge inside of her. You didn’t seal air locks. That was one of the few things you shouldn’t do, right?

      And besides . . . Holly reminded herself. She was a Breaker. She had started out as a Breaker, born out on one of the asteroid mining and refining stations that dotted the Outer Territories of Earth’s solar system. While the Inner Territory (Mercury, Mars, Earth, and Venus) had all of the corporate and private wealth, and the lovely biomes and Earthlike habitats, the Outer Territories (Jupiter onwards) had mostly the sorts of places where you didn’t want to live. Apart from a few notable exceptions like corporate-funded stations, the rest were usually called Breaker Groups, meaning overworked and impoverished industrialized factory sites where the Breakers—the people like her—lived.

      And when you live out there on the edge of space, you do two things, Holly remembered.

      You always help someone stranded and . . .

      You always make sure someone can get out.

      It was one of the first laws of living in the hostile vacuum of space, and one of the main reasons why Holly had volunteered to be Forward Recon Patrol. At least, before all this business popped up about ancient alien civilizations murderously trying to take over humanity. It was the EA Marine Forward Patrol of the Outer Territories who went around responding to smugglers, pirates, and ships in distress.

      To be blunt, it had been her job to make sure that people didn’t end up stuck inside tin cans with diminishing oxygen, waiting to die.

      “No can do, Sergeant,” Holly said, strongly conflicted. “We can’t seal the doors. Not unless the POs quell the disturbance inside.”

      “What?!” Marshal responded. “But the prisoners will just take Wards Two and Three! They’ll have two whole buildings to fortify!”

      “What do you want me to do, Smith?!” Holly snapped. “We’re Marines, we’re not prison guards. This is a policing action, and we’re supposed to be fighting off an alien menace!” she shouted at him. “I am not about to seal the emergency exit to this building. Not while I don’t know how many innocents might be inside.”

      “Innocents? They’re criminals, boss!” Marshal argued with her as he turned to cover first one roof and then the other. She could tell that he was jumpy from his body language.

      Plenty of innocent people end up in jail. Holly thought a very Breaker thought. The Breaker Group had always been regarded as little better than scum by the Interior worlds—and by Interior citizens like Marshal himself over there, she couldn’t help but think.

      Okay. So yeah . . . maybe there were a whole lot of Breaker people who did end up as pirates and smugglers and mercenaries, but what other options did they have? What are you going to choose if you only have a life of dodging devastating, industrial accidents and getting mistreated by the nearest corporate landlord to look forward to?

      Anyway, the fact of the matter was that there were almost certainly going to be Breakers down there below her in Ward Three and Ward Two. And that there was only one emergency exit across forty prisoners and prison guards.

      “Okay, Cap. I can see I’m not going to sway you on this,” Marshal groaned. “But my question is—what now? Do we move in and try to liberate two cellblocks full of angry people? What about our own man in the Stalwart? What did happen to the Stalwart, anyway?”

      All good questions, Holly had to admit—but at least someone had an answer to one of them.

      “I got him. Marine Lieutenant Chibi, First Class,” said the gruff voice of Bastion over the comms. His form appeared at a different end of the wreckage than where he had gone in. Holly saw that he was holding what appeared to be a limp body close to his chest.

      “But he’s pretty badly injured. I did what I could and got sealant on his suit—but he needs a full medical bay.”

      “Dammit!” Holly swore, patching over instead to PO Markson.

      “Markson? This is Captain Cropper. You read me, over? We’ve got an injured man. Are your medicals secured?” she asked—to the sound of eerie silence on the other end.

      “PO Markson, Temperance!” Holly tried again. “Marine Captain Cropper to Plutonian officers, over!”

      And once again, there was silence.

      “Oh, dear stars,” Holly grumbled. “Marshal, do you know how to find the medical suite I was in?” she demanded.

      “Yeah, main building, where we last saw Markson and Temperance,” Marshal responded. “But our rifles and gear are up in the main tower.” He nodded to the squat metal tower that extended upward over them.

      Right. Four floors up, Holly thought to herself as she came to an abrupt decision.

      “Ok.” She was already moving to the edge of the building. “I’ll go get the rifles—we need to keep them out of prisoner hands anyway—the rest of you make it to medical with Lieutenant Chibi. Do your best to secure the area,” she was saying as she stooped to retrieve the dead attacker’s shotguns.

      “These will have to do for now,” she said. “I’m taking one, so there’s one more to spare.”

      “Bingo!” Marshal was the first to shout exultantly. Holly paused before the bodies of the men that she had killed.

      From where she was looking down, she could see that their encounter suits were the heavier encounter suits of the prison guards, so she presumed that they must have been stolen somewhere inside. But when she looked inside the visors, she saw clean-shaven faces and crewcut hairstyles.

      Hmm, that’s strange, she thought. For some reason, she had been expecting more facial hair and perhaps even tattoos as well. At least, that was one of the stereotypical looks for a Breaker pirate, anyway.

      Maybe it’s just how they run their ship around here, Holly thought, shaking her head as she collected the guns and got on with it.

      Four flights of stairs. Holly was wondering what her next move should be as she paused at the bottom of the main tower of the facility, looking up at the impressive and daunting bulk of the tower that stood over her. She considered briefly whether to attempt to scale the side of the building like she had done on Wards Two and Three but then quickly discounted the idea.

      I’m not up for a climb that high, Holly thought. She considered that perhaps there would be more prisoners emerging from Wards Two and Three behind her. They would be able to take potshots right across the air and straight at her back.

      Nope. Not my day to be target practice, Holly told herself, and instead, she hit the automatic release for the emergency air lock to the main tower and raised her borrowed shotgun.
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      On the other side of the landing pad, the rest of the squad plus one civilian and one seriously wounded lieutenant were just a little way ahead of Holly. Marshal was counting down to open the air lock to the main reception lounge.

      “And . . . go!” Marshal said as he pulled the lever and kicked the door out.

      Bastion jumped through with his service arm raised . . .

      And they found themselves back where they had started. It was an empty hangar lounge with no signs of prisoners or prison guards at all. Even the alarms and the emergency lights inside the station had ceased, leaving an eerie quiet.

      “Well . . . frack,” Marshal made a hissing noise behind his suit visor as he turned slowly around to survey the room. It was undeniable that every one of them felt a sense of pregnant tension in here as they waited for bullets to start firing.

      “Do you think the guards have got the place under control?” Dr. Crow whispered into her comms. She was rewarded with a noncommittal grunt from Sergeant Li, who stood slightly ahead of them all.

      “Maybe. Doesn’t matter what we think. Only focus on the mission,” he said, nodding towards the main exit doors at the far end of the hangar lounge. “Medical is through there.”

      “Ah. Outstanding military thinking,” Crow said, but it was hard to tell if her tone was appreciative or despairing. Bastion led the way to the doors to tap the control panel with the side of his gauntleted wrist. The military IDs that their suits contained, and which had been programmed into the prison facility, should have given them an automatic access to all of the non-prisoner areas of the base.

      Should have.

      There was a bleep of the sound of a failed authentication from the door.

      “What?” Bastion murmured, nodding to where Marshal stood holding the injured Marine, Lieutenant Chibi. “You’re technical ops. What do you say?”

      “Sheesh, hang on a minute,” Marshal grumbled as he wrestled with the body of Chibi before Rachel offered her arms.

      “Here, I can help. Give him to me.”

      There was a moment of uncertainty from the EA Marine, as if his stance asked, “Are you sure?”

      “Look, I may not be a soldier . . .”

      “Marine,” Marshal corrected instantly.

      “Or one of them either,” Rachel continued. “But I’ve had my full basic training—your superiors said that I had to, as a condition of being assigned. I was also at the Red Foot Uprising, and I was in New York during the Interior Riots,” the doctor said acerbically. She reached forward to grab the injured man under the arms and then gently lay him down to the ground.

      Marshal, being Earthborn himself, had heard of both the Red Foot Uprising and the Interior Riots. The Uprising was when a collection of Native American tribes across North America had declared an independent state. And had been all but stomped on viciously by the Senate of All Earth Governments. The Interior Riots were a set of smaller protests and riots that had spread across the Interior planets. They had affected Mars and Earth most of all, with poorer communities protesting against the costs and practices of corporate and elite expansion across the solar system.

      “Yeah, I guess it did get ugly back then,” Marshal agreed, slightly diminished. He remembered the three days of fires, looting, and bloodshed that had spread across the city of New York. Martial law had been declared. The Earth Defense had been called in.

      “And what is more, Marine,” the doctor continued, “I have been given my own mission. And I intend to fulfill it, one way or another—as soon as we get this man to safety.”

      “I understand, lady,” Marshal started to say, “but sorry if I don’t seem too concerned about your interviews.”

      “Sergeant Smith,” the woman crouching over the injured lieutenant said in a strong voice, “do me a favor and call me doctor, not ‘lady’! And do you really think that they would ship me all the way out here to the back end of the solar system, after I was the only one able to decode the alien star vessel, just to conduct some Q and A with you?” she said scornfully.

      Marshal shared a silent look with Bastion, but the larger Marine shrugged as if it didn’t matter to him one way or another.

      “Try Alpha. Jackal. Amber Rose. Fourteen,” the doctor said. She didn’t even look up from where she had removed Lieutenant Chibi’s helmet and was starting to examine the man’s eyes and pulse.

      “What?”

      “It’s a top-level passcode,” Crow hissed. “I said I had a mission and a duty to fulfill it. I might be a civilian attaché, but the generals had to award me an acting-colonel status.” She said this casually while she moved her hands to her own suit, finding the scant medical supplies package there, then hissed as she struggled to open it.

      “Alpha. Jackal. Amber Rose,” Bastion spoke aloud into the door comms. “Fourteen.”

      As soon as he said those words, there was a green click, and the inner door opened, revealing the main access avenue on the other side. This led to the central area of facility suites, from the control rooms to the reactor access.

      “Well, I’ll be . . .” Marshal whistled. “I guess it helps to have some intel spy on your side, huh?”

      “Like I keep telling you, I’m not a spy, and I’m certainly not just a lady. I’m a scientist,” Crow reiterated, before looking down at Chibi again. She had lifted the heavy, metal chest plate from off of his torso. “I think this man might have internal bleeding. He was able to radio for help, but now he’s in and out of consciousness, and I can see some bruising under his ribs.”

      “Come on, then,” Bastion said, moving to close the man’s suit back up, then leading the way forward as he stepped down the corridor. “Whatever your mission is here, Doctor, let’s at least see that this man doesn’t die during it.”

      “Agreed,” Crow said, moving to slip her arms once more under Lieutenant Chibi’s arms and haul him to his feet in a surprisingly smooth gesture.

      The group moved forwards into the main avenue with Bastion in front, then Rachel and Chibi, and finally Marshal—who paused as he squinted a look at the mysterious doctor in front of him.

      Just what is your mission here then? Marshal Smith thought to himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The main tower was where the Pluto facility staff were housed. The prison guards, or POs as they were known, lived there. This meant that, apart from the main doors downstairs, there was a certain lack of total security that was present in other parts of the station.

      There’s one lift and a set of stairs that leads all the way up, Holly thought as she slid through the entrance air lock, her shotgun raised—to find an empty guard booth looking at her.

      It was straight access to every level, not locked down and security pass-coded at each corridor or room like elsewhere.

      And there’s no guard here, Holly was thinking as she surveyed her options and then decided on the stairs. She didn’t want something happening in the confined space of a lift, and by going from floor to floor, she might be able to find out a whole lot more about where everyone was.

      “Maybe they all went to quell the outbreak?” Holly wondered. Then she noticed that even the alarm lights had been turned back to normal.

      Was it all over? Where was everybody?

      On a whim, she paused at the door to the guard booth at the entrance level—to see that the door was open and that the screens and monitors were a blank black.

      “PO Markson, over.” She tried her comms again, just in case. “This is Captain Cropper of the EA Marines, over.”

      Silence.

      “Hmm.” Holly ducked into the room and waved a hand in front of the screens. Usually, this would wake up any device from hibernation.

      Nothing.

      Has everything been turned off? Holly thought, taking a closer look. She could see that everything appeared to be neatly stowed away and shipshape, just as she would expect. The only thing that indicated a mad scramble was the fact that the door was left open—but there certainly wasn’t any other sign of alarm.

      “Maybe a system-wide reboot,” Holly murmured, for the thought to trigger a realization. There was the alarming possibility that if the POs here had to do that in order to restart security protocols, then—for the moment, at least—there might not be any security locks anywhere through the entire station at all.

      And the prisoners will have free reign throughout the entire station, she thought with alarm. She considered alerting Bastion and Marshal, but then decided against it. They knew their job. They knew how to handle themselves. They didn’t need information that might just disturb them when it might not even be true.

      With a Marine’s sense of pragmatism, Holly turned back to the stairs and started her way up the steel steps, moving as lightly as she could in a large tactical encounter suit.

      The first floor opened onto a landing. Through the open door here, she could see a suite of rooms for the PO guards. Each of the doors was open.

      In keeping with everyone scrambling for emergency duty, she thought as she made her way up the flight of stairs to the next landing. Again, she saw the same situation.

      On the third flight, her curiosity overtook her, and she pushed open the door a little to peer into one of the rooms.

      To see that it was nearly bare.

      “Wow, they really do run a tight ship here,” Holly started to mutter as she noted how the bed was made, how everything was tidied away. It looked, in fact, as if no one was billeted in here at all!

      Maybe not, she sighed, taking a look into the next room—to see that it was precisely the same.

      “No personal effects,” Holly thought, as a question occurred to her. Are all the rooms this bare? she wondered, checking first one and then the next and then the next on this floor. They were all the same. In fact, they were all almost identical to each other—when only a little earlier in this shift, she had heard the other POs going about their business and laughing, chatting, or arguing.

      “Where is everybody? And how did they clear out so quickly?” she asked, her sense of alarm rising. She was used to military discipline—but this was patently ridiculous. At no point in her career—even with the most hardnosed sergeants or commanders or training staff—had she ever seen rooms so squared away as this. Everything was cleared out. Everything.

      “It’s almost like they decided to make a move? To evacuate?” Holly murmured. Was an evacuation order triggered when the explosion happened?

      The obvious question was—then why weren’t she and her team informed?

      As if in answer to her question, Holly heard a scuffle from somewhere above. The top floor, her floor.

      “Audio amplification,” she whispered to cause a holodial to appear on her internal heads-up display. It allowed her to move it with a finger, raising it as far as it would go.

      “. . . . locked, get the wrench!”

      “What, not even our facility codes open it?”

      “Course not! They’re military! This is their equipment box! But don’t worry. We should be able to short the control unit out, at the very least.”

      “What about the doc?”

      The voices were talking above her, and Holly knew at once what was going on. There were people up there trying to break into their Marine equipment locker: the large, reinforced crate that contained the rest of their Marine tactical gear (rifles, grenades, sensors, mobile transmitters).

      And that was something that Holly could not let happen. The captain broke into a run, turning down her audio. She took the final flight of steps in two lunges, knowing that she was going to turn the corner and get a clear view into their assigned lounge on the next.

      Holly Cropper spun around the corner, leveling the borrowed shotgun at what she saw.

      She was expecting to see a group of Plutonian prisoners. Instead, she saw a group of guards—in full uniform and looking up in surprise at the sudden addition of one very angry Earth Alliance Marine to their party.

      “What? HANDS OFF!” she demanded of them, as she skidded to a halt before the three burly guards surrounding the long, cabinet-sized equipment case they had dragged half out of the room.

      The Plutonian officers did let go of the equipment box, but it was only to attack.

      Holly was too close. There was no room up here in the cramped corridor. Even as she turned to menace the nearest PO with the shotgun, he had struck out an arm, forcing the barrel of the gun upwards so that, when she accidentally pulled the trigger, it discharged straight into the ceiling.

      “What are you . . . ?!” Holly was saying, as the PO stepped in. With one hand still pushing the barrel of the shotgun, he grabbed at her firing arm with the other, attempting to wrestle the gun from her.

      Holly was momentarily confused. “Wait! We’re on the same side!” she said.

      “Not on my side, Marine!” snapped another of the three prison officers. He raised his sidearm and wheeled it towards Holly’s chest.

      Frack! Holly snarled, throwing herself to one wall of the corridor as the pistol went off incredibly loudly in the confined space. They were trying to kill her. The guards were trying to steal her stuff and kill her!

      She was still grappling with the one over the shotgun, while the other was stepping forward to punch the pistol at her once more.

      Holly moved, loosening her grip on the shotgun as the man grappled, allowing him to violently pull her forward. She stepped with the pull and stamped on one of his feet, then jabbed an elbow up under his cheek before shoulder-barging him backwards and out of the way.

      “Not so fast!” The arms of the third prison guard—who had somehow managed to get behind her—grabbed her around the chest and clamped tight.

      “Argh!” Holly snarled in frustration as she felt herself being pulled back from the fray. The man in front of her raised his pistol at point-blank range.

      Frack that. She grabbed a hold of her captor’s strong arms with her own, heaving her legs up to kick out at the man in front.

      There was a squeak from behind her as all three of them went down, the man before her kicked backwards over the equipment locker and the one behind her overbalancing and hitting the floor with her atop him. She heard a satisfying crunch as her heavy suit must have proven too much for some important bone in the guard’s body.

      “What the hell are you doing?! Who do you work for?” Holly snapped as she flipped herself over onto her side, shooting out her metal arm to smack the one with the shotgun across the side of the head. There was a resounding clunk as he flew backwards into a heap, and Holly had yet another reason to be thankful for her new arm.

      That left the one who kept on trying to shoot her. He was struggling to his feet, snap-firing the gun.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Holly felt the impact a half second afterwards. Abruptly, she was lying on the floor and looking up at the ceiling of utilitarian, gray tiles.

      Oh frack, am I dead? was her first thought. It was always the first thought after being shot, Holly would later remind herself.

      She wasn’t dead. But her heads-up display on the interior of her visor plate was flaring with suit alarms and showing a dangerous red flashing zone on the chest of her tactical suit. It felt like she had just had a ship the size of the Stalwart thrown at her solar plexus, and she was struggling to breathe.

      You’re not dead. You’re in a heavy tactical suit, she was trying to remind herself over the sharp pain in her chest. That probably took most of the damage. Are you losing blood? Stay awake, frackdammit, stay awake!

      All of these thoughts flashed through her mind in a moment as she blinked. Holly remembered to hiss through her teeth as they had been taught to do at the Marine Training Academy when in pain.

      She wasn’t sure if it helped at all, to be honest.

      
        
        Suit ID: Cropper, H (Capt)

        Bio-alerts: Elevated (all functions). Major concussive impact to chest. Blood detected: NONE.

      

      

      Her suit was already scrolling down the readouts of what its medical scanners were telling her, and it appeared that it wasn’t bad. She wasn’t losing blood. She might have cracked a rib maybe, hopefully nothing worse than that.

      That was the thing about being a Marine and being shot, Holly might have admitted if she had the time. Everyone would look at the heavy tactical suits and think that they were impregnable or unstoppable machines, but they really weren’t. A close-fire, point-blank gunshot could still crumple the exterior plates and even make it through to the more delicate inner systems of the suit if it struck at the right location. Even with all of their layers of protective metal plate—and then their rubber-and-foam insulation, shock and strike absorbing layers—damage could be done to the Marine inside just through strong impact and the compression of metals against the host.

      But . . . Holly was still alive, at least, and thankful for that.

      “Ashton—you got the supplies?”

      As Holly was trying to regain her breath, she heard the radio of the man who had shot her. It burst into broadcast.

      He must think I’m dead, Holly realized and tried to calm her breathing.

      “Yeah. Damn well lost Dayton and Montag. But yeah, I got them alright. That captain popped up here and started on us, but I straightened her out.”

      “Dayton and Montag? Damn! But we still got the numbers. The others are moving in main reception. We’ve got them surrounded for certain. Get the supplies, join us—then we go after the doc.”

      The doc? Holly wondered. Did they mean the doctor? Dr. Crow?

      “Yeah. We’ll need to suit up. Do we know where she was heading?”

      “She went out over the ice towards the Massif. But there ain’t anywhere to go out there. Her suit can’t last her long.”

      Why would Dr. Crow be heading to the Massif? Holly thought.

      “Wilko. Let me take care of this.” The shooter appeared over Holly’s field of vision and grunted down at her. “There now. You ain’t looking so sharp now, are you?” Holly heard him laugh as his ugly face appeared over her own. He was grinning despite the bloodied temple where either Holly’s boot had caught him or he had hit the floor.

      “Hyurgh!” Holly grunted as her normal arm scrabbled for the dropped shotgun.

      “Damn!” The prison guard was surprised but still quick. He kicked the gun away from Holly’s reach.

      “And here I was thinking you were already dead!” The prison guard said, gesturing with his pistol for her to freeze. “Shame that suit of yours is all busted up. Looks like it can take a beating!” He smiled cruelly. “Maybe I can take one off of one of your hound dogs guarding that other lady doctor, if it’s not too damaged.”

      Other doctor? So, not Dr. Crow . . . Holly glared up at him. “The explosion. The breakout. This was all planned, wasn’t it?” she accused him.

      “Shut up. Get ready to meet your maker, Marine!” the prison guard demanded. The pistol he was using was already pointing down at her. Holly wondered if her suit could take another point-blank shot or whether this time, it would simply punch through the already damaged metals and straight into her body inside.

      “You might as well let me know why I’m dying!” Holly demanded with frustrated tears in her eyes. It seemed wrong to go out like this, on the floor and injured—without even knowing what hell she had walked into!

      “Why? Just the wrong place, wrong time, isn’t it?” the prison officer said. “You got your superiors and your bosses, I got mine. You and me, we’re just doing our jobs.”

      “Not very well,” Holly muttered.

      “Huh?” The prison guard chuckled. “Aww now, don’t be like that. I’m sure your mommy loves you,” the prison officer was saying as Holly made her move.

      “I wasn’t talking about me. I was talking about you,” she said. She swung her metal arm that the prison guard was standing over. She seized him by the ankle and pulled hard.

      Captain Holly Cropper’s new metal arm had some surprising benefits. Not only was it impervious to heat and pain and so forth—but also, it had internal ratchets, cogs, and pistons. She could exert far more force with it than any normal hand and arm could.

      Which meant that when she pulled the man’s ankle with all of her might, the corrupt guard overbalanced in an instant. The pistol in his hand went off to harmlessly embed its bullet in the opposite wall, and the guard went down. There was a sickening thud as the back of the prison guard’s head hit the floor, and then he was silent.

      “Ah . . .” Holly stated. She hadn’t actually meant to kill the guy.

      This doctor, she was thinking as she struggled to her feet. The guards are in on the breakout, and they’re after someone called the doc.

      And . . . she remembered grimly that the other one on the end of the line had said that they had Bastion, Marshal, Dr. Crow, and the injured Marine surrounded . . .
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      It’s too quiet, Bastion Li was thinking as he paused before entering the octagonal control room at the heart of the main facility. It was one of those central rooms with four open doorways leading into it and with a guard booth in the middle with absolutely no one in it.

      “How far is it?” he heard the doctor asking from behind him. “Medical,” she confirmed. “Our man here . . .”

      Our man. Bastion approved of the fact that she called him that. It at least showed him that she considered herself a part of this team.

      Even if there were questions about what she was doing here in the first place.

      “Straight across,” Bastion said, pausing before he moved in. There was something that tickled in the back of his mind. Something that he didn’t like about this situation. Although if he was pressed for an answer about what that was—it would just be that he didn’t like the silence.

      “The alarms and sirens are off,” Bastion announced. “And the guards have vanished.”

      “Off securing the prisoners?” Crow offered.

      “No sound of that,” Bastion murmured to himself—although he wasn’t sure how much sound he should be expecting. Gunfire? Shouts? “I’m guessing that only someone with authorization would have disabled the alarms.”

      “Which doesn’t entirely make sense,” the doctor said. “Because a general alarm on this facility will trigger an instant call to the nearest Outer Command vessel. And because I was on it recently,” Crow informed him, “I know that it is out at the uhr . . .”

      “The Thaal site?” Bastion offered.

      “Yes.”

      “How do you know about the alarm?!” Marshal pointed out, his tone full of rising suspicion. “I thought you said you were a scientist?”

      “I am. But a very well-placed one,” Dr Crow stated. “I was told that, just in case anything went, well, sideways . . .”

      “Like it already has, you mean,” Marshal understated.

      “Exactly. Then I was supposed to set off the alarms, triggering an emergency response from the nearest military vessel,” the doctor said. She checked Lieutenant Chibi once more. “Look, we really have to make a move—I don’t think we can wait much longer.”

      “Okay.” Bastion nodded, although internally, he was thinking, Why were you expecting things to go sideways? Just what was your mission brief anyway?

      But whatever the answers to those questions were, he knew that the doctor was right. They had to get this man to medical whatever the cost.

      “Okay.” Bastion gritted his teeth. He didn’t like it. It was still too quiet. “Marshal, you’re on right. I’ll take left.”

      “Aye.” Sergeant Smith smoothly moved ahead to wait. Then, on Bastion’s nod, they stepped into the octagonal control room, crossing the space to the nearest corridors to the right and left.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Just as soon as they got there and wheeled their guns around to cover the corridors—they were lit up by approaching gunfire.

      “Back! Cover!” Bastion was demanding. Rachel saw the ricochet of bullets flying off of the exposed shoulder pads of his suit and more bullets obliterating the thickened glass of the central guard booth, hammering against the walls and floor.

      There were shooters down both right and left corridors. And they had been waiting for them.

      “Ach!” Marshal was spun around, flying forwards instead of back—absurdly towards their destination, but doing so because a section of his suit—his leg—was now spilling sparks and puffs of escaping gasses.

      “Smith! You okay?!” Bastion shouted as he scooted himself back towards Crow, firing first at one and then the next corridor. His aim was angled, and there was no way that he could hit the shooters, but it kept them back, whomever they were.

      “No I’m not okay, stars dammit!” Marshal swore back. He was crouching at the other end of the room behind the smashed-up guard booth. “How many times am I going to get pinned down today?! This is hardly fair!” he complained. Another hail of bullets answered, and there came a crashing sound as the last of the glass exploded and was pulverized over his head.

      “Frackit!” Marshal shouted, squirming lower.

      “They’ve got a kill line. We might be able to jump across,” Bastion was saying—when Rachel suddenly realized what had happened.

      Lieutenant Chibi slumped forward—because several of the ricochet bullets had struck him.

      “No! The lieutenant!” Crow was shouting. “No—he got hit!”

      Bastion snarled in anger, turning to see the man slide to the floor, and his own heads-up display alerted him to the same thing.

      
        
        Alert! CRITICAL!

        Chibi, H (Lt): Deceased . . .

      

      

      No, Bastion was thinking. No, no, no!

      How could this simple wait mission have gone so wrong? What had gone so wrong?!

      And then, in that moment, everything that had happened and what Crow had told him crystalized for him. It made sense on a tactical level.

      The alarms. The silence. Even the explosion.

      “The guards must have been in on it,” he growled. “They staged the whole thing. Maybe even staged the breakout. They’re the only ones who could have cut the sirens and set up the explosion that took out the Stalwart. This isn’t a prisoner breakout. It’s a mutiny.

      “The doc!” Crow hissed behind him. Marshal tried to move, and yet another hail of bullets pushed him back again.

      “Dammit!” Marshal said.

      “What do you mean—the doc?” Bastion was firing the best he could down both corridors, and he was sure that he could see shapes moving down there too. Shapes in the same sorts of encounter suits that the prison guards had, ducking and waiting behind pipes and doorways before firing into the control room. They were quickly turning it into a merry-go-round of death. How long before another of his people got the same treatment from a ricochet that Lieutenant Chibi just had?

      And a Marine went down on my watch, he was thinking as a dark rage filled him.

      But what can I do? I charge one corridor, the other will light me up. Was that all they were left with, to lie here and wait for the end?

      “CEASEFIRE! Ceasefire!” A new voice arrived, and Bastion realized that he recognized it. It was PO Markson and gone was the earlier smirking self-importance and the apparent alarm at the supposed “breakout.”

      A few of the ever-hopeful attacker’s shots continued, but they petered out after another roar from Markson.

      “We’ve got you, Marines. Do yourselves a favor and give up! You know this can go bloody and brutal, but there’s no need for that. We’re not here for you. We’re here for the doc and Crow,” Markson announced.

      “Me?” Rachel Crow turned to look aghast at Bastion. Across the room, Marshal was mouthing silent obscenities back at their aggressor.

      “What do you want with her? Who’s this doc of yours?!” Bastion didn’t even skip a beat.

      “Orders are orders, Marine. You know the drill!” Markson announced, his voice coming a little closer down one of the corridors. “We’ve got you pinned and surrounded. You haven’t got a chance, even with all your fancy gear. Just hand her over, and we’re gone. We promise you don’t have to die . . .”

      “What a load of frack,” Marshal whispered loudly enough so that everyone could hear, and both Bastion and Rachel nodded to agree. What was going to stop these prison guards from shooting them all in the head when they were done?

      “Not going to happen,” Bastion called out. “You’ll have to come and get her, and if you do that, then I’ve got a bullet waiting right here for you.”

      “Well, we can do that too, of course.” Markson laughed, just as Rachel saw a movement out of the corner of her eye. Another person had entered the fight.

      “Not to my people you won’t, fracker!” Holly Cropper said as she stepped out past the doctor, raised her newly acquired grenade launcher, and fired.

      The shot went clean into the nearest corridor. Holly turned and fired into the next, and the explosions were so close that they were almost in sync.

      Billows of thick, gray smoke immediately burst out of both of the corridors amidst the sounds of screaming metals. Inside his heavy suit, even with all of its protections, Bastion felt the concussion wave push him backwards, and the speakers crackled into a high whine of interference.

      No one could see anything anymore, and everywhere was a fog-filled chaos.

      “C’mon! Move it! On your feet, Marine!” Holly was shouting as Bastion pulled Rachel to her feet. Even inside her suit, her ears were probably ringing, and everything had to be awfully confusing—but through the fog, he saw the slice of brilliant blue-white suit lights as Holly shoved them all back before grabbing Marshal.

      “Move your butts! I don’t care if you’re injured!” Holly demanded, as she shoved and ran back the way they had come. The captain of the Forward Recon squad fired another couple grenades, and then it was all about getting as far away as they could.
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      “There! Pick up the rifles! Grab the extra ammo belts!” Holly was saying as they sprinted, jogged, and hopped back to the main hangar lounge while the sounds of muffled gunfire erupted in the facility behind them.

      Rachel was easily outpaced by the others, but saw that Holly had already left a tripod of guns and strange military equipment in the center of the hold. There were three propped rifles, and Holly had one.

      “Here.” Bastion threw Rachel one, and she caught it (somewhat unexpectedly) and hugged it to her chest. “You know how to use it?”

      “No time,” Holly said, passing one to Marshal before locating some sort of spray bottle from the pile of equipment and liberally applying it all over the damaged part of Marshal’s leg.

      “Rachel—pick up the mobile transmitter,” Holly said, spinning around to aim at the corridor they had just come out of. She burst fire down it. There were no answering screams or shouts, so there was no way to tell if any of her shots had hit or not—but she fired three bursts anyway.

      “That’ll keep ’em thinking,” Holly said. Rachel was picking up what Bastion had passed to her—a reinforced plastic backpack on webbing straps.

      “Here.” He looped them onto her back and then said, “Try not to get shot in the back.”

      “I’ll try not to get shot at all,” Rachel was saying as Marshal and Bastion grabbed a few more things from their recovered equipment pile, and then Holly was directing them to the emergency chute. In the middle of the chaos, Rachel was struck with how quickly the group moved as one. This tiny squad, the very one that had been at the center of so much over the past two years—at the very heart of the imminent alien invasion—acted and worked together as one organism, despite all of their foul language and their apparent mockery of each other.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Marshal said as Bastion wrenched open the emergency air lock. He was already making his way through with Marshal behind, then Rachel, then Holly.

      “I guess you remember that our only ride home is now the slagged pile of garbage out there?” Marshal pointed out as Holly slammed the door home, and Bastion pulled the depressurization lever.

      “Yes, I am fully aware of that, Sergeant,” Holly said. “We’re not going for the Stalwart or off Pluto at all.”

      “What?” Marshal whispered.

      “We’re heading out onto the ice. To the Massif,” she said sternly.

      The depressurization cycle completed, and Bastion opened the outer hatch to the howl of a Plutonian ice storm.

      “We’re going after this doctor that everyone is talking about.” Holly nodded for Bastion to go before flinging a sharp glance up at Rachel.

      “And our own Dr. Crow here is going to tell us everything she knows about the situation, right, Doctor?” the captain said.

      “Ah.” Rachel nodded. She had wondered when they were going to demand answers from her.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re right,” Dr. Crow stated as the Plutonian ice winds howled about them.

      Their world had become a series of flashing, disorienting monochrome images of white, muted gray, and black. The doctor was surprised that such a desolate planet like Pluto had any wind at all—but Marshal informed her that the air currents were probably the result of distant seismic activity or an eruption of one of the many cryovolcanoes—literal ice mountains that spewed frost and hail over the surface. And Pluto was big enough to have some gravity, so she assumed that meant that it also could hold some sort of erratic, frail atmosphere too.

      The group had struck out from the Pluto Prison Facility as soon as their boots had touched the ground, with Captain Holly Cropper setting a hard and punishing pace into this alien, frosted wilderness. The doctor quickly copied the others’ long, lunging strides that were somewhere between leaping and running, using the scant gravity in order to hurl themselves farther and deeper into the white and gray.

      They were heading for a distant rise on the horizon—the Massif—as Holly had called it, which was apparently the last place where this doctor had been heading.

      Dr. Metz, the doctor confirmed. She had guessed that by now, and the captain had finally called for them to pause at the base of one of the ridges of black rock. All of the visors of her attendant Forward Recon squad had turned to her. Now was the time to divulge what she knew.

      “Yes, you’re right. There is more to my mission than just interviewing you,” she repeated, trying to cram herself a little tighter against the rock wall. She was amazingly still warm inside of her suit, given the sophisticated engineering and development that had gone into making space a not-so-completely-murderous environment for the human body—but it was nonetheless uncomfortable. The Plutonian gale buffeted and pushed at them whenever they poked their heads from the ridge, and her suit microphones were filled with the constant static hiss of hail and rock-dust particles hammering them.

      “I have been working on the Thaal star vessel,” Crow said by way of explanation.

      Well, not just me. Her thoughts flashed to her robotic companion, “The Duke,” who had been dispatched to the new Thaal site, leaving her with the messy job of actually talking to humans.

      “I’m sure you all know the gravity of the situation,” Crow said, slipping easily into lecture mode. The Thaal star vessel was a giant ship shaped like an eight-pointed star and made of a strange whitish metal that appeared almost organic under investigation. It had arrived in human space a little over eighteen months ago, apparently called by the ancient ruins that this very Forward Recon squad had discovered at the Trojan asteroid site.

      “We now believe that it must have been some kind of automated vessel like a first-response craft,” Crow indicated.

      “The robots,” Holly interrupted, sharing a nod with Bastion and Marshal. Alien-built robots had awakened at the Trojan site, coldly efficient killing machines that had sought to protect the alien beacon at all costs. And later, their bodies and technology had been stolen and replicated by the Zenetic megacorporation on Venus, profiting from disaster.

      “Yes, the star vessel, at first, appeared to be entirely preprogrammed to arrive at the alien beacon and set in motion a train of events that would allow some sort of hyperspace gate to be built . . .”

      “You doobery-what now?” Marshal murmured irritably. The man was in pain, and it didn’t appear to add anything to his mood, which was generally set between sarcasm and insufferable criticism.

      “Sergeant.” Holly gave a warning tone to Marshal Smith before nodding for Rachel to continue.

      “A hyperspace gate,” Rachel said again. “At least, that is the best description that the Duke has to explain what your reports have included.”

      “The Duke?” Holly asked immediately.

      “Our military AI,” the doctor stated. “He—it, I mean—is a strategy-analysis construct. They used to be commissioned to run the Mars Marine Training Program.”

      “Well, that explains why that was so stars-awful,” everyone heard Marshal mutter under his breath.

      Rachel paused, wondering if the soldiers—sorry, Marines—would react the same way that she had at encountering a fully functioning AI. None of them appeared to bat an eyelid. Perhaps Rachel shouldn’t have been so surprised by this. Limited constructs had been in place for almost ten years now. Usually, they were servitors and personality programs that interfaced between humans and apps, or they might be used as station guides. The doctor figured that these Marines probably just assumed that the Duke was another one of those—a glorified personal assistant for the military commanders.

      No matter. She went on.

      “In your last two reports,” Rachel nodded at Holly, “you described the energy field’s disk or portal which you said that the Thaal had summoned,”

      The captain was still, and her voice, when it came back over the suit mics, was laced with tension. “I did,” she said.

      “That is, on best analysis, the hyperspace gate. Or the beginnings of one, anyway,” Rachel said. “As you recall, the star vessel called by the Thaal beacons already in our system detached smaller vessels from its surface upon reaching our space. We believe that process to be an automated part of the invasion plan too. They arrived at Triton, where—”

      “We know what happened,” Bastion cut in a little harshly. Rachel nodded tactfully. Of course. These were the very people who had seen the cryogenically frozen Thaal step out of those small vessels. Those were the actual invaders, the alien race attempting to take them over.

      Or take back what was once theirs, Rachel thought to herself. The Thaal beacon and the Triton site had been hidden and buried right here in the Sol system for what could be as long as thirty thousand years.

      “And then came the attack on the Sunkisser generation caravan.” Holly took up the story. “The generation caravan was attacked by actual Thaal fighters. When we followed them, we came to an exo-asteroid where the Thaal were building one of those hyperspace things.” Her words were thick, her voice heavy—and Rachel wondered how much one small group of people could go through. How many revelations, how many times could their worldview be transformed before it took a toll?

      But this squad has proven themselves to be remarkably resilient, Rachel thought about the forms and reports that she was supposed to fill out about them. The senior generals and the Duke in particular had asked her to conduct a psychological review of the squad. As if I have the skills for that! she scoffed quietly. They had been at the forefront of this entire invasion effort.

      How were they holding up?

      What allowed them to succeed?

      Especially important, to the generals at least, was the fact that they had started out as a lowly Outer Command Forward Patrol outfit. They weren’t Interior Territory Marines with all of that dedicated land-and-blood loyalty to Earth. Their operations had been in the Outer Territories with the smugglers and the pirates, where the laws grew thin. Their captain herself was even the first Breaker Group citizen to ever become a captain!

      But maybe it is this outsider status that gave them their strength, the thought flashed through Rachel’s mind. She knew what it meant to be an outsider, as the only Native American person to ever rise this high in scientific—maybe even political—circles.

      You have to be tough to be an outsider, she admitted. It makes you tough.

      “Yes.” Rachel returned to the conversation. “Yes, you interrupted their bridgehead operation. Even though the star vessel is apparently deactivated, we believe that the first phase of the Thaal plan has been achieved.”

      “Which is?” Bastion asked.

      The doctor hesitated for a second, wondering how to express the extreme vagaries and difficulties of interstellar travel and strategy.

      “Space is big, people,” she settled for, which was an appalling understatement. “For a civilization to even consider an interstellar invasion, we would be talking distances that take hundreds of years or more to travel using the best known technologies,” the doctor said as the Plutonian winds around them howled and roared. “If that is the Thaal strategy, then it has to be a plan that has been centuries in execution. Unbelievable. Incredible.”

      “Insane,” Marshal offered in a disgruntled mutter.

      “We believe that what they do is seed a galaxy, or the territory they wish to hold anyway, with these beacons and robots. Then these star vessels are dispatched automatically every time that one of those beacons is activated.”

      “Like a galactic alarm system?” This time, Marshal’s suggestion was more or less exactly right.

      “Pretty much, but then the next phase of the invasion has to occur for the Thaal. They need to construct better, quicker modes of travel. Although the Thaal have failed to build a hyperspace gate—a programmable wormhole—they have our interstellar coordinates. We have been lit up on their map, and now they know that we are here.”

      “But why?” Bastion growled. “That’s the part that I don’t get. Why go to all of that trouble in the first place? Surely their forces must be stretched thin if we’re talking about such vast distances?”

      It was a very good point, Rachel had to admit, and one that she was struggling with herself. She was, after all, a communications and anthropology specialist. She was the best at what she did—understanding the links, crossovers, and semantic bridges and gaps between cultures—but she had never been asked to look at a truly alien life form before.

      That’s because there is no alien life form. Rachel reminded herself of her personal philosophy, the mantra that had inspired her and won her all of the academic awards and achievements that she had gained so far.

      The problem on Earth has always been that we “other” a different culture or race, the thought flashed through her head. We forget that even with our many differences, we are one family. We come from the same planet.

      But couldn’t the same be said of interstellar life as well? The thought niggled at her as all of the eyes waited and looked at her.

      Isn’t it true that every species has evolved in the same universe? The same galaxy and probably the same sort of water-heavy, carbon-rich environments?

      It was an interesting thought to ponder for the doctor, one that supposed she could understand why the Thaal did what they did—and then maybe guess at what they were going to do.

      But right now, Rachel had a small audience of heads turned to her and waiting to hear what she had to say.

      “That is the part of highest interest to my superiors,” Rachel confirmed. “Why the Thaal are doing this and just what it would take to stop them. Since we know that they are so much more advanced than us, then our reality is that we are facing an enemy which is far more capable than we are. That distance between us is perhaps our best defense,” Rachel stated evenly.

      “Our best working hypothesis is that the Thaal must be a migratory species. That perhaps they move across solar systems leaving these beacons and moving on to the next desirable habitat or territory, but then one of their previous beacons wakes up . . .”

      “Because of us,” Holly stated. “Remember that. That beacon on the Trojan asteroid site, and the one on Triton, could only have awoken when we—I mean humans—were advanced enough to get to it.”

      There was a pause, but Rachel nodded for her to continue. “Go on.” She urged Holly to follow her line of questioning to its inevitable conclusion.

      “These Thaal must place their beacons in systems where they think there is a good chance of an advanced, sentient, space-faring species being developed,” Holly said.

      “And the reason, then . . .” Rachel prompted her.

      “They’re scavengers!” Marshal broke in. “Like the damned pirates! They wait for some civilization to pop up, then they storm in and steal whatever they’ve got?”

      “Almost,” Holly surprised the doctor by stating. She took a breath. “I saw something on the Thaal bridgehead. Inside one of their modules.”

      Rachel nodded. She knew what the captain was about to say because she had read Holly’s report.

      “It was a hologram. Looked like a battle map,” the Forward Recon captain said. “Only it was of Earth. But a different Earth. One with an awful lot of deserts and not a lot of water left at all.”

      Both Marshal and Bastion made questioning noises from inside their suits.

      “It might not be the technology they are after,” Dr. Crow filled in. “It might be our home world. Maybe they wait for an advanced civilization to develop, and then we become their slaves while they terraform our world for their new base.”

      “But—but that’s just . . .” Marshal protested. “Think about the planning that goes into that!”

      “Exactly, Sergeant,” Rachel confirmed. “But remember, if we’re talking about a civilization that has already gotten to such an advanced level, then it may be like no more than farming to them. A lot of work to clear the land and seed the crops, but then they just go back around on a constant rotation,” the doctor said. “If they think in terms of centuries, millennia—what if they had a hundred developing civilizations that they were returning to?”

      “Constantly migrating predators,” Bastion said with a sneer of disgust to his voice.

      “Precisely,” Rachel said. “Which is why we need to make it easier for them to move on to the next territory and give up on this one.”

      The Plutonian gale had died down somewhat. When they looked out, they could see the large cloud of white and gray moving across the surface like a giant, intelligent storm, roving towards whatever its next target would be.

      “We need to move soon,” Holly stated abruptly. “And thank you for taking the time to detail the strategic situation we’re in, Doctor,” she continued, before changing her tone to one of sharp acidity. “But that doesn’t really answer what you know about this doc character or why the top brass sent you here to us—especially when you are so important.”

      Ah, damn, Rachel Crow considered. A part of her remained anxious about telling the Forward Recon squad just exactly what her mission was.

      “Well, you see,” Rachel said. “There is a reason why you were stationed here at Pluto after the Sunkisser rescue. A reason why we didn’t recall you back to Prospero Station or Aries or Mars,” she informed them.

      “Here it comes,” Marshal grumbled.

      “There is a person at the facility called Dr. Metz,” Crow explained. “They were once considered one of the foremost hyperdimensional mathematicians of their field. They’re the only person alive who has ever theorized how to create a hyperspace gate and even come close to making one.”

      “Right . . .” Holly drawled. “And since these hyperspace gates are what the Thaal build, you want us to get them?”

      “Her. To get her, yes.” Rachel nodded as the captain carried on.

      “And this is the very same Dr. Metz that the prison guards—or more likely mercenaries—are after? And someone just remembered that she was stationed here? No one thought to send a Marine complement to pick her up?”

      “You are the Marine complement,” Dr. Crow explained. “Dr. Harriet Metz was deemed such a high priority that we couldn’t alert anyone to the fact that we were bringing her in. Remember that there are megacorporations out there who are actively seeking to profit from this war.”

      “Well, at least I know why I was stuck in this frackhole for the best part of three weeks!” Marshal glowered. “But it seems that the oh-so discrete plans of the top brass are already too late. Someone paid off the prison guards, didn’t they? We’re not the only ones after her!”

      “You certainly appear to be right,” Dr. Crow stated. “I was sent here on the pretext of interviewing you, but actually to assess and onboard Dr. Metz. There was some discussion above me, I believe, about the fact that the doctor is also a prisoner here.”

      “A prisoner,” Holly said. “Not staff?”

      “Definitely not. Her experiments in hyperdimensional travel killed almost two hundred people,” Rachel Crow explained.
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      “We should be able to get a fix on our Dr. Metz by patching into the local prison facility mainframe,” Marshal said after their chat, taking out the unit that Rachel Crow had been wearing and setting it up in the lee of the ridge.

      Now that the storm had passed, the group were back on their feet, and the doctor had a chance to look around her at their environment.

      C’mon Dr. Metz, where are you? Holly thought, also taking a moment of awe as she looked up at the opaque haze of a frost-filled atmosphere.

      The atmosphere of Earth’s most distant sister was insubstantial and barely existent, little more than oxide particles, trace methane, and a whole lot of water spewed out from under the planet’s crust. Through the milky haze—like a gauzy camera lens—one could clearly see the bright shine of distant stars. The largest was vaguely blue, and might have been Neptune or Uranus. Further off was a tiny, ruddy dot—which was probably Jupiter, but could even be Earth, for all that anyone knew.

      The actual surface of the planet was just as strange, with flowing, rippled plates of black rock and ice punctured by ridges and spires of fluted rock. In the distance, one could make out the lights of the Pluto Prison Facility itself. They looked manufactured, the overly exact shapes of the buildings triangular and oblong.

      Sergeant Smith had finally finished setting up the device he had been working on. He was the technical of the Forward Recon squad, and despite his somewhat brash and reckless demeanor, he had a head full of specifics.

      “Our military IDs are already authorized. All we have to do is ping the prison mainframe for the location identifiers of its personnel,” Marshal explained. He flipped the large, reinforced plastic box and revealed a pop-out satellite dish that carefully unfolded its antenna array over a control board of knobs, dials, and LED screens. “It should be an automated procedure from the mainframe subdirectories. Even if those treacherous frackheads have turned off the main access our request should go straight into the subroutines.”

      “Lots of shoulds there, sergeant,” Captain Cropper said as she turned back to survey the lay of the land, keeping an eye on the large rise of land, a plateau really, that glistened with frozen rivers of white.

      Inside her suit, even with the automatic magnification tech she was employing, Holly Cropper sighed. No sign of this doctor, none that she could see anyway.

      Did Dr. Metz have a fully-equipped encounter suit? How long would it last out here? Where was she going? These were the sorts of questions that occupied Holly’s mind. Even after all of the revelations of the doctor beside her, Holly’s mind had once again concentrated on the details of the mission objective at hand.

      Don’t think about the Thaal, she reminded herself. Don’t worry about that glimpse of the Thaal warship she had seen through the warp gate—a behemoth of strange metals with attendant lights that could be a hundred drones or satellites or alien fighter craft for all she knew.

      Don’t think about that. Don’t think about what it means.

      “We’re active and . . .” Marshal breathed as the dish of the mobile transmitter started pinging and swinging back and forth, moving independently to sweep the area.

      “Matching to our suits, sending our IDs, and hey, presto!” Marshal said gleefully, as . . .

      
        
        ERROR! Unable to find match . . .

      

      

      “What?!” Marshal burst out as all of their suits received the same update from the transmitter. “That isn’t possible! Let me try again.”

      
        
        ERROR! Unable to find match . . .

      

      

      “You can’t find her?” Holly said with a snarl, directed more at the result and the machine than at Marshal, although he did his best to take it personally.

      “It fracking well should! How do we know that this Dr. Metz is even out here at all?” Marshal protested. “It was just the word of some prison guard turned mercenary, right?! I mean, who quality-controls that gem of intel?!”

      “Sergeant,” Holly reminded him with a sharp tone of rebuke. “Perhaps the doctor’s dead out here. Just ten minutes out here would probably be enough to kill you.”

      “Negatory, captain,” Marshal said. “We’d still get a ping from her suit. Every prisoner has a unique biosignature, and that would have been registered by the suit she’s wearing. Even if she’s dead, we’d be picking up the suit itself.”

      “Then she has to be back at the base, right?” Holly countered. “If she’s not out here.”

      Marshal had already turned back to the transmitter. His hands flickered over the controls, and the small satellite dish swiveled around and started to sweep in the direction of the prison facility.

      
        
        MULTIPLE CONTACTS. Searching . . .

      

      

      But the result came back the same. ERROR. She wasn’t found back there either.

      “Wait, that doesn’t make any sense,” Marshal insisted. “Even if Dr. Metz wasn’t wearing an encounter suit, she’d still be logged onto the prison mainframe. Unless she’s off-planet, then she has to be out there!”

      “What if the mercenaries—the prison guards—have got her?” Dr. Crow offered.

      “She’d still be on the system,” Marshal said adamantly. “I haven’t seen any ship leave the facility. Has anyone else? She should be back there.”

      “She’s not at the prison facility from what the mainframe says, right?” Holly pointed out. “And this Dr. Metz is smart, right?” She looked at Dr. Crow, who nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “Then could she have found a way to mask her suit ID?” Holly went out on a limb, her mind racing. “Run the scan again. See if you can pick up an empty prison suit, without any ID associated with it.”

      “I’m looking for a flying pig,” Marshal grumbled as he ran the sweep once again, and this time the mobile transmitter moved much slower than before, and there were several, than multiple, than many contact bleeps delivered to their suits.

      “It’s picking up every encounter suit on this damn side of Pluto!” Marshal growled, and then the transmitter froze, pointing directly towards the Massif.

      “Ah,” he said.

      “You got something?” Holly asked excitedly.

      “You were right. Sorry, ma’am,” Marshal said a little sheepishly.

      “Don’t need your apologies, Smith. Just the results,” Holly said firmly, turning to survey the Massif once again.

      “We got an apparently unoccupied suit, almost directly toward the pole. I’m sending the coordinates.” A moment later, a bright, green dot appeared on Holly’s (and all of their) tactical suit HUDs, marking the direction where the suit currently was. Disturbingly, it was halfway up one of those frozen ice floes that Holly had spotted earlier.

      Just where are you going? Holly thought, looking at the distant plateau.

      Bleep!

      There were several more noises and bleeps sent from the mobile transmitter, but it was Marshal’s urgent hiss that really tore Holly’s attention away from the horizon.

      “Ah, people? The transmitter’s picked up a whole crew of suits, moving pretty damn fast and coming straight for us!”

      “It’s the mercenary guards,” Holly said immediately. It had to be. “Markson and his crew. They’re coming after Dr. Metz. They’re coming after us.”
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      “What are the chances of getting to the doctor before they do?” Holly wheezed as she ran, along with the others, in great, lunging, gliding leaps over the surface of Pluto. The steep ice plateau ahead of them was rising steadily as they advanced. The lack of gravity and their power-assist suits had already eaten up half of the distance they had to travel, and Holly could see the long, crystalline rivers of ice and snow that spilled, frozen in midair, over its side.

      “What are the chances that I get a hot meal this side of Christmas?” Marshal returned. He was moving slower than all of the others thanks to his injured leg—but even in his anguish, Holly had to admit that some of his banter was actually funny.

      “Okay. I hear you.” Holly slowed, and in response, Bastion did too. There were broken craters and ridges of rock scattered around here before the base of the ice cliff, as well as giant boulders of rock ice where presumably entire sections of the wall had come down.

      “Field of fire?” Bastion huffed to a pause, guessing what Holly must already have in mind.

      “Three guns,” Holly checked off the three Forward Recon squad members, then saw Rachel too. “Four. We can do a lot with four.”

      “We’ve got nine coming up,” Marshal slid to a halt, landing awkwardly on his last leap before catching the edge of an ice boulder and hunkering down by its side. Gone was any hint of his earlier questioning. When it came down to it, Holly knew that Marshal wouldn’t seriously question her orders.

      “We’ve had worse odds,” Holly said. She just wished that it wasn’t so damned exposed out here. There was cover in the form of the craters and boulders, but it was nowhere even approaching a defensible position.

      “They’re moving fast. Too fast,” Marshal informed her. “I think they’ve got transport.”

      Holly gave hand signals, silently ordering Bastion to the next ridge of rock on the other side of Marshal. She took his right-hand side. A final pull-down of a fist ordered them to hunker down and wait.

      “And Doctor . . .” Holly winced slightly but knew there was nothing she could do about it. The doctor was, despite her protestations, still a civilian—and she also had a gun. “Over there, that crater. Lie as flat and still as you can against the lip and fire when I give the order,” she said and noticed how Rachel didn’t even question or look worried as she bounded across to her position.

      She’s getting better at moving in low-G, at least, Holly thought as she hunkered down herself and propped her rifle back across the plain towards the prison facility.

      The lights of the facility were distant now and hazed with the intervening frosty air. A dark sky was ahead of them—and she could see three shapes moving closer and closer, skimming the surface fast in bouncing jumps.

      “They’re on vehicles. Prison rovers, I’m guessing,” Holly said. “Target the vehicles. Leading vehicle if we can. Mission is to stop them getting to the doctor, and Marshal—I want you ready to transmit a general broadcast emergency call if the line gets broken.”

      “Aye, captain. They’ll be able to pick it up too,” Marshal informed her.

      “Aye. But if we break, then our only hope is that some friendly passing ship takes pity on some EA Marines,” Holly said—before she, Marshal, and Bastion all burst out laughing as if that was the most ridiculous thing of this entire expedition.

      “Absolutely. The kindness of strangers, boss?” Marshal was still grinning as he propped his rifle back.

      “A little faith in the goodness of humanity,” Holly said, taking aim and firing.

      The first shot missed, striking the ground ahead of the lead prison rover in a puff of ice and splintering rock. It jumped and bounced over the uneven ground straight at them.

      The lead rover swerved slightly but kept coming, as did the other two. The rovers were the open-car kind with two seats in the front where the steering was and a railed box frame for the back bed. They were designed for transporting prisoners and guards to the various ice-hacking work sites around Pluto, and they had little in the way of protection or sophistication for the two mercenary guards apiece in the back (one driving).

      But they were fast with large, rounded rubber wheels on slightly splayed legs that could absorb the shocks and bounces without flipping over.

      The first prison rover had swerved, but that only gave the two mercenary guards on its back a clear line of fire, and they opened up their own pistols and rifles against the place where Holly crouched.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Holly’s suit crackled with the alarm of incoming messages—not that she needed them as the frozen ground of Pluto broke apart with the explosions of bullet impacts.

      “Frack!” Holly managed to get one shot off, but it went wild as she concentrated on ducking back out of the way. Instantly, she knew just what was going to go wrong—the mercenary guards in the rovers were going to be too fast. There was no way they could hold them.

      “Fire! Hold the line!” she heard Bastion roaring over their shared comms as their small and disparate team shot back. She could hear the grunts and hisses of breath from her own squad, and through the metals of her suit, she could feel the distant, muted reverberations of impact coming up through the ground.

      “Dammit. Dammit. Who’s great idea was this?!” she was demanding of herself as she rolled over the hard ground to the other side of the boulders she was using as cover, intending to pop out the other side.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      This time, just as she popped up from the other side of the boulders to level her rifle—

      She was met by the alarming sight of the nearest prison rover bouncing off the jag of land and flying through the air—almost straight towards her!

      “The captain!” she heard someone shout—she thought it could have been Marshal—but she was too busy firing as she pressed herself flatter than was possible.

      Whumpf!

      When the rover landed, the impact sent a tremor back through the ground and her body, and it sent a spill of ice particles and rock dust into the air around it as it swerved behind her. The rover had completely jumped over her position in a bouncing leap across the dwarf planet’s surface and was even now turning around to bear its arms at the back of their line.

      So much for holding THAT damn line! Holly thought as she slung her rifle across and fired a line of angry bullets at it. Almost in slow motion, she could see the line of her fire hitting the surface as well as arcing across behind the vehicle, before the bullets started to hammer the shell of the rover itself, sparking off in brilliant flashes.

      One of the bullets that struck was brighter than the others and cascaded with sparks at the same time. Had she hit something important? Something vital? Had she struck a power line, an essential part of the rover’s engineering?

      No, apparently not, since the rover kept on moving around in an arc behind their position with the two mercenary guards on its back taking potshots at Holly’s squad.

      “Frack it!” the captain hissed, crouching as close to the boulder as she dared. She couldn’t jump on the other side of her cover. That would expose her to the rovers on that side, and now this rover was behind their position as well. The only one of her team that appeared insulated from the worst of the threat happened to be the doctor.

      A good thing, she thought, since the doctor was the most vulnerable of all of them. But her crater afforded her cover both behind and in front. Should they all join her there?

      All of these thoughts and assessments flashed past in an instant for Holly as her trained mind attempted to find a solution for this problem. To find a tactic that would work.

      There was always something that would work. That was what she had been led to believe in her basic, and then again in advanced leadership training.

      It wasn’t a problem of being outmatched. It was a problem of imagination.

      “Cap! We’re surrounded!” she could hear Marshal shouting. They were still taking shots at the two rovers in front of them, which were busy moving in short fits and starts and taking shots back at the Marines. Luckily for the squad, firing while moving and actually hitting anything was incredibly hard to do. No one was getting hit. No one was getting hurt. Yet.

      “Flash-bangs! Concussion grenades!” Holly called out, taking a moment to burst fire a spray at the rear rover once again. She slumped down pull the small canisters from her belt.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      “Ach!” Holly was spun around as a sledgehammer caught her shoulder.

      No, not a sledgehammer. She had been winged by a bullet. She had a moment of seeing the milky haze above her and the deeper dark of space before sound suddenly crashed back into her ears, and she could hear her own labored breathing.

      “Cap! Holly—wait, I’m coming to get you!” she could hear Bastion roar.

      “No—NO!” she shouted. “I’m alright!” She couldn’t let him break cover, and her suit medicals were busy telling her that she was alright. She wasn’t losing either suit pressure or blood, and the bullet had only caught one of her arm plates before pinging off.

      But it hurt all the same. She rolled from where she had been thrown on the exposed ground and back to the boulder that had been her cover. Bullets hit the ice around her, and a fiercer, more sustained report came back in answer from her squad.

      But now she was ready to fight back, and she swung her bionic arm at the rear prison rover. She strained with the effort of the launch as she hurled the concussion grenade towards her target.

      The first struck just beside the passenger seat of the rover, and there was a blinding flash as a brilliant, white cloud flew in all directions. The rover swerved.

      The next didn’t hit the vehicle but landed in front of it, creating another strike like lightning and expanding in a fast-dissipating cloud of white. But that wasn’t all. Concussion grenades were far more effective in concrete, gravity-filled areas, causing disorientation and shock with the light, noise, and vibration. Even so, it was actually this second grenade, when it hit the ground, that proved most effective out of the two.

      Where it struck, it set up a vast fog of ice crystals and fog, temporarily obscuring the rover—and the Forward Recon squad.

      Now! Holly didn’t even think. She more like felt the imperative as she launched herself into a run.

      Towards the Plutonian rover.

      “Captain! What are you doing?!” Holly heard the doctor shout out, but she had no time to explain as she extended her legs and threw herself into long, bounding leaps, moving as fast as she could. The rover was already about sixty or seventy feet away, and it was wildly swerving and bouncing with the driver still disoriented from the blast. Concussion grenades did that—they were designed less to do damage than they were to stun.

      And by the time that Holly was halfway there, the ice fog was slowly hazing down to the ground again, and she could see the frantic gestures of the guards on the back of the rover trying to get their driver to control the vehicle.

      But rovers are notoriously hard to control, aren’t they? the thought blipped through Holly’s mind. Anything in near zero-G was hard to control, especially when every movement you made only created acceleration.

      She saw one of the mercenary guards on the back of the truck finally notice the charging, very angry Marine captain coming towards them at full pelt just when she had closed in to less than ten feet.

      I can make that—

      Holly threw one leg forward and felt her metal boot punch through the ice surface of the ground before she kicked off, her legs scissoring as she flew through the air towards the momentarily stalled rover.

      The quick-eyed mercenary guard was already pulling up their own rifle in her direction. It would come down to a matter of seconds who would get first.

      WHAM! And Holly was landing in the flat bed, a knee striking the quick-eyed mercenary guard as she smacked the other with her rifle across the mask that they wore.

      Crack! She felt, rather than heard, the impact of metal on metal, and then an instant later, she felt the sharp ripple of pain as she smacked down onto the floor of the rover itself. Her side and chest and arm were once again awakened to agony with the jolt. She hadn’t given her body enough time to recover from being shot before. Either that, or she hadn’t taken enough stimulants. Any stimulants, in fact . . .

      It was a mess of arms, legs, and bodies around her as the three people—the two treacherous mercenary prison guards of Pluto and the one Forward Recon captain—struggled, wrestled, and attacked. Holly had lost her hold on her Marine rifle in an instant. Now there was a hand grabbing the front of her helmet visor and pulling her head back . . .

      “Arkhh!” Holly grunted and kicked out with her knees—instead of pulling forwards, she sent herself kicking backwards, crunching the mercenary who was attempting to grapple her against the railing.

      The one she had landed on, knee to the chest, was still lying on the floor of the rover. She wondered if she had done something serious to the man in her landing—she was, after all, in a full tactical suit, which wasn’t as light as a feather.

      But the driver of the rover was already hopping over the bar that separated the front seats from the back bed. In a split second, she saw the angry face of the man snarl and glare at her as he raised a bulky, ugly pistol in her direction.

      “Stars!” Holly turned as the shell went off. She managed to turn just in time as the bullet slammed into the mercenary guard behind her, and she was spinning back around towards the new attacker.

      She was unarmed. But she was metal-armed.

      Holly’s normal arm encased in the tactical suit struck out to bat the gun away as she pivoted and spun on her heel, using her other, metal-suited, metal arm like a windmill. She sent it flashing through space and straight at the helmet of the mercenary guard attempting to kill her.

      There was a crack of metal on metal as she struck the side of his helmet, and the man went down in one instant and deadly moment—and all at once, Holly was alone.

      Three mercenaries, each of them felled by her.

      Ugh . . . Holly felt her heart hammering as she struggled to breathe. Get with it, Breaker! she demanded of herself as she willed her legs to move. Sometimes combat was like that. The sheer amount of adrenaline froze you. Excitement and anxiety, both the same to a Marine.

      Holly grabbed the rail of the rover and launched herself over it, back towards her broken line of comrades. They were protected on this side, but they still had two of the Plutonian rovers—and six of the mercenary guards—firing at her three people.

      No, not six—Holly’s eyes scrolled up through her suit messages as she ran. At least two had been taken out already, one from each rover.

      Four against three, she thought (since she wasn’t there yet), and the two rovers were already on the move again, racing around their position.

      “Stuns and flash grenades!” she shouted through the comms. “Create a break!” She was calling out at her team when someone or something else decided to take action.

      She felt the pressure wave roll over her body at the same time as she saw the lancing spear of light heading straight over their heads like a burning line cut through heaven itself.

      “What the—!” the captain of the Forward Recon squad had a chance to say—right before there was the hammer of brilliance up ahead.

      The light beam struck one of the Plutonian rovers, and even though it was dozens of yards away, Holly could see that it was perfectly illuminated and lit up for an awful moment. Every steel or chrome surface gleamed a brilliant white, and Holly was sure that she could see the shells of the suits that the distant mercenaries wore like they had become shadows, and that inside of them, there were thinner, skeletal forms.

      What IS that?! she was thinking before the explosion came. The Plutonian rover and the two mercenary guards on its back eclipsed into an expanding ball of white that grew larger and larger and . . .

      “SQUAD!” Holly shouted, as the floor underneath her feet rumbled and shook with the expanding shockwaves. The white, explosive dome had jumped larger and was then shrouded by the rising throw of ice, mist, and pulverized rock.

      “Bastion! Marshal! Doctor!” Holly was demanding, when the shaking surface threw her off her feet to roll across the ground. Curiously, she was held in silence the entire time during this process. Inside her suit, she couldn’t hear any of the explosion, just see the effects. What was even worse, her suit’s comms channels, her connection to the others on her squad, were now ringing with static. Whatever—or whoever—had caused that explosion had released such a wave of static electricity that it functioned in the same way as a localized EMP and had knocked out their suit-to-suit comms.

      “Squad! Bastion, Marshal!” Still, hopelessly, Holly shouted as she struggled back to her feet and ran towards the haze of ice and rock dust ahead. Was the explosion so wide that it had eclipsed their positions? Were they engulfed in that?

      The captain of the Forward Recon squad did not have the answer to such questions. But she did see strange shapes before her looming out of the icy mist as the dust and water particles started to settle once more.

      The geography had changed, and the large boulders and fluted chunks of rock that they had been using as cover were now broken and gone. She couldn’t tell which chunk was the one her team had been firing from.

      “Recon squad! Report! Situation!” she demanded of them.

      “Holly!”

      All at once, her suit comms glitched into life, and Holly spun around to see that at least one feature still existed from before the strike. It was a crater, and there were huddled shapes rising from its lip.

      Dr. Crow. And two others.

      “Hey, boss.” She heard Marshal’s cynical, exhausted drawl, and she bounded towards them and grabbed a hold of the nearest one in a fierce hug. Bastion was there, too, and all of their suits were covered with a thick aggregate of grayish dust.

      “What in the name of all stars was that?!” Holly demanded, slightly shaking Marshal at the same time and earning a somewhat pained cough before she hurriedly let him go.

      “Dunno—but they took out one of the rovers. See?” Bastion was gesturing over towards the distant crater on the other side of their position where there was now a slagged and silvered sheen that had once been the Plutonian rover (and mercenary guards too).

      “The other one?” Holly asked. Bastion pointed to the distant flash of light that was the rear of the Plutonian rover, moving at top speed back towards the prison facility.

      “The closest I can think is an industrial laser,” Dr. Crow was saying. She turned all of their attention up towards the frozen Massif rising behind and above them.

      “On the debriefs I read, it mentioned that they had ice mines up there and that some of the equipment they used included thermal pulse lasers, but . . .” the doctor shook her head. “That shouldn’t be possible. I’m a scientist, and there is no way that we have a laser that powerful, to reach from all the way over there down to here. Yet . . .” Rachel was saying.

      “Yet,” Holly murmured, turning to look at the dark rise of the cliff behind them, the very place where Dr. Metz was supposed to have fled to. The very person that they were trying to capture.

      All of a sudden, Holly felt very exposed out here on the plain.

      “Doctor?” Holly heard Marshal, their technical specialist, whisper.

      “Yes?”

      “Exactly how much of a genius is this Dr. Metz lady? Like, is she genius enough to turn an ice laser into a damn near-orbital beam weapon straight out of the sci-fi vids?” Marshal ended angrily.

      Dr. Crow was suspiciously silent for a moment before answering.

      “Well, she is a genius,” she calmly ended with.

      “Great,” Holly muttered under her breath, nodding for the others to follow her as she broke into a jog towards the cliff. There was no way that she wanted to sit around presenting a static target for a mad scientist.

      “Cap?” she heard Marshal groan. “Plan of action?”

      “Well, I am going to assume that our Dr. Metz has taken it upon herself to attack our enemies because she likes us so much and wants to get to know us,” Holly said brusquely, although the tone in her voice belied that she believed anything but that.

      “Not that, you know,” Holly continued. “The good doctor has gone absolutely off the rails out there and is deciding to take potshots at anything that moves that reminds her of the cells that she’s been stuck in for however long.”

      There was a moment of silence from the others, punctuated only by their hiss of breath as they ran and bounded over the ice plains towards the dark cliff ahead of them.

      “But Captain,” Rachel breathed, “if Metz is hostile to us, how are you going to convince her to lay down her weapons and help us?”

      Holly shrugged inside her suit. They still had a way to go over the dark ice, and she wanted to concentrate on just moving. Nothing else.

      “Just by using my winning charm, Doctor,” Holly growled in return.
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      “What I wouldn’t give for a grappling hook,” Holly heard the doctor grumble from where she was busy stretching. She hung a few feet up the base of the frozen Plutonian cliff, trying to reach the next ledge of rock and ice.

      “What I wouldn’t give to not be here!” Marshal groaned in response, which Holly let slide this time. It was probably a good idea for him to let off some steam before the task ahead.

      Given that the task ahead was, well, gigantic, to say the least.

      They had arrived at the base of the frozen rise of land to see that it was comprised of a large plateau of rock with many smaller and larger frozen rivers of rock flowing over its surface to the ice plains of Pluto below. Some of the smallest “streams” of frozen water never reached the surface but instead became thick forests of frozen ice spears, pointing downwards to collapsed and broken piles of their brethren far beneath them.

      But there were also giant floes of frozen ice forming huge blankets over parts of the rock and down to the surface. It was to the side of one of these that the doctor and the rest of the Forward Recon squad were attempting to climb, where the frozen water met bare, black Plutonian rock.

      Above them, more than eighty feet, appeared a series of expertly cut, square holes into the ice. Tunnels which could only lead Holly and the rest to the ice mines inside—and towards Dr. Metz.

      “Checking target ID,” Holly murmured. She gestured with a hand and glanced at her internal HUD to see the still-blinking and still-green blip that had to be Dr. Metz’s suit somewhere beyond them inside the rock.

      “If this was true zero-G, you could throw me up there,” the doctor was grumbling. She was free-climbing the space between ice and wall with a loop of thin metal cord at her waist. It was all that they had managed to salvage from one of the Plutonian rover’s emergency kits, and Holly doubted if it would be helpful.

      But the doctor insisted. Holly sighed. Just as she had insisted on being the first to free-climb the face.

      Actually, Holly had to admit that the doctor was doing an amazing job. She had already reached three or four times their height, and even now, she was performing a difficult swing out on an overhang to catch a new rocky handhold.

      All of those watching below held their breath, but Rachel Crow—even inside her suit—performed the operation flawlessly, hanging for a free second before securing her feet and her other arm and snugging herself tighter to the rock.

      “I told you I could do this!” the doctor breathed in self-congratulation. Marshal whooped in applause.

      There was a sudden shard of movement nearby, and Holly swore she saw a little puff of light burst from the ice floe.

      Nope, not light—Holly took a step towards it to find Bastion’s heavy hand firmly holding her back. He was pointing to where there was a new crack in the nearby nest of frozen watercourses. The crack raced almost from the bottom to higher than the level that Rachel was at.

      “Ah . . .” Holly nodded as they all took a step back.

      “Another one?” Rachel asked.

      “Aye,” Bastion confirmed. “About, let’s see . . . twenty-five feet away from you? Probably stretched up about twenty feet, something like that.”

      “Okay, I’ll try to get this done quick.” Holly could hear the nervousness in Rachel’s voice as she climbed.

      “I’d rather you did it carefully, Doctor,” she added, but the woman in the encounter suit above her was already moving, pushing an arm out to slide along the rock until she found a handhold and then wrapping her gauntlet around it before sliding the other arm up to find another . . . and then, finally, pulling herself upwards and kicking her feet out into the nearest ice to make a temporary foothold.

      She did this once, two more times, edging up between rock and ice towards their destination, where she would then secure and let down the line for the next to follow.

      Probably Marshal next, Holly was thinking. Bastion was larger, and she had to know if the line would hold Marshal’s weight first. And of course, she would go last.

      “The cracks are probably set off by my vibrations,” said Rachel, huffing and wheezing as she climbed. “I don’t know how long this particular patch of ice has stood here, so I can’t tell how fragile it is.”

      “Does that matter?” Marshal whispered, and Holly was once again going to remind him to shut up, but then it appeared that Rachel was quite happy to talk and climb, so Holly did nothing but listen. Maybe the doctor liked the background chatter to take her mind off of the falling and breaking of limbs.

      “Of course! All water moves, even this frozen Plutonian stuff,” the doctor was saying as she reached and stretched, braced and pulled.

      “When enough weight of water sits on top of the floe, it will force a break further down, where we are,” the doctor grunted as she dragged herself up a little higher. “So the perfect time to climb a floe like this is after it has already gotten rid of a lot of weight by shedding some ice, and before it’s going to shed again.”

      “But how are we supposed to know how often that happens?” Marshal muttered. The doctor was now only a few handholds short of the first of the square tunnel opening. Holly was praying that when she got there, she would find that it went straight to a nice, pressurized double air lock. One that they could use manually.

      “Well—are there a lot of jagged ice blocks at the bottom where you are?” Rachel reached up—stretched—and one of her metal gauntleted hands clasped the edge of the tunnel entrance. Holly could hear the pleasure in her voice as she breathed and gasped over the suit comms.

      “Ah . . .” Marshal was scanning around the collection of small and giant ice blocks and boulders at the bottom of the floe. “Uh—they look a bit rounded to me,” he was saying, and when Holly cast an eye to confirm, she saw that he was right. No pristine, crystal-cut edges. Everything was weathered and rounded down.

      “Ah, frack then,” the doctor was saying as she suddenly pushed herself upwards to grab the ledge with the other hand.

      And slipped.

      “Ach!”

      Holly felt her stomach lurch, but the doctor only went away from the wall with one hand and both legs, still holding onto the tunnel entrance with one stubborn hand.

      “Hold on! You can do it!” Holly hissed, willing strength into the woman. Rachel flailed for a moment, and then Holly saw her quiet herself with a force of will and kick her feet against the frozen wall, and then her other hand. She dragged herself up over the edge with a grunt and a gasp, disappearing from view in a roll and the accompanying sounds of exhaustion.

      “You did it!” Marshal called out over the comms.

      “What do you see? Are you alright?” Holly was asking.

      There was a moment of silence at first, and then it was punctuated by a surprised gasp as the doctor’s hands appeared on the edge and then her suit’s helmet as she peered back.

      “Good news!” she called.

      “What?!” Holly said.

      There was another movement from above, and then two thick metal coils of wire were gracefully unrolling over the edge towards them, moving slowly in the near zero-G.

      “There’s an emergency kit up here! Climbing ropes secured to winches set into the rock!” the doctor was saying. “And an air lock door too. Looks to be wheel-operated!”

      “Well, thank the stars for some luck,” Holly muttered, nodding to Marshal. “You’re up next. Try not to bring down the rest of this iceberg on top of us on the way up, will ya?”
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      Using the two lines, Marshal got up to the tunnel entrance easily, followed by Bastion and finally Holly. It was a tougher climb than the captain had expected, and more than once she wondered about this Dr. Crow and the skills that she had.

      She doesn’t seem like some military academic, Holly thought. And neither did she have the same demeanor as the military top brass or senate undercover agents did—all cold and official. Instead, although the doctor was certainly woefully unprepared in some areas (such as the initial low-G operations), in others (such as climbing and combat), she appeared to be more like a Marine than not.

      Well, maybe not a Marine, Holly had to think with a little self-congratulatory pride as she hauled herself up. She braced against the two wires, and with her feet on the wall, she climbed up. The difficult climb was made easier thanks to her new arm. Now that the ghost sensations of her missing flesh had faded, she realized that she actually had a lot more strength than before, and her one arm appeared able to hold almost all of her weight without any grumble from the rest of her.

      Still, she was only a couple of feet away from the top ledge when her suit microphones picked up a cracking sound, and she saw a sudden movement to her right.

      “Cap!” she heard Marshal saying. Holly turned her head to see the line of a fresh crack shooting upward from where it had been before. It raced past her and continued up above the ledge.

      Holly froze instinctively, half expecting the frozen river at her feet to immediately break off and disappear underneath her.

      “Holly! Grab my hand!” It was Rachel, leaning over the edge with one suited hand, the other holding onto Bastion.

      “Captain—now!” Rachel said as there was a sudden shift in the ice above the tunnel entrance. Small flakes of water crystals were starting to tumble down around her, for the moment a fine snow—but the particles were getting bigger by the second, turning into hailstones and then snowballs and then . . .

      “Augh!” Holly lunged her metal arm upwards for the doctor to grab at it with one of her own, and Bastion pulled backwards. Marshal moved forward and seized the doctor’s waist at the same time. A cloud of white engulfed Holly.

      “Pull! Move it!” the captain could hear Sergeant Li demanding of everyone. She was suddenly lifted free and dragged forwards as heavy thuds hit the top of her helmet, her shoulders and back . . .

      “Ugh!” They collapsed in a heap at the mouth of the tunnel entrance with a roar of white just past the ledge behind them. As Holly turned to stare, she even saw ice boulders crashing down close enough to smash apart the ledge that she had been clinging to. The ledged collapsed in jagged, ice-crystal fractures.

      “Back—to the air lock!” Rachel said, surprisingly the first to lead them to the heavy bronze-and-russet metal doors that stretched across the interior of the tunnel. She seized the heavy metal-spoked wheel and started to heave at it. She was getting nowhere, however, and Bastion was the next up—grabbing one of the spokes, his suit flexing. There was a sudden jerk of complaining metals, and the wheel started to spin.

      One rotation, two, as the icy grumble of avalanche behind them shook through the ground. On the third, the oval door broke its own frosted ice coating and started to crank open, allowing Marshal, then Holly, Rachel—and finally Bastion to clamber inside a small, darkened air lock chamber where they repeated the wheel process once more on the inside.

      “Quick! We need that seal!” Bastion was saying as gusts and clouds of white were beginning to fill the small metal room from outside. Holly had a disturbing vision of the four of them submerged and frozen there in a flood of exoplanetary ice. Stuck like popsicles in a freezer until some hapless prisoner broke them out.

      But with a heavy clang, the outer air lock door slammed shut with a thud that they could feel reverberating through the metal walls, and they were plunged into darkness.

      Holly could still feel the avalanche happening outside, rolling and shaking through the rocky cliff itself. Their automatic suit lights came on, shooting thin beams of brilliant, white light that cut through the murk.

      “Well done, everyone,” Holly murmured as she looked around to see that they were indeed in a small metal room. The glimmers of brilliant crystal-white ice flecked and floated through the air, almost like a Christmas scene.

      Except that we’re probably trapped inside a mountain now, Holly thought a little glumly.

      “Ma’am?” It was Marshal moving to tap the large transmitter box on Rachel’s back. She shot him a funny look.

      “Yes, Sergeant?” Holly was moving to the back of the room where another of the spoked wheels would open an inner door. Beside that, there was a series of pull-down levers, which she assumed must control the repressurize and depressurize systems. She leaned in to scrape off the layer of heavy frost to find the right one before creaking it down.

      “As technical officer, my suit was direct-linked to the mobile transmitter,” Marshal explained, “But I’m getting an error message. It says the transmitter’s damaged. That means we’ve lost the ID identifier for finding this Dr. Metz.”

      “And any hope of getting an SOS out to the nearest Outer Command ship,” Holly agreed as she heard a dull whirring over her suit mics. The snow-filled air in the room was starting to eddy and shift as atmospheric pressure and all of that lovely oxygen was pumped in by some ancient machinery in the mines.

      “What’s our suit range?” Holly checked, stepping back to pull down the simplified navigation controls on her own tactical suit.

      Unfortunately, the answer to her question wasn’t particularly great.

      “Ah,” she heard herself mutter.

      Their suit scanners effectively died just a few yards beyond the doors behind them and extended only a few yards in front of them, room by room.

      “The ice fall outside and the mountain all around us have shortened our range. We’ve got no idea where the doctor is, and we’re going to be going in room by room,” Holly said with a grimace. A green light blipped over the interior door. They were at human-normal pressure. Good to go.

      “The mine might have an emergency transmitter,” Marshal opined. “It would be foolhardy not to, in case there was an accident and they needed to relay messages to base.”

      “You think you can hack it to give it a bigger range?” Holly asked. “Once we have the doctor, we can direct-message for nearest Outer Command support, then sit back and wait for the cavalry?”

      “Hah.” Marshal chuckled at the sarcastic humor of her suggestion. “Waiting for the cavalry” was one of those things that a lot of soldiers talked about—and it usually meant ground troops waiting for Marines like their team to come in and handle whatever the awful problem was.

      “Well, this is nothing we haven’t faced before, right?” Bastion announced pragmatically, which was at least something that Holly had to agree with.

      “Yeah, situation normal, everything . . .” Holly didn’t complete one of the many unofficial mantras of the Marine corps, figuring that it might upset the doctor.

      “Everything that can go wrong will go wrong?” the doctor finished, shooting the captain a wry grin from behind her helmet. Holly could see the woman’s face lit by her own internal reddish suit lights. It looked vaguely spectral, and if Holly wasn’t a Marine and was instead a civilian, she wondered if she would find the result a little menacing.

      I guess that menacing is what we do. Holly nodded at the door for Bastion to seize the wheels and start to turn. There was a hiss of equalizing steam, and the door creaked open.
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      “Central leads to what looks to be the first staging post,” Marshal breathed from point position as he led the way down the dark metal tunnel into the ice mine itself.

      The side walls were of bare, black rock threaded with the sharper glimmers of silicate or crystal, but the floors and ceiling were the same russet-red ironwork. Large metal pipes and ceramic tubing snaked along the sides, anchored with heavy bolts and braces into the wall.

      The sergeant was a little way ahead of them at the end of the wide corridor where it appeared to open up into a much bigger space.

      “Signs of activity?” Holly whispered, nodding for Bastion to be the next up while she waited with Dr. Crow. She was playing this careful—partly because she knew that this Dr. Metz appeared to have access to an incredibly powerful industrial laser and knew how to use it.

      “Well, I got a big damn space with a whole heap of junk in it,” Marshal whispered. His form turned slowly around, his suit lights lancing ahead into the dark.

      “Bastion?” Holly breathed.

      “Construction shapes,” the other sergeant whispered. “Some kind of digging equipment, loaders, a tram, I think.”

      “Plenty of cover, then,” Holly groaned. That might be good for her team if they were in a firefight. But it was also excellent for one criminally dangerous doctor attempting to hide or kill them.

      “Okay, lead out,” she whispered as she nodded for Dr. Crow to stay behind her as she crept forward to join the rest of her team.

      It was just as Marshal and Bastion had described. A large, multistory space with at least three vaulted entrance tunnels that led deeper into the mountains on the far side. Each of the three had a pair of tracks leading into them, while the third actually had a stalled series of carts sitting at the entranceway.

      The rest of the large space bristled with various bits of machinery. Super-large loaders with giant pronged teeth along with machines affixed into the walls with what appeared to be crushing wheels and winches.

      “Must be where they haul the rock or ice or whatever it is up here,” Marshal muttered. He started down the ramp to the lower floor and the three possible exits.

      “How are we supposed to know which route she took?” Holly heard Bastion breathe ahead of her. He was the next down the ramp. The two collected in the empty center of the room, scanning right and left with their rifles. No sign of movement. No sign of threat.

      “Well . . .” To her surprise, it was Rachel who spoke. The doctor had stepped forward from her and was cautiously scanning around the large space with her suit lights.

      “Look! There.” Holly followed her gesture towards some of the machines nearby which must have been pulled from the sides of their housing. Parts of the machine’s grills had been taken away, leaving the open innards of the machines exposed.

      Their technical specialist, Marshal, winced and whistled. “Now that is the sure sign of an engineer looking for scraps,” he said, moving closer to inspect the changes.

      “And how do we know that it didn’t happen earlier? What if the prisoners had to repair some part of the machines here?” Holly frowned.

      “Ice,” Dr. Crow said, gesturing to where there was a thick layer of frost covering all surfaces—all except for the disturbed parts of the machine itself.

      “So . . . Metz came through here,” Rachel went on to say, straightening up and turning around to look at the way they had come and the three exits. Holly saw a change come over the woman. She stood stock-still and took a deep breath.

      What is she doing? Holly stared at the doctor, who looked down at her feet, up, and glanced at the disturbed machines again.

      “I’m a social scientist, really. I study evolutionary behaviors, linguistics,” they heard the doctor state as she turned on her heels to examine the passageways beyond.

      “When any creature is stressed, it will naturally take the shortest route to get to its destination.” Holly watched as the doctor walked across the ice-dusted floor to the side of the first of the carriages, there to examine its wheels.

      “Same. No ice,” Rachel announced. She even grabbed the large cart with both hands and moved it slightly back and forth to show that there was no flaking of ice from its wheels.

      “I think that our Dr. Metz scavenged something from those machines over there and then used these carts here to . . .” the doctor was saying, just as light and movement flashed through the space.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Holly’s suit pinged with sudden alarm as she saw bright sodium-yellow lights flare on all around them from the ceiling. The industrial floodlights were flickering and flashing above, and gusts of steam erupted from the machines as winch arms started shaking and shivering and cogs started creaking and turning themselves awake.

      “What’s going on?!” Marshal called. He backed away from the machines with his rifle raised. “She activated the machines here?”

      “I guess so,” Holly growled as she leapt away from where a winch arm swung out past her. It narrowly missed her head before it hung in the air for a few moments as if about to perform some invisible task. Then it slowly, awkwardly returned back to its original position.

      Elsewhere, too, there were signs of the other machines performing their impotent ghost tasks. Tipper barrels upturned on their own to drop nothing but ice flakes into wide, grinding metal wheels that chugged and shuddered. Holly thought that all of this would make sense if there was a team of prisoners chucking rock or ice blocks onto the conveyor belts.

      “Marshal! Watch out!” She heard Bastion’s desperate growl a moment before she turned. The larger sergeant performed a flying tackle straight at the smaller sergeant, striking him in a bear hug and lifting him off his feet. Both men got out of the way of an advancing scoop drone.

      The device was larger than either of the two Marines. It was furnished with large, metal-pronged teeth at its raised nose—which had been coming straight for Marshal.

      “Guys—I don’t think this is natural,” Rachel was saying—a heartbeat before there was a violent burst of steam over the spot where the Marines were standing, forcing them further apart.

      “The cart! Get to the cart!” Holly ordered, looking around her and ducking first one way and then another. A conveyor belt began moving over their heads, flinging metal crates to the location where she had been standing.

      Ahead of her, Bastion was picking up the technical sergeant and pushing him ahead of himself to the end of the room where Rachel was already cowering beside the cart.

      Holly ducked under the latest metal container and darted forward—just in time to see something drop from the ceiling, a hose of some kind, and it sprayed Bastion with a noxious, greenish-looking substance.

      “Sergeant!” she shouted as the chemical cloud engulfed him. She heard him curse inside his suit.

      “Keep moving! Move!” she demanded of him, of them all. She reached where he was, her boots skidding through the green scum on the floor. Her eyes caught on the way that it hissed and bubbled on the ice.

      Some kind of acid? A pollutant?

      “Into the cart!” Holly heard Marshal shouting. He had reached where the doctor was and was nearly throwing her inside before clambering in himself.

      I need an extinguisher, Holly was thinking as she reached Bastion. He was still on his feet, still moving—but there was a hiss of steam from all across his suit, and the substance was either reacting to the ice, hopefully, or the metal of his suit. Holly grimaced and prayed it wasn’t the latter.

      “Extinguisher! The mine must have an emergency kit around here somewhere.” Holly stayed low, guiding the large sergeant to the side of the cart when Rachel called out, pointing.

      “There! On the wall!”

      Holly followed her eyes to see where she meant—and on the near wall was what appeared to be an emergency station with a large extinguisher bottle. But it was on the next level, and she couldn’t see any stairs.

      She just had to get to it first. And fast.

      Without thinking (there was no time to when one of her own was in danger), she threw herself into a crouching run—skidding to one side as another loader drone surged past so close that she could feel the suction of air in its wake—and then leapt forward again for one, two, three strides . . .

      There!

      She saw her opportunity as one of the large overhead winches was stuttering in its return to its original position. The winch was huge, large enough to easily lift her off her feet if it had caught her.

      She didn’t let it catch her. Instead, she caught it.

      One bounding leap, and she had jumped up to grab one of its dangling, metal tines that was almost as long as her arm. She seized it with her metal arm and swung up through the high space of the cavern.

      Wait. Wait. Wait and—

      Holly let go just past the apex of her swing, flying through the air to crash into a roll on the other side and ripping the extinguisher off of the wall.

      “Marshal!” she shouted, turning. With one expert throw worthy of a football quarterback, she pitched the lurid orange bottle through the air and back at her sergeant, who fielded it perfectly. Marshal turned the cannister around and engulfed the other sergeant in a cloud of steam.

      “We got it!” Marshal was calling. “It started attacking his suit—but he’s okay!” she heard her squad member saying. He was grabbing ahold of the disoriented Bastion and hauling him over the side of the cart.

      But something happened with that much weight inside the metal mining cart. Maybe one of them had accidentally hit the gear release. Or maybe it was another feature of this deadly, automated room—but the cart that Rachel, Marshal, and now Bastion were in was starting to move, chugging forwards on a slow grind, but increasing speed as it went.

      “Now, Cap—get back over here!” the technical sergeant was saying, turning back towards her. Holly surveyed the distance.

      There was no returning winch this time to get her back to where she had started. She would have to run the gauntlet instead, and the room appeared to be getting more deadly by the moment. Their cart was already about to enter the tunnel beyond. The tunnel that Rachel had said that Dr. Metz had probably gone down.

      Probably.

      “Go! Get moving!” Holly said, waving them off. “I’ll be fine. There’s another cart behind you.” She broke into a run, knowing that she wasn’t going to make it to the other side in time to get to them anyway.

      “No—Cap!” she heard Marshal call out desperately—just before he and the others that traveled with him disappeared into the black tunnel, swallowed as completely as if they had never been there at all.

      “Frack!” But right now, Holly had other dangers to contend with. One of the overhead wires with its empty metal buckets was rolling past her, and she had to duck and angle herself out of the way, just in time to . . .

      “Ach!” Another of the chemical nozzles above detached itself from the ceiling, swinging downwards in what had to be some preplanned measure to spray its acid to break down troublesome ore.

      Holly skidded on her heel and threw herself to the right as the cloud of noxious green filled the space where she had been. The substance hit the cables of the overhead wire track, immediately hissing as they started to degrade.

      Move it, Marine! she demanded of herself as she jumped into an awkward roll across the floor, half sliding out of it. She pushed herself up once again.

      Just in time to see the loader truck coming straight for her.

      Holly didn’t have the time or the momentum to jump out of the way. Faced with only one option left, and with the empty, waiting escape cart on the other side of it, Holly lunged forward, one booted foot outstretched.

      For it to clang on the pointed bucket of the loader as it charged straight towards her.

      She felt herself immediately start to overbalance.

      Holly leapt once again, and this time her boot caught the top of the bucket. She pirouetted herself off of it in a wild, fierce movement as she kicked out.

      And bounded clear over the other side to crash into the floor beside the waiting cart. There she jumped in and pulled the release lever for the mining cart to roll forwards into the dark after her team.
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      “Bastion? Report!” Holly called out as she was thrown into the tunnel of darkness after the others. There were no lights down here coming from the station, but the captain could see the glow of the others’ suit lights from ahead, suddenly glowing brighter as her cart started to speed up and then disappearing just as quickly as their cart swung around a corner.

      The tunnel wasn’t straight, Holly realized immediately—and, if anything, it was leading deeper down into the Plutonian ice mountain, meaning that they were only traveling faster and faster.

      “Bastion—Marshal!” Holly tried again, gripping onto the front of the cart with both hands as she peered ahead of her. She was aware of the walls flashing past her on either side at ever-increasing, crushing speeds. They could jump out, but their suits would take a battering, she realized. And in this narrow tunnel with just the cart tracks down its center, there was nowhere to jump to.

      “Captain!” She heard Bastion’s gruff bark of alarm as they burst into view again. Somehow, she had managed to gain on them by a few yards as they swept downwards.

      “Where are we going?!” Marshal demanded of anyone who would answer. Holly saw that there was a glow up ahead that they were heading towards.

      “What is that?!” she heard Marshal say over their shared suit comms, and again, in a rising pitch of alarm, “What is that?!”

      “Wait—I might be able to pull up the schematics for the Pluto Facility,” Dr. Crow was saying, but by then, it was already too late.

      She saw the cart bearing her squad and her friends barrel straight into the glow as the tunnel rapidly widened out—and Holly had a moment to grit her teeth before she, too, was following them.

      Blink.

      The light was blinding for a moment, and it took a microsecond for her suit’s illumination filters to kick in. She felt a lurch from the cart that contained her, and she realized that they were still racing ahead on the tracks, which were now suspended from the ceiling of a cavern by ancient metal wires and stanchions. Everything was shaking, and there was no way that this appeared to be safe, but Holly was more concerned with the sight that she saw below.

      There was an awful lot of below, it seemed.

      The cavern that they were rocketing through was vast and deep, and when Holly looked over the edge, she could see that there were impossibly large metal cylinders filling the space, puncturing the walls and ceiling and delving to more mysterious machinery below.

      Turbines, Holly saw below the cylinders. Each of these giant tubes were affixed to beds that were in turn fixed to giant turbine blades that moved at a constant, steady whirr. Each blade had to be nearly fifteen or sixteen feet long and perhaps five feet wide. They were set at exact interspacings so that the blades overlapped but never struck each other.

      And on the other side of the turbine blades, far beneath them, was some sort of glowing, churning brilliance.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Holly’s suit blared a sudden warning as it registered the outside temperature dropping by a few dozen degrees, already hundreds of degrees below zero, before it mysteriously rose by another dozen, then dropped by again, and so on.

      “It’s hydromagma!” she heard Rachel shouting from up ahead, her voice shaking as their cart bounced and jolted and spilled sparks from the sides of the wheels as it rounded a corner on its bridge.

      “Hydro-what?!” she shouted, doing everything that she could to keep her weight centered and hold on for dear life. If the speeding cart lost its grip on the tracks and overturned, then she would have an awfully long way to fall before she hit the turbines, which would then be sure to tear her apart before dropping her pieces through to whatever that hydromagma was.

      “Pluto is a dwarf planet!” she heard Rachel gasp. “Just like other planets, it has plates, crusts, internal magma flows. It’s an active planet,” the doctor was doing her best to explain as Holly’s mind caught up.

      Cryovolcanoes, she remembered somebody saying about the instability of the surface of the small planetoid. Volcanoes that spewed out ice and rock and nitrogen and could freeze you in an instant.

      If Pluto has volcanoes that chuck out that stuff, then I guess it has magma of the same, too, right? Holly thought—just as her cart charged around the corner. She felt one side of its wheels lift from the track as it turned.

      No—no! She threw herself towards the rising edge to feel it hammer back down on the track as it roared around the corner with a squeal.

      “Boss—boss, boss!” She could hear someone shouting. Holly dared to raise her head just in time to see that her comrades were heading straight for the end of their ride. The suspended bridge was broken, the struts that held up the tracks snapped and degraded in this intense freeze. Holly could see where the rest of the track continued a short way before plunging back into another tunnel straight through the opposing wall.

      But between that and this, there was just air.

      “The supports!” Holly shouted, pointing to the metal bars that shot down from the ceiling to hold the tracks in place, forming a sort of frame for the carts to move through. It was their best shot. In fact, it was their only shot.

      Come on, come on, come on . . . she urged as she saw them rise almost as one, supporting each other on the bed of the shaking and lurching cart.

      Bastion had one arm around Rachel, but he was already pushing Marshal to be first. There was no time for any words of bravery as the next set of metal bars came straight for them.

      Marshal jumped and grabbed at it with both hands—and suddenly he was swinging up and out of the way as the cart flashed past him, leaving him hanging on the bar as Holly flashed towards it.

      “Your hand!” She heard Marshal shout towards her. But Holly was only partially listening, watching as Bastion made for the next bar himself.

      Themselves, she corrected, as she noticed that Rachel was trying to pull back from the terrible action asked of her, but Bastion was having none of it. She watched as the large Marine merely clamped one great arm tighter around Rachel’s back and under her arm before he leapt . . .

      And grabbed.

      He latched onto the metal support and was soon swinging out over the great distance below exactly as Marshal had done. Then Bastion was sliding down to settle his boots against the track support joists as Holly thundered past.

      “Boss!” she heard Marshal shouting desperately, just in time to realize that she had somehow managed to miss both Marshal and now Bastion, and she was the only Marine left in a cart.

      The cart that had borne the others was now thrown off the end of the tortured and broken tracks. She saw it spiral through the air before slamming into the opposite wall and then falling in its new, twisted shapes towards the great turbines below. There was a terrible glitter of sparks as metal and metal warred—and the turbines won.

      “Captain—move!” she heard Bastion shouting out to her as she realized that yes, that was probably a good idea.

      The end of the tracks was coming up at her fast. The terror of it exerted a horrible, deadly fascination on her.

      Holly suddenly reacted, leaping up from the bed of the cart and flinging herself upwards to grab at the last remaining metal support. She felt her metal arm catch it, her fingers closing on it with all of their cogged and servo-assisted strength. There was a terrible yank against her body as she was thrown and swung around, her body circling through empty air. The cart that she had been riding in was flung just like the first to its demise below.

      Holly snarled, slamming her other hand to grab the bar when she found herself slipping down it. She remembered just in time to kick her feet out to catch the support joists that ran next to the tracks before she finally stopped.

      “Huh! Dear. Fracking. Stars!” She gasped for air, feeling her good arm start to protest and scream in agony at the pressure that she was putting on it.

      “Get up. Get up, there you go,” she heard Bastion snapping to everyone as she hauled herself back onto the track bridge, clinging to both sides as she heaved sigh after sigh. The others were already doing the same, interspersed along the tracks and each trying not to look down beneath their legs where there was nothing but Plutonian air and crushing metals.

      “Whose great idea was this?” Holly breathed. “Whose great idea . . .?!” She didn’t need an answer, and her team knew her well enough not to offer one.

      “Are you telling me Dr. Metz did this?” Marshal groaned, clearly wondering if this mission was worth it.

      “I said she came this way, not that she was taking the Hell Ride while she did it!” the doctor said. Crow adeptly stepped across several of the track joists. “Here. This way,” she said, moving along the track to one of a few ladders that led upwards to the ceiling and into a tunnel opening.

      We still have no idea where Dr. Metz even is! Holly thought to herself as she waited for her turn to seize the rungs and start climbing.
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      The ladder led straight up through the mining facility, easily over eight stories straight up. At the tail end of the ascending climb, Holly noticed how the progress grew slower and slower as the Marines above her weakened and tired.

      Strange. She wondered about her own apparent indefatigable stamina. Even though she was tired and her body was bruised and aching from the effort, Holly also knew that she appeared to have much more strength than the others—even Sergeant Bastion Li, who was, by anyone’s standards, as strong as an ox.

      It has to be the arm, she realized. She felt the mechanical hiss and pull of her strange metal appendage as she used it to pull her up the next rung and then the next and the next. Even though most of her body was made of flesh and blood, the strength in her metal arm lent itself to the rest.

      “Captain?” she heard Rachel, who was at the top of their climb, whispering over the comms. “We’re approaching the top, but there’s something up here, a sound . . .”

      “Relay me your suit sensors,” Holly said before cursing. Of course, the doctor might have some alpha-level security clearance given to her because of her job, but that didn’t mean that she knew how to work in a squad.

      “Uhr . . . I can turn my sound up really loud if you want?” Rachel was saying. Then Marshal broke in to tell her how to send her sensor identifier to the rest of the squad and to allow them access. Holly knew that, in an ideal world, she should have added Rachel to her own Forward Recon squad, thus giving herself all of the captaincy rights that she already had over Bastion and Marshal and also Rachel as well.

      Ah well. Holly sighed. Let’s just get out of this alive and then think about squad dynamics, okay?

      In another moment, it was done, and Holly was hearing the dull, vibrational hammering sound that Rachel heard, and Marshal was working on the sensor dynamics.

      “Running a short-range electroscope,” she heard Marshal whisper.

      Holly still had no idea what half of the stuff he said meant, but at least he seemed happy about it.

      In any event, the results of the arcane-sounding scan appeared on her suit looking like lots of overlapping circles. Some of them were strong and bright colors, while others were small and faint. It was hard to miss that the largest circle of light was also the closest.

      “Uhr . . . technical?” Holly asked. “What am I looking at?”

      “Power,” Marshal responded through a hiss of his teeth. The team was braced in the tight and dark tunnel, and Holly could see how most of them were leaning back from the ladder to rest their backs against the nearby opposite wall. She couldn’t keep them in here for long, she knew. They were tiring out fast.

      “What you’re looking at is Rachel’s suit scanners, plus mine and Bastion’s, added together and overlaid to give a picture of where all of the power emissions are nearby.”

      “I thought you said that the scanners were broken? That they could only detect room to room?” Holly asked.

      “Yes. Direct scans, that is. Those that isolate movement, register other suit IDs, weapons use, targeting systems, and all the rest of it,” Marshal confirmed. “But these are the background radiation signatures, each associated with generic power sources: generators, relays, battery hubs, that kind of thing.”

      “Sure, I see,” Holly said, although she didn’t. “So, this big wobbly one I’m getting?” She looked at the strange bubble diagram that was overlaid on the inner screen of her visor.

      “Well, the smaller ones are what I would expect to see from power relays, battery hubs. All of the normal things that would keep a facility like this operational and pressurized,” their technical specialist said.

      “But that big damn red thing right in front?” Holly was sure that she didn’t want to know where this was going to lead.

      And as it turned out, Holly was right.

      “Well, yeah—exactly. That right there has the same power output as about four of the central Pluto Prison Facilities. No wait—probably more,” Marshal said.

      “Four?!” Holly heard herself say with some surprise. I mean, she knew that mines had to be big—but did it make sense that they were that big?

      “The laser,” she heard Bastion say right above her. “The one that Dr. Metz fired at the mercenary guards.”

      At us, you mean? Holly could have added.

      “You said you thought that she had modified it, right? So, I guess that means that it has to be that. She made it more powerful.”

      “But four times the entire Prison Facility?” Marshal pointed out. “It’s basic physics, guys. That laser thing up there could match the entire Prison Facility easily and then blow the frack out of it to the tune of three more times the power it already holds. If she’s gearing up to strike, we’re about to watch the equivalent of a small tactical nuke go off.”

      And there’s probably a whole heap of Breaker inmates in there too. Holly growled.

      “Hey! What was that?!” Rachel was saying, this time patching over her suit microphones with much greater speed than before.

      Holly frowned as she tried to listen to the dull and muffled noises, and then she suddenly made sense of them. Pops. Bangs. Something that could have even been a scream.

      “There are people up there. And they’re dying,” Holly said in alarm.

      “Alright. I’m almost at the top. I’m going in!” the doctor was saying as anxiety at her words ripped through the captain.

      The doctor is going in first?! she thought. That could be bad. Really bad. But considering that they were single file on a ladder, there was absolutely nothing else that they could do, was there?

      “Marshal!” Holly called. He was the next Marine underneath Rachel. The doctor was even now using one hand to grab at the lever that held the top hatch closed, far above the captain.

      “I’m on it, boss!” the technical specialist called, hurrying upwards and unslinging his Marine rifle in one hand so that he could at least be nearly ready by the time that . . .

      There was a clank of metal above, and in their tunnel, they could now hear the clangs and crashes of something going on up above. The doctor wasn’t pausing at the edge but was already clambering up and into the chaos when Holly recognized the zip of bullets.

      “Dammit!” she heard Marshal say. He had no time to pause and take aim either but threw himself to the edge of the opening and was kicking his feet as he dragged himself over the top.

      “Bastion?!” Holly was saying angrily. Now there was more room to ascend after the first two had gone up.

      “Going for it,” he muttered. There were yet more sounds of pings and gasps of metal, and Bastion settled at the top of the ladder, rifle snugged up almost across his face.

      “There’s shooters. Can’t say how many. At least three. Lots of metal in the way,” Bastion was saying. Then, in a tighter voice, he said, “I’m going after Marshal and the doctor.” Holly saw him take a breath and then immediately lunge upwards and roll out of the opening.

      Right. Just great. That is textbook How Not to Enter a Combat Zone, people! Holly could have screamed as she ascended the ladder quickly, cursed under her breath once more, and then rolled over the edge after the others.

      After all—what else were you supposed to do other than back up your team?
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      “Not three—five shooters!” Holly heard Bastion call as she squirmed under the complicated array of metal girders and pipes in this new, strange industrial space.

      Great. Now I feel trapped. Like a rat! Holly was thinking as she wriggled and pulled herself through to a larger space underneath one of the metal walkways overhead. Nearby, she could make out the owlish eyes, under-lit by their suit lights, of her team who were scattered in similar crawl spaces a few yards away.

      This is an access level, Holly understood immediately, and it led directly up to a longer, hallway-type room with different galleries. Everywhere, there was the murmur and thrum of machines as it seemed to be a similar kind of space as the reception hall that they were so recently in (before the cart ride from Hell, as Rachel had called it).

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Her suit pinged her, and there was a sudden ricochet of sparks from above somewhere. Looking up, she could see that the sergeant was right. There were five shooters up there on at least three of the levels—and all of them were wearing the regular gray-and-black encounter suits of the mercenary guards. The corrupt prison guards who had decided to crash an Earth Alliance Marine ship and attempt to kill her squad, all in return for . . .

      What? Or who—Dr. Metz?

      But the mercenaries above weren’t shooting at the Marines. They appeared to be concentrating their fire over their heads at the far end of the hallway.

      “They found a way in,” Bastion grunted over the comms as he carefully set his rifle against one of the pipes.

      “Hold your fire!” Holly said.

      “What?!” Marshal had already lain down on the metal floor and had his rifle propped in a classic attack mode, just as Bastion was doing. “We’ve got a clean line! They have no idea we’re here!” the technical Marine pointed out.

      “And as soon as they do know we’re here, we’ll be sitting ducks!” Holly insisted. There was no way that she wanted five barrels pointed at her team when there was little that they could do to even roll out of the way. “We make it up to the floor level, then engage. Understood?”

      Marshal didn’t respond, clearly annoyed at his great idea being vetoed. But Bastion was already moving off, leading the route through the access area to the nearest vent up to the ground that would lead up to one covered side of a giant pipe. Holly waited for him to get into position before crawling away and out to the opposite side of the long hallway gallery, almost underneath the shooters.

      Who are they shooting at, anyway? she wondered, carefully undoing the latch that held the metal grill down and lifting it slowly. It was out of sight behind another of the large ceramic pipes, so she had no fear of being seen by the mercenaries.

      Another couple of flights of bullets flung themselves overhead to impact the far end of the gallery, where giant, hulking machines sat.

      “Hyurk!”

      And there was a shout. No, a gurgled scream. One of the bullets must have hit something. Holly raised herself out of the access flooring quickly, noticing that there was a lighter-colored form out there lying prone on the floor.

      A light, bluish-gray encounter suit. The sort that the inmates used. From this distance, Holly had no hope of seeing through the helmet visor at who it contained, but the figure rolled out of cover and lay still for a moment.

      “We got her!” There was a sudden burst of noise overhead, and the mercenaries started to crow.

      “Move in! Get her before she can cause any more damage!” another was shouting. All at once, there were heavy feet slamming onto the grill level that Holly was on.

      “Now! Move in!” she hissed over her comms. She tensed, waited for the nearest in the lead to approach, before—

      She swung out of her hiding place, bringing up her arm and planting the butt of the Marine rifle straight into the visor of the mercenary running her way. The shock of the impact was enough so that the jolt reverberated down her arms, and she was almost spun around as the mercenary’s feet literally left the floor. He slammed onto the grill on his back with a heavy crumple.

      “FREEZE!” Holly was halfway through shouting. At the same time, the next mercenary had almost reached her position and so had the other one behind them too. Holly had a moment to see the surprised snarl of a face and then the enraged look as they raised their own rifle to match hers.

      Holly lunged forward, acting on instinct to bat at the man’s gun with her own, using her weapon as if she were jousting. There was a clang of metal against metal, and she was shoved back several feet.

      For the incoming mercenary to lower his gun straight towards her.

      Holly stamped her boot down hard on the man’s leg. He let out a startled yell as he fell back, firing—but the bullets went wide and slammed into the machines behind her. Holly followed but jumped forward again, slamming her rifle into his chest to drive him back some more.

      Close the distance—don’t give them any chance to breathe, she was thinking, almost quoting Marine training protocol.

      She had almost forgotten about the third mercenary behind the second. That one used his own rifle like a baseball bat to clobber Holly on the side of the head, sending her crashing against the wall with a punishing groan.

      No!

      Holly’s world spun, and she saw a moment of brilliant white and then blackness before she groggily felt the pain blossom over her head. She could hear the alerts of her suit trying to tell her something important, but right now she couldn’t quite hear them. It seemed as though someone had filled her ears with cotton wool.

      Move, Marine—move it! A part of her was thinking, demanding more of herself. She forced herself to flop to one side. It was the worst combat roll ever, and with her thumping headache, she barely had the concentration to realize that she was crouching at the bottom of the metal wall, having slid down it where she had hit.

      One of her attackers was before her. Maybe two. They would be leveling their guns at her right now, wouldn’t they?

      She looked up, trying to remember where she had dropped her own Marine rifle in the scuffle.

      “Hyragh!” There was a roar as a mountain of heavy tactical suit containing the not-insubstantial Sergeant Bastion flew through the air to body check the attacker standing over her. There was a sharp clash of metals like a thunder strike as the men tumbled to the floor in a brawl—and suddenly the world was once again falling back into normal time as Holly’s senses came back to her.

      I’ve been hit. Bad?

      No, she didn’t think so—but there was a hairline crack that ran across her visor now. The blow must have rattled her skull, maybe as bad as a concussion. If it were anyone else, and anywhere else, she would have advised them to stay out of harm’s way and catch their breath.

      But not so now for Holly. She realized that Sergeant Bastion Li was only a few yards away, currently engaged in a life-or-death brawl with two of the mercenaries. Both the Marine and the wrestler had lost their guns, but there was a second, too, who still held onto his and was even now attempting to rise to his feet.

      “Rargh!” A trunk-like arm shot out from the fighting men as Bastion cracked the armed guard across the head, shoving him back. The other mercenary got a good kick into Bastion’s side, and Holly heard her man grunt in pain.

      It was like watching two machines fight, she thought as she shoved herself forward towards the brawl. The suits that all of them wore made them stronger, tougher, gave them much more protection than any mere human body would allow. A fistfight in these suits might last hours.

      And do we even have hours?

      The thought flashed through her mind as Holly seized onto the shoulders of the mercenary that Bastion was fighting, spinning him back expertly and planting his head against her raised knee. There was a satisfying crack, but it was nowhere near as strong as the blow that the mercenary had delivered to her own helmet. She hadn’t even managed to crack the triple-plate screen of the mercenary’s visor.

      The man wavered his arms for a second. She readjusted her grip and threw him against the wall of the hallway.

      Any fight in a tactical suit was going to last for hours, given the heavy layers of armor that were everywhere, Holly knew. But a Marine like her had been trained on how to turn that to her advantage.

      It’s like beans in a can, she thought. She saw the mercenary slump to the edge of the floor, disoriented just as she herself had been, which gave her just enough time to see where she had dropped her rifle.

      There!

      She spotted it at the same time as the disoriented mercenary did, however, and for one brief moment, she saw the way that he looked at her gun.

      They both lunged for it, hitting the floor and stretching out their arms as both willed the rifle to choose their hands somehow.

      Amazingly, the mercenary managed to get his hands on it first. Perhaps the man was just naturally quicker than Holly was, or perhaps Holly’s actions were still just a little slow after being clubbed on the side of the head. But the man seized it first, and Holly saw the look of glee that eclipsed his features as he grabbed the stock, his gloved hand reaching for the trigger.

      Holly abandoned all hope of grabbing the rifle and instead, threw all of her weight into a pounding blow into the man’s stomach.

      Ow! The strike hurt her almost as much as him, she thought, since she was essentially punching padded metal plate. But it had the desired effect. The man gasped and coughed, for a second forgetting to kill her.

      Alright. Instead, Holly used her other, metal arm, and this time, she did not feel the pain as the reverberation shook itself up her arm, and the man instead gurgled and dropped the rifle.

      Around her, she could hear the burst report of gunfire, which she hoped was coming from Marshal and the doctor and not the other two mercenary guards in this room. She seized the rifle and spun it around expertly to train it against the man.

      “Which part of FREEZE do you people not understand?!” she demanded of them.

      “Drop it!” she heard Marshal seconding her, but Holly didn’t take her eyes off of the man on the floor for a moment. All of the shooting abruptly stopped in an ominous silence.

      “You’ve got no way out of here! No way off Pluto!” Another of the mercenaries was shouting—it was one that Marshal and Rachel had their rifles trained on, standing over them on one of the higher galleries. The other one who had been up there was now on the floor below, stilled, and Bastion was holding another in a bear hug around their head.

      “Drop your weapon and get down here,” Holly said icily once more, not speaking to the one on the floor in front of her, but the one that Marshal and Rachel had in their sights.

      “Why?! So you can shoot me?!” The guard above said. They still had their own rifle in their hands, but there were far too many targets down here for them to, well, target.

      “We have at least three of yours down here with us, and if you attack us, then I guess we might get startled,” Holly said in a cold sneer. “I have an awfully itchy trigger finger when I’m startled.”

      “You won’t shoot!” the mercenary above them was saying.

      “Try me!” Marshal said, menacing with his own rifle.

      “And you’re stuck on this rock just like the rest of us! We’ve got more outside. More coming up the cliff. Half of the prisoners have decided they’d rather join up with us! What are you gonna offer them, huh? To go quietly back to their cells? Or maybe ship them off to the gas prisons on Jupiter?”

      This mercenary above was clearly one of the clever ones, Holly thought. They were thinking.

      Just not about the right things. Holly cleared her throat.

      “They’re out there, and you’re stuck in here. With us. We’ve got two of yours already, and my man there has never had a very great temper. Do the sensible thing,” Holly demanded.

      Suddenly, there was a sensation in the room that Holly felt even through her suit. A sudden wave of pressure or a gust of wind . . .

      And then there was a blinding flash of light like they were in the epicenter of a lightning strike. A flash of something brilliant, orange-white, and burning shot over their heads and slammed straight into the mercenary.

      Holly reacted, diving to one side out of instinct almost immediately.

      “I’d rather you just shot them already!” an amplified voice was calling out. Holly saw that the mercenary who had a moment ago been very much alive (very much stressed out, but also very much alive) was now slumped against the opposite metal wall, and there was smoke rising from a hole in their suit. It looked as though a large, fist-sized hole had been seared straight through them.

      “What the?!” Holly turned, everyone turned, to see that the gray-clad figure that they had taken to be Dr. Metz was now standing up at the rear of the gallery room and was holding what Holly might have taken for a cross between a vacuum cleaner and a fire hose. It had two large handles like a minigun, but the actual device itself was made of a series of chrome and metal chambers with wires snaking between them.

      As Holly froze, she could see that the very tip of the strange weapon was glowing a fierce yellow-orange and slowly dimming to a ruddier hue.

      “Uhr . . . Dr. Metz?” Holly breathed, to see the woman in the encounter suit turn towards her.

      “I think that was slightly uncalled for,” Holly said awkwardly.
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      “Who are you working for! Who sent you?!” The good (and criminal) Dr. Metz was asking as she advanced down through the gallery, the doctor brandishing what Holly could only describe as a laser cannon at the mercenary that Holly had captured.

      “Whoa!” Holly held out a hand, rising to her feet to stand in the way of the approaching, irate doctor.

      Behind the visor, Holly could see that Metz was a middle-aged woman with a lined face and a whisper of gray running through the straggles of her black hair. She did not look like the sort of person who would be here in humanity’s most restricted prison space. She was even wearing glasses behind the suit—and yet there was also a fierceness to her eyes, as well. A cold brilliance that Holly had seen in the eyes of soldiers before (and wondered if she herself displayed sometimes), the complete dedication and consumption of one angered and enraged.

      “Back off, Marine! I don’t need your help either!” Metz demanded, even shaking the laser cannon in Holly’s direction.

      “Ah no. That is not a thing that you do to our captain,” Bastion growled, instantly releasing the mercenary that he held around the neck and stepping forwards.

      “Your turn to freeze!” Metz said, waving the laser cannon between all of the Marines in a wide arc. Holly could hear the sense of barely controlled rage coming from her. She was in just the sort of state that might cause her to pull the trigger out of impulse, if nothing else.

      “Okay, Doctor, okay!” Holly said quickly, once again standing in front of the gun, between it and her men.

      “Stand down, Bastion,” Holly whispered quickly, her arms raised as she turned back to the doctor. “Easy now. You’ve got a right to your questions. But there’s no need to start killing people, is there?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Metz said callously. “They’re only going to try and kill me, after all.”

      “I’m not sure that they are.” A new voice broke into the conversation. It was Dr. Crow. Her tone was questioning and discursive, still laced with anxiety for her life, Holly thought, but her tone was different from the way that the military spoke.

      “And who are you?! Another soldier sent to keep me silent?!” Dr. Metz demanded once more.

      “Dr. Rachel Crow.” Holly watched as the woman calmly put down her borrowed rifle and stepped past Marshal, Bastion, and herself to present a hand towards Metz.

      What kind of tactic is this? Holly thought but realized that there was, in fact, something oddly disarming about the civilian approach. She saw Metz shake her head, her shoulders relaxing for a second.

      “I’m not a soldier at all. In fact, I’m here to give you a voice, Dr. Metz,” Crow said, ending her approach directly in front of Metz, still with her hand raised.

      “I know a little of what they did to you, Doctor,” Holly heard Rachel say in low tones. “I know of how they used you, squashed your research. I’m here because we need you now. We need your mind—”

      “You want to steal what I know, you mean!” Metz took an urgent step back, raising her laser cannon once more.

      “No, no!” Crow said urgently, and this time her voice wavered slightly with fear. “Look—you must have heard, even in this place. About the attack? The alien star vessel?”

      Metz’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t drop her guard.

      “They’re called the Thaal. An alien race, just like your studies predicted. And, and . . .” Holly heard the indecision as Crow questioned whether to say the next part. She even turned to look worryingly back at Holly, and for a moment, Holly was certain that Rachel didn’t want the Marines to hear what she had to say.

      “And you were right,” Crow said in a hushed whisper. “They are using a hyperspace gate. Just like your predictions. We believe that they might even be working with someone on the inside of the Sol system.”

      “Zenetic,” Metz growled, turning to cast a look at the mercenary on the floor beside Holly.

      Zenetic? The same corp that other mad scientist was working for? Holly’s thoughts were racing. The corporation that funded finding the first Thaal site?

      “Uhr . . . How . . . How did you know?” Holly heard the mercenary guard behind her stuttering. “No one knows who hired us . . .”

      “Call it an educated guess!” Metz spat, raising her laser cannon up once more.

      Just as there was a deafening explosion from somewhere nearby. The entire room shook, metals and rocks flung from the ceiling.
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      “Squad! Report!” Holly awoke to the sounds of alarms running throughout her suit, and her external mics picked up groans and terrible, deep, juddering noises. It sounded like the entire rock cliff that they were inside of was being torn apart.

      “Bastion, Marshal!” Holly hissed, pushing herself up to realize that she had been lying flat on the floor, and one of her legs was apparently not obeying her wishes.

      What the—?

      It looked as though sections of the cavern wall had caved in. Where once she and the others had been in a gallery, now they were in a complicated, darkened mess of rock and twisted metals. One of her suit lights was out, and the other flickered erratically, revealing a hazy mist of dust heavy in the air around her.

      “Boss!” she heard someone shout over the comms. It was Marshal from somewhere nearby, although Holly couldn’t see him.

      “Someone threw the fracking mountain at us,” the sergeant went on to mutter. “I got eyes on Bastion here. He’s coming around,” she heard Marshal say. Just then, Holly’s suit comms updated with the coughing snarl of Sergeant Li.

      “Rachel? Dr. Crow and Dr. Metz?” Holly called, turning as best as she could to see what the damage was to her leg. Odd that she didn’t feel any pain. She wondered if that meant that it had been chopped off.

      “I think I got eyes on Rachel’s suit. On my twelve o’clock, about fifteen feet . . .” Marshal was saying. “I’m going to check that she’s . . .”

      Holly didn’t hear him finish the sentence, but then she realized that she didn’t have to, either. The question was an obvious one: was Dr. Crow alive or not? Had she succeeded in allowing one of the top scientists for the Earth Alliance to die on her own watch?

      The captain growled as she squirmed once again, turning to see that there was a heavy metal girder folded over one of her suit legs. That was the cause of the obstruction. With a snarl, she reached down with her metal arm and grabbed it, feeling the vibrations of the minute servos and gears inside of her arm flex and tighten. She started to pull and heave at the piece of metal.

      At first, there was a creak and then a small shift of grit and dirt and a puff of dust as the black alien rocks started to shift around her.

      “Come on, come on, c’mon!” she coaxed the metal bar, leaning back and feeling the muscles of her abdomen and legs tighten as she pushed backwards.

      And felt the sudden release of pressure on her leg. The bar came loose, the rocks shifted, and at once she was free.

      Holly rolled as quickly as she could to get out of the way of the small landslide that fell around her in a heavy tumble of rock and dust. She gasped, floundering to what appeared to be the nearest wall, looking up to see . . .

      That the upper metal gallery was completely gone, and in its place was a wall of rock. There was a movement from the rubble. From underneath, where a series of pipes had created an almost-tunnel, first Bastion and then Marshal emerged.

      And Marshal was dragging the form of Dr. Crow.

      “Frack! Is she . . .?” Holly was asking, moving towards them quickly—just in time for the metal grill that she had been walking on to unexpectedly collapse. She jumped forwards as the plate fell down into the darkness, leaving a jigsaw pattern in the flooring behind her.

      “Urk! Agh . . .” the doctor coughed suddenly, taking huge lungfuls of breath even inside of her suit (which should have all of its air filtered and cleaned automatically). Holly got to where the rest of her team was and checked each one of them over carefully. They were covered in rock dust, and their suits were so scratched and dented that they were probably worth more in scrap than they were as functioning suits.

      “Seals? Life support?” Holly murmured to them to wearily receive the okay or, in Bastion’s case, just a thumbs-up.

      Good, Holly was thinking. At least they all had functioning suits. They would not die as soon as they stepped outside onto the Plutonian surface—she hoped, knowing full well that there were plenty of suit faults that could occur over time. Especially when a Marine tactical suit had been hit, beaten, shot at, and generally treated like a can of beans for however many hours.

      Don’t think about it, she told herself. She turned back to the others.

      “Anyone know what happened? Or where Metz is?”

      “Thank you for finally asking—I am right here, despite all attempts to kill me!” They heard an angered and quite frankly outraged voice from further down in the gallery, where Metz was already limping.

      “Hey!” Marshal was the first to call out. “We just saved your life, and you didn’t even bother to check if we were still breathing?!”

      “No time! No time!” Metz called out over her shoulder. “This structure is clearly unstable! We need to get up to the higher levels!” she said, limping as she hurried down through the gallery.

      “Ungrateful—” Marshal started to mutter, but Holly cut him off as she dragged her weary bones to her feet.

      “Come on. She probably knows these tunnels better than us anyway. She was a prisoner who worked them,” Holly said.

      And besides which, there was no way that Holly was going to lose the whole reason for getting shot at, despite how much she might disapprove of the woman’s tactics.

      They dragged themselves to their feet and hurried after the vanishing Dr. Metz, carefully negotiating the broken floor panels that led down to the access floor below. Strange steams and gasses were hissing from giant tubes and housing units which had been cracked during the rockslide, and there was a deep, disturbing series of vibrations running through the walls and floors. Holly thought these could be the signs of more impending disasters to come.

      “She’s not the easiest,” Rachel gasped (which, for Dr. Crow, was tantamount to cursing, Holly thought), “but if you knew her story, you might even understand.”

      “I don’t need to know the story of anyone who threatened to burn me alive with some zap gun,” Marshal offered, which was a sentiment that Holly would have shared, but she didn’t have the energy to butt in. Dr. Crow began to explain.

      “Dr. Metz was brilliant, in her own way,” Crow said as they reached the end of the gallery to find that there was an open corridor arch and a set of stairs that led up. Metz was already clanking up the stairs at a fast hobble, and so Holly followed.

      “She was a polymath, a theoretical physicist, an engineer . . . You name it, she excelled at it,” Rachel said.

      “Not excelling too well at making friends,” Marshal pointed out.

      “No, ah, you’re probably right there,” Crow confirmed. “She was headhunted by the megacorps, of course, but she never worked for them. Well, not at first, anyway.”

      “I thought she said that it was Zenetic corp that came for her?” Holly frowned as she hurried after the surprisingly fast-moving woman.

      “Yes. That is what she said,” Rachel said through her suit comms. “The doctor’s research was getting more and more abstract, highly experimental. Looking into hyperspace physics, and fewer and fewer Earth Senate institutions wanted to fund her. She published some bizarre papers about extraterrestrial contacts and then disappeared.”

      “Contacts?” Holly murmured, her eyes narrowing as they rounded another flight of stairs.

      “I now know, because of my enhanced security briefing, that she was working on what she thought was the only way to create an interstellar civilization: the hyperspace gates. Programmable wormholes, if you will. The idea that she could actually create a permanent portal was considered ridiculous. We now know that she was absolutely right—and that Zenetic funded her to do it.”

      “Zenetic did it?!” Holly burst out, even pausing in her climb. It was too outrageous and irresponsible, in her mind.

      And hypocritical, she thought as the pieces of her recent, crazed life started to fall together.

      Zenetic funded the Breaker Group miners to open up that asteroid, revealing the first Thaal beacon . . .

      The Thaal beacon was activated, releasing the automated killbots that Zenetic then captured and copied and tried to sell to the highest bidder . . .

      The Thaal beacon summoned the starcraft, which immediately started to create its own hyperspace portal . . .

      And now, it turned out that Zenetic knew all along that there was such a thing as warp gates or whatever? That there probably was even another alien civilization out there?!

      Holly couldn’t quite believe the staggering stupidity of the corporation that would willingly play around with fire—or the entire future of humanity, anyway—just that much.

      “But everyone was led to believe that Metz failed in her research,” Rachel pointed out. “She tried to create a hyperspace portal, and it blew up, completely destroying the facility it was housed in and two hundred or so people. Her file says that was when the senate was called in, and she was locked up on Pluto . . .”

      “But!” On the metal landing above, the form of Dr. Metz suddenly turned around, brandishing a finger at Dr. Crow.

      “No one told you about the first gate I created, did they? The one that actually worked?!” Dr. Metz said triumphantly.

      “I, uhr . . . excuse me?” Holly heard the disbelief in Dr. Crow’s voice.
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      There was another rumble that ran through the flooring as Holly and the rest of the Marines looked aghast at Dr. Metz’s most recent announcement.

      There’s another gate. In Zenetic hands? Where was it? Had they used it? What if the Thaal knew of it, could sense it, find it—were they about to have another invasion point right here in their home system?

      “The first worked, and so, quite naturally,” the doctor was saying (apparently oblivious to the fact that the floor around them was shaking and that there were rock chips drifting from the sides of the walls), “quite naturally, I needed an exit door.”

      She opened one hand and then opened the other next to it to elaborate her point.

      “Through one door and out the other,” Dr. Crow whispered.

      “Yes, you see!” Metz crowed. “How could I test my theory if I had no way of returning!” the woman said. The floor shook, and Holly noticed several bolts that held the stairs braced and bolted to the wall had started to vibrate and wiggle free.

      “People, we . . . I think we need to move,” Holly said.

      “But now I see, you see?” Dr. Metz completely ignored her. “The gates must have been too close together! Even just a couple of miles apart appeared to be too close for the resulting ion waves and the subatomic ripple interference—”

      Holly, once again, had that sense that she had no idea what was being said, but she could guess that it was bad news. Two things too close to each other, like a mountain shaking itself to crumbs next to our bodies, she concluded. Having them that close was just going to result in disaster.

      “But the senate never gave me the time to finish my research! If I had found out that the interference waves just needed to be spaced further apart, then none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t be here!”

      “You killed two hundred people, Doctor,” Holly heard Bastion say grimly. She was with him. No matter the what ifs that might have happened if she had tweaked her experiment. That was what had happened. She understood why the doctor had been placed here in maximum security—for corporate mass slaughter, at the very least . . .

      “But the work could have continued! That was an accident!” Metz cried out indignantly.

      “There’s another gate?” Holly cut through the argument. “Where? We need to know where!”

      Metz opened and closed her mouth, clearly concerned about spilling her secrets—but Holly thought that she might have an idea, anyhow.

      “That first gate was constructed with Zenetic support. And Zenetic just funded a private mercenary army to capture you and bring you in,” Holly said, looking at Crow. “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to guess that Zenetic wants her to work on the first gate again and that the location has to be in one of their holdings somewhere.”

      Venus, Holly was thinking. The Interior planet that was practically the playpen of the megacorps. As Earth had successfully thrown their colonization efforts at Mars (with the red planet becoming the de facto home of the Earth Alliance Marines), that had left Venus almost completely free for the megacorps to turn it into their personal playground. It was an extraterritorial space where the corps could pretty much do what they wanted without senate oversight—and yet still be close enough to Earth to profit from all of that trade.

      There was another shake from the walls around them, and now the stairs were starting to turn and lift from the walls as the bolts finally began to give up.

      Holly heard a grunt of surprise from her fellows as she grabbed the arm nearest to her—Rachel Crow’s—and leaped forward to the landing that the doctor was standing on.

      Behind her, both Bastion and Marshal were doing the same, seizing onto the buckling stair railings and hauling themselves upwards. Dr. Metz, even with her wounded leg, was apparently doing very well. She screamed and started up the stairs once more to the next, safer levels.

      “Come on! Move it! Up—up!” Holly shoved Rachel ahead of her as she seized the next arm—Marshal’s—and nearly threw him after Dr. Crow and Metz too.

      Holly turned back around to reach for Bastion.

      Just as the stairs cracked and started to buckle downwards. The large Marine sergeant leapt.

      Frack!

      He landed on the same landing as Holly with a crash. The lower part of the stairs crumpled downward back to the gallery level below, revealing the cracked and shaking walls of the rock tunnel that the stairwell was bolted to.

      “Where are we going?!” Bastion growled, getting to his feet and helping Holly up as they both leapt after the others.

      “I don’t know! I just have to hope,” Holly was saying as they struggled and ran.

      That the doctor does know, she thought as another landing led them unceremoniously into a much larger space—an entire entrance lobby.

      And one that was already filled with mercenary guards, their rifles lowering at the new arrivals.
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      The lobby ahead was a larger space than the galleries and tight, industrial rooms below. Not as high, perhaps, but wider with easily enough space for the small landing vehicles that sat in their waiting bays by the side. Enough space for the large, strange piece of machinery that sat in the middle of the lobby near the air lock doors and looked an awful lot like a cannon.

      This lobby was clearly one of the main access points to the Plutonian ice mines below or an emergency access point—but after all of these momentary observations, Holly had much more pressing concerns.

      “Down!” she shouted as she leapt forward, raising her own rifle.

      There were over a handful of the mercenaries directly before them, spread out in a rough semicircle before the stairs. But Holly didn’t think that the mercenaries had been expecting them. If anything, they were probably mortified by the shaking walls and the sounds of crashing from below.

      In response to her call, Marshal and Bastion immediately dropped, twisting as they did so. As he went down, Marshal shoved Dr. Crow to safety and out of the line of fire, and Bastion went to cover Metz.

      Holly ran forward, leaping and pulling the trigger of her rifle at the same time.

      It’s not far to their position, the thought flashed through her mind. Break the formation. Break the line.

      She hit the floor and executed a nearly perfect combat roll that ended in a skid, bringing her rifle with her and swinging it around in a broad arc.

      Thwack!

      To strike one of the mercenaries in the side of the knee as their guns started reporting.

      In that moment, Holly lost all sense of the battle as she was thrown into the fast-paced, immediate world of hand-to-hand struggle for survival.

      The mercenary before her had gone down, and Holly swung her rifle up and around. She fired it almost directly up at the nearest Zenetic mercenary. The room was alive with gunfire, and her suit comms were filled with grunts and shouts. Her team trying to engage in close quarters, trying to break the mercenary fire zone.

      The only advantages that the Marines had in their favor were the element of surprise and that they were desperate. The guard that Holly had fired on flew backwards. She had no idea whether they were finished or whether it was just the blast from her rifle that had flung them out of the way. Right now, she didn’t need to know. She pushed herself up from the ground to close on the next one.

      She wasn’t even concentrating on killing, just on disruption. Cause maximum chaos, make them disoriented.

      In some distant and small part of her brain that was watching these events, that instinctual part that was forever there—it reminded her of the brawls that she had experienced back home on Hephaestus Station, Breaker Group. There were never any rules in those situations and never any training either. Generally, the fights were raw, fierce, and bloody—starting over some slight or deal gone bad and soon escalating to everyone against anyone else. Because Breakers always had a score to settle with someone, somewhere.

      The next mercenary was no less than three feet in front of her. And they already had his rifle lowered.

      Frack! Holly didn’t even have a chance to respond before she was shot.

      And remained standing.

      What. Never mind.

      The man had missed, amazingly, and so Holly planted the butt of her rifle into his chest and drove him backwards before kicking the man’s gun out of his hands.

      During a brief moment of clarity in the middle of the fight, Holly glanced up to see that Marshal and Bastion were similarly fighting for their lives. Both men were surrounded by at least two more of the mercenaries who were fighting like mistreated dogs, flinging kicks, knees, and punches, as well as using their rifles like bats or quarterstaffs at every opportunity.

      “Hey!” Holly heard the man’s grunt. Heavy hands clasped onto her shoulders and wrenched her backwards, pulling her to one side and kicking her suit in the small of the back.

      “Ach!” Holly went flying, her feet leaving the ground for a moment before she hit the floor in a tumble, crashing against that strange piece of equipment near the entrance doors.

      Dammit! Holly’s head bounced, and her vision swam with the impact, but it wasn’t as bad as when the walls had been thrown down on top of her.

      She was still in her tactical suit. And that meant that she was insulated from the worst of the damage.

      But right ahead of her, the mercenary that had thrown her had now picked up his rifle and was leveling it towards her.

      “Seize ’em if you can,” he was shouting. “Kill ’em if you can’t but get that doctor!” shouted the Zenetic mercenary, and Holly realized that it was Markson. The guard from before at the facility. He had apparently survived and was now here and about to kill her.

      Markson shouldn’t have taken the time to shout. That second gave Holly all the time she needed to duck out of the way and under the carriage bed of the cannon.

      Sparks flew as the bullets hit. Holly flinched involuntarily and wriggled deeper under the device, seeing the sudden hiss of steam and gasses coming out of it. Markson kept firing.

      “But not for you, lady,” Markson was shouting at her as he stalked forward towards the cannon, firing as he came. “Something tells me you’re not hostage material.”

      Well, he’s right about that, Holly thought as she combat-crawled to the back of the device, and from there, she realized that she was actually looking at the business end of an industrial cannon.

      The laser cannon that Metz modified? Holly thought. It was butted up against the air lock doors at the back of the room. And Holly started to have an idea.

      Another shake tore itself through the Plutonian mountain, this time strong enough to send a shower of sparks exploding from overhead cables and several large chunks of rock smashing into the lobby floor.

      Markson jumped back, momentarily holding onto the walls for support until the shaking subsided.

      “We got her! The doctor!” One of the mercenaries called out, and Holly felt her heart fall. From where she was crouched at the front of the room, she could see the knots of Zenetic mercenaries surrounding Marshal and Bastion. Another two more leveled their rifles at Metz and Crow . . .

      No. No, no, no—

      “You heard the man! You Marines drop your weapons, or we’ll start shooting the ladies!” Markson called out, and the mercenaries around Marshal and Bastion leapt back from their fight.

      “You liar! You said you wanted her alive!” Marshal made the mistake of pointing out.

      “We got three more of you we can shoot,” Markson called back in a horrible, cruel laugh before turning to shout at the modified laser cannon.

      “You heard me, Captain Cropper! Come on out, or we’re going to blow the heads off of your men. One. By. One!”

      Holly snarled in frustration. How could she have let this happen? On her duty? She was a Marine, trained and ready to defend her squad—she had to be better than a bunch of Zenetic mercenaries.

      Didn’t she?

      But from day one on Pluto, we were surrounded by them, Holly thought as she looked up and across, her eyes scanning for the only thing that she thought might save—or kill—her men.

      The mercenaries had completely infiltrated Pluto by the time that she and her squad had arrived here, hadn’t they? Maybe the arrival of her squad had set their plans back a bit, but that still meant that they had been outnumbered at least five-to-one.

      And if they have offered a free pass to the prisoners as well, Holly thought. Then that meant that they could have been outnumbered ten- or twenty-to-one. What sorts of odds were those?

      There was another rumbling crash, and this time the laser cannon slid and moved a little to one side as the floor shook.

      “What’s that?! This place—the mines aren’t safe!” One of the mercenaries that had their gun leveled at Marshal and Bastion sounded spooked, but Markson roared back at them.

      “Whose bright idea was it to use explosives to break into here?! I told you they could set off the cryovolcano! Now just do your job and take their weapons!” he demanded as he picked himself back up from the floor.

      Explosives. Cryovolcanoes, great, Holly was thinking. Surprisingly, it was Dr. Metz at the far end of the room, with a gun leveled at her like all of the others, who started announcing the same things.

      “You bunch of idiots! This whole plateau is geothermally active! What did you think was going to happen if you started blowing up doors and air locks?!” Dr. Metz rose and wobbled awkwardly to her feet, but her voice was cackling with an intense, manic hilarity.

      “Shut up!” The anxious mercenary shouted at her.

      “You’re going to get us all killed! You’re going to kill me—probably the brightest mind of my generation—and then what are your superior suit-wearers and credit-sniffers at Zenetic going to say?!” The doctor wandered off, screeching with the absurdity of it all, and her clearly unhinged behavior was sending waves of unease through the other mercenaries.

      Holly peered at the situation, and she could see the mercenaries casting the same look to each other. What if she is right? Have we just thrown away our lives? For what—some credits that no one is going to be able to cash in?

      “Get a hold of yourselves!” Markson turned back to their team to roar at them. “You came here to do a job! This woman is clearly insane and doesn’t know what she is talking about—grab her and shut her up!” Markson demanded of them.

      And that was when Holly made her move.

      She threw herself out of the way of the cannon and seized the large metal lever that was on the door behind her, bringing up her legs at the same time so that all of her weight would drag it down even faster.

      Don’t be iced up, don’t be—

      She was praying as the large level stuck for a fraction of a second and then clunked downwards.

      “There she is!” One of the mercenaries had spotted her and was turning.

      As the external air lock door behind Holly started to lift, and there was suddenly a terrible gale as atmospheres tore themselves out of the collapsing mine to vent over the deadly Plutonian surface outside.
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      “Augh!”

      “STARS!”

      The shouts and screams of the mercenaries were sudden, brief, and cut short by the rising howl of the wind.

      Right beside the door, Holly desperately clung onto the lever that she had been holding with all of her might as the door raised itself higher and higher towards the ceiling . . .

      Holly could feel her arms protesting, both her metal and her flesh one. There was no way that anyone could hold out for long against the vacuum of space, or as close as they could get on Pluto, was there?

      Beyond her in the lobby room, however, the open air lock was causing chaos among the mercenaries. Those standing were suddenly pulled towards the open door as if by a giant, invisible hand. Almost all of them lost their footing in that instant, while some grabbed at each other or managed to grab at the nearest railings and pipes on the walls.

      The deadlock between the mercenaries and the Forward Recon squad was broken in a heartbeat, but that didn’t mean that anyone was out of danger yet.

      In fact, if Holly’d had any other options that she could have taken then, she would have. Her Forward Recon squad was now arguably in more danger than they had been in before.

      “Ach!” Marshal hit the floor with a crunch and instantly turned over and around like he was performing a breakdancing routine, and he was starting to be dragged towards the doors.

      “Smith!” Bastion hollered, allowing the suction to carry him as he hit the floor and slid towards where Marshal was, grabbing at his arm with one hand and snagging onto one of the grillwork access panels with the other.

      “Aiiii!”

      Almost beside Holly, there was a sudden thump and a disappearing scream as the first of the mercenaries vanished underneath the rising door, quickly followed by another.

      Now, I just have to . . . Holly was thinking as she attempted to reach up to the stop button next to the manual release lever. She had managed to break the hold on her people—but that would only be an advantage as long as Marshal, Bastion, Rachel, and Metz didn’t get themselves flung out onto the Plutonian surface.

      “Ach!” Another shout as yet another of the mercenaries vanished through the door. Holly was straining with all of her might towards the large, friendly red button.

      Holly felt the impact more than she heard the shout of Markson. The Zenetic mercenary hit the rising doors on the other side of the laser cannon and clung onto them for dear life, much as she was. He was struggling not to be sucked under and through the doors himself—but Holly saw, incredibly, that he also shot one hand out to grab one of the reinforcement bars and dragged himself towards her, across the door.

      “Just give up!” Holly yelled, although she didn’t think anyone would hear her over the roar of escaping air pressures. She couldn’t believe what Markson was doing, or what he was capable of doing, as he dragged himself along the reinforcement bar. Several of them were braced across the inside of the air lock door. Holly knew they were intended for just such emergencies as this, when prisoners or staff had to grapple for their lives.

      Slowly and implacably, Markson was heading towards her. He had lost his rifle, the same as Holly had lost hers, but she could see that his encounter suit’s utility belt still had a heavy service pistol on it. And a taser and a baton. Or maybe the Zenetic mercenary would merely batter at her with his fists until she couldn’t hold on any longer.

      Which wasn’t going to be long, Holly thought as she felt her good hand slip.

      In fact, she was probably going to lose her grip any moment now.

      “Agh!” Holly swiveled with her body, suddenly reaching across and hammering the stop button. It didn’t do anything to stop the hurricane of escaping gasses, but it did stop it from getting worse.

      And yet Markson was still coming for her.

      You just have to wait. Just a few more seconds. Holly was desperately banking on this as a scream split across her comms channel.

      It was Dr. Crow. She was spinning through the air, rising towards the half-open air lock.

      Before another arm abruptly reached out to catch her.

      It was Dr. Metz, holding onto the pipes at the wall at the same time as she was holding onto Rachel’s hand.

      Most of the Zenetic mercenaries were either similarly clinging on for dear life, or else they had already been sucked out over the Plutonian ridge. Holly knew that they could feasibly live out there as long as they were inside their own encounter suits—but that didn’t factor in the effects of being thrown off the side of a twenty-story cliff.

      Even with the pathetically weak gravity that Pluto had, being thrown over that distance on the last gasp of pressurized atmosphere would still mean you at least broke bones and crushed your suit by the time that you got to the bottom.

      Hold on! Holly tried screaming but couldn’t hear her own voice. Just hold on for a little . . .

      All at once, there was a change in the air pressure.

      Longer!

      All of the available oxygen and atmospheres in this upper lobby of the mine and the stairwell had escaped.

      Now! This was the moment that Holly had been waiting for. She jackknifed from the lever handle, spinning in midair above the floor of the lobby a fraction faster than Markson was also doing—now that he had realized that it was safe to come down.

      The inside of the mine was normalized with the outside, which meant that a small movement from Holly would lead to much greater travel . . .

      Holly hit the floor and allowed her legs and knees to absorb the impact as she kicked off once more.

      Markson was heading straight for her too—but she was quicker. She was better trained than he was.

      He was reaching for her as he spun towards her through the air, while Holly was concentrating on getting to him too.

      Markson’s hands made a grab for Holly’s helmet, probably intending to strike it or release the helmet catch to expose her to that dangerous lack of oxygen.

      But Holly’s hands had instead reached not for Markson himself, but for the prison service sidearm at his belt. Holly seized it up at the same time that Markson’s hands hammered against her already-cracked visor.

      
        
        Alert! Losing Pressure!

      

      

      Holly’s eyes screamed in agony as the already-cracked plate glass in her helmet cracked a little more. She was losing air! She was losing pressure!

      But her hands had seized the man’s stolen sidearm from his belt, reversed it, and fired it straight into Markson’s suit. She pulled the trigger once, twice, three times. Each time, she was pushed backwards by the recoil.

      She had done it. Markson was dead. Her last sight of him was of the dead Zenetic mercenary captain slowly turning head over heels, spilling blood as he turned and slipped through the open door and up into the Plutonian dark skies.

      “Captain! Cap—here!”

      Holly grabbed onto the welcoming hands. Bastion and Marshal seized her by the shoulders and guided her towards the emergency vehicle to one side of the lobby.

      “I got the clearance!” she heard Rachel Crow say. They clustered at the entrance hatch, and the doctor used all of that high-ranking security clearance of hers to open the doors and pile everyone in.

      Holly was the first, guided by Marshal, then Dr. Metz, and finally Bastion. They thumped into the tiny, emergency evacuation vehicle as Marshal wasted no time in getting to the flight chair.

      “Igniting batteries. Repressurizing cabin!” Holly heard Marshal say as she lay on the floor gulping for her quickly escaping oxygen and willing her eyeballs to stay in her head.

      They did. And it was a good thing, too, as Holly definitely did not want to miss what was coming next.
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      The small emergency evacuation vehicle that the Forward Recon squad had commandeered barely scraped through the half-open doors of the upper access lobby of the Plutonian mine.

      But it did, and from the outside, it appeared as though a tiny metal insect was rising on hidden thermals before the edge of the giant ice Massif while the mountain shook and trembled.

      The giant frozen columns of ice that formed entire frozen rivers of water vapor or nitrogen were cracking. Entire buildings’ worth of their pure crystalline white were crashing to the surface below, sending up vast clouds of rock and ice dust.

      It was like a war zone without a war, Holly would later remember.

      Marshal expertly piloted the little vehicle out beyond the cliff face. Behind them, the top of the Plutonian mountain was changing. There were sudden jags of black rock raising their ancient heads into Pluto’s thin atmosphere. Giant shards of frozen molecules were being thrown like missiles.

      And the cryovolcano started to erupt. A giant flume of green-and-blue-hazed white burst outwards into the sky, rising higher and higher behind the shaking, shuddering, escaping craft.

      Billions and trillions of gigatons of liquidized gasses were released in an instant, forming a treelike shape that nevertheless appeared to rise slowly in the below-freezing temperatures behind them.

      The shape reached higher and higher, stretching to the edge of orbit for Earth’s most distant sibling, and hung there like a glowing flare.

      Of course, such a sight drew the attention of every nearby Earth Alliance Marine as well as every rescue and civilian vessel. And when the rescue boats got to Pluto, they would find the small emergency craft filled with the squad members of Forward Recon, Captain Holly Cropper’s squad—finally free from the prisons of Pluto, but plagued with more questions than when they got there. And leaving with the woman who might have some answers for them.
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        Find out what happens next to Holly and her team in Hyperspace. Order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B09M86Q38C
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      “Red Team in position?” the words crackled over the narrow-band suit comms, and their targets: the black-suited, tactical armor-wearing men and women, gave a silent flutter of nods and hands.

      The men and women of the Earth Alliance Marine Close Assault Squad (Inner Command) were crammed into the narrow confines of a containment box. It held barely enough room or light or air for the eight Marines who waited here.

      In their hands, they held shortened versions of the stubby assault rifles used by their Outer Command brothers and sisters. Their weapons looked designed for close quarters; they were nasty, brutish, and short.

      But the men and women of the Close Assault Squad were trained for such interventions. Not one of them grumbled about their current predicament, and every one of them kept radio silence as they roared towards their destination.

      “Red Team ready to deploy in ten . . . Standard operation procedure . . .”

      The voice of some distant lieutenant said to them, transmitted by a relay of sharp multiphase beams to this box and these Marines. All the better to not be overheard. They couldn’t let their target know they were coming.

      Each of the warriors in this fast-moving box knew just what “standard operating procedure” meant. They were not automatically advised to shoot on sight under such standard protocols—but if it happened?

      They were dealing with an Extreme Threat. And that meant neutralization, first and foremost.

      Each of the Close Assault Red Team went through their personal, private rituals known only to themselves in the silence of their own heads. For some, it might have been prayers. For others, it was the reliving of memories that motivated their action. For a few, it was doubtless just taking a deep breath and wishing that they had a better cup of coffee before being shipped off to here.

      Suddenly, the speed of the box that they were traveling in braked and braked hard. They all lurched forward—despite the fact that they were waiting for something like this. A red light flared over the door. Everyone tensed.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the bleached-out orange-and-yellowy sands of Venus swirled, and they looked sickly. Venus, the Planet of Love, the grotesque playground of the megacorporates and business elites always looked ill, never welcoming.

      A low, silvered dome rose in an arc over one of Venus’ many craters. Where its walls met the rock, there was a collar of steel hexagons with brilliant red-and-brass lining. A stylish, slanted Z over one of the hangar ports declared this dome to belong to none other than the Zenetic corporation, the third largest corporation in the entire Sol system.

      And under that great and pretentious Z, there was Hangar Port 3, where a small truck with giant planetary rubber tires was quickly wheeling inside the opening air lock.

      The truck thumped home, performing an automatic seal with the air lock as it always did. All of the traffic out here was drone traffic anyway. Even the trucks that held people were automatically piloted and controlled. The wagons and supply and staff vehicles only needed to have the right clearance codes, easily available if you were a special ops military intelligence outfit.

      The red light over the inner air lock door was flashing its expected red. All at once, the backdoor of the transport block that drone truck 238 had been carrying exploded inwards into the Zenetic dome. It burst apart on the preplanned charges as eight men and women clad in black roared into the hangar.

      “FREEZE! EA MARINES!”

      “Down! Down!”

      “Everybody on the floor!”

      The first of the EA Close Assault Squad were bellowing, their suits abruptly roaring into sound, their voices amplified and made curiously robotic and inhuman.

      Only to find that there was no one at all, here to answer them.

      “What the—Sarge?” One of the first and the most stocky-looking of the guards was saying as they slowed to a puffing halt after their charge.

      Hangar Port 3 was massive underneath its vaulted ceiling. It was only that—a great big empty bay. Stacks of containment boxes like the one that Close Assault Squad had just jumped out of lined the walls. Giant crane hands on either side stood silent witness to not very much at all, and elevators and lifts stood mutely open—with not a soul in sight.

      “Sarge?” said the stocky-looking Marine as they slowly turned around, surveying the empty building. This was not what the team had expected. They were following immediate orders to secure the Zenetic facilities and expect the possibility of retaliation. Perhaps even extreme retaliation.

      “I don’t know, Private . . .” The Close Assault sergeant raised a black-gloved gauntlet to scratch at their head distractedly.

      It was at that point that the extreme retaliation happened.

      

      Alert!

      

      All of the tactical suits of the Close Assault Squad pinged at once, as all of the hangar port doors and windows opened, letting in the Venusian noxious air and depressurizing the dome in a whirlwind of storm, dust, and death.
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      EA Marine Blockade Ship Helvetica on route to Venus

      

      “They blew the damn dome!?” Captain Holly Cropper gasped as she watched the footage replay from the safe confines of the debrief lounge, still several hours out from Venusian space.

      Around her stood her command squad: Sergeants Bastion Li and Marshal Smith, nominally of the Forward Recon squad, but recently seconded to the forefront of operations against the Thaal invasion. Added to their numbers was the short, ascetic, and bleached-blonde figure of Commander Silas of the Outer Command Marine Corps, as well as the tall and athletic Dr. Crow, and Dr. Metz (lately an inmate at the Pluto Prison Facility).

      It was a full meeting, housed in a functional, metal-walled, and metal-interior lounge with a giant port window that now held the flickering images of destruction. Seconds before, Holly Cropper had been able to look out of that window and see the distant sweep and haze of stars as the giant blockade ship, the Helvetica, sped towards the planet of love.

      “They should be more careful. Zenetic seems to have a habit of blowing up,” remarked the largest man in the room, Bastion Li.

      Hmm, he’s not wrong, Cropper thought almost idly as the image looped back to the start and began to replay. The last time that she had been en route to Venus to “talk” to Zenetic, one of their mad scientists had released a shipment of those murderous Jackal drones, resulting in a terrific loss of life.

      They had managed to get out of it that time, Holly thought, by claiming that it was all the work of crazy Verondas. Not them. Even though she was on their payroll . . .

      “You can’t say that this was an accident.” Dr. Crow raised an eyebrow in disgusts. Tall with long brown hair in a braid down her back and wearing probably the nicest civilian robes of the entire group, the doctor looked the most out of place here—even more so than Dr. Metz, who wore graying, standard-issue fatigues. The Earth Alliance Senate hadn’t decided if Dr. Metz was a citizen or still a criminal.

      But Dr. Crow, ironically, probably had the most understanding of the Thaal invasion: more so than anyone else after she had spent the last two years studying their dormant invasion starcraft.

      She’s also more than capable in a tight situation. Holly nodded a little to herself, thinking about their recent adventures attempting to exfiltrate the doctor from Pluto.

      “This time, the entire corporation has gone dark,” Commander Silas barked gruffly as the images before them looped around once more to the beginning.

      
        
        EA Marine Deep Sky Satellite: . . .

      

      

      In the top right corner, the video footage showed the tiny drone truck hurtling over the flattened avenue road on Venus. Exactly like they always did every day of normal operations for the corporate dome. If the truck was moving a little fast this time, then perhaps any viewers might assume that it was on an urgent delivery or that its internal processors were on the glitch.

      It swerved and parked, backing into the opening of Hangar Port 3 exactly as it should. The static of overheard Close Assault recordings could be heard playing over the image.

      “FREEZE! EA MARINES!”

      “Down! Down!”

      “Everybody on the floor!”

      The view of the military intelligence spy satellite showed nothing but the same old dome. The Close Assault Squad got to work, blowing the doors to their vehicle as they leapt out to begin their operation.

      To apparently find that there was no one inside the dome.

      “No one, I mean, no one at all?” Marshal Smith said with a wince. “Wouldn’t there at least be guards there? Or cleaners?”

      “Wait for it.” Commander Silas held up a finger to silence the sergeant while there was a sudden glimmer of light from across the top of the dome. The satellite didn’t even pick it up, but they had all seen this footage once before. Holly’s eyes concentrated on the small, octagonal port windows and vents that were rising automatically everywhere across the dome.

      The movement only took a second, and then suddenly, there was a visible tremor that ran through the dome. The dust over the plains started to eddy as all of the internal pressures and atmospheres inside the dome were released at once.

      Holly couldn’t begin to contemplate what it must have been like inside that dome. A sudden and acute decompression event would have seen hurricane-level winds rip through every open room and corridor, probably blowing the doors and air locks of those rooms that weren’t open. Features, desks, processing units, storage, computers, pipes on the walls—they would all have been ripped from their housings in moments, creating a deadly whirlwind inside, moments before—

      Flames spurted out of the windows and ports all across the rounded semicircle, forming a corona of flames and fire as the severe pressure—or lack thereof—must have burst wires, batteries, and fuel tanks . . .

      And then the entire dome shuddered one more time before it went.

      There was an amazing flash that tore apart the dome and hazed the camera of the military intelligence satellite for a moment. Then, as the bright flash faded, it revealed just the black and broken remains of the dome, an entire fog bank of smoke rising out of it.

      “There were no survivors,” Holly heard Commander Silas say severely.

      “The Close Assault Team, Interior Command, was sent in to halt Zenetic operations after what Dr. Metz told us,” Silas said gravely. “And this is what happened. Every senior Zenetic executive and key staff member has gone off the grid. Those lower down the rungs—the cleaners and guards, as you say, Sergeant Smith—are in the process of being questioned. They went to work today to find their offices or facilities closed.”

      “They know we’re onto them,” Holly growled.

      There was a sudden angered hiss and movement. The smaller Dr. Metz, middle-aged and with dark hair struck through with silver-white, suddenly moved forward.

      “Of course they know! They always know! They told me as much years ago!” The doctor glared at the broken image before them as if she could force her hate through the video feed and back, back into the past.

      There was a sharp cough from the commander as he glared at Dr. Metz. The commander’s view on including a mass-murdering criminal in his briefing seemed obvious to Holly.

      But she worked for Zenetic. She KNOWS what she did for them, Holly was thinking as she watched the two of them face off.

      And what Dr. Metz had done was to build a Hyperspace Gate. Holly looked back at the image. A Hyperspace Gate like the ones that the Thaal attempted to build every time that they threw themselves into human space.

      Dr. Metz had built one functioning Hyperspace Gate for the megacorporation years ago, many years before the Thaal invasion. Then she had built another one to prove her hypothesis—which had blown up and murdered at least two hundred people. That had stopped the project and sent her to Pluto.

      But Zenetic still had the first Gate, Holly considered.

      “So where is it?” the captain wondered out loud. “The Hyperspace Gate that you built for Zenetic?”

      Dr. Metz tore her frown away from Commander Silas and nodded back at the dome. “Should be there. Should be under there. But I guess that it’s destroyed now. All of my work, gone! Useless!”

      “Then excuse me if I am being dim,” Sergeant Marshal Smith stated out loud. “Doesn’t that mean we are golden here? Zenetic had the Gate—probably the most dangerous artifact in all of human history if the Thaal could walk through it any moment. Now they destroyed it by dropping the dome on top of it. Do we have to worry about it anymore?” Marshal shot an annoyed look over at Dr. Metz. Sergeant Smith shared some of Commander Silas’ opinions about the doctor and criminals.

      “Unless you made any more of these interstellar trapdoors and left them around without telling us?” he cast at her.

      “Of course not! I—” Metz hissed back and appeared about to start a tirade of abuse at him. The Forward Recon squad had realized that she was pretty good at doing that in their long flight from Pluto to here.

      “And then there is this,” the commander said. The images on the screens quickly changed to show a view of the ruins, close-up and seen at about eye height.

      “You’ve got people on the ground already?” Holly stated. The viewer moved into the ruins. Immediately, everything was gray-and-blackened bits of metal and composite materials. It was almost impossible to tell what anything had originally been, and there were pipes, cylinders, chair legs, shattered glass, bent radiators, broken blocks, and more, everywhere.

      “Dragonfly spy drone,” said Silas, gesturing with a hand to fast-forward the footage quickly. The scenes flashed past at an astounding rate before he slowed it down as the spy drone abruptly turned and shot down a still-open metal shaft.

      “We dispatched them at the same time as the Close Assault Squad, following the description that Dr. Metz gave us of the internal layout of the Zenetic dome.”

      They wanted to get eyes on Metz’ pre-built Gate down there, Holly thought. The footage showed hundreds of feet of gray metal piping, turning, and connecting before it came to a vent. A flash of red as the dragonfly deployed its laser cutter, and then the drone was heading out into a large, cavernous space.

      “That’s it!” Metz said automatically, raising her hands to her mouth as if horrified or excited or both. “I remember that cavern! It’s underneath the entire dome. It is where my best work was.”

      But the doctor’s voice fell silent as the spy drone revealed just a large, empty red-rock cavern ahead of them.

      Well, not entirely empty, Holly thought as the spy drone moved towards the few objects here. Some empty ruggedized, plastic crates sitting on their own and doing nothing at all. A few even had packing material still scattered around.

      “There’s nothing there,” Holly heard Marshal whisper.

      “Your powers of observation never cease to amaze me,” Commander Silas commented (a little harshly, Holly thought). “The spy drones have found no evidence of your research, Dr. Metz. No architecture. No devices. Nothing.”

      It was then that Holly abruptly realized the meaning of what the commander was suggesting. Did he not believe Dr. Metz at all?

      “However, Commander . . .” there was a smooth purr of noise from the door as yet another arrival entered the room. Only this new arrival wasn’t even human, despite the Texan accent.

      It was, instead, a floating disk made of dark blue metal, entirely round and almost two feet in diameter. At four points, it had a dim, glowing blue light, and it moved on its own tiny air rotors.

      The Duke. Holly recognized it, although she had never spoken to it before. She saw Dr. Crow beside her visibly stiffen at its approach.

      The Duke was an artificial intelligence. Not a fully sentient intelligence, but one that had originally been grown to help the Marine Corps training program on Mars, and since then sent with Dr. Rachel Crow to the Thaal invasion ship.

      “There might be no sign of Dr. Metz’ hyperspace technology here, but I have analyzed the situation and found it highly likely—seventy-two percent, to be exact—that as soon as Zenetic decided to kidnap the doctor from Pluto, then they most likely took measures to conceal their actions.”

      “How can you possibly know that!?” Commander Silas seemed to have as much patience with flying toasters as he did with convicted mass-murderers.

      “Commander, I am a military computer. I have performed double-bind one-one-zero game simulations on this encounter a thousand times. Seventy-two percent of them result in this: the moment Zenetic attempted to break the doctor out of her confinement, they would also have to go into hiding. The events at the dome confirm it. They attempted to hide the Hyperspace Gate before your team was even dispatched.”

      “Wonderful,” Silas grumbled. “I don’t suppose your thousands of one on one something or another simulations can predict where they sent the Gate for us?” The commander turned back to the footage as if he couldn’t even deign to talk to the flying Frisbee.

      “Even I cannot predict that,” the Duke admitted. “But I did take initiative and look at all of the recent signals and electronic communications over the last twenty-four hours coming from that base . . .”

      The artificial intelligence paused, in perfect timing, to allow everyone to feel the suspense.

      “I haven’t managed to decode all of it yet, but I am very interested to note that in the last hour before the Close Assault Team moved in, there was a significant amount of messaging to somewhere else on Venus. To one specific office in the Opportunity Complex, Greater Venus Area.”

      Holly saw Commander Silas’ eyes narrow. The man didn’t like taking suggestions from a robot, even if it did have higher clearance than he did.

      “And I guess that means you want me to send my team to that address?” the commander growled.

      “It is in the middle of a built-up metropolitan dome. I feel that another Close Assault Squad would be a little . . . drastic,” the Duke stated quite calmly. “I have already submitted my action plan to Operations. They have agreed. The Forward Recon squad is to be repurposed and dispatched right away.”

      Holly blinked, looking with surprise between the floating plate and Commander Silas.

      Had she just been given orders by a computer?

      She guessed that she had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blackbird, this is Mission Control, ready to launch . . .”

      Holly rolled her shoulders inside her tactical suit and watched as the lines of operational code flashed across her view. At the front of the Blackbird’s cockpit sat Marshal Smith, the pilot, with Bastion and Dr. Crow to one side and across from Holly.

      It was cramped inside the small transport craft that only contained three rooms—the cockpit, the main hold, and engineering.

      “Why we don’t just wait for the Helvetica to hover over Opportunity Dome and scare the living daylights out of everyone, I don’t know . . .” Marshal grumbled to himself. Holly watched him flick the receiver on and say in a sickly sweet voice:

      “Helvetica Mission Control, this is the Blackbird. We are sitting pretty and awaiting go. That is, if you really think that an in-flight rapid departure is a good idea—” he added at the end.

      There was a moment of silence from the other end of the line. Holly imagined whatever straight-faced flight officer up in the blockade ship’s main control deck muttering curses at the snarky Sergeant Smith.

      “That is an affirmative, Blackbird. We do. You are go in ten, nine, eight . . .”

      The countdown set Holly’s teeth on edge, and she tried not to think of the dangers associated with an in-flight “catapult” action, as these things were called. The Helvetica was huge, and it was already traveling at full clip towards the planet of corporations. The Blackbird, on the other hand, was tiny, and it was being thrown forward ahead of the ship thanks to the dire urgency of their mission. It was expected to get to Opportunity Dome quicker than the rest of the Marine Corps could.

      Wonderful, Holly grumbled silently, not that she thought Marshal couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t be on her team if he couldn’t, after all.

      “Two, one, and launch is go. Repeat: launch is go,” they heard, and at once, the control board ahead of Marshal lit up with a flash of sparkling lights. All of the controls were reverted to him. The Blackbird juddered as it was drawn out of its holding dock, and the slingshot mechanical arms inside the Helvetica docking ports geared up before instantly launching them forwards at a punishing speed that made Holly’s stomach drop.

      “Ack!” She heard the doctor’s momentary gasp of alarm as her gloved hands gripped the security webbing that confined her to her chair. The academic had clearly never done this operation before, and Holly felt a twinge of sympathy for the woman.

      The Blackbird was thrown mechanically forward since both it and the Helvetica were traveling at the same speed. The cockpit screen in front of Marshal showed the flashing lights of the launch tube, and then an inky blackness which quickly resolved into the glimmer of distant stars . . .

      “Rear thrusters!” Marshal announced, wasting no time in kicking out with his pedals to cause the rear tanks of liquid fuel to ignite and burn. This threw them faster away from the body of the giant blockade ship.

      The problem with an in-flight rapid departure, of course, was that it all depended on the relative speed of the moving vehicles. As soon as the Blackbird lost momentum and lost the affecting velocity of the Helvetica, then the blockade ship would smash on through it or its near wake in a heartbeat. That is why ships usually slowed to a crawl to launch their attendant fighter craft and shuttles.

      The thrusters kicked them further towards the stars as Marshal held the flight handles steady, readying a hand over the main reactor ignition.

      “Almost clear, almost—” he growled.

      This was the next problem of in-flight rapid departures. They had to use actual liquid fuels to make the clearance before they could start the main nuclear reactors. Partly because the main reactors caused a lot of disturbance when they were fired up and partly because—if there was even the hint of a malfunction . . .

      Well, no one wants a nuclear explosion occurring right next to their ship, Holly knew.

      “Clearance in three, two, and . . .” Marshal hissed before pulling the lever that opened the ports between the fissile material and the super-charged vacuum containers.

      Holly gritted her teeth.

      And then there was a physical jolt as they were once again thrown forward further, and a green light came on over the main flight board.

      “We are clear and flying blue!” Marshal announced with some relief. He turned the handles, and across the side of their viewing screen, they could see the super-massive, three-nacelle bulk of the entire Helvetica beside them. It was longer than one of the old industrial haulage ships that plied Earth’s waters. It looked like about three of them strapped together.

      “Zeroing in on target,” Marshal was saying, swinging them around once more to point towards their destination.

      And there was the yellowy-orange orb of Venus already the size of a plate ahead of them and with a faint greenish glow over its surface—that Holly knew came from the noxious compounds in the atmosphere, not from any vegetation.

      “Opportunity Dome! Northern Hemisphere, Greater Venus Occupied Area,” Marshal announced, and he slowly raised the power lever to the fuel injection and eased off the liquid-fuel thrusters so that they started to eke forwards, ahead of the Helvetica and towards their destination.

      There were small blips and flashes of light over the surface of Venus as Holly recognized the evidence of the many circlets of drone satellites that ceaselessly encircled the planet.

      “We have our coordinates. Sending the request to Opportunity Landing,” Marshal stated as they pulled away from the Marine Corps blockade ship. They would arrive hours ahead of Commander Silas and the others. By that time, the higher-ups undoubtedly hoped that they would have worked out the mystery of what had happened to Dr. Metz’ Gate.

      “Open up radio chatter,” Holly said, forcing herself to relax. “Scan it for word of Zenetic.”

      “Aye, aye, boss,” Marshal said, gesturing with his hand to a pull-down list of holographic controls before flinging the results into the air between them.

      
        
        VENUS GREATER OCCUPIED AREA: ALL NETWORKS:

        Zenetic: 8,267 mentions (1,256 in last hour . . .)

      

      

      “Great, just great.” Holly groaned, “I only wanted to take a look at what was going on,” she murmured as Rachel Crow leaned forward.

      “Keywords search prevalence,” Rachel stated. “Dome, fire, accident . . .”

      The holographic results flashed once again, and this time, the number was pretty much the same. Holly looked at Rachel, who shrugged.

      “I’m a linguistics philosopher,” she said by way of explanation. “This shows that pretty much everyone talking about Zenetic on the public channels is talking about the dome collapse. I’d say that most people are spooked. Wait a minute.”

      Holly watched as the woman reached forward into the data to drag the search results to her suit and started pulling it apart and running algorithms on it.

      “Yep, the Venusian Joint Authority first declared that there was some kind of incident, and then that there was some kind of accident at the Zenetic Dome, and there are reports starting to come out in the last hour that the Marine Corps have raided Zenetic offices across Earth and Luna.”

      “Right.” Holly glowered. She had hoped to get into Opportunity before the word got out. It would make it harder for them to do their job if everyone’s back was up, after all.

      “They probably think we dropped the dome!” the captain muttered.

      “Meh.” Rachel offered her an anxious look from inside her tactical suit. “There’s a conspiracy meme starting on the social chats to that effect, but most people are just confused, I think.” Holly saw her hands expertly drag open large, web-like diagrams and constellations of data into the space before them, turning it, taking bits out, then closing it again.

      “No word from Zenetic themselves?” Holly said. “No response to their dome collapse?”

      “Let me see now, we’ve got . . .” Rachel moved quickly while the planet of profit surged ahead towards them, growing as large as a table before them now, then a shuttle, a house . . .

      “We have Zenetic lower-level employees coming onto the social boards over the past three hours asking why their offices are closed, and then the dome went down,” Rachel confirmed. “But all of the official Zenetic channels have been quiet since yesterday.”

      “Hmm . . .” Holly’s mood wasn’t getting any better. “Isn’t Venus itself ruled by the corporations? Who was this Venusian Joint Authority anyway? Can we trust what they’re reporting?”

      Rachel’s hands flickered through the data clouds as the planet filled the screen before them. Marshal could be heard requesting landing permissions to the bright interconnected coins of silver on the surface that was the largest of Venus’ live-in cities called Opportunity.

      “You’re right. The Venusian Joint Authority is basically a shareholder group staffed with ex members of Regulus, Orizo, Zenetic, and all the others.”

      “So the corps actually run the day-to-day of Venus as well,” Bastion grumbled. “Everything from docking rights to housing?”

      “Everything,” Rachel said.

      That meant that this was going to be huge, Holly thought. She eyed the approaching bubbles of domes that they were heading towards, all of the smaller ones growing out of the largest ones to form a strangely organic-looking spatter.

      “As you know, a lot of corps house their people at their own domes, but Opportunity is the largest of the ‘civic’ domes. Venus’ very own capital city,” Rachel stated.

      “And 125 Adams Building is where the last messages from the collapsed Zenetic dome went to,” Holly confirmed as she tried not to imagine the chaos that was happening down there.

      One of the Big Three corps has just vanished off of the face of Venus. Its dome has been attacked as far as everyone knows.

      At best, the other major corporations were going to be running scared, Holly considered.

      And at worst?

      At worst, in somewhere as incestuous and as corrupt as Venus, where the Big Three companies literally controlled everything, Holly thought—how could NO ONE at Orizo or Regulus not have noticed Zenetic suddenly up and leaving?

      “Landing protocol confirmed,” Marshal said with a contented grin. “I gave them the fake ID that Silas confirmed for us, just so we don’t spook any more Zenetic rats into vanishing before we get there.”

      Not much chance of that, Holly thought, but still . . .

      “We are now Holly Cropper’s Blackbird: Personal Security Agents!” Marshal crowed. “No job too big or too difficult!”

      We’ll see about that, Holly thought glumly, and she looked at the enlarging Opportunity domes ahead of them and considered that there were probably tens of thousands of people down there.

      Any of them could know where Zenetic went. Any of them would probably be more loyal to the corporations than to the Marine Corps!
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      “Zenetic is finished,” said the voice on the other end of the line. It accompanied a holographic image of an eye sprung up from the screen that the man cradled in his hands.

      The man, middle-aged and fairly nondescript, looked just like every other corporate worker on Venus. Perhaps he was a junior sub-sub executive CEO or a sub-senior staffer. He had that look of tight, contracted authority in the dour lines of his face, his smart haircut—but there was nothing showy about the man’s clothes.

      The room around him was similarly nondescript. It was just a bare room in a very normal and average pay-by-the-hour apartment block in Opportunity Dome, Venusian Northern Plateau. The Dome itself that this man, this room, and this apartment block all sat within was perhaps Venus’ largest—and only—city: a place for all of the corporate workers who didn’t live inside their company domes to commute from or conduct their wealthy, executive private lives.

      The room was 125 Adams Building—the very same one that Captain Holly Cropper and her team of “private security agents” were heading towards at that very minute.

      “I’ve been waiting here for hours!” the commonplace man said with a growl at the image. “When is my contact? Where is my contact?”

      “Easy, Mr. Hobart,” the voice on the other end of the line, the giant eye, responded in a monotone way. The agent, Mr. Hobart, wondered if there was a slight hint of sarcasm in his contact’s voice.

      “Anyway,” the man in 125 said quickly. “Good riddance. Zenetic was useless. Foolhardy. I assure you that Regulus will be a much better fit for your . . .”

      “I don’t need to hear the introduction speech once again, Mr. Hobart,” the giant eye purred. “There was a reason I facilitated you infiltrating Zenetic, and there was a reason why you and your company were chosen to be the inheritors of Zenetic’s greatest treasure.”

      At these words, the man’s hands flinched slightly as Mr. Hobart felt the weight of the data drive sewn into his jacket cuff. It was reassuringly light, and yet, somehow felt a whole lot heavier than it should.

      “The Gate . . .” Hobart whispered, already knowing full well what was on that disk. He had, after all, spent ten years worming his way through the inner layers of Zenetic bureaucracy, winning their trust to eventually gain access to the most secretive project in all of human space.

      Dr. Metz’ Hyperspace Gate, the agent thought briefly to himself. It was the key to interstellar travel. It was going to open up unparalleled new avenues of travel, trade, and resources. His hands shook the tiniest bit as he tried to fathom what wonders were already out there.

      Entire moons made of diamond, gold, platinum? Whole asteroid belts with enough rare earth materials to construct fleets of newer ships, newer cities, newer everything.

      The future looked bright indeed—and he knew that the company that he worked for, Regulus Dynamics, would be the best placed to take advantage of it.

      Of course, Mr. Hobart knew that his contact—the giant eye—wasn’t a member of either Regulus or Zenetic. Probably not Orizo either but said that they represented “interested stakeholders.” They had facilitated his access to Zenetic and arranged to have the direct transfer of Zenetic’s hyperspace data to here, 125.

      Where I am to give it to the next agent, who will transmit it to one of Regulus’ secret facilities, Hobart knew. And then the real work would begin.

      As a professional industrial spy, Mr. Hobart was used to complicated, clandestine operations. However, at the end of this long ten-year mission, he couldn’t quite contain the excitement that he felt.

      “Silence!” The giant eye on the other end of the line said. “All is being prepared. It is unsafe to even mention the object! The next contact is on her way to you, and she will take it to a secure transmit point to get the data into the right hands. That is all that you need to know. She will be with you within the hour.”

      “And my payment?” Hobart said with a scowl at the unmoving, holographic eye. Even with all of his unswerving loyalty to Regulus Dynamics, there remained the universal question of reward.

      “You will never have to work again, as promised,” the giant eye stated. “In fact, you, any children you have, and their children should never have to work again.”

      The agent, Mr. Ryan Hobart, nodded. He didn’t have any children, and to be quite honest, he didn’t want any either—but that only meant that there would be more money for him, didn’t it? It would be enough. Ten years was long enough for anyone to be working on one job, after all.

      “Good.” the agent said as the giant eye blinked closed, and the line suddenly cut out. That, too, was characteristic of the funder/facilitator. No niceties, no humanity in their interactions.

      Well . . . Mr. Ryan Hobart, industrial spy for Regulus, also had a few ideas of his own. He took a few breaths in the silence of his room and then got to work. Slotting the data drive into his screen, he rapidly ran a program that would separate and pull out large chunks of Zenetic’s stolen Hyperspace Gate plans.

      When he was done, half was back on the data drive and half on the screen.

      “It never hurts to have a little insurance now, does it?” Mr. Ryan Hobart grinned in the darkness of his room wolfishly. He wondered how much extra he could ransom half of the data for, from the same people.

      Enough to buy himself a moon, perhaps. Or even two.
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      Opportunity Dome, Venus

      

      The streets of Opportunity were paved with, well, a whole lot of expensive trash as far as Holly Cropper was concerned.

      The Forward Recon squad had just emerged from the main landing port. This was actually a selection of tall tower buildings that reached all the way to the roof of Opportunity’s Main Dome 1 so that ships could land on the platforms at the top of the dome, go through Venusian customs, and then go through the lifts down to the street levels.

      We’re lucky that our IDs held up, Cropper thought, as she eyed the rest of her squad in their unmarked half-tactical suits. They were broadly similar to the all-encompassing, body-fitting metal suits that a Marine might wear, but these ones were distinctly lighter, without the extra level of armor plating, and painted an off-blue gray.

      “We look like a regular security outfit!” Marshal grinned over at Holly. His steps were already taking him to the nearest of the fancy consumer shop holdings, selling any number of screens, personal drones, and other personal tech. All of them were, in Holly’s eyes at least, about three hundred percent more expensive than they needed to be—but then again, she was more used to the copy-ware and retrofitted tech of the asteroid mining Breaker Group where she grew up.

      “You mean we’re going to get paid more?” Holly returned wryly before flickering her eyes to the rest of her crew and their surroundings.

      Dr. Crow looked surprisingly fierce in her new apparel and would probably pass as a security advisor, Holly thought. Sergeant Bastion Li looked, well, just like the walking man-tank that Bastion always looked like. Mean, larger than you, and ready for action.

      At their sides, they had their ex-service registered sidearms. The security company IDs meant that they were allowed to carry them freely on Venus. That wasn’t so much of a surprise to Holly since the Breakers had never needed registration and identity passes to carry defense on their stations, but she was surprised at how relaxed the situation was here on Venus.

      They’re probably the richest planet next to Earth, she considered. Maybe even richer than Earth, given the sheer gravity well of corporate finance that existed here.

      And they let anyone with the supposed right ID pass carry a weapon?

      Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so surprised, she considered. If she had been expecting a tightly-controlled world, one where people in suits ruled every aspect of life, then she must have forgotten that the corporations only had a veneer of respectability.

      Underneath it, they’re just like any other money-grubbing merchant or smuggler the system over, Holly thought. She had seen plenty of the corporate agents who had arrived at Hephaestus Breaker Group Station or Kronos, always looking for a quick deal on whatever newest piece of tech they were willing to sell off.

      Holly wondered if, underneath it all, under the glitz and the glamor of the dresses and suits that she saw walking around the main avenues down here, this whole place was as ruled by guns and the threat of violence as everywhere else.

      Money, she corrected, spying how the broad sweep of stairs led up to swooping sky avenues attached to yet more buildings, offices, shops, and eateries.

      Everything was ruled by credits at the end of the day.

      The Main Dome 1 of Opportunity was certainly nicer than anywhere else that Holly had thus far gone in her travels. Underneath the skybridges, the avenues were broad with space for the bubble-like drone cars and the pavements lined with actual trees. The skies were abuzz with tiny messenger and courier drones, and the crowds were busy. Music washed in time with holographic ads from the shops, advertising anything from transport vehicles to new jobs, to . . .

      
        
        Zenetic Silence Continues!

      

      

      A lot of the public hologram feeds were, as Rachel had already suggested, filled with news of the collapse of the Zenetic dome. However, when Holly gestured towards the nearest bright wash of neon letters for them to expand in front of her as she downloaded the content, she found that tragedy was not exactly the main topic:

      
        
        Are or were you an employee of Zenetic? How are you going to get paid? Tell your story now to one of our news team at . . .

      

      

      “C’mon,” Holly growled at the others as she threw away the news report with a gesture of one hand, instead pulling up their destination.

      125 Adams Building.

      A small, green vector appeared over her wrist, flashing in the direction that they needed to go over a half-visible map that showed the most direct line to their location.

      “Rachel?” Holly said as she set off at a fast pace immediately, followed by Bastion. Marshal finished his haggling for something glitzy and shiny and hurried after them. “Can you dig up any more information on this address? Is it an official Zenetic holding?”

      If it was, Holly thought as she marched down the avenue quickly, earning a few annoyed stares from the corp workers who had to scatter out of her way. If it is an official Zenetic office, then chances are, there will already be newshounds or disgruntled workers outside of it. How was she ever going to get past them and do some digging?

      “On it, Captain,” Crow murmured as Holly concentrated on not hissing in disgust at the rich people she saw around her.

      The captain of the Forward Recon squad, originally a miner from the Breaker Group, wondered just how many people around here were profiting from the terrible conditions in her home. The Breakers mined the ores and did a lot of the industrial construction in the cold reaches of space. It was only because they were so poor and desperate and so willing to work in the most hazardous conditions that Venus got so rich, wasn’t it?

      Never mind. Focus on the mission, Cropper! she demanded of herself as her thoughts slid to what she knew that she had to do.

      Dr. Metz’ damn Hyperspace Gate. Where did it go? Who had it now? Was it still in Zenetic hands? What was Zenetic planning to do with it?

      Next to the urgent news reports of the Zenetic situation all around here, Holly couldn’t fail to notice the smaller but constant updates from newsstands on the general situation of the Thaal invasion.

      Not that the newspapers called them the Thaal yet. The holographic column inches given over to the alien events were still referring to the alien starcraft that had arrived in human space, had destroyed an entire fleet of Marine Corps fighters, and then had mysteriously fallen dormant.

      Why are they here? Are we looking at an alien robot? An early warning system? The holo news and comment pieces announced endlessly.

      “If they knew,” Holly muttered under her breath. If they knew that there had been a Hyperspace Gate right here on Venus, capable of either letting the Thaal wander straight in—or of delivering an attack straight to them—then she suspected that the wealthy citizens of Opportunity would not be feeling so comfortable.

      Her boots quickened as she led her team deeper into the dome.
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        * * *

      

      “The address at 125 is a private office registered to a Mr. Ryan Hobart, and that’s about all I got,” Dr. Crow came back with after they had ascended the second skybridge and subsequently dove into the different metropolitan areas of Opportunity.

      The group was surrounded on all sides by open-gallery buildings with more walkways attached to each one. The buildings were closer together now, and there were fewer people. Even with the constant movement of drones in the sky and the same wealthier surroundings, there was a cramped feeling—and it was one that Holly didn’t like.

      “I’m running a wide data search, but so far, Mr. Ryan Hobart is only on the Venusian register of citizens. No appearance on social media.”

      “None?” Marshal coughed beside them as he sauntered along the path that led up to the Adams Building elevator. “Now that’s a very strange, right? I mean, everyone lives their entire lives on the public feeds, right? I was posting pictures of my first trike when I was seven years old, for frack’s sake!”

      Holly grimaced. The doors to the large domestic elevator opened, and she nodded for them all to get inside. “Not everyone lives their lives on the feeds, Interior,” she jibed at him, only half joking.

      Sergeant Marshal Smith was Interior-born, Earth-born, even, and so Holly was well aware of the differences in their stations. While he had a much more comfortable childhood in the richest, inner-planet area of the solar system, Breakers like Holly and Generation Caravaners like Bastion had never had access to such free and ubiquitous opportunities.

      Well, I guess I have access now, right? Holly considered.

      “But it’s a fair point,” Dr. Crow pointed out. “Unless Ryan Hobart was born in the Outer Territories or was a complete recluse, then he would normally have some sort of footprint in the public feeds,” Rachel said in a considering tone as the lift moved upwards with a barely-felt motion.

      “Unless he scrubbed it.” Bastion broke his usual silence, startling Holly not with his gruff voice, but with what he said as well.

      “Scrubbed?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Data-scrubbing,” Bastion pointed out. “You forget that, well, the Generation Caravans have also become one of the homes for the corp elites. They go on our six month or year-long cruises to let off some steam, enjoy themselves where the rest of the system isn’t looking.” He fell silent for a moment, and Holly remembered his previous job aboard the Generation Caravan, the Sunkisser. Bastion Li had apparently been an enforcer for one of the largest casino gangs on the Caravan and had done plenty of questionable things before making his way to a Marine Corps badge.

      “It wasn’t unusual for the corps on Sunkisser to get their actions scrubbed by a professional on the return trip. We even had entire offices of people who specialized in it,” the largest man in the elevator said ruefully. “You don’t want all of your important shareholders knowing what you do on your vacations, right?”

      “Data-scrubbing, right.” Holly groaned. Of course—it made sense for someone who was already involved in some sketchy, possibly dangerous research to take precautions, right?

      “But it shows us that Hobart wants to remain hidden. What are they trying to keep out of the public eye, then?” Holly murmured as the lift quietly thumped to a close.

      “Or out of Marine Corps eyes,” Rachel murmured as the doors slid open.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      And a series of high velocity rounds suddenly hammered into the back wall of the room.
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      “Down! Down!” Holly was shouting as alerts pinged in front of her in flung neon holograms.

      Why weren’t we wearing our helmets?! she was demanding as she hit the side of the elevator door, her sidearm already smoothly sliding into her hand.

      In fact, why weren’t we in our full tactical suits?! she snarled to herself, thinking that it was ridiculous to have attempted this job undercover. Everyone knew that Zenetic was as dodgy as all frack, so why would it have mattered if a fully armored squad of Earth Alliance Marines had come trooping around Opportunity looking for them?

      Anyway. Couldn’t be helped. The others of her team were already diving for the sides of the elevator—lucky it was one of those wide and deep civilian ones with plenty of room for them all to hide out of clear shot.

      Now! Holly popped out, leveling her gun at where she thought the shooter must be.

      Brrap! Brap!

      For ricochets to burst against the elevator door side where she was sitting and then against the back wall once again.

      “Dammit! Anyone got a line!?” Holly gasped. She thumped back around the corner, seeing that standing by the other side of the door opposite was Bastion Li. The large shoulder slid just halfway out and started firing.

      “Ack!” There was a flash of sparks from his exposed shoulder, and he was hit and sent spinning back to land almost on top of Rachel Crow.

      “Bastion!” Holly called out. “How bad!?”

      “Frack this!” Beside her, Marshal Smith growled suddenly, stood up, still to one side of the door, and hit the elevator button. The double doors calmly hissed closed even as more bullets rained down against them with sharp, buzzing noises like wasps hitting windowpanes. In the next moment, the elevator started moving, shuddering upwards.

      “Where are we going? 125 is on that floor!” Holly demanded. At the same time, she moved quickly over to Bastion’s side to examine the man.

      “I’m alright—just winged!” Sergeant Li was saying as he crouched to one side, displaying how the shoulder pad on the right-hand side of his suit was now a broken wreck of metal, spilling the shock-absorbing insulation and wires.

      “It didn’t go through?” Holly asked.

      “Nah—no, I don’t think so . . .” Bastion said, and although he was still in the flush of adrenaline, Holly was also pretty sure that he would know if the bullet had managed to tear a hole in his arm. To prove it, he even lifted his arm and rotated it in a wide arc.

      Schnickt! The elevator reached the next floor up, and the door was opening as Holly and Bastion scrabbled out of the way . . .

      But this time, there was no answering report of bullets.

      “I saw stairs at the far side of every level,” Marshal said, already leaping forward and out of the lift. “I’m taking them. You cover me in the lift—we’ll pincer the fracker!”

      Holly was about to demand that she be the one to take the lead and try to corner the mysterious shooter. But Marshal was already running down the open walkway of the building, flashing past doors and curving windows with his gun held high towards the end of the level.

      Schnickt. The elevator doors closed once again, and Holly hissed as she hit the lower level button for the lift to start moving downwards once more.
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Marshal Smith ran, his heart thumping hard and his body feeling oddly alive in the throes of action. Even a certain sort of exhilaration. He was no great Bastion Li, born for the battlefield, but he was a man who had always wanted more than the comfortable life of an Earth-born high-tech family could offer.

      He was also a young man who had been the first to go drone-skating for his age, and the first to try any dangerous endeavor among his peers. Marshal Smith might not be the standard idea of a soldier, but he was reckless and born for the role, even before it found him.

      He hit the stairs at the same time as he heard the bullets firing from just below him. Of course, the elevator was quicker even than him, and as he leapt to the nearest landing, with one turn of the stairs down to the next, he wondered if he was going to get there in time.

      Pistol raised, he sprang around the corner to see the empty stairwell before him right at the entrance to the main walkway.

      No shooter, he thought, skidding to a halt as he now took the few remaining stairs in a near silent jog, flattening himself against the wall as he did so.

      More bullet reports from around the corner. Marshal tried to remember the layout of the walkway above, assuming that it would model pretty perfectly to the one below.

      Each of the office doors had a porch entrance, a wide scoop of about a couple feet, he remembered. More than enough for a shooter to hide out in.

      Marshal froze for a second, taking a breath as he heard the sharp stab of pistol bullets from Holly and Bastion, and then the much more noticeable, heavier, and somehow sharper zaps of the shooter.

      High velocity rifle, he thought. Perhaps even a sniper?

      “In place,” he breathed into his wrist controller, knowing that Holly would get the message. It was followed by another couple of return volleys and then the captain’s voice.

      “You’re go!”

      Holly and Bastion stopped firing at the same time that Marshal slid out from the side of the stairwell, knowing that the shooter would also be using the opportunity to take aim.

      For a brief moment, Marshal saw them—a crouched figure already rising, balancing a long rifle against the doorjamb at the same time as they fired. They wore a tight, purple-and-blue jacket like something a courier or drone rider would wear and ochre fatigue pants.

      Marshal fired—but the shooter was already moving back into the doorjamb at the same time, and his bullet only hit the rifle as they were folding themselves back into cover.

      There was a brief, enraged hiss, and the long rifle clattered to the ground. Marshal took aim once more.

      For the figure to spontaneously break free from the door porch to 125, unexpectedly low as they took a step and kicked themselves forward into a flying leap . . . over the walkway railing.

      What the—? Marshal thought, at the same moment as Holly gasped.

      “What is he doing!?”

      Marshal caught a glimpse of a tight-fitting, bluish helmet and visor just like any drone courier as the shooter disappeared. The thing was that Ryan Hobart’s room at 125 was about six stories up. Did the shooter just kill themselves instead of facing Marine Corps justice?

      The Forward Recon squadron ran forward from their respective cover to the railing of the walkway—just in time to see the rapid swoop of a long, black sheet of corrugated fabric disappear between the nearest two buildings.

      “He’s got a personal glider!” Marshal burst out in surprise. He had, of course, seen them before. Frack, he had even played around with them before, too, jumping off of cliffs and bluffs at the wilderness parks near his home. But he had never seen one used in the middle of a metropolitan area—and apparently by an assassin.

      “Eyes on!” Bastion was growling, already snapping his pistol at the disappearing figure—but before he could take aim, the shooter had changed direction with a flick of their guide lines. The entire personal glider turned a quick corner between the buildings and disappeared.

      “Dammit!” Marshal heard Bastion growl as they turned to look at each other.

      “Well, that was unexpected, right?” Marshal said.
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      “Look.” Holly wasted no time in turning to the dropped gun and the mission objective at hand.

      The long rifle lay on the floor before 125, half out of the porch and half on the public walkway. It had a stubby body but a long, a very long barrel—and it also had an impressive silencer affixed to one end.

      “It’s a sniper rifle,” Holly heard Bastion murmur beside her. The big man knelt down to look at it carefully.

      “Military issue?” Holly asked, immediately suspicious.

      “Impossible to tell. Look.” Bastion reached down to release the catch on the magazine, popping out the container at the same time as he turned over the gun. Both had scraped-smooth serial numbers. “From what the private security firms have access to these days, we’ll never be able to know whether it was originally a Marine Corps rifle or private company.” He shrugged.

      “Then why file the serial numbers?” Dr. Crow pointed out. “If you’re not trying to hide the fact that it came from a Marine Corps arsenal, I mean.”

      “To stop any attempt at tracing it,” Bastion pointed out as he carefully picked up the weapon and attached it to the back loops of his suit. “Every armament is supposed to have a tracking code etched in so you can at least find out who sold it and what broker it went through.”

      “But we can’t, meaning that it’s black market,” Dr. Crow pointed out.

      “Meaning that person is a professional,” Holly corrected before nodding to the door ahead.

      The door to 125 Adams Building was ajar, and everyone could see that it was splintered open at the door lock.

      “Oh, dear hell . . .” Holly felt the alarm ripple through her body, and she immediately raced forward, kicking the door open and jumping in.

      She didn’t see what she had expected at first, but she soon did.

      There was a man’s body in the main room, right by the desk that he had clearly been sitting at.

      And Holly would bet anything that it was the body of this Ryan Hobart who was supposed to own this apartment.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, the man is clearly dead,” Holly heard Marshal say as they stepped in and around the prone body to check out 125.

      “You don’t say,” Holly grumbled. She wondered sarcastically if the large bullet holes in the man’s back gave it away, or maybe it was the pool of blood that had congealed across the floor.

      The man was somewhere in his mid to late forties, Holly would have guessed. He had short black hair and a lined face that looked as though he had seen a bit more wear than most. But otherwise, he wore clothes very similar to anyone else that Holly had so far seen out here in Opportunity. A tidy silver-gray suit jacket, casual trousers, a close-fitting white tee.

      The room itself looked like about as bare a rental as you could get. It had nothing other than a kitchenette and bathroom off the hallway passage, and then the main room with nothing but the desk that the dead man had been sitting at. It wasn’t a cheap apartment by any means, and the furnishings, walls, carpets, and wall lights all appeared to be of very good quality.

      It’s just that there is nothing in it! Holly frowned. The doctor seemed to be reading her mind as she shakily cleared her throat and avoided looking at the dead body.

      “It’s a work-in,” she said.

      “A what?” Holly frowned.

      “A work-in. I know some other professors and doctors who use them. You rent them for a period of time, do your research or get your work done on a particularly important project when you don’t want to be disturbed or whatever, then check out,” Rachel said. “I used one myself once to write my PhD thesis.”

      “But it doesn’t even have a bed,” Holly muttered, looking at the bare room—save for the desk and the body.

      “That’s kinda the point.” Rachel grimaced. “People can book them for just a few hours, or there is a trend among the super fanatical to just not stop working until it’s finished. You do it when something really important is due.”

      “Like waiting for signals from a dome that is about to go down?” Bastion murmured, referring to what the man might actually be doing here. He looked between the body and the empty desk.

      “So . . . if this is our mysterious Mr. Hobart, he came in here, received his messages, and . . .”

      “Where’s his computer? Screens?” Holly pointed out.

      The desk was empty, and the dead man wasn’t even wearing any tech on his wrists.

      “How did he receive any messages if he had no tech to do it?” she muttered as the entire squad realized at the same time what must have happened.

      “The killer took it,” they chorused, as well as a string of curses.

      “Frack! Frack!” Holly snarled, kicking the only thing that wasn’t either one of her squad—or the dead body on the floor. It was the chair that the man had been sitting on, and it rolled to one side, making an odd click of noise as it did so.

      Something fell out of the chair leg and bounced across the floor.

      It was a small black data chip.

      “Well, look at this,” Holly said, kneeling down around it to see the small black media lozenge. Her hands moved towards it—just as lights and voices and alarms blared from the main door.

      
        
        FREEZE! VENUS SECURITY FORCES! WE HAVE REPORTS OF A DISTURBANCE IN THE AREA! FREEZE AND DROP ALL WEAPONS IN ACCORDANCE WITH VENUSIAN JOINT COMMITTEE LAW!

      

      

      “Oh frack,” Holly groaned.
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      “Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon squad of the Earth Alliance Marines?” murmured the dry voice of the Venusian Security captain who stood before her.

      “I don’t see any other Holly Croppers around here,” Holly shot back as she sat in the fairly small, open-barred holding cell in Opportunity’s main Security Center.

      The captain was indeed alone inside her barred cell. Every other member of her Squad had been processed separately, and so far, Holly had spent the last several hours getting a bit of sleep. She had been stripped of her combat suit but not her fatigues, and as soon as she had loudly started shouting about her Marine Corps rank and status, the flat-faced guards had instead led her here and left her.

      “You have to confirm your identity,” the flat-mouthed captain said on the other side of the bars. They had long features and large eyes that were now half lidded as they scowled down at her.

      “I already told you who I am,” Holly snapped back. All of her old Breaker Group swagger had come back as soon as she was put into this position. There was a sort of condescending sneer that the Venusians had toward outsiders that really got on Holly’s nerves.

      The opposing security captain sighed but instead raised a screen and made a brief ticking motion across it.

      “It’ll have to do,” he said with clear annoyance. “Although that does add yet another crime to the list: you entered Venusian Joint Committee territory under false pretext.”

      “What other crimes?” Holly ignored the fact that the man was right. She was good at ignoring people when she wanted to.

      “Well,” the captain glowered witheringly through the bars, “I’d say disturbing the peace, live fire in a civic space, reckless endangerment of lives, not reporting to Venusian Joint Committee of your mission and intended actions . . .”

      “Yeah, gee, I was just trying to stop an interstellar war,” Holly muttered under her breath.

      “What was that?” The captain shot a sharp look at her, but Holly just smiled sweetly back. When it became clear that Holly wasn’t going to add anything to the captain’s confusion, the man heaved a deep, fatigued sigh.

      “So,” Holly’s grin only got even wider, “I guess that the Helvetica finally got here?”

      The security captain said nothing but waved a wrist over the door for it to swing open. He stepped aside for Holly to walk out.
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        * * *

      

      “Captain, I see that you have already introduced yourself to the locals,” said the image of Commander Silas on the overhead viewscreen in one of the Venusian Security Center’s briefing rooms.

      Pfft, Holly wrinkled her nose and tried to hide her clear annoyance from both the commander and the rest of her team: Bastion, Marshal, and the doctor, who sat around the table alongside her. All had been unceremoniously released as soon as the EA Marine blockade ship, the Helvetica, had entered Venusian space, but it seemed that Bastion now had a black eye from some form of whatever the Venusians called “interviewing.”

      Holly kinda pitied whoever was on the other end of Bastion during that interview, but then decided Nah, she didn’t pity them at all.

      “I’m aware that our communications probably aren’t . . .” Holly said tactfully—which was a whole lot more tactful than she wanted to be.

      We’re still in a Venusian Security Center! Run by the Venus Joint Committee! Holly could have screamed, knowing full well that somewhere along the line, there would be a direct link to Regulus, Orizo, and of course Zenetic.

      “I understand your concerns, Captain,” Silas said in a growl. “However, the Marine Corps is here now. The Venusians are just going to have to realize that they are a colony of Earth, no matter what technical loopholes they try to jump through. I’ve had a word with the senior officer in the Security Center, and they assure me that they will cooperate fully with Marine Code law.”

      Holly clenched her teeth. As if, she thought.

      “And what about my man, Sergeant Li, here? He was clearly attacked in custody!” Holly pointed out, abruptly holding up a hand to include Sergeant Bastion Li standing to one side. The large man shuffled a little awkwardly.

      “Well, to be fair, I don’t think the first guy saw the punch coming that I threw,” Bastion murmured. The room went quiet as Silas made a long, exasperated sigh.

      “I am sure that if Sergeant Li wants to make a complaint, I will forward it to the relevant Marine Legal team.”

      For his part, Bastion shrugged that he wasn’t bothered, and that appeared to be the end of that. The commander moved onto the data chip that Holly had recovered that had been taken off her by the Venusian Security Services.

      “Here are the results of the data chip you retrieved, as opened by the Security Services, and verified by Helvetica intelligence officers,” Silas announced.

      “Dear stars,” Holly heard Rachel Crow whisper beside her as the two women shared an appalled look.

      “How do we know the security didn’t tamper with the results?” Crow hissed under her breath before raising her voice. “I would like to take a look at that data as well, Commander. You must know that I am competent in statistical analysis. I feel that I can . . .”

      He cut her off.

      “Of course. Transmitting the data to your personal screen device,” Silas said with some exasperation, looking about to say something and then quickly shaking his head.

      “Look, team,” he announced. “I understand your concerns over Venusian Security; however, we are in an emergency. Indeed, a state of war against an unknown enemy. The Venusian Joint Committee has been reminded of its responsibilities by Earth Senate,” the commander reiterated heavily. “And I really do not think that they are stupid enough to stand against us!”

      Perhaps not while there is an EA Marine blockade ship hanging over their planet, Holly conceded.

      But still—she didn’t like how unsafe their protocol was, but she guessed that there was nothing they could do about it right now, either.

      “Here are the results,” Silas said. Lines of green code started to slide down the sides of the screen next to his image, certain sections highlighting and enlarging.

      “Mr. Ryan Hobart, in 125 Adams Building, received a total of three messages in the hour prior to the Zenetic dome collapse with approximately seven hundred gigabits of encrypted data,” Silas stated. The highlighted images replaced the rest and then started to unpack, showing a series of what looked like schematics and maps.

      “Maps?” Holly asked, seeing contour lines and coordinates but without any identifying names or directions.

      “Yes. We are currently accessing every database that we have in order to try and figure out where these maps point to,” Silas said. “More importantly however, are the schematics,” Silas stated as he brought up what appeared to show five schematic outlines of pillars and then a giant, ring-shaped object.

      “The Gate! The Hyperspace Gate!” Holly burst out, thinking of what she had seen the Thaal trying to build.

      “That looks exactly like what the Thaal tried to build—what they did build—and opened a portal to the other side of the galaxy!” Holly said.

      “Or the other side of the universe,” Rachel Crow said, narrowing her eyes. “Let me take a look at that data,” she murmured, opening up the exact same sets of images and numbers from her wrist screen. But instead, she started to pull them apart and look at them closer.

      “It has power outputs and ranges, see,” Crow pointed out. “If I understand it correctly, then there is a very exact range of things that this would need in order to work. Whoever has access to this knows how to build it and what it requires in order to function, I think.”

      “We’re working on the theory that Ryan Hobart, whoever he was,” Commander Silas said, “he was sent all of the information for a fully working Hyperspace Gate by Zenetic just before the corporation blew their own dome. He was supposed to take that research and restart it somewhere.”

      “Oh,” Crow suddenly said. “The research is only half here. Look, there’s a complete cut off in the data.” She threw her results into the air between them and showed them long strings of code with areas that were curiously blank and highlighted in red.

      “I have no idea what any of that means,” Marshal pointed out.

      “It’s only half the data.” Rachel confirmed. “Half of it has been purposely taken out like a jigsaw piece, so that anyone with only one part can’t know the full picture. They’ll be able to build the entire Hyperspace Gate but not know the correct power relays and outputs to get it to work.”

      “The killer,” Holly heard Marshal say. “That shooter. There wasn’t any computer or screen in room 125, remember, and that killer seemed in an awful hurry to get out of the room.”

      “Pfft . . .” Holly growled. She hated detective work. It was so . . . complicated!

      “Our Mr. Hobart was killed for this information. And now it seems that the killer has the rest of it. Since we still have no idea who killed him or who he was. If we can find that out—”

      An idea suddenly struck her.

      “We couldn’t find anything about Hobart on the public feeds about him. What about the killer? The one who had the other half of the information?” she pointed out.

      Marshal coughed in amazement. “And just how are we going to find that out?”

      Holly nodded once more at Commander Silas.

      “You said that we have full military cooperation with the Venusian Security Services, right? Tell them to scan every available public drone camera from that building and match it for any possible finds.”

      Silas blinked. It was clearly a good idea, but Holly wondered for a moment if they were prepared to order the Venusians to hand over their analysis.

      “I’ll get it done,” the commander said. “Hang tight, and I’ll get you the results.”

      The hanging tight for that piece of information was a lot like “wait around for a couple of hours,” but when Silas once again appeared on their screen, his tone was urgent.

      “We have the dome site quarantined and are investigating the ruins,” the commander confirmed. “We aren’t finding any sign of the Gate in there. However, the Venusians have handed over their public drone cameras.”

      And when the commander replayed the footage taken from the opposite buildings and across Opportunity Dome itself, it showed the paraglider taking flight from the balcony of 125 Adams, landing in a narrow avenue a little ways away, and then proceeding to jump into a parked drone car. A series of shorts showed the car moving through Opportunity Dome straight to the Western Gate, where the blue-jacketed murderer emerged.

      The murderer had dropped the head covering, revealing herself to be a woman with a short bob of blonde hair. She hurried about the port area of the Western Gate before buying an all-terrain rover and leaving Opportunity.

      “That was approximately three hours ago,” Silas said. “I’ve already ordered the Security Services to make one of their drone copters available for you, which travels a lot faster than a surface vehicle. You are our nearest Marines, and so you should be able to get to the murderer before she gets to wherever it is that she is going.”

      Holly heaved a huge sigh of relief as soon as the next step became apparent. They had a mission. They knew what they had to do—find this assassin and retrieve the Hyperspace Gate data before it fell into anyone else’s hands.

      “C’mon,” she said to her squad. There was no time to waste.
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      Somewhere, Sol System

      

      The narrow corridor was lit only by the hovering illumination drone—itself barely bigger than an old-fashioned pen—as it bobbed ahead of the figures tramping forwards.

      The walls, floor, and ceiling of the corridor were made of a deep russet-and-black rock. The air was still but smelled ozone rich from the oxygen tanks that filled the underground facility.

      “How is the construction?” murmured a flat-toned voice from the wrist-screen of the lead figure.

      The man looked down to see the blue hologram of a giant eye depicted on his screen. It was the Sponsor again, the man thought with a slight groan of irritation. Didn’t Regulus have enough money to do this ourselves? the man could have thought or asked—but of course, the answer was complicated. Regulus Dynamics—the megacorporation that he worked for—had trillions of credits and could easily have tunneled out this complex, filled it with oxygen, staffed it, and even constructed the Hyperspace Gate.

      But the Sponsor knew how to do these things. They had forwarded the coordinates to the Regulus team to begin their work. They had provided the shell companies that Regulus needed to keep their operation a secret. They had even managed to facilitate getting the data out of Zenetic in the first place.

      “Here, you can see for yourself,” the man grumbled, nodding ahead down the narrow tunnel as he saw that it was nearing the glow of the larger chamber.

      The giant eye blinked just once—which could have been an agreement or a dismissal as far as the man was concerned.

      “Ready the teams for inspection!” the man called out. Behind him, his fellow Regulus staffers passed on the message through the local, narrow-band comms system, triple encrypted and designed just for this facility alone.

      The man himself was somewhere north of fifty and was already a recognizable face on the corporate newsfeeds for Regulus Dynamics with his brilliant bleach-white hair and strong jawline. Joseph Albatier, CEO of External Operations for Regulus, was considered an up-and-coming future Director. His job was nominally to oversee all “external” activities that Regulus Dynamics concerned itself with, from the asteroid megamines to the dust-scooping ships in the Outer Territories.

      But inside Regulus Dynamic, he had another role—the development of the secretive, next-generation projects. Perhaps it was because the External Operations budget was always big and showy that it was easy to sink in a few portfolios that would otherwise raise eyebrows.

      Like the unofficial, quite possibly illegal, and stolen research into the Hyperspace Gate.

      Joseph Albatier led the way into the larger cavern, and at once, he and his team were stepping out into a large space vaulted with natural rock spires. More of the illumination drones hung and buzzed near the ceiling, revealing the mess of giant silver cables and housings that snaked across the floor.

      “You have direct geothermal access?” the Sponsor stated—a question that CEO Albatier thought was frankly ridiculous.

      “Of course, as requested!” Albatier stated. “Power coming direct from the geothermal vents, plus a backup of three micronuclear generators that we shipped down here.

      The silence from the Sponsor was enough to let Albatier know that there was more expected of him.

      “We used your shell companies, of course. And the reactors were relabeled as engineering and repair equipment. No data trail,” Albatier assured the mysterious Sponsor.

      “You will be surprised at how pernicious data can be,” the giant eye informed him, before apparently losing interest and changing tack. “Show me your progress.”

      “Well . . .” Joseph plucked the holographic eye from the screen and flung it into the air so that the Sponsor could see for themselves how far they had come. The CEO was actually quite pleased (and amazed) at what they had managed to achieve in such a short period of time.

      “Based on everything that we had to go on, we’ve recreated the exact layout using imaging analysis and even the same materials based on Zenetic research,” Joseph stated. The illumination drones moved a little closer to reveal five solitary white-metal pillars reaching waist high, standing in a rough circle in the center of the room. Hanging over them was a vast metal ring suspended on mechanical arms.

      “Of course, it is larger than the original, and we have had to work on fragments of theory and scientific data,” Joseph continued.

      “The full Zenetic data is coming,” the Sponsor assured him. “It is being transmitted as we speak. Very soon, you will have the full power specifications and protocols to operate the Gate.”

      And then what? CEO Joseph Albatier frowned a little. Of course, he knew what his mission goals were and what this entire project was for. It was for the creation of a Hyperspace Gate, a doorway to other parts of the universe where Regulus Dynamics would lead the way in a new technical, evolutionary great leap forward.

      Joseph knew that the real work would begin as soon as they receive the data and tested the Gate. That was when External Operations would take on a whole new meaning.

      But who was going to be the first to go through? Is this just a prototype Gate to prove that it works? Albatier thought. How were they going to get approval from Earth Senate?

      There were altogether far too many questions about what happened next. But then again, Joseph Albatier was a pragmatic man. He pushed the questions aside with a shake of his head.

      As if sensing his unease, the Sponsor broke into a monotone speech.

      “This will be the next great advancement of humanity, Mr. Albatier,” the Sponsor informed him. “What Zenetic failed to do was to capitalize on the gift that had been given to them. It is clear that Earth Senate, also, has no stomach for bravery and no courage to do what needs to be done,” the Sponsor said.

      “That is why it is on the shoulders of the megacorporations like Regulus Dynamic—on your shoulders, Mr. Albatier, to take humanity forward into their brave new future. This is the birthright of humanity, and Regulus deserves to be leading the charge.”

      Joseph knew all of the reasons why this was necessary. It was always the same with any type of new technology. It was always held back, and it was always the brave and the daring who advanced it—but in the end, humanity looked back and cheered.

      But still, Joseph was a little tired of the speeches.

      “Yes, of course,” the man said a little awkwardly. “And you said that the data is being transmitted as we speak? By subquanta messaging? There is no way that I can turn it on without being sure of the algorithms.”

      “Zenetic’s data is on its way, Mr. Albatier,” the Sponsor stated with a touch of finality in their voice. “When you receive it, you are to immediately apply it to the Gate’s operations. We have to show the solar system that this Gate works, and then, when we have completed it, the Earth Senate and all of the others will come begging to be included.”

      “You have a rather cheery view of the Earth Senate,” Joseph muttered, but when he looked over at the hologram of the Sponsor, he found that the image was already gone. He glanced at his wrist to see that the call had been cut off just as finally.

      “There.” Joseph sighed, looking up at the unfinished Hyperspace Gate ahead of him.

      He pondered what marvels it would provide and what wonders that he would be the first to see when he finally turned it on.
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      Venusian Northern Plateau

      

      The drone copter of the Venusian Security Services was, as Commander Silas had promised, fast.

      Not that the Security Services had seemed particularly happy at all in handing it over, Holly had been pleased to note. In fact, they had tried to delay their departure for as long as possible, sighting “insufficient training” as well as “equipment shortages” before Bastion had once again stepped forward and reminded everyone just how dedicated he was to the cause.

      That small altercation aside, they had encountered no further delays, and the Forward Recon squad had taken to the skies in the small twin-rotor, silver-gray vehicle from the Security Services’ very own personalized port. They were now screaming across the orange-and-yellow skies in search of Hobart’s killer.

      “Her information is going to be useless without the rest of the data, though,” Marshal opined from where he sat in the cockpit of the cramped vehicle, pushing the flight levers down so that they swooped nearer to the alien surface of the planet, setting up billows of yellowish clouds in their wake.

      “Half of the secret of a lifetime is still the secret of a lifetime,” Rachel Crow insisted, which Holly had to agree with—even if she did feel vaguely sullied by this entire mission.

      We’re trying to stop a threat to humanity itself from being built, and now we’re in the middle of some corporate war game or whatever, she could have groaned. If she hadn’t actually seen just how dangerous the Hyperspace Gates had been, then she might even have started complaining out loud.

      But Holly Cropper did know how dangerous this technology was. Her mind flickered to the sights that she wished that she could forget. She had lain on the cold asteroid rock and looked up through the Gate itself as the Thaal warrior had strode towards her, intent to kill.

      Stars. Strange stars, she remembered. There had been a viridian-and-purple edge of plasma around the circular Hyperspace Gate—and between it had been constellations which she did not know the name of. There was some immediate sense of wrongness about the cosmic sky that she had seen through the Gate. Something that her Breaker mind knew wasn’t home.

      Even the memory sent a chill wave through her body.

      But that wasn’t all that she had seen and wasn’t even the most terrible thing that she had seen on the other side of that Gate at all.

      There had been movement towards the strange portal. A vast vessel, something that could easily have dwarfed the Helvetica, had appeared in the distance, surrounded by a corona of smaller lights as it surged ahead.

      Just that momentary glimpse of it had reminded Holly of the star-like automated vessel that had arrived in their space, sling-shotted through the unfathomable distances of stars to get to humanity.

      There had been something crystalline about that megaparent ship—but also something that was intrinsically alien. Inhuman. Unfeeling. Unsympathetic. Monstrously titanic in its size and scope.

      And what hope would humanity ever have if that arrives? Holly thought, as the small and cramped space of the drone copter shifted to a feeling of preternatural chill.

      “Holly—Captain?” She shook herself out of her dark reverie to see Bastion staring at her with a frown on his face.

      “Sorry, miles away,” she muttered, pulling herself together. Light years away, she corrected internally.

      “We’re picking up the killer. She’s dead ahead, just a few miles.” Bastion continued to frown, which Holly thought was probably a fair enough rebuke for her zoning out like she did.

      “Okay. Eyes on?” She breathed out a sharp breath, nodding for everyone to put on their suit helmets. They still hadn’t been able to get their hands on any Marine tactical suits, and the Venusians were being pretty cagey about offering any of their own protection equipment. but the Forward Recon squad had at least been bolstered by new suits, and ones with an additional layer of protective armor compared to the ones they had before.

      “Target coming up in three,” Marshal whispered. “Two and . . .”

      Holly’s eyes snapped forward to the front of the cockpit windows where she could see the orange-and-yellow landscape of Venus ahead with its strangest hint of green.

      Actually, the Planet of Love had a very Martian feel to it, she reflected (and not for the first time). Were it not for a few several thousand miles and perhaps a different sized moon or two, then both Venus and Mars could be Earthlike.

      As it was, Venus was a wasteland and mostly a desert wasteland at that, with great rocky plateaus and canyons filled with nothing but boulders, grit, and the occasional sulphurous lake.

      Good times! Holly thought distractedly as her eyes concentrated on the small, fast-moving object up ahead.

      A craft bounced and roared over the surface of the orange-yellow planet. It was a dark blue drone rover, barely a metal wedge, narrow at the front but larger at the back, on six extended, bug-like wheels that absorbed the shocks, cracks, and holes that it roared across.

      “We sure it’s her, the killer?” Holly asked.

      “It’s the only vehicle out here and the only one traveling in this direction for the last few hours,” Marshal confirmed with the long-range scanners.

      Holly nodded. “Okay. Bring us in closer.”

      “I seem to have mounted railguns on this thing, hey—look!” Marshal offered.

      “No,” Both Holly and Rachel said at once. “We need whatever computer or screen she’s got. We need her, alive if possible, so she can tell us who she’s working for and why she stole the information,” Holly was saying as out of nowhere, a new shape appeared on the horizon.

      It appeared to be a sort of tower.

      “Uh—anyone got any idea what that is?” Holly asked in confusion.

      The tower itself was a tall blue-black spike of metal that sat on a concrete pad in the, well, the middle of absolutely nowhere. It didn’t seem to have much of any function, apart from being clad in a thousand blue-black metal hexagons.

      “That’s a signals tower!” Marshal blurted as the drone copter started diving towards the small vehicle below, already gaining on it.

      “A signals tower?” Holly said uncertainly. Being a Breaker, one born in the depths of space, she wasn’t really up to speed on terrestrial technology.

      “A great big whacking transmitter!” Marshal pointed out. “It sends and receives signals, right?”

      “What signals?” Holly remained confused.

      “Any signals! It’s a great darn big telephone!” Marshal shouted in exasperation. “But why it’s out here, I have no idea—unless it relays signals back to Opportunity.”

      “And to space?” Rachel pointed out, before pointing to the fact that the tiny rover with the assassin within it was heading straight for it.

      “The data,” Holly suddenly realized. “She means to upload the Hyperspace Gate data to someone,” the captain snarled in frustration. They couldn’t let that happen.

      “Fire a warning shot. Ahead of her, please, Sergeant,” Holly directed. “Let her know that if they try to get to that signals tower, we are going to be very annoyed indeed.”

      “Aye, aye, boss.” Marshal squinted at the screen and flicked open the firing mechanism.

      Holly felt the shudder of recoil through the vessel as the railguns mounted on the top of the drone copter fired. There was a momentary wait before she saw the great puffs of yellow-and-orange sand below, ahead of the racing rover. The railgun was clearly awkward and ungainly since the entire copter shook and swerved to one side, but Marshal’s aim was perfect. He inscribed a line ahead of the murderer, between her rover and the signals tower.

      The message couldn’t have been clearer, Holly thought.

      Which is why it made no sense to see the rover fling itself perilously to one side as it bounced, four wheels out of six off the sand, and skirted the still-falling debris as it charged onwards.

      “She’s not stopping! It’s not stopping—are they insane!?” Marshal was saying, once again reaching for the firing trigger. “Boss? I can fire again, but any closer and I can’t promise it won’t hit her, or . . .”

      “Dammit!” Holly snarled, leaning forward in her seat. She needed that assassin alive, and the killer down there probably knew that, which is why she was calling Holly’s bluff.

      “She must know that she holds half, at least, of the important information. She must know that we won’t want to destroy that.” Holly glowered before making a quick decision.

      “Put us down ahead of her. Right at the base of the signals tower if you need to,” Holly said, her features settling into a grim line.

      “If they still want to make it to the signals tower to upload what they got, then they’ll have to go through us.”

      Apparently, the killer had no such qualms about doing so, as below them, a hatch had opened at the top of the rover—even as it charged ahead—and a cylindrical object made a sudden appearance.

      “What is that!? What is she doing? Is that—?” Marshal was saying, as Bastion shouted.

      “Missile!”

      He was right, and suddenly everything was happening in slow motion as Holly watched the burst of rocket fire explode from the top of the rover as the drone missile was launched.

      Marshal dragged down one side of the flight handles so that the Security Services drone copter would swerve to the right—but it wasn’t fast enough. The missile had been thrown forwards, its rear instantly reigniting as it locked onto the target to turn in a fast arc and shoot straight towards the slower moving drone copter.

      “She’s gonna hit! Brace!” Marshal shouted, swerving again as he threw them lower towards the ground.

      The missile struck, and immediately everything turned into noise, shouting, metal, and fire.
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      “Hold on, hold on!” Holly opened her eyes for a moment to see flashing alarms and dazzling lights. She heard Marshal’s shouting voice.

      Blink.

      “I’m putting her down—get ready!” He was shouting as the drone copter rolled and swerved, and Holly felt sick as she was shaken up like a can of beans. All she could remember thinking was “get ready for what?”

      Blink.

      Another quick flash of light and now, a terrifying, bone-jarring jolt opened her eyes to see that the interior room of the drone copter was dark save for the flicker of suit lights, and everything was rumbling. The captain turned her head to look forward to the front—to see that there appeared to be a mountain of orange-and-yellow sand spraying around them.

      She turned her head the other way to see that the back end of the drone copter had been broken off, and they were trailing thick plumes of black smoke.

      Blink.

      They jarred once more as the carriage of the drone vehicle bounced once, twice, and three times across the Venusian sands, rolling over and righting itself once more. It surged across the sands and rocks, grating with the sound of metal wire. The sound reached a crescendo pitch.

      And then stopped, immediately and certainly.

      Blink.

      “Dear stars!” Holly gasped. “Report! Squad, report!” she was saying, slamming her palm on the release catch of her buckle to free herself from her seat webbing. Bastion and Crow were doing the same.

      “Okay, okay—I think . . .” Bastion was coughing inside of his suit, and Holly almost caught Rachel as she slid out of her suit, her pupils wide when Holly held her own visor close to Rachel’s.

      “You’re alive!” she half shouted at the academic. “You’re alive and you’re breathing. I don’t see any blood.”

      As if being told the command was enough, Holly saw the doctor nod slowly to herself for a moment and then quickly shake herself awake.

      Don’t let the shock settle in, Holly thought, turning to check over Bastion—he was good, already straightening up and reaching to shepherd Rachel out of the broken-open rear of the carriage. Holly clapped him on the shoulder as she moved past him, knowing that he would already know what to do and how to do it without her ordering him.

      “Marshal. Sergeant Smith!” she demanded to the slumped form in the front pilot’s chair, then saw that he was already starting to rouse.

      “You hurt?” she was saying reaching across to slap the release button, and she checked over his suit. It didn’t appear to be scratched. But then, the recoil from being at the front of the crash could break limbs.

      “She threw a missile at me,” Marshal grumbled, pushing himself up to momentarily stumble against Holly before straightening up.

      “You. Out!” Holly said, taking out the sergeant’s own service pistol and pressing it to his hands. “I want you on the other side of the craft!” she ordered. “Leave the fighting to us. You’re out for this!”

      “Sir? What? I can still shoot, stars dammit!” Marshal said as he stumbled forward a few paces.”

      “I said you’re out, Marine!” Holly ordered him. “You probably have a concussion. Try not to lose consciousness.” She helped him to the ripped-open carriage wall and then into the dazzling brightness of Venus.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Her suit’s sensors pinged her. They could easily pick up on the wasp-light sound of bullet fire.
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        * * *

      

      “Eyes on!” Bastion was shouting from not very far away where he was standing up, leveling his gun at the advancing rover and shooting seemingly calmly once, twice, three times—

      A few yards back from him, and Dr. Crow was doing the same, but she was crouched by a boulder and firing. Holly guessed that Bastion had told her to take cover.

      “You there!” Holly was already shoving the wavering Marshal to the floor on the far side of the downed drone copter before turning back around and taking aim at the rover as well. The rover’s driver had now started across the slope of sands towards the signals tower.

      The downed copter had—almost miraculously—been dropped at the foot of the signals tower. Only twenty yards or so separated them from its base. Holly could see that it was much larger from this point of view than from the sky. The entire base was longer than the drone copter was, and there were multiple narrow doors or archways that led into the structure. Probably to the upload interface, Holly thought as she kept on moving, intending to head off the killer if the woman managed to get out.

      There was a bright flash from behind, and Holly turned to witness that one of Bastion’s bullets had at last hit its intended target. The front right wheel had burst, and the rover had spun and swerved, so close that Holly felt the hail of sand from its movement before it finally skidded to a halt.

      It was only about twenty feet away from the edge of the concrete platform, and from there, it could only be another eight or ten to the actual base of the signals tower.

      “Give it up!” Holly shouted, broadcasting her words as loud as her suit amplifiers could go on every public broadcast.

      She is one person, one killer, Holly panted as she raised her sidearm and started to stalk towards the stilled rover. She can’t possibly want to throw her life away to get at that tower now, could she? Holly thought.

      “Even if you get to it, you’ll still be left with us!” Holly pointed out, taking another step closer as Bastion started to close in on the other side.

      “Is it worth it!?” Holly shouted.

      Apparently, the single occupant of the rover thought it assuredly was—as the main door of the rover popped open with a burst of steam, and the killer in the blue jacket came leaping out of it at lightning speed straight towards Holly Cropper.
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      Frack! This woman was fast. Holly barely had the time to think as the killer landed an aerial knee in her chest, and they both went down on the Venusian sands.

      The woman had leapt faster and covered more distance than Holly could ever have anticipated. Both women went down in a heap of snarling voices and a flare of thrown sand.

      And then the killer was already leaping back up to her feet, spinning round at the same time as Holly was getting back up to her feet, and at once, the killer was flashing an object straight at the captain of the Forward Recon squad . . .

      A sword!? Holly saw the bright glare of light across the faintly bluish blush of a blade, and Holly sucked in her stomach just in time to see the blade whistle past her.

      That was no ordinary blade, a part of Holly’s mind registered. It was clearly a nanotech blade, the sort that was made of multicompressed steel and hardened with adamantine edges. Such things cost a small fortune to buy. More than Holly thought any of the Forward Recon squad made in a year!

      Holly staggered back as the assassin completed her swing, but she barely had any time to recover before the woman lunged forward once again, aiming her sword straight forwards . . .

      “Hss!” Holly reacted instinctively, throwing out her right arm in a block.

      Who blocks a sword with an arm!? She had a moment of absolute terror—before the blade connected, slashing at the metal plate of her tactical suit armor and then came the deeper clang from her own cybernetic arm underneath.

      
        
        Alert! Suit compromised!

      

      

      Her visor flashed her a warning, listing all of the terrible consequences that were no doubt going to happen now that her external armor had been breached—but the assassin was clearly shocked.

      Expecting to chop my arm off, honey? Holly felt a moment’s furious joy as she ignored the alarms, stepped forwards inside the woman’s guard, and planted a head butt against her nose.

      “Ack!” There was a crack as their visor helmets met, and the assassin was shoving up her elbow to push Holly back.

      It wasn’t enough to crack the visor, but it was enough to give her a headache, Holly was thinking as she raised her service pistol.

      The assassin moved. Too fast for Holly to register as the woman instantly dropped, kicked out a leg that hooked around Holly’s knee, and suddenly the captain was spiraling to hit the Venusian sands, grit spraying everywhere as she thumped down hard.

      “Bastion—Bastion!” Holly called out, even as she was turning herself over and reaching around for her dropped pistol.

      “On it!” she heard the big man cry out, but the assassin had already leapt away and was bounding through the thin Venusian gravity, over the concrete platform of the signals tower, and halfway to the archway.

      “Frackit!” she heard Bastion mutter as he took the most direct course he was trained to do. He fired his own pistol at the retreating assassin.

      Crack! The first shot missed her shoulder, hitting one of the large octagon panels of the signals tower and showering into sparks.

      Crack! The next shot missed, too, this time striking chips from the concrete on the floor by one of her ankles as she leaped the last few yards.

      Crack—Crack!

      “Ach!” Bastion’s third and final shot . . . missed, but still the assassin was falling forward as one of her legs buckled from underneath her, throwing her into the first alcove of the signals tower, where she thumped and rolled to a halt.

      “Uh, who . . . ? That wasn’t me!” Bastion was murmuring in surprise as he reached Holly, who had only just retrieved her own pistol.

      “Well, it wasn’t me either.” Holly grimaced, turning to see that Dr. Rachel Crow was walking towards them, her own pistol raised, and her arms shaking. The doctor had shot out the assassin’s leg from easily fifty yards away.

      That was some shot, Doctor! Holly thought as Bastion hauled her to her feet. She made a note to herself to not get on the wrong side of the doctor and a gun. Who knew she was a sharpshooter? she thought, turning to regard the assassin as she panted for breath.

      “Halt! You’re in custody of the Earth Alliance Marines!” she called, and the assassin groaned, attempting to push herself up against the porch door. She was fumbling at her side.

      Aw, come on, lady! Holly snarled, this time leveling her own pistol at the woman.

      “I said freeze! Don’t make me—” Holly was saying.

      As there was a small movement from the signals tower itself, and Holly, Bastion, and Rachel were raising their heads to look upwards. The impossibly tall tower started to unfold small transmitter dishes at its very top like some weird cyborg flower . . .

      “Ah, hell!” Holly snarled, staring down the sight of her pistol for a moment, and then cursing, she holstered her gun and instead broke into a run towards the woman.

      “I am not about to shoot an injured woman,” Holly gasped as she got there, seeing that the assassin had already slammed home a palm-sized data unit into one of the many ports of the tower’s access door.

      “But that does not mean that I am not going to be very, very angry!” Holly growled as she grabbed the assassin’s legs and hauled her backwards violently from the porch and spun her over. The assassin had dropped her sword and was fumbling at her belt for what looked like a small sidearm. Holly and Bastion were both above her as, leveling her gun, she opened up her palms and grinned through her visor.

      “Too late, jarheads,” the assassin said with a sickly sweet smile.
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        Multipacket relay 017—023 . . .

        Forwarding port: 874 . . .

        Encryption protocols: Activated . . .

        Transmitting port: 202 . . .

        Destination: Deep Space Sub-Array 14 . . .

      

        

      
        DEEP SPACE SUB-ARRAY 14: Msg received!

        Message splitter tool: Activated . . .

        Encryption protocols: Multithread. Activated . . .

        Transmitting port: G9 . . .

        Destination: Relay Station Argonath . . .

      

        

      
        RELAY STATION ARGONATH: Msg received!

        Forwarding message: Private client box 01401278

        SENT . . .
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        * * *

      

      The packet of data, slammed home into the transmitting tower on the plains of Venus, was flung out into space like a silver arrow. The encoded blips of ones and zeroes were heavily encrypted and double-encrypted before bouncing off of a satellite to be forwarded to an aging and ancient network of military transmitters.

      Across the Inner Territories, these small, table-sized pieces of technology unexpectedly blurted into life, their sleek black hulls now pocked with space dust and scratched by junk, but still operational. Some of them turned, some of them opened ports to unfurl small transmitter dishes, their radial shells breaking frost and ice for the first time in years as they pointed and directed themselves at different locations across space.

      And were hit by the message, which was transferred through their metal bodies, adding a new layer of encryption on the way, and fired off again.

      The data stolen and uploaded by the assassin on Venus multiplied and tripled and quadrupled, bouncing from one satellite relay to another through subroutines, forming a confusing, chaotic web for any investigator who might be smart enough to track it.

      All apart from one of these ancient military satellites, that is, who, on the twenty-third instance of the message, redirected it to an anonymous data bank in an off-world account, where it was auto-downloaded to ping its arrival at the distant screen.

      “It has arrived!” CEO of Regulus R & D, Joseph Albatier, suddenly stood up from where he sat, brooding and uncomfortable in his suit, to one side of the underground cavern.

      He waved a hand, and instantly, there raced a team of gray-suited technologists to the banks of screens and data servers, awaiting his arrival.

      “Secondary keys!” Joseph called out as he marched, seeing the chief technologists (each one brilliant in a field of coding or astrophysics) take out their physical data keys that held their encrypted command codes and slide them home to the banks of data servers. They turned expectantly to him.

      On the other side of these screens were five pillars, each one an almost exact replica of the ones that Zenetic had found on Triton. With the activation of the secondary command codes, Joseph saw each steel and marble-white pillar (each no bigger than his chest) start to flash. Next, the upper, white-stone pieces began to turn faster and faster.

      “I have the primary!” Joseph called, taking from his side the slim, gold-laced crystal rod that had received the downloaded data from Venus. He held it before him so it sparkled in the light and paused for a moment.

      Hello, history! He breathed and slid the data crystal home into the waiting server bank.

      There was a moment of slowness, and then a flicker of diode lights across the server farms as the message was taken up, decrypted, and applied. There was a deep, muted whirring sound from somewhere nearby as giant ventilation fans worked to cool the super processors. The moving, spinning cogs of the pillars started to rotate ever quicker, faster, and fiercer . . .

      And then everyone in the room heard a deep, mechanical grinding noise from the cavern roof.

      A shape was lowering itself from the shadows of the rocky shapes up there—and it was vast. It was as large as the entire circle of pillars and looked to be a giant metal ring, laced with silver tubes and thick wires.

      It’s working! It’s working!

      Joseph’s heart started to hammer and thud with excitement as he leaned forward a little on the server banks. He had seen this process happen a hundred times in visualization, of course—he knew what was supposed to happen next.

      The large ring slowly lowered and started to turn, incredibly graceful for all of its industrial, mechanical size—until its bottom edge kissed the rocky floor with a gentle thump.

      CEO Albatier found that he was holding his breath as the lights all around the Hyperspace Gate lit up and all at once, flared bright.

      Too much power!? he thought in worry while the brilliance flashed once, twice—

      And then stopped.

      Everyone in the room was entirely silent as they stared ahead of them. The air in the cavern had somehow changed, and Joseph couldn’t put his finger on what precisely had happened.

      But it was like there was a different atmosphere, a new breath of chill air.

      “Sir—look!” One of the scientists raised a shuddering arm to point out at the archway, where the view to the far side of the cavern appeared to be changing.

      “It’s just the test opening. Everything should be perfectly within parameters,” Joseph breathed, remembering that his visualizations showed what happened next. The Hyperspace Gate should display a random sector of space, one that they had preprogrammed it to open to first. A bubble of a force field existed across the Gate’s opening which would keep them safe.

      They should be the first to look at alien, and very profitable, stars . . .

      But Joseph was not looking at strange stars that no human had ever laid eyes upon before. He was watching as the inmost circumference of the Gate was apparently starting to glow purple-crimson. And then, that radiance filled the entire interior of the Gate until they could no longer see through to the other side at all.

      “Should it be doing that, sir?” the scientist beside him asked, worried.

      “Surprise is opportunity!” Joseph heard himself mutter offhand. He was not worried. This was an entirely new technology. So they hadn’t predicted the purple-red glow. So what? Let the physicists figure that one out.

      In just a heartbeat or two, the strange glow was fading anyway.

      Only it wasn’t revealing the cavern on the other side. It was displaying a panoply of alien stars, but they didn’t fill the entire archway.

      Instead, they were the backdrop over a wide steel floor made of segmented pieces of gleaming metal.

      And standing on that floor, underneath that alien night, there was a troop of very large, purple-skinned figures with guns.
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      “Who do you work for!?” Holly demanded of the assassin. They stood clustered around the base of the Venusian signals tower, and the black pall of smoke from the drone copter still drifted and mingled with the yellowing fumes of Venus’ lower atmosphere.

      
        
        Alert! Suit security breached!

      

      

      Holly tried to ignore the claims that her tactical suit was making. She was aware that these lighter versions of the Security Services tactical suits were patchy at best and provided little of the protection that her own Marine tactical suit would.

      If I was a paranoid kind of woman, I would almost say that the Venusian Security Services wanted us to fail, Holly thought. As it was, she knew that her metal arm was not in any danger, and the seals at her shoulder, where the main body of this subpar suit connected with the outer arm units, should be strong enough to hold until a rescue vehicle arrived.

      Hopefully.

      “Come now,” the assassin grimaced where she sat, leaning against the signals tower. “You don’t think that I killed Hobart, shot down your copter, and then got shot myself just to give up all the goods at the first gun that is leveled at me?”

      The murderer was smug and astonishingly calm about her situation, Holly considered. It certainly seemed that perhaps this wasn’t the first time that she’d had a gun, or even multiple guns, leveled at her.

      “We’re going to find out anyway, you know,” Marshal growled at her. “We’re the Marine Corps. We have entire prison planets.”

      “Like the mess on Pluto, you mean?” the assassin said sweetly.

      Pfagh! Holly growled to herself, feeling the urge to turn and kick the sand, but resisted. Her display of anger would only give the killer satisfaction, she deemed.

      But it does show that she knows about Pluto, Holly inferred. That was where they had been tasked with retrieving the criminal Dr. Metz, who had worked for Zenetic on the Hyperspace Gate. The guards had been bought off by Zenetic, and Holly had suddenly had a whole contingent of highly armored prison personnel getting in the way of her objective.

      “Well, I don’t think Zenetic is going to bust you out of the next place any time soon,” Holly threw down at the woman. “They’ve gone down, or haven’t you heard? Every Zenetic office this side of the event horizon is occupied by Marine Corps. We’ve even got a blockade ship hanging just above Venus orbit.”

      Her assertions didn’t seem to bother the killer at all, who merely coughed an abrasive laugh.

      “The people I work for are much more powerful than Zenetic,” the killer stated.

      “Who!?” Holly demanded once again, stepping forward to menace her. “Where did you send that message? Where is the next Hyperspace Gate!?”

      The killer merely smiled and looked aside, leaving Holly to stew in her own anger. The signals tower above them was silent, but it still had its metal petals of transmission disks open and pointed up at the Venusian skies—and beyond it, the depths of space.

      Anywhere in space, Holly thought dismally. That message could have gone anywhere, and it could have been received anywhere. How were they ever going to stop the Hyperspace Gate now?

      “Doctor? Smith?” Holly called, looking up to where Rachel and Marshal were at the alcove, attaching cables to the input devices and trying to work it. “Any idea on . . .”

      “The message has already been sent,” Marshal, their Technical Specialist, announced. “Short band, narrow beam. It looks as though it repeated about a thousand times in quick succession before I managed to turn the signal off.”

      “A thousand times . . .” Holly groaned, imagining it like a series of phone calls. If even one of them was going to be picked up . . .

      “And there’s no way to tell where it was sent? Where the beam was . . .” Holly struggled to understand. “Directed?”

      The captain saw Marshal turn back to the alcove and the wrist screen on his suit before his shoulders slumped.

      “It has been rerouted through at least four different old satellite networks, as far as I can see now,” Marshal sighed. “Really old ones, the sort that went up last century.”

      “So?” Holly grimaced, aware of the ever-increasing smug look on the killer’s face at her feet.

      “Well,” Marshal took a deep breath. “The thing is that twenty-first century humanity was really bad at their resource management, like, catastrophically bad. There are entire fields of old communications satellites up there that have never been recalled. I guess it was cheaper to just make new ones with updated software than it was to trash the old ones.”

      Holly struggled to keep up.

      “Some of these networks I’m finding are old military ones, back even before Earth Senate, back before the Outer Planets became a territory. They’ve got ancient encryption protocols that I don’t think we even have keys for anymore.”

      “But if they’re old, then they must be easier to break, surely?” Holly pointed out.

      “Yeah, give me a supercomputer, and I’ll get on it,” Marshal said with a sigh. “But that isn’t even the real problem we’ve got . . .” he said exasperatedly.

      “It’s the branching,” Rachel turned back to say to Holly, taking on the conversation instead. The captain watched as she held up her hands before abruptly fanning them out like tree branches.

      “There are a thousand copies. They hit one network, and they get copied out across these old satellites,” Rachel branched her hands once more, “scattering each of those exact copied messages.”

      “And then they hit the next network and then the next,” the doctor said, making another branching motion and then another.

      “Decoys.” Holly suddenly understood. Not every message had to be going to the same place. All it took was one to reach its destination, and yet there were so many hundreds of copies flying around being relayed to new nodes and then passed on again to another . . .

      “It’s like searching for a needle in a haystack.” Holly remembered an old phrase. The one copy that actually went to where it was supposed to go . . .

      “As I say, get me that supercomputer and about three weeks, and I might be able to pin it down,” Marshal said dourly.

      Frack and damn! Holly turned away from them to look back over the Venusian desertscape, trying to control her anger. So this was it, was it? They had failed? She had failed.

      The data was going to get out there, and someone was going to pick it up. Considering how the Zenetic Dome had been dropped, and the entire company appeared to close overnight—and there was this very highly skilled assassin at their feet—the chances were that whoever was waiting for the data already had the resources to build the damn thing.

      And then what? Holly thought. Will the Thaal just walk straight into human space?

      It had taken every bit of nerve and firepower to kill just a small group of the ogre-like, purple-skinned Thaal fighters. And their murderous robots. And they clearly had technology that was light years, probably centuries ahead of Earth’s.

      Was this it? Was this the end of all hope? Holly looked up at the yellow-red skies, and she thought about the different places that she had been. She thought about distant Hephaestus Station. She thought about Kronos, her homes. She had fled those places because she wanted something better than grease and dirt and engine parts, and she didn’t want to choose the other career available, that of smuggler and pirate.

      As much as she had despaired of the Breaker Group, her people, her home—she still valued their toughness. She knew that because of where they lived in the Outer Territories beyond the four interior planets, her people would be the most vulnerable to any attack. They didn’t have anything to defend themselves against the Thaal.

      All we ever had was each other, Holly thought.

      As an idea suddenly struck her, a leap of intuition that was sparked from knowing this: it’s never what you know or how much technology you have; it’s who you know. How resourceful you are. Where you call home.

      “Say, lady,” Holly nodded at the killer. “You’re not Venusian, right?” she said. The killer certainly had the smug attitude, but the corporate Venusians never liked to get their hands dirty with the business of actually killing people. They weren’t as tough and as self-reliant as this lady clearly was.

      “How perceptive of you.” The assassin pulled a scornful smile at her. “What you going to do, send your Marine goonies to go and drag my poor ma and daddy into questioning about my upbringing? I don’t think so,” the assassin said with a snort and turned to look stoically out at the Venusian deserts.

      “Nah, not my style,” Holly said, considering the woman.

      “Cap?” Bastion muttered. “You got that thinking look on your face again.”

      “It happens, Bastion. Don’t look so shocked,” Holly said, and she nodded at Marshal.

      “Can you use that signals tower to get a message to the Helvetica?” she asked.

      “Course,” Marshal nodded. “This close, and it’d be like shouting in their ear.”

      “Good.” Holly nodded, working on a hunch that she didn’t quite understand, but it felt right somehow. “Request a database search of Marine Corps computers. I want to see if our lady diamond-sword has ever cropped up anywhere.”

      “You stars-damned sons of—” the killer suddenly spat, struggling to get to her feet before Bastion appeared, blocking her way.

      Bingo, Holly thought.

      The protocol didn’t take long, during which time the killer was squirming and calling them every name in the galaxy. After only a handful of minutes, Marshal turned back, beaming but also confused behind his visor.

      “I got a message from Commander Silas saying he’s already dispatched a squad to pick us up and the Blackbird. Also, the Marine Corps has got a positive match on our friendly neighborhood ninja here,” he said, throwing the data to Holly’s suit.

      
        
        Maritsa Hoon-Li, Special Assault Rangers, Inner Command.

      

      

      “You were a Marine Ranger,” Holly announced, nodding to herself. No wonder she was so good at fighting and shooting down copters and using personal gliders to get in and out of situations. The Assault Rangers were an Interior Command-only unit designed to infiltrate occupied bases, moons, etcetera, and get out again.

      And here we are, just lowly Forward Reconnaissance, Holly grinned to herself. Glorified patrol-bashers.

      “You were apparently killed in action about seven years ago.” Holly raised her eyebrows and looked across at her. “You look pretty good for a dead lady.”

      “Bite me.” Maritsa glared back.

      “And I am guessing at that point that you got offered a much more lucrative opportunity as a hired gun,” Holly announced. She’d seen plenty of this sort of thing happening in the Breaker Group—although not from the Marine Corps since Holly was the first Breaker to ever eventually get accepted as a Marine—with Breaker Guards or heavies sliding into the black market with apparent ease as the money was far, far better.

      “And you grew up on . . .” Holly noted, “Mars. How apt, the Red Planet, home to the Marine Corps Training Academy.”

      “Only the best, right?” Maritsa drawled sarcastically.

      It made sense to Holly. Mars, as the home of the Marine Corps trainings, had a lot of military families. There were entire domes out there where every family member worked in some way in the defense of humanity. Martians were very, very patriotic people.

      “And they’re tough too,” Holly muttered to herself. A lot like the Breaker Group in that respect.

      On another hunch, Holly instead turned to the doctor.

      “Let’s just assume that our killer here lived on Mars and was brought out of her ranger program by some unknown corporate or whoever.” Holly knew that there would always be corporates sniffing around defense. They always were and always would be. The relationship between them was as old as civilization was itself.

      “They trained her, gave her a snazzy sword, gave her a job,” Holly was saying while Dr. Crow continued to look confusedly at her.

      “You said that half of the data that you had contained contour maps?” Holly asked the doctor.

      Rachel nodded.

      It was an off chance. An extremely remote chance at that, but there were a few things that stacked up. Maritsa’s home planet, the use of ancient military satellites to transfer the data, the fact that Mars basically was the home to anyone military-adjacent.

      “I’ll do a map search.” Rachel caught the drift and was pulling up indistinct, flickering hologram images from her wrist screen as she attempted to match data for data.

      If Maritsa Hoon-Li knew of the exact whereabouts of the message destination, Holly thought that she was doing a very good job of looking unfazed at this moment. The captain realized that she probably didn’t know and had probably never known the actual destination or perhaps even the contents of the message itself.

      But it doesn’t stop the facts. Holly nodded to herself, relying on instincts that were older than her military training.

      It’s the people you know. It’s where you called home. You want to get a job done? Go to someone you know or trust. Go to someone who has the most skills in what you are trying to achieve.

      “Captain?” Rachel looked up, her face clearly surprised.

      “Doctor, go ahead.”

      “There’s a match. We have a match,” the doctor said, clearly a little stunned. “It seems that the maps on the half of the data that we have is a specified location where the, uh, the Gate . . .”

      “What Gate!?” Maritsa hissed in annoyance, confirming what Holly had already guessed.

      “Where the Gate could be built because it needs a lot of very precise power opportunities, space, and shielding if it all goes wrong. The volcanic gneiss and bedrock strata of this precise area on Mars is exactly right and was selected in the data as a possible construction point,” the doctor said.

      “And where is it!?” Marshal called in frustration.

      Rachel looked across at Holly, not quite believing what she was about to say.

      “It’s about a mile and a half below the surface of Olympus Mons on Mars,” the doctor said.

      “Wait . . .” Marshal murmured. “You mean the Olympus Mons that is already home to Camp Vigilant, the dome where the Marine Corps has its Strategy Center?”

      Even Holly let out an involuntary gasp. Camp Vigilant was a place which every officer in the Marine Corps would remember and know well, having at least attended their graduation ceremony there, if not engaging in further advanced training.

      The doctor nodded.

      “Yup, that would be the one.”
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      Camp Vigilant, Mars

      

      Olympus Mons was one of the largest natural features anywhere in the Sol system. An extinct volcano, the vast, sloping pyramid was visible from space. It once spewed forth enough ash and lava to permanently change the Red Planet’s atmosphere and recreate entire continents.

      But that was a long time ago, and these millennia, the old warrior of Mars was stilled and silent. She didn’t even smoke anymore.

      But there was life on her rust-red, iron-black, and orange-brown slopes.

      Near her base on the northeastern arm, there was a bright collection of geodesic domes, aggregated together so that they looked like stilled bubbles from some child’s game.

      Only there was nothing childlike about them on closer inspection. The lower edge of the crystal-glass domes had high steel walls forming a walkway boundary wall on the inside and mounted with railguns and landing towers on the outer. Giant air lock housings were located every few miles at the foot of the walls. They led into launch bays stuffed full of military rovers, patrol craft, and attack vehicles.

      The buildings inside the domes started out as sheerly functional warehouses and storage spaces before meeting an inner wall (with more checkpoints and small guard towers) leading to the inner camp. Here, there were sedate and grand buildings built in the old European style with pillars and long wings. Each held their own training grounds.

      Camp Vigilant was considered by many Martians to be the ceremonial, even spiritual home of the Earth Alliance Marines. It was the place where the majority of the officer and senior staff training occurred and also the place where every Earth Alliance Marine attended their graduation ceremony. Even the top-level Martian military command did a lot of their strategy meetings and duties right there.

      Mars was the natural home for the Earth Alliance Marines. Every would-be space soldier who signed up from anywhere across human space was sent to Martian bootcamp. There, they would get their basic training and get used to different gravitational forces. There were a whole lot of different military bases scattered across Mars, from domes to underground bunkers—but Camp Vigilant was the oldest and considered to be the most prestigious.

      It was unthinkable that it could be attacked at all and certainly not from within.
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      “They hit fast, and they hit hard,” Commander Silas’ voice said in a flat line of disgust as Captain Holly Cropper and the other members of the Forward Recon squad thumped their backs into the flight seats and clipped the webbing across their bodies.

      The Forward Recon squad had just made it back to the EA Marine blockade ship Helvetica after being recovered from the surface of Venus by a fast-flying Marine shuttle. No sooner had they arrived than their old suits had been ripped from them and replaced. The assassin Maritsa Hoon-Li had been frogmarched away from them, and they had been abruptly turned around and thumped into place in flight chairs.

      “The Helvetica is leaving Venus immediately,” Commander Silas had explained as their new suits had linked up to his direct transmission. The austere and thin Outer Territories commander was somewhere above them on the bridge or flight deck. Considering what was going on, he didn’t even have time to come and brief them personally.

      “We should be blockading this nest of vipers, but . . .” Silas drawled. “You can see that we have more important enemies right now.”

      Holly had already uploaded her report on the flight over to the Helvetica, but she hadn’t expected the commander to have actually read it yet. It seemed that he had and knew what had happened on the surface of Venus.

      “Maritsa Hoon-Li is in detention and undergoing interrogation,” Silas nodded. “However, I think it highly likely that she is just a hired tool for the company behind the manufacture of the Gate.”

      Holly nodded. She agreed. But Maritsa would probably see a long life behind bars all the same.

      The evidence that the data sent had been used immediately, as soon as it had been transmitted, was undeniable. Holly realized, as the room around them started to judder and thud and the Helvetica lifted itself out of Venus’ gravity well—that the other corporation must have already had its secondary Hyperspace Gate ready and waiting. Already built, just waiting for the go-codes . . .

      Which I failed to stop! Holly felt an awful pang of guilt.

      “The attack started, given a little message delay, about not thirty minutes ago,” Silas said, looking down briefly. “And the local time at the camp on Mars right now is approximately equivalent to eight in the morning.”

      “They sure know how to take the initiative, huh?” Holly heard Marshal, sitting beside her, mutter darkly.

      The images of the attack played out on the small holoscreens on the interior of each of the Marine’s visor helmets. Their faces were lit underneath by the glow of blue. They heard the echo of screams and shouting voices, and there were sudden bursts of red as around them the blockade ship continued to gain speed and velocity.

      The first set of video feeds—half an hour earlier—had been taken from the security drone cameras along the inner walls of Camp Vigilant. They at first showed the peaceful and not quite busy vista of the interior of the camp. There were the peaked roofs of the many training academies, hedged by lines of actual trees. The flutter of pennants and flags from the various military departments and houses and the intersecting line of the interior wall.

      A few vehicles moved through terraced mountainside streets. Even at just after seven in the morning (local equivalent), there was the activity of staffers getting to their posts or shift changes. A canvas-topped delivery truck motored gently towards a warehouse.

      All at once, the camera image shook as a massive blast blew out of the outer camp and a huge plume of dust filled the air.

      There was a suspenseful moment of silence as the gray-and-yellow plume held for a moment, and then activity and motion began. People started to emerge from buildings, alarms pealed through the air.

      The sound was glitchy and cut out a lot, not quite syncing with the disaster. Holly wondered if that somehow made it worse or better.

      There was another camera shake when another blast blew from somewhere in the far distance—this time beyond the interior walls. And then another shudder of the camera as more of that terrible gray-and-yellow acrid smoke filled the air, this time touched with the crimson red of flames.

      “It started with explosions under the surface. We think that they took out power relays—although whether this was a distraction or just an attack, we don’t yet know.” Silas’ voice cut in as a voice-over, and the camera image changed, this time to a street-level view from another security camera.

      It had to be nearer the site of one of the explosions since the view pointed up a street where an entire building had burst apart and filled with rubble. A haze of smoke in the air remained, filling the space. With a screech of tires, there was a jeep swerving into the street, and a squad of four men and women in simple service fatigues jumped out, racing to the scene of the disaster.

      At that moment, there came a scintillating ruby bolt of light from the smoke, shooting out to knock one of the rushing emergency staff off their feet. The staff member was immediately flung over the pavement to the grounds of the house beyond.

      Another beam shot out, winging another of the emergency staff and sending them spiraling, screaming, to the ground.

      As figures emerged from the smoke. They were all easily seven feet tall from their feet to the crowns of their heads, and their skin was a faded, mottled purple color. They were larger and stockier than any human, although they were bipedal and vaguely humanoid with two arms, two legs, and one head.

      That, however, was where the similarities ended. The alien contingent towered over their frailer human counterparts dressed in white-and-bronze part armor that appeared to be strapped onto their forms. Each one wore a helmet that was open around the face, displaying that same large, purple-skinned face with heavy brows and glittering, predatory eyes.

      It was a team of Thaal fighters emerging from the destruction and killing everything before them.

      There was another flash of ruby-red crimson, and the image cut suddenly.

      “Frackers!” the ever-large Bastion burst out in a violent murmur to one side of Holly. His outbursts were infrequent and uncharacteristic, but this time, Holly thought that it was entirely appropriate.

      “But—but Camp Vigilant is the heart of the Marine Corps!” Holly hissed as the image of Commander Silas returned to their screens. The juddering and shaking of the Helvetica was slowing down, replaced by the pulling sensation in their bellies of the massive nuclear engines starting to burn.

      “I know.” Silas appeared to discern her horror and what Holly had really meant by it.

      “Strategically, what the Thaal have done is either brilliant or foolhardy. Every Marine on the face of Mars will be on their way to Vigilant right now—how could the Thaal ever hope to hold off that many?” Silas’ eyes were scowling, and his mouth stretched into a thin line. “Perhaps that is our chance. They’ve obviously taken us by surprise. They might have the upper hand in weaponry—but this could be their biggest mistake yet.” Silas nodded. “If we can contain them at Vigilant.”

      “At the Gate,” Cropper pointed out. “The Hyperspace Gate. It’s in the old geothermal tunnels underneath the camp.”

      “Yes.” Silas for once didn’t reprimand her intrusion. “If we can surround them and contain them, then we have the numbers. We could stop this invasion before it even begins!”

      “Booyah!” Holly heard Marshal snarl in determined savagery, accompanied by an agreeing grunt from Bastion nearby. Both of them, like Holly, had attended Camp Vigilant for sergeants’ ceremonies. They both knew the place—not as well as Holly did, perhaps, because she was a captain—but they knew it. They both also knew the basic strategy of stopping a bridgehead—surround and overwhelm. Everything in the books said that it should be, if not easy—then at least the odds should be in their favor.

      But Holly’s mind was flashing back to what she had seen in all of her dealings with the Thaal. To entire warships and vast destroyers—vehicles that were even bigger than the Helvetica they rode in—against the backdrop of alien stars. She remembered their beam weapons. Their personal force fields that she had seen them use.

      What if all of the normal rules of strategy don’t apply to this enemy? Holly feared.

      “We will reach Martian orbit in almost four hours at maximum burn,” Silas stated. “With any luck, we can shave an hour off that time by jettisoning what we don’t need.”

      “Perhaps the battle will be over by then?” A new voice raised itself next to Holly—it was the fourth and unofficial member of their squad, Dr. Rachel Crow.

      “Maybe,” Silas said, his tone uncertain. “Either way, when we arrive, the Helvetica will plug into operational requirements as needed. Worst-case scenario, we will be prepared to fire from space.”

      What!? Holly gulped. There would have to be a full-scale evacuation of Camp Vigilant for that. The orbital barrage would lead to an almost total destruction of the entire camp with a loss of key infrastructure, data, equipment, capacity.

      “We have a draft plan for your squad.” Silas nodded. “Because you have the most experience with the Gate, you have the data. If the Gate is still operational by then—you will be dispatched to try to dismantle or sabotage it.”

      “If it is still operational?” Holly murmured under her breath, knowing precisely what that meant.

      If it is still churning out Thaal fighters, right?

      The Helvetica lifted itself from the outer atmosphere of Venus, shedding wisps of gasses and aurora burn as it tore upwards. A myriad of smaller booster rockets pushed it deeper into space as Venusian satellites and shuttles scrambled out of the way. When the vast three-pronged bulk was clear of the gravity well and magnetosphere, there were sudden gasps of steam and light. Giant container pods released from all along her bulk, most of them resembling halved octahedrons or simple rectangular shapes.

      This spilling continued for several long minutes as each chosen container and storage pod fired its own thrusters to maneuver and navigate away from the others, leaving a sleeker, slimmer version of the Helvetica behind.

      Her vast engines started to light up and fire, their burns intensifying through red to green and blue. Finally, the entire blockade ship was thrown out toward the distant, bright-orange star in the sky that was Mars.
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      As one of the largest ships in the Earth Alliance fleet flew for Mars, the battle on the slopes of Olympus Mons intensified.

      The entire interconnected bubble of domes that made up Camp Vigilant was filled with a dirty yellow and ashen-gray smoke, making it look noxious on the face of the prehistoric volcano.

      The Thaal fighters were smaller in numbers than the staff and Marines that lived inside the camp—but they were tougher, better equipped, and they had the element of surprise.

      After the initial break-out of explosions, all of the Thaal fighter groups—five, all together—started to converge on the inner camp, including those who were outside the walls. They shot everything that moved or got in their way.

      The first few streets that the Thaal moved along, they were mostly unopposed. The Camp Vigilant officers and Marines scrambled to get into their suits and figure out just who—or what—was going on.

      Many people, even Marines, had yet to learn the true face of the Thaal threat. When one squad of young, just graduated Earth Alliance Marines tore around a corner to see a group of ten rampaging Thaal marching up the avenue towards them, half of the squad were frozen in confusion, surprise, and disbelief.

      Everyone in the Alliance had seen the pictures of the starcraft. They were aware that they were no longer alone in the universe, and that there were other beings coming for them.

      But so far, information about the Hyperspace Gates, wormholes, and their ogre-like enemy, the Thaal, had not yet been released to any but a few chosen units.

      On this day, on the streets of Olympus Mons, humanity was awoken to what was really coming for their worlds.

      The Thaal’s energy weapons could tear through a normal encounter suit or light armor in one hit. In two, they would rupture and destroy a Marine heavy tactical suit. And when they were fired on in return by the Marine assault rifles and sidearms, the humans discovered another terrible thing.

      There were flashes of red light as the bullets pounded on invisible force fields around the Thaal. Sustained fire could overload these force fields—but it took the continued, desperate report of one of the wall-mounted field guns to discover this.

      The Thaal were shot at, attacked—but it appeared to do no good as they mostly waded through the hail of bullets with nothing but savage grins on their faces, raising their own weapons in response.

      Alongside the energy beam weapons that each Thaal had, they also had explosives—something like grenades, although the light show was more spectacular. The Thaal quickly arrayed themselves into tight fighting units with three or four up front, shooting any humans that moved, another three in the middle, hurling grenades ahead and to the sides, and then a final three at the back, guarding their rear.

      These five small columns were almost impossible to stop as they made it to the inner camp, converging at several locations:

      Camp Defense HQs.
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      As the battle for Olympus Mons raged, attack vehicles were dispatched from across the Red Planet. Suborbital flyers were launched on silver wings from their various military hangars, carrying stoic and determined Marines. The flyers began their dive towards the famous, godlike mountain.

      Other drone transporters raced just over the red sands of Mars, and ships in space started to move in a deadly, graceful dance towards the volcano.

      But only one singular human, deep under the surface of the Red Planet, understood what was going on.

      CEO Joseph Albatier lay in agony with one arm and with one leg broken on the cavern floor of the Hyperspace Gate. His breathing hissed and bubbled as he tried to control the waves of agony that moved through him every time he drew in breath.

      The large cavern that housed the Hyperspace Gate had become a transit way for the Thaal. Yet another tramp of alien metal boots thundered past Albatier’s injured form and up one of the towers to the surface. Each Thaal could barely fit into the tunnels, but they didn’t appear fazed as they marched in perfect unison, holding their beam rifles close to their chests.

      Albatier wondered if he was listening to the sound of his own breathing, but then he realized that it came and went. He was listening to their singing, some long, ululating, and mournful alien battle song.

      For some reason that he had yet to fathom, the Thaal hadn’t actually killed him. Instead, the first Thaal through the Gate had merely seized Joseph’s arm at the elbow when he had raised it to protest and twisted it with one giant fist until it broke. As Joseph had screamed and fallen to his knees, a savage stomp had broken one of his calves, and one of the most senior staffers of one of the richest companies in all of the human territories had passed out.

      Joseph came to a bit later. He watched the invasion begin as one ten-Thaal squad after another marched through the Gate from some sort of metal platform beyond.

      There was a sound of grunting and clicking. He saw that not far away stood a particularly large Thaal accompanied by two smaller ones. The three of them poured over a large holographic screen.

      Joseph recognized it as some sort of image from inside a building. A human building since the desks and windows were all much lower than the camera angle.

      “Where are you? Are you gloating over your victories!?” the CEO had the rage to growl at them. Even as he said it, the largest Thaal instantly barked some orders and clapped their hands for the holo video to change to another human room—this time, one filled with round portholes and long tubes held on beds.

      “Missiles!?” Joseph gasped, his voice weak. He didn’t know enough about Camp Vigilant to tell if these were missiles above him or what type they were.

      With another series of barked, grunted, trial-and-error commands, the Thaal managed to start loading the missiles into the tubes, and the image returned to the original video of what was undeniably a control room.

      The Thaal commander was directing and insisting to the camera, and large, bronze-clad hands began to move the controls, attaching their own strange, alien control units to the desk.

      “Missiles . . . They’re gaining control of the camp missile system!” Joseph thought, vainly trying to move from where he lay, but every time he did, his movements brought with them a new answering wave of agony. He felt sick and light-headed and was sure that if he tried to move much more, he would pass out or die.

      Either way, the Thaal commander wasn’t far from achieving what they had wanted.

      As the suborbital flyers emerged out of the orange Martian clouds ready to deliver elite paratroopers to the battle—suddenly the outermost guard towers around Camp Vigilant burst into life. Their ports sprang open with hisses as the missile tubes were automatically loaded, and the topmost of the towers started to rotate and track.

      Phwoosh!

      Immediately, there came puffs of rocket fire and steam, and salvo after salvo of missiles was fired out from the Marines’ very own towers—against their very own craft.

      The missiles fired in bunches of bright spear points, reaching out like the fingers of a hand before abruptly swerving and breaking their formation, zooming to target the flyers and the oncoming troop transporters.

      Not every craft was hit, but the Martians had never expected this on their own soil. The skies of the Red Planet were filled with black smoke and the rainfall of twisted metals.
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      “Well, I guess that went well, then,” Holly grumbled as Commander Silas finished their second and final briefing on the developing events on Mars.

      The three hours between their departure from Venus and their imminent arrival at the Red Planet had been ones of nail-biting frustration. Snippets of news reports were rolling in on the military channels—but they were scattered and fragmentary. There was, of course, no main news coverage, and the military was only sharing what they had to.

      Captain Cropper, Bastion, Marshal, and Rachel Crow had returned to their seats as the Helvetica started to shake as she slowed, and the Red Planet grew bigger and bigger in the view ports.

      “We’ve got three forward bases: here, here, and here.” The hologram of Silas appeared over a small digital map of Olympus Mons. Two of the forward bases were out on the plains, and another was halfway up the opposing arm of the volcano.

      “They look like they are an awfully long ways away,” Marshal muttered under his breath.

      “The Thaal have access to the defense missiles,” Silas responded. “And the wall guns, and . . .”

      Another video replay showed that there were sudden beams of crimson light shooting straight out over the Martian surface near one of the main gates.

      “Looks like they have managed to bring out the Thaalian equivalent of a multibarrelled gatling gun,” Silas said sourly. “Using beam technology, of course.”

      “We’ve got nukes!” Marshal burst out, almost beside himself with frustration. “Bunker busters! Neutron bombs! Mountain killers!”

      “Sergeant!” Holly hissed, and Silas fell silent. They could all feel that silence along with the ever-increasing weight of their bodies as the Helvetica attempted to slow itself down.

      The Outer Territories commander held the silence for a moment longer before choosing his words very carefully.

      “They’ve got nukes too. There’s a silo of Last Option thermonuclear warheads in one of the top-secret locations under Camp Vigilant with launch capability as well.”

      Holly blinked but didn’t say anything.

      “What?” Rachel was the first to profess her utter horror at the idea. “But—but Camp Vigilant, all of Mars, it’s Earth Alliance territory! Why have city killers there?!”

      “Because the Earth Alliance Senate realized a long time ago that one of the most dangerous threats to humanity’s continued survival might be the fracturing and ceding of entire planets,” Silas said.

      “In case Mars went rogue?” Holly heard the doctor ask. “You had a contingency plan to nuke it if it, I don’t know, told Earth to kiss off?”

      Silas didn’t even blink, but it was clear that the answer was a yes.

      “Either way, as it turns out, that wasn’t the greatest threat to humanity, was it?” the Outer Territories commander offered up before continuing.

      “The Thaal have shown themselves to be adept at capturing our technology and using it for their own purposes.”

      “Probably because they’re about two hundred years more advanced than we are!” the doctor whispered under her breath. “Our tech will look like child’s play to them!”

      “So, we can only assume that either they don’t wish to use the nukes or that they haven’t found them yet,” Silas confirmed.

      “The battle for Olympus Mons continues, and there are still Marines and personnel inside Vigilant. There is currently a very active debate going on among the remaining commanders who aren’t in Vigilant whether we should use the Helvetica to destroy the entire base and the threat.”

      Holly nodded, already knowing what was going to come next.

      “We’ve been given two hours, ladies and gentlemen,” Silas said. “After that, it is deemed that the risk to Mars, with the Thaal eventually finding Vigilant’s nuclear capability, is simply too much. We have two hours to try to either recover the nukes or destroy the Hyperspace Gate.”

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Holly said, peering beyond of the hologram image of the Outer Territories commander, through the porthole, and to the rushing face of the Planet of War.
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      “Forward Recon squad locked and ready,” Holly said with a growl into her suit microphones as her visor screen reflected the deep orange-and-red color of Mars.

      Her seat shuddered. So did the entire carriage that she, Bastion, Marshal, the doctor—and about twenty-five other Earth Alliance Close Assault Marines occupied, holding onto the webbing straps that crossed their chests with grim determination.

      The Marines were seated along the sides of the narrow room, their chairs attached to the walls. The portholes before them were solid with orange.

      The Helvetica shuddered as it slowed, traveling as close to the planet as it dared without causing itself too much structural damage.

      “Assault Transport deploy!” She heard the words of Commander Silas, and almost immediately, there was a deep, mechanical thunk as the room suddenly lurched to one side, and Holly’s stomach leapt.

      The slim and stream-lined blockade ship hadn’t gotten rid of all of its available pods and units, quite clearly. There was a hiss of fire and thrusters as long square modules dropped away from its belly and plummeted like thrown bricks towards the surface of the Red Planet.

      When viewed from the outside, they were comprised of black metals with corrugated and reinforced edges, now sporting plumes of burning plasma and fire as they fell through the upper atmosphere.

      Straight towards the banks of Olympus Mons.

      Frack, I hate freefall! Holly gritted her teeth as every sinew in her body felt heavier. Felt pulled and grabbed by the hungry planet below. It was one of the many peculiarities about coming from a station run by the Breaker Group. Her station generated its own gravity through spin or magnets alone. Compared to the pull of a planet, it was nothing.

      The Helvetica’s dropships fell like metal raindrops through the burning skies, shaking and shuddering at first. They quickly righted themselves as the flames went out in an instant—and they were instead buffeted by the intense Martian winds.

      “Approaching in twenty!” One of the Close Assault Marines at the front shouted. Another captain, as far as Holly could see of their buttons and stripes.

      “Fifteen!”

      The dropship continued to fall as another sound emerged into the cramped, tired air of the interior compartment. A metallic knocking.

      What the? Holly thought—to see that it was the work of the other Close Assault Marines, who were all knocking their breastplates in time with each other and with the countdown of their captain. When she looked over—she saw that Marshal was doing the same.

      “Sergeant?” she hissed, to be met by his serious stare.

      “Twelve, eleven!”

      “Old Earth custom,” he whispered back.

      “Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .”

      There was another lurch from the vehicle as it deployed parachutes from its back, and at once, their drop slowed.

      “Missiles detected!” A shout came from one of the technical Marines, and Holly instantly flickered her holocontrols to the command screen, relayed from the dropship’s tactical cameras.

      It showed a green vector map of the rising surface of the mountain. They were to land between two of the outstretched arms of Olympus Mons, somewhat ahead of the nearest encampment and hopefully shielded from Camp Vigilant’s missile batteries.

      There, in the upper left-hand corner, was a stylized model of Camp Vigilant, and there, streaking out from its walls, were small lines of attack vectors.

      “Teams prepare. Brace!” the Close Assault captain shouted as the thumping went down from seven to six . . .

      Holly felt a moment of panic as some of the missiles screamed towards them—and missed, veering closer all of a sudden to the next nearest dropship.

      “Five . . . four . . . Drop One has been hit!” the cry went up. Holly’s eyes were glued to the targeting holo. It showed a vibrant warning red flash in the place where one of the four dropships had been—and then nothing. Outside, she knew there would be falling splinters of metal and smoke.

      “Three . . . two . . . !”

      But Holly and the rest of her team—the rest of everyone inside the room—didn’t have any time to worry about missiles. Instead, they were slamming into the surface of the dead volcano with a pounding thud that made Holly bite her cheek and instantly taste blood.

      Ach!

      Her vision swam with the shock of it, and then the entire dropship was moving, sliding down the slope in a fast rumble and scream of rocks against metals as she slowed, slowed—and finally stopped.

      “Close Assault Team go! Doors go! Team go!” The distant captain was shouting as the entire front of the ship burst open with puffs of thruster steam, revealing a planet at war.

      The volcano slope rose before them, obscuring their view of the occupied camp (thankfully, Holly thought, knowing that line of sight was a death trap). Black smoke rose over the distance and rolled down over the oxide-rust rocks before them.

      There were multiple clicks and hisses as the Close Assault Marines threw themselves forward, and then all of a sudden, it was Holly’s turn.

      “Forward Recon—on me!” she said as she hit her webbing release and pushed herself up into a run.

      Got to move. Don’t be a stationary target.

      Her boots hit the metal of the door ramp with a shudder and a clang. She ran forwards on point with Bastion close to her left, Marshal at her right—and the doctor, the one of them who knew the most about Thaal technology, shielded behind their wedge.

      Ahead, the Close Assault team had already made it to the low ridge identified by Commander Silas right before, and were throwing themselves down in front of it, already propping their rifles and aiming.

      A target arrow blinked on Holly’s visor, off to their right, almost along the ridge.

      “There’s the access point—go!” Holly turned as she ran, and the rest of the Forward Recon squad did so at the same time, shoaling like fish. Only fish dressed in heavy tactical suits with high-velocity assault rifles.

      “Contact!” they heard the Close Assault captain shout only a second before there was a booming sound over their suit pickups. Holly knew that she shouldn’t, but her boots swerved on the dust, and she turned to glance over her shoulder.

      The line of Close Assault Marines were now scattered into two halves because the ridge had been blown in the middle by a deep, blackened circle from the strike of a Thaal weapon.

      Not a missile, Holly thought immediately and then saw another bright beam of red light explode a little further away from the Marines, shaking the ground and flinging rocks into the air.

      “Engage!” the captain was shouting as the Close Assault Marines fired back, trying to destroy the Thaal weapon that was seeking them out.

      And all of it was for us, Holly knew with a startle of guilt as she turned back around and ran to the place where Bastion and the others were already rounding the slope.

      “Got it! We have entry!” Marshal was roaring. Holly forced her legs to move quicker, sliding past the last outcrop of boulders.

      To see what their lower, safer side of the volcano slope had been hiding. A large concrete archway, easily big enough for four people to walk abreast. Inside, the waiting tunnel was dark and its walls textured but not entirely uneven. Long parallel metal tracks were bolted to the floors.

      “The Old Tramway,” Holly breathed, pausing at the entrance for a few seconds to see that Bastion and Marshal were already several yards inside, their rifles lowered against the dark.

      This was their plan, devised by Commander Silas. The only way to enter Camp Vigilant without directly assaulting the walls was through the out-of-date service tram, the one that used to ferry quarried ore from underneath the camp to the edge here. On one side of the mountain slope outside the tram entrance, there was a wide landing area where the copters and drone vehicles had landed to pick up the vital ores, shipping them off for use elsewhere on the Red Planet.

      “No Thaal waiting party,” Marshal agreed. “Purple frackers probably haven’t figured out that this exists yet.”

      “Right. I’ll tell the captain,” Holly said, gesturing in the air to open a direct line.

      “We’re in. You can pull your people back,” she said, as she heard the distant report of gun fire and explosions over the suit speakers as well as the private channel with the opposing captain.

      “We can hold for five,” the Close Assault captain growled, and Holly was proud to note that there wasn’t a hint of recrimination or anger at their squad being designated to do covering fire for hers. It didn’t stop her from feeling guilty, however.

      “Good luck, Cropper,” the captain said grimly over the channel.

      “You too, Captain,” Holly wished him well as the line clicked off, but the sounds of battle continued along with sudden bursts of smoke over the horizon.

      “Okay.” Holly looked back at her waiting team and nodded.

      This was the plan. An infiltration by Holly’s Forward Recon squad as an assault raged against Camp Vigilant from the ground. They had less than two hours to secure the nukes and destroy the Hyperspace Gate.

      “Same positions as before. On me,” Holly said, jogging ahead into the dark as the rest fell in behind.
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      The tunnel felt longer than it actually was, although Holly was sure that it had to be only about a mile, if that. It was more unnerving that it was dead straight and that none of the wall-strung lights came on as they approached.

      “How old is this place?” Marshal breathed. Their suit lights bounced off the rails at their feet and speared forwards into the dark, and the tramp of their boots echoed.

      “They finished the excavation of the lower tunnels only about twenty years ago,” Rachel surprised them all by saying, and when Holly turned to her with a questioning look, the doctor shrugged.

      “It looks as though I’m the hired nerd on this trip. Thought that I’d better do some research,” she said.

      The tunnel continued on ahead of them at a uniform pace, and all sounds of the battle above had quickly vanished. It was hard to tell how much time had passed down here, and instead, Holly measured it by checking the tiny vector map that they crawled across.

      Against her better instincts, she overlaid the attack map on top of it—only to see multiple flashing alarms of red triangles dotted in a wide circle around Camp Vigilant.

      “Strikes. Losses,” Holly thought dismally, trying not to imagine what was going on up there. The Thaal that she had fought had been nigh unstoppable—until she had managed to steal one of their own guns and use it against them.

      Blip. Contact!

      She was so occupied by her dark reveries that when her own sensor map that projected out from her heavy tactical suit started to blip and blink, she almost jumped.

      “Dead ahead!” she heard Bastion hiss as he dropped into a crouch, rifle up. Marshal copied his stance on the other side as Holly slowly raised her own weapon.

      “You know the strategy,” Holly whispered. “Close as soon as you can. Grab their weapon if possible.”

      It was the best that she, as well as the superior strategic minds of the Earth Alliance, could come up with when facing the Thaal in dead-on combat.

      “While their force fields make it difficult to hurt them, sustained fire will,” she muttered. “And it will knock them over.”

      “Aim for the legs,” Bastion agreed. The large Marine took a step forwards, cinching his rifle closer into his shoulder as tracking blips ahead of them clustered, came closer . . .

      “There’s a lot of them,” Holly breathed. Had to be more than three. Five or six, no—seven or eight. Way too many. Their mission was about to be over before it even began.

      And then light glinted in the darkness ahead of them. Light off of metal, visors, helmets . . .

      “Hold your fire!” Holly shouted. A part of her brain had caught up with the fact that the light had glinted off of the translucent bubble visors that were human-made and human-worn. The Thaal didn’t wear all-covering face masks, did they? Certainly not the bulbous ones that human service personnel and civilians wore to protect their precious inner bubble of atmosphere that humans needed to survive.

      The figures ahead of them convulsed, letting out a low moan as they saw the figures with guns pointed straight back at them.

      Holly saw faces behind the visors. Worried, scared faces. Most of them were wearing just the basic form of encounter suit—the sort that was packed into every emergency locker throughout human space.

      They were survivors, refugees, from Camp Vigilant.
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      “We only just got out, and there are more still stuck back in there,” said the unofficial leader of the small group. There were eight of them in the end, a mixture of men and women, but no children. Camp Vigilant was primarily a command hub, not a domestic civilian one.

      Most weren’t Marines, as well. Holly noted grimly the assortment of encounter suits, some with their shoulder-pad designations of Engineer, Electrician, Technical . . .

      “Almost all of the Marines stayed back,” the unofficial leader of the group said. She was an older woman north of sixty perhaps, salt-peppered hair behind her bubble visor. She had the look of a senior base engineer about her, Holly thought. Used to managing people and responding with solutions—but definitely not used to dealing with an alien invasion.

      “I get it.” Holly nodded. It would have been the apparent duty of every serviceman and woman to stay behind and guard the retreat of the civilians or defend the senior commanders, wouldn’t it? They wouldn’t be eager to leave their posts.

      “They just came out of nowhere,” a younger man whispered, eyes wide and still visibly shaking with horror. “Everything that we threw at them, pistols, rifles—none of it seemed to even slow them down.”

      “They’re using personal force fields,” Rachel agreed, taking a crouch beside the most withered and harrowed of the refugees and offering them water from her flask.

      “But we can beat them. They can be defeated,” she said in a quieter voice, casting a quick eye up to Holly for reassurance.

      “Aye,” Holly nodded curtly once. She understood the need for what Rachel was doing—reassuring the lost, trying to give them courage.

      But what happens when we tell them that their homes are going to get carpet-bombed off the face of the planet? She checked the time. Less than three hours. A whole lot less now, in fact. Two and a half.

      “How many people do we still have inside, do you think?” Holly turned to the most together senior engineer, who shook her head with a heavy sigh.

      “I don’t know. Almost impossible to say. I know that we lost comms with Senior Command.”

      “That’s in the inner camp, right?” Holly was already gesturing with her hand to bring up the strategic map they had been given of Camp Vigilant. The outer camp had most of the service districts, warehouses, and training grounds, as well as most of the training academies. Then there were the walls and the inner camp, a much smaller space which was almost entirely given over to command and administration buildings.

      The hub of the Marine Corps, Holly was thinking.

      “Yeah, inner camp. Right in the middle,” the senior engineer confirmed. “It looks like they split into two groups—heading for the wall defenses and barracks and the inner camp as well.”

      “Makes sense . . .” Marshal muttered with disgust, and Holly had to agree with them. It was an almost textbook military strategy. Secure the defenses so that they couldn’t be used against you—and “cut the head off the snake” by removing the command structure as soon as possible. Holly knew that the Marine Corps was prepared and drilled to deal with such eventualities. That was why she was a remote, independent captain, after all, and able to make her own operational choices for her team when there was no clear chain of command above her.

      But it would still lead to a whole lot of chaos back there, she groaned to herself.

      “I think that we have a unit holding the Northern Barracks, and we had some runners come through a couple hours ago that said that there were top brass rallying units at the Victory Hall.”

      “Victory Hall.” Holly’s mouth twisted. She could only hope that the name was an omen. Victory Hall was a large, fattened triangle of a building that rose into a round building inside. It was where the major awards and medal ceremonies were held. The morale would be palpable there—which was some of the battle, at least.

      But it’s bad news for us. She turned to raise her eyebrows at Bastion and Marshal, each one understanding what she was not saying.

      How do we get them out of two locations under the noses of the Thaal before the orbital bombardment? How do we do that AND secure the nukes AND destroy the Hyperspace Gate?

      “What?” The woman crouched against the wall before them didn’t miss a beat. “Bad news?” Her eyes suddenly flickered over the tiny, small team of the Forward Recon squad.

      “You’re not on a rescue mission at all, are you?” she surmised.

      Holly opened and closed her mouth, suddenly awkward. “We’re going to get as many out as we can,” she said with truthful intent at least—even if she didn’t know the how of achieving that yet.

      “No.” The engineer lady nodded to herself. “Small numbers. Small enough to hopefully get in unnoticed, maybe get out as well.” She suddenly looked up. “You’re heading for Locker 13, right?”

      All eyes moved to Holly, who remained silent. This was not going according to plan . . . Locker 13 was the operational name for the nuke storage, so that it could be marked down on maps only another of the many “restricted storage lockers” that a military base such as Vigilant would be full of.

      “All of the top staff know of it,” the senior engineer said quickly. She shook off Holly’s concerns and ignored the confused faces of those around her, the other staff members who clearly did not know what Locker 13 secretly contained.

      “We have to. We’re the ones who do the wiring, remember?” The engineer gave a crooked, unhappy chuckle. “But I get it. It makes sense. Secure Locker 13. Do what you have to do if there’s no other answer.”

      “What’s in Locker 13 again?” one of the other refugees asked. The senior engineer just shook her head, demanding silence as she regarded Holly seriously.

      “I’m sorry,” the captain offered, feeling even guiltier than before.

      “Don’t be. Here.” The woman reached into her suit, producing from one of its many pockets a flat data card very much like a credit card with a line of gold connector strips along one side. “That’ll open every staff and service door between here and there. You want to make it out of the old station and head right up Harris Street and across East Plaza to the Power Substation,” the woman said quickly and efficiently.

      “That’s the most direct route. The Substation has a lift that gets you down to Level 3, and from there, you’re only a few doors away, got it?”

      Holly nodded. It was actually a much easier route than the one that she had been given by Commander Silas. The senior engineer must have seen this since she offered another chuckle—this one a little prouder than the first.

      “They never ask us, but trust me, the staffers always know the best ways to get around a base,” the older woman said, and Holly in that moment instantly bonded with her. It was a very Breaker thing to admit and one that Holly admired.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking the card and holding the woman’s strong grip for a fraction of a moment longer.

      “Don’t thank me until it’s all done.” The engineer smiled, this time sadly, and Holly realized that the older woman did not expect to see her or her team again.

      She thinks we’re on a suicide mission, Holly nodded. Maybe we are.

      “Don’t head down the slope. Head across and track back,” Bastion was advising her and the rest for the best route back. “There’s a forward base set up about three miles from here in the lee of the arm,” he advised. The senior engineer agreed, thanked them, and cajoled her small group of rescued men and women to their feet. Another final look, and they departed, heading down the Old Tramway tunnel at a fast jog.

      “Right,” Marshal said, turning to the others with a sarcastic grin.

      “What’s that—two hours and ten to save the generals, save the staffers, and hopefully not blow ourselves up? Easy!”
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      “We got action,” Bastion muttered as they reached the end of the Old Tramway Station, finding that it ended in a wide empty space with gravel on the floor and multiple old electric trams still sitting in their sidings. Each of the carriages would have once slid to connect with an air lock door, smoothly letting goods and people flow in, but were now stilled.

      There was another distant murmur of a thudding, booming sound, and a billow of dust fell down from the ceiling stones above.

      “You don’t say, huh?” Marshal muttered, sighting around the parkway with his rifle. “It’s just the battle outside and topside,” he murmured.

      “I still don’t want a bomb dropped on us,” Holly muttered, crossing quickly to the air lock door. She took a deep breath and used the senior engineer’s data card to swipe down its reader.

      There was a dull, thunking sound from inside, and the large doors hissed and rolled upwards, revealing a wide loading room on the far side with a variety of huge garage-style freight doors and smaller two-person air lock doors leading up to the Old Tram Station central.

      “Dammit,” Holly hissed to herself. That was one of the many problems of air lock doors. They weren’t exactly subtle.

      They crossed over to one of the small inner doors. Holly waited for the room to seal and repressurize before she swiped again and pushed the door open

      Holly saw a large lobby that still had its white ceramic tiles on the floor. It was a wide and low space with tile mosaics on the far sides depicting the vast engineering effort of manufacturing bases on Mars. Pillars held up the roof, and there was a wide avenue in the middle that went straight up a ramp to a gleam of daylight outside. Holly recognized it as probably the main way that freight had been taken straight to the trams.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Her suit’s interior heads-up display flashed a warning orange light as her sensors picked up something. Movement from the other side of the room . . .

      She stepped out of the air lock with Bastion surging beside her, both of them raising their rifles . . .

      As the movement resolved itself into the hulking form of a Thaal fighter and the glare of their crimson-red energy weapon and a burning spear of light was thrown at them . . .

      Frack!
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        * * *

      

      “Down!” Holly shouted, but Bastion was quicker—not even wasting his breath or brain power as he shoved her out of the way and tumbled for the floor himself.

      Slam! The bolt of blood-colored light hit the wall behind the two Marines as they hit the floor and rolled to the crunch and crackle of ceramic tiles breaking.

      “Contact!” Holly was shouting, scrambling to a crouch beside one of the pillars as she turned and opened fire.

      The Thaal was fast, already moving at a run between the pillars as the captain’s barrage chased after them. Bullets hit tiles and pillars alike with flashes of sparks and broken glass.

      But the Thaal wasn’t slowing. It wasn’t trying to get away. It was instead running towards them—

      “Rargh!” Bastion was snarling, already kneeling on one knee as he took aim and fired.

      Holly saw a direct hit erupt on the Thaal’s shoulder, and the bullet exploded in a flash of green-neon light as it hit the warrior’s personal force field. It swerved on its feet slightly with the force of the shot but even that didn’t slow it as it took another leaping step towards them . . . and another . . .

      “Legs!” Holly was shouting as she opened fire again. This time, she was joined by Marshal as he fired from the air lock door. The Thaal fighter managed to get another stride in, already swinging its two-handled energy weapon towards Bastion like a club before the tirade of steel hit the creature’s legs with more greenish flashes against its personal field.

      And it was suddenly spinning to the floor, knocked down by the strikes.

      “Grekh!” Everyone could hear its roar of surprise, anger, and pain as some of the crossfire must have overwhelmed the creature’s force field and actually hit it. But perhaps what was annoying it all the more was the fact that it had dropped its gun when it went down.

      “Close!” Holly shouted, throwing herself into a slide towards the creature’s gun.

      Bastion and Marshal advanced, firing at it as the warrior’s force field flashed and flared like a green thundercloud. It was struggling to push itself up.

      “Rakh!” A giant hand shot out as it lunged, successfully clipping Bastion’s rifle and twisting it and Bastion’s entire body around in the powerful blow. With a grunt, the Marine went down, and he was in the way of Marshal’s line of fire.

      “Fracker!” Holly heard Marshal snarl as he jumped from the doorway, trying to find a clear shot against the alien warrior that wouldn’t endanger either Bastion or Holly—even as the being was now turning to stand up to reach its maximum, terrifying height.

      No you don’t. Holly’s outstretched glove closed on the stock of the alien’s beam weapon, hauling its heavy bulk up just as she had done before on distant Triton.

      The guns were fitted with two handles. The nearest with a trigger pin attached and the forward to hold the weight and recoil, she figured. Its main body appeared to be covered with rounded, shell-like plates that ended in a collection of glowing, rotating black nubbins.

      Holly twisted on her hip, still on the floor, and pulled the trigger—

      For a scintillating crimson-red beam to explode out of the end and hit the Thaal in the back, shattering the green energy field in an instant and sending the creature flying against one of the opposite pillars with a heavy crack that shook the pillar and the ceiling itself.

      The beam clicked off, and the Thaal slid to the floor, still and silent as Holly slumped back, her arms aching with the recoil. The Thaal’s weapon made an ever slower humming noise as it whined down to a halt.

      “Ugh,” Marshal whispered, reaching to grab Bastion by the gloved hand and haul him to his feet quickly.

      “Forgot just how tough those guys were,” he said ruefully before nodding at Holly.

      “Plan worked though, right? Get the guns!”

      It seemed as though Marshal was nothing if not optimistic in the face of near death. Holly groaned as she pushed herself to her feet and nodded up to the ramp out.

      “Come on. We still got an open-air street and a plaza to cross before we even make it to the Substation,” she grumbled. She picked up her rifle and attached it to her back locks instead, opting for the Thaal weapon.

      “I don’t like how that lone Thaal was down here,” she said. “Maybe looting, probably a scout. Maybe it was checking out where those refugees had gone.”

      “And how they got out?” Rachel was saying, stepping from the air lock door and closing it behind her. She cast a look at the silent form of the Thaal warrior for a moment before visibly shuddering and clutching her own rifle across her chest.

      “I should have . . .” she started to say.

      “No,” Holly preempted her survivor’s guilt. “We need you at the Gate. Don’t throw your life away before then!”

      If we even get to the Gate, Holly didn’t add as she turned and loped up the ramp and into the burning light of a battle-scarred Camp Vigilant.
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      The sky was thick with the heavy gauze of destruction: black-and-ochre smoke that clung to the tops of Camp Vigilant’s buildings and pooled between the hex-girders of the protective habitat dome. There were large industrial filters and extractors up there, of course, Holly knew, but they hadn’t been designed to cope with entire streets being blown up by alien bombs.

      Despite the murk above, the day outside of the station was still bright enough to see clearly at ground level.

      Not that you’d want to, Holly thought as she paused at the corner of an actual yellow-brick building, crouching to rest the Thaal gun on her knee and peer around the edge. This building, like many others inside Camp Vigilant, was made of quarried Martian stone, giving it an archaic and almost provincial Earther look.

      Or it would if it weren’t for the sight of buildings whose sides had been torn out by explosions and the telltale pockmarks of heavy shelling. The struggle of battle had moved through this part of the camp, and from the looks of the shell casings, Holly thought that a lot of the damage had come from Marine forces.

      Not all of it, though, Holly considered, seeing how the next building just across the street had its top levels slagged, not just broken.

      Marine Corps weapons didn’t melt stone and metal, she thought.

      “Access way is across and up. That’s what the engineer said,” whispered the doctor over their suit mics. She crouched by one of the pillars alongside Marshal that held up the exit to the old station. Holly gave an affirmative nod and not for the first time considered how well the academic scientist was holding up in the middle of all of this.

      She’s one tough cookie, Holly thought as she hoisted her Thaal weapon a little closer to her chest. She just hoped that the woman was tough enough for the rest of what they had to do. She held up her fist in the international sign of “hold—be at ready” and then brought it sharply forward as she broke cover on one side and jogged forwards over the uneven, destruction-laden ground.
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        * * *

      

      A little behind the Marines of the Forward Recon, down the passageway that led to their recent battle—and the body of the Thaal warrior was stilled in the dark.

      The Old Tram Station was quiet save for the sift of dust from the ceiling and the occasional wheeze and pop of hidden pipes in the walls. If it weren’t for the damaged tiles and cracked blocks in the walls, this place would have looked the same as it had for the last five or ten years in Camp Vigilant—a tourist’s curiosity for those who were interested in the camp’s industrial past.

      The sound and sights of the previous battle had stalled, and it appeared as though this place might even return to its sleep as it had done for so long.

      Blip.

      Until, that was, a small light broke the darkness.

      It was a dim orange light, flaring once, twice, and three times from the body of the Thaal warrior.

      If any were here to move closer, then they would have seen that the light came from the strange, almost-white metal of its collar. It was a simple device, whatever the Thaal used as an LED light, and it flickered at regular intervals, even though the alien warrior was dead.

      The light would not have seemed alarming to any would-be viewer, but it really should have been.

      Because it set off the automated signal that every Thaal suit sent when it was triggered by the death of its occupant and pinged towards the nearest Thaal response pack.
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        * * *

      

      “Down, down!” Holly hissed as she heard the whirring noise even before she saw the small shadow in the smoke above.

      Their group had split in two with Marshal and the doctor moving along the far side of the street from column to column along the long gallery of buildings that skirted the plaza. Bastion and Holly moved on the other side of the street where the buildings had taken a far greater beating by the moving war inside the camp. The sounds of battle itself had stopped, Holly realized, although there was the occasional crackle and pop of gunfire in the distance.

      
        
        Unknown object identified . . . !

      

      

      The internal HUD of Holly’s suit flared with a message at the same time as the overhead whirring sound returned, this time accompanied by a dark shape flashing through the ochre-and-dark smokes above their heads.

      Rather annoyingly, her suit didn’t identify the object as anything other than “unknown.”

      But if it was Marine Corps tech, then her suit would have recognized it. Holly dropped to a knee beside a low half wall that had once been the outer wall of some administration building. This had to be Thaal.

      The sound abruptly increased in pitch, and then Holly saw a shadow flicker over the street itself as something lowered through the smoke that clustered at the tops of the buildings.

      It was a drone. Kinda.

      The object appeared to be bigger than a human-made drone, easily the size of a person, albeit one lying down. It had a set of four “wings” made of solid white metal and striated with blue. Inside each wing, there appeared to be a circular rondel from which burned a blue energy. Its “head” was bulbous and black, and it reminded Holly somewhat of a large insect.

      And it was undeniably searching for something as it flew slowly down the street, straight between them.

      “I got a line,” Holly heard Marshal whisper over the comms and saw how he had already taken aim beside one of the pillars.

      “I can take it out,” he was saying.

      “Hold, stars dammit!” Holly whispered back. “We have to get to the nukes! To the Gate! If we alert them to our presence . . .”

      But perhaps it was already too late. The drone above quickly twitched in its flight and started to glide closer—to Holly and Bastion’s position.

      “Damn it!” she muttered under her breath. Was the thing able to hear their suit-to-suit, encrypted conversation? Or was it running sensors that detected human life?

      Holly knew that her suit should be able to mask all of her vital biological signals. Every Marine Corps tactical suit had enough countermeasures, low-level static interference, masking signals, and extra layers of thermal plating that meant it should be impossible to detect when running at maximum stealth mode.

      For human technology, that was.

      Holly froze, even though she could feel Bastion’s tension a couple of feet away from her. The large sergeant didn’t even have to make a sound, and with his level of professionalism he didn’t move, but she could still feel his frustration somehow. Maybe it was that special sixth sense created through soldiers facing death together on multiple occasions.

      She could see, out of the corner of her eye, the way that his hand twitched to the trigger of his gun and lightly settled there.

      Wait. Hold . . . she silently thought, not even breathing as the large shape moved closer and lower—now only a few feet away . . .

      Thunk!

      At once, there was a scatter of rubble on the far side of the street. Marshal or the doctor had thrown something! The Thaal drone swiftly twisted in mid-sweep, turning in a tighter circle than it looked capable of doing. It headed back towards Marshal.

      No-no-no, Holly was thinking, her heart in her throat as she saw Bastion react first, rapidly moving forward from his cover with his rifle as Holly twisted and turned.

      The drone was stalled, turned in the direction of the other members of her squad. Holly saw a flicker of light from the top of whatever the thing’s head was—and then there was an abrupt and alarming sweep of blue light running over the opposing gallery space.

      It was a scan! It had to be! And there was no way that Holly could let her troops be found.

      “Frack off out of our space!”

      Before Holly could respond, it seemed that Marshal was going to, and he instantly flashed forwards from one side of a pillar and opened up with his rifle.

      “Marshal!” Holly shouted, heaving the Thaal weapon up as she heard the bright clangs of bullets ricocheting and breaking off the Thaal drone. This encounter was going sideways and quickly . . .

      Bastion burst into action, snarling as he fired at the thing in the air between them too. Almost in slow motion, Holly saw her other sergeant’s bullets flicker over the near wing, a round hitting the blue-lit rondel in the thing’s wing.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Holly’s suit flared as there was a burst of sudden blue-and-green fire. A deafening crack issued as the damaged wing was split apart by its own explosion, and the drone was wheeling away to one side.

      But not before it had a chance to unleash its weapons. Holly saw a brilliant flash of purple light from the thing’s nose as the alien energy beam was hurled at her people. The drone had already been thrown to one side by the force of its exploding wing, so the beam that it unleashed—the very same weapon that could slag stone—did not hit Marshal and Rachel’s position directly. Instead, it hit the wall of the building they hid under, several yards above.

      The explosion as the Thaal energy weapon hit the wall was a blinding flash of white, followed by a split second of thunderous noise.

      “Marshal! Rachel!” Holly managed to shout as the shock wave of the weapon hit her side of the street and even threw her backwards, further into the ruined house.

      “Marines!” she heard Bastion snarling a moment later after the ringing in her ears had subsided a little. She blinked and looked up, saw that the entire street was filled with the white fog of pulverized stone—and the only other thing moving was the glow of erratic blue light from the drone, now struggling to maintain altitude.

      Bastion was opening fire at it again—even though he couldn’t clearly see it through the murk, and in response, there was another brilliant flash of purple and pink—

      “BASTION!” Holly managed to scream, seeing the large man throw himself to one side. A thick wedge of energy beam shot through the air to pound into one side of the derelict building they were in.

      Frack! Holly pushed herself over, desperate to keep on moving as thunder roared everywhere. In a heartbeat, she had lost all contact with her team and all sense of where Bastion, Marshal, or Rachel were located. Now, there were pieces of stone falling from the half-opened roof as Holly struggled to get away from the collapsing building.

      “Take it out! Take it out!” She heard shouting—and in the confusion, it took her a moment to figure out that it was her shouting those words.

      Right in front was the stone wall, which she vaulted over with ease into the fog. Her metal boots skittered clumsily on the stones and broken bricks on the other side, sending her spinning to the ground.

      Which was just as well since the next purple-and-pink flash of alien energy crashed into the edge of the building that she had just exited from.

      No time to find out where the others were. Holly hit the floor and tumbled, skidding to a halt against an opposing drift of stones and rubble.

      Was this the other building? Were Marshal and the doctor underneath this mess?

      She twisted, grabbing the dropped Thaal weapon and turning to see the shadow fly over her head, glaring blue. It was barely flying at all now, and one of its wings was broken—but she saw the blue shape stop, slow, and turn back towards her.

      “Get some!” There was a shout in the fog as another shadow sprang through it. This time, it was the much-larger-than-you-ever-thought form of Marine Sergeant Bastion Li, actively firing his Marine rifle in tight bursts at the blue glow as it swooped nearer.

      But the drone was made of an alien metal, wasn’t it? The same sort of materials that had built the suits that the Thaal warriors wore, and they were almost impervious to Marine Corps bullets.

      Holly was lifting the Thaal energy weapon she’d stolen as the alien drone lowered and charged, immediately turning from blue-cast shadow to the large, metal insect she had seen earlier. A halo of sparks formed around its body from Bastion’s desperate shooting.

      The drone’s head, or nose cone, lit up with a deep purple-and-pink light that deepened in murderous intensity, signifying that it was about to fire any second . . .

      Holly tried to lift the Thaal weapon in time, but even with all of her frustration, anger, her panic, and her metal arm—she already knew that she wasn’t going to be fast enough to stop it. It would fire at them before she got the chance to take it out. And both she and Bastion were directly in its line of sight. It was almost impossible for the thing to miss.

      Just as Bastion’s bullets slammed into its rouging nose, igniting whatever strange fuels or reactors powered the Thaal beam weapons.

      And the alien drone tore itself apart in a brilliant explosion that sent a wave of fire and burning light over both Holly and Bastion Li.
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      “Marshal? Sergeant . . .” Holly’s voice was insistent and low as she looked at the revealed terrain of broken brick, mortar, and rubble that had been the other side of the plaza.

      Where both Sergeant Smith and Dr. Crow had been hiding.

      The smoke of the explosion had lifted, driven upwards by the still-steaming crater that the alien drone had left behind. In the drone’s wake, it had revealed a sizeable hole in the cobbled streets, as well as the collapsed building.

      “They’re underneath that somewhere. They have to be,” Holly was already saying, moving to the largest pieces of stone and erratic metal piping and starting to heave them to one side.

      “Captain, Captain.” The low mumble beside her was accompanied by the heavy weight of Bastion’s glove as it landed gently but firmly on her shoulder.

      “We can’t wait.” He was starting to say the inevitable. It was exactly the words that Holly didn’t want to hear.

      “Our suits can take that level of damage! You know they can! You’ve seen the stress tests just as well as I have!” Holly attempted to shrug his hand from her shoulder, but Bastion’s grip was too tight.

      “Holly,” he said. Even though his grip was unrelenting, his tone was gentler still. Perhaps it was the unsought tenderness in his voice that finally broke through Holly’s stubbornness.

      “No,” she said and, “stars damn it, no!” She gasped as she allowed him to draw her back, stumbling towards him for their suits to clank together in an awkward embrace.

      Bastion waited for a second, and Holly let her body shudder fully as the emotion ripped through her. He gave her that pause, at least.

      “We have to go,” he reminded her again. “You know what’s at stake. You know that Marshal would do the same.”

      Would he? Holly thought, suddenly and fiercely remembering Marshal’s crooked grin and his inappropriate jokes, his devil-may-care confidence that still nonetheless hid an Interior young man who was only half as tough as he made himself out to be.

      He’s always trying to prove himself, Holly thought, thinking about how he had been the one to draw attention away from her and Bastion, he who threw the rock, and he who shouted at the thing defiantly.

      Even though he never had to, she could have added. But Bastion was already turning her around, separating himself from their clumsy hug as there was a new ringing sound across their visors.

      
        
        Alert! Unknown targets detected! Approaching!

      

      

      There they were, more triangle-vector blips of orange coming towards them and lit up on the internal heads-up display. At the same time, her screen just showed smashed and ruined buildings all around.

      “They’re moving fast, but not through the air,” Holly heard herself grunt. Even as distraught as she was, there was a part of her brain that had been trained on this very planet’s dust. She still thought like a Marine officer.

      “Thaal warriors,” Bastion confirmed. It had to be. They were moving near head height, moving sideways and diagonal across their vision, and they were undeniably just a street or two away, trying to find a route to their quarry.

      Holly checked their numbers. It had to be at least six, perhaps seven. Too many for just two of them to counter.

      We might have had a chance with Marshal and Rachel, she tried not to think.

      “You’re right,” Bastion said gruffly, already picking their route ahead towards the old service tunnels. He must be offering her this as some sort of compromise, Holly realized when she heard what he had to say. It didn’t really work.

      “Their suits can take a building falling on them. If they stay down, we’ll come back. We’ll get them out.”

      It was a lie, of course. Holly knew that as much as the big man did—but it was a lie that was big enough to allow her to believe it.

      “Let’s go,” she said, picking up the Thaal gun and breaking into a jog that overtook the larger Sergeant Li, moving purposefully and grimly.

      What else did she have to lose?
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        * * *

      

      “Ur.”

      There was a sound in the dark, followed by a “Dear stars!”

      Dr. Rachel Crow suddenly coughed, and she tasted blood in her mouth and something else, something musty and acrid—smoke?

      That was bad, her first thought said—even though it was pitch black, and she wasn’t sure if she could move her legs, and it seemed that just about everything was bad—but still, the fact that she could smell smoke might mean that her suit had been compromised. These Marine tactical suits had things like filters, didn’t they? Filters that kept out the smoke and kept things like purified oxygen in, right?

      “Doctor?” There was another croak from somewhere in the night before the darkness shifted, and a shape scraped and crawled into view.

      It was Sergeant Marshal Smith, appearing over her view like a demented piece of scrap metal. His suit’s helmet visor was scratched and laced with a cobweb of cracks, and there were brilliant scrapes of shining steel across one side where it had clearly been dented by an inch or two.

      “Holy heavens, are you . . . ?” Rachel started to say, before he cut her off.

      “Alright? In no way would I ever describe what is happening as alright!” Marshal’s familiar caustic tone returned, punctuated by a weak cough.

      “Are you, are you hurt?” Rachel said.

      “Of course I’m—” Marshal started to say, his voice about to break in exasperation, but there was a sudden deep groaning noise from all around them as the walls of their collapsed foxhole rapidly shifted, releasing billows of white stone dust. Rachel tasted that acrid smell once again, and there was a small blip of neon running underneath her vision as her suit instantly woke up and informed her exactly where that strange smell was coming from.

      
        
        Air filters overloaded. Replace immediately . . .

      

      

      “Hey, Marshal, if I can’t filter air anymore . . .” Rachel said slowly, after it stopped.

      “It means you’ve probably got about an hour of usable oxygen left, then you’ll choke on your own carbon dioxide,” Marshal said in a nonchalant manner. He must have seen the alarm in her eyes, however, as she saw him shrug.

      “Don’t worry. My suit told me the same thing just a moment ago. It’s all this damned rock dust,” he said, and Rachel felt his hands on her legs as he pulled her backwards, scraping over the rubble and stone to reveal what had saved their lives.

      They were in a cave of tumbled-down building where two of the pillars that they had been using for cover had crashed against each other to hold up a fractured web of concrete and steel panels, forming a small crawlway. Their cavern appeared to stretch backwards in a jumble of half gaps and crawl spaces—until Rachel was sure that she could see the edge of what appeared to be a brick wall. Was it their building or the edge of the next street over?

      “How long . . .” Rachel groaned, sitting up and abruptly scraping her head on the lowered juts of metal pipes and stone. “Ow!” she hissed.

      Just as there was another crunch of settling rock, and this time, it was followed by the foreboding gleam and sweep of blue light.

      “Frack!” Marshal and Rachel both ducked, squirming against the ground.

      Was that Thaal drone thing still out there? Rachel remembered seeing it sweep over them with blue light, shortly before the entire world appeared to invert itself as the building collapsed.

      They held their breath while the blue light once again swept over their position. In little gaps and breaks, blue pierced first one aperture, then another, moving over their location and further ahead of them. None of the thin beams of fractured blue light touched either of them, Rachel saw—and she was immediately struck with a moment of hope.

      It had to be like a motion sensor, but one that perhaps analyzed and detected the contents and materials it touched. Her genius-level mind was racing. Just so long as that beam did not actually encounter them, their suits, their suit electronics, or human flesh—and just so long as they remained out of sight and sound—then perhaps they could go unnoticed.

      “Sck’grwwl! Ackyll-pwer varn!” Holly blinked when they could clearly hear the powerful, guttural grunting of a Thaal voice, followed by a crunch as its form strode closer to their collapsed building.

      The sound was met by small rivers of dust and gravel falling from above and then the accompanying crunch of alien boots—getting closer.

      “Don’t move!” Rachel whispered, lying flat and holding her breath.

      Once again, the blue light shone over their forms—and once again, it failed to touch any part of their forms. This time, however, after the light eclipsed them, it was followed by a shadow that cut out the light and a much closer alien growl.

      “Shhh!” Rachel heard Marshal hiss, but she held her own and didn’t move. She knew in the core of her being that the Thaal warrior outside was searching for them and that it was even right there at the edge of the wall of rubble, peering through the gaps.

      There was silence, a pause.

      “Vtk’rawl-it!” The alien fighter suddenly announced, although Rachel couldn’t hear who it was talking to. There was a crunch as it moved away from the rubble, further off into the street.

      Rachel and Marshal waited in the dark until they had heard nothing for what felt like a long, long time.

      And it sounds like I’ve only got an hour left, Rachel was thinking to herself too.

      “Okay,” she heard Marshal mutter, and now her legs were cramping as she struggled and squirmed to move deeper away from the rockfall.

      “That was close,” she heard him whisper.

      “Too close.” Rachel shook his head. They had cramped themselves against the far end of this crawl space, moving toward where it apparently led out to a wider area. Would it lead them back to Holly and Bastion? She had no idea.

      “Do you think they . . . ?” Rachel started to say.

      “Yes.” Marshal said quickly and immediately. There was no doubt in his mind that they had made it.

      “But we should go for the tunnels. The gates. Bunker 13,” Rachel was saying. “Just in case.”

      “There’s no way that Bastion would have let Holly die.” Marshal shook his head firmly, but Rachel’s logic was indeed inescapable.

      “But I agree with you. We keep on with the mission. Exactly as we’ve been ordered,” he offered, before abjectly shrugging. “That is, if we don’t die of carbon dioxide poisoning.”

      “We’re all going to be bombed off the face of the planet anyway in what, an hour and a half? Less?” Rachel offered. She had no idea what the countdown was at now. Her suit didn’t appear to be working as well as it should—the effect of having a stone building fall on it probably had something or another to do with it.

      “Yeah, that’s the spirit!” Marshal appeared to approve of this gallows humor as he turned ahead of her and worked at crawling through the rubble.
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      “Coming up fast! On your right!” Bastion was gasping desperately as both he and Holly spun around a corner of the ruined streets of Camp Vigilant and threw themselves in a new direction. The old engineers’ station, the one that led to the tunnels and to Bunker 13, was at the end of the street.

      
        
        Alert! Enemy targets detected!

      

      

      The only problem was all the chasing Thaal fighters that were at the other end of the street too.

      Holly swerved to one side as another scintillating blast of purple-and-pink light shot through the sky and bashed into the trunk of one of the still-remaining ornamental trees that had been especially transplanted into Camp Vigilant. Its trunk obliterated into shrapnel of wood splinters and a plume of smoke, making Holly snarl in anguish and shock as she skidded on her feet.

      “Keep moving!” Bastion was shouting, turning on his hip and firing behind them once, twice—as yet another purple-and-red beam shot through the air to miss them.

      “There! I see it—it has to be it!” Holly was saying. What she saw at the end of the street was a vaguely rounded building with large steel tubes and ornamental shaping on its outside, giving it a vaguely industrial look. What an old-time engineering station probably would look like, she thought as she took one step, two—and then spun on her own hip and raised her stolen Thaal gun.

      Bastion had already broken into a run to storm past her, leaving the way clear for Holly to see just who—what—was chasing them. Two alien figures lunged rapidly around the corner, every step a huge, hulking bound that told Holly they could jump and leap much farther than a normal human could.

      But their greater size also went a little way toward slowing them down. Now the first was skidding to a halt on the rubble of its own making and turning to where their human quarry had gone.

      “Not today, sucker!” Holly picked him off with one single-shot beam of the alien energy weapon, feeling the powerful kick against her shoulder as she pulled the trigger. The beam struck out and hit the alien fighter square in the chest, carrying them (Him? Her? Them?) backwards as they were flung through the air.

      The second Thaal rounded the corner, and despite its incredible size, this one reacted quicker than its ill-fated predecessor had. It simply threw itself straight into a roll that went under Holly’s next beam.

      And now, all of a sudden, there was another Thaal rounding the corner, too, and from the sounds of it, there could be still more chasing them.

      “Captain! Down!” Holly heard, and she reacted instantly, throwing herself to one side as Bastion slowed and spun to rattle a scatter of shot back at the two chasing Thaal. The air flickered with the purple and red of their defensive fields, but it was enough to force the one on the floor to flounder backwards with the force of the blast.

      “Captain—come on!” Bastion was shouting. He fired again and again as yet another Thaal reached the corner and crouched.

      Holly felt the incredible urge to stay where she was, to continue firing at the invaders who had already killed so many, who had already taken the lives of her friends Marshal and Rachel . . .

      But with an incredible wrench of will, she merely fired one short burst in the direction of the wall and then leapt towards the engineering hub. Already, her hand fumbled at her belt for the old-fashioned ident card that the senior engineer had given her.

      “I can’t hold them off!” Bastion was snarling, firing quick bursts at one, then another. Another purple beam of light shot through the air to hit the roof of the engineering station, burning metal and exploding with sparks.

      
        
        Blip! Access granted!

      

      

      The door to the inside suddenly and smoothly rolled back, revealing a small room that was round on the inside, a whole host of pipework and levers on the walls, and everything circling the hole in the floor where an actual ladder was attached.

      A ladder that led down into darkness.

      “What—they didn’t believe in elevators in this place?” Holly said. She made room for Bastion to get in and hit the access panel once again with the borrowed ident card. The door slid shut behind them.

      “You know that’s not going to hold them,” Bastion was saying, swinging his rifle over his shoulder as he made for the ladder.

      “No, but this might,” Holly muttered, quickly following Bastion, who was already a few rungs down the ladder. She turned at the entrance to focus the Thaal weapon on the lintels and pipes above the door.

      It only took a tap, and one that made her shoulders ache with the recoil, but the sudden burst of metals and infrastructure over the door looked tangled enough to keep the Thaal busy for a little while, at least.

      “Go!” Holly whispered. Bastion was already doing so, half falling, half climbing, and mostly sliding down the ladder already. Holly heard the outer walls of the Camp Vigilant engineering station shake with the pummel of Thaal weapons as she followed Bastion’s example, and the pair shot down into the darkness under the camp.
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        * * *

      

      “How long we got?” Holly whispered as they jogged down the subterranean tunnel that ran underneath Camp Vigilant. Its walls were an esophagus of black iron metal with steel girders forming a ribbed arch over them, crossed over with pipes and beams. Although Holly, of course, had faith in the industrial architecture—the sheer amount of it had the opposite effect, making the captain aware of every shudder and distant boom that came from the surface.

      And from behind them, there was another blast—followed by a wave of dust particles that rolled up the tunnel like a stiff breeze.

      “We’re down to the last hour,” Bastion said. He turned to peer back the way that they had come. It was entirely pitch black behind them, and there was no sight nor sound on their suit alerts—but it was undeniable where the sound had come from.

      “They’re in,” Bastion said with a grimace.

      “That’s okay. As long as we keep up the pace,” Holly was saying, turning to run faster down the tunnel, her suit lights illuminating a sudden obstacle in her way.

      A large steel door.

      It was an air lock, really, just the sort that Holly would expect to see down here—so that pockets of atmosphere could be protected if there was anything so disastrous as a collapse.

      “Captain . . . ?”

      Holly was already at the side of the door where there was an ident pad. She pulled out the borrowed card from the engineer to swipe it across the door’s face with an accepting bleep.

      “Captain!” Bastion repeated as the gears inside the door started to grind and unlock, and the door started to lift itself from its footing with a faint blast of pressurized air.

      “I know, I get it, Bastion,” Holly said in exasperation. “It’s going as fast as it can!”

      “Which may not be fast enough,” Bastion said. “Look!”

      The tone in his voice made her turn to see what was worrying her sergeant so much . . . and she saw that where the end of the tunnel had previously been dark, now it was a deep crimson and shocking pink, and the color was only intensifying as it came racing towards them.

      
        
        Alert! Abrupt thermal change detected!

      

      

      Holly’s suit blipped, and she immediately understood what she was looking at. It was a wall of fire.

      No, not just fire, she considered. Not any fire, anyway.

      “That’s some Thaal beam,” Holly struggled for the words. “Inferno,” she settled for, turning back to see that the door had risen up to half of its height.

      And then the sound of the energy ball hit them, a deep, monstrous roaring sound that filled the air and their suit microphones, along with shuddering and shakes from the very walls surrounding them.

      “It’s powerful enough to bring the walls down!” Holly whispered.

      “And melt us alive. Go! Go!” Bastion said, turning on his metal-shod heel to shove Holly through the nearly open door and follow her to the other side as the giant hell ball approached at an increasing speed.

      “The door, the door!” Holly said, turning to swipe the card—to see that this side of the door didn’t even have an ident pad. Instead, there was a heavy, round wheel.

      “Frack!” Both Bastion and Holly seized opposite spokes of the wheel and started pulling. The ball of metal-burning fire was so vast that it filled the tunnel, now only forty yards away, thirty, twenty . . .

      The wheel was stiff with the cold of restraining metals that had been long left unattended deep underground—but it budged.

      “Grargh!” Bastion roared, grunting in exertion as he seized the spokes and set his entire body against them. It moved faster, and the door juddered downwards.

      The burning, orange ball had to be only thirty feet away. Holly was sure that she could feel the heat wave hit her even through her suit.

      Crack!

      With a crunching sound, the heavy air lock door slammed home just a fraction of a second before the Thaal energy weapon hit.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Both Holly and Bastion’s suits sounded with alarm as there was a booming sound—loud enough to cause their suit microphones to instantly glitch into static. The reverberation was so powerful that it threw Holly and Bastion backwards, hitting the floor of the tunnel with a clang of suit metal.

      But they weren’t melted into piles of slag, Holly considered as she groaned, blinking her eyes and looking up.

      The inner bulkhead door was entirely dented, punching inwards towards them. Metals that were almost a foot thick had been pushed and mangled but had held. Barely.

      As Holly blinked, she saw that there was steam rising from the joists and joints where the door connected with the walls. It was enough to get her up onto her feet pretty quickly.

      “I’m hoping it blew itself out. But another blast like that one . . .” she whispered, throwing a glance at Bastion to see him nod. Neither of them had to say anymore as they turned on their heels and ran further down the tunnel. They had only been running for a minute or so when they saw the first bulkhead on their right and then another on their left.

      Locker 1-3 . . .

      Locker 4-6 . . .

      “Locker 13,” Holly breathed. It was right ahead of them, and it was going to be full of nukes.
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      “Well, they’ve certainly made some noise,” Marshal whispered where he crouched with the doctor at his side inside the broken-open shell of a building that looked across to the engineers’ station.

      Dr. Rachel Crow could only nod at what was obvious since they were also looking out at a street stuffed with Thaal equipment.

      “Do you think they know the objective?” Rachel murmured, seeing the score of massive Thaal warriors standing there alongside what looked to be oversized artillery cannons—only with much shorter barrels. So far, the score of Thaal had already managed to move one such gun into the engineering station but appeared to be holding the other two in the street.

      “They can’t know about Locker 13, right?” Marshal whispered. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have caused that godawful noise,” he said, and Rachel agreed. Just a moment earlier, the ground under their feet had shaken with the roar of some subterranean explosion, and all Rachel could think about was the unknown fate of Holly and Bastion somewhere below.

      “You don’t think that was . . .” Marshal said in a quieter voice.

      “No,” Rachel said immediately. She wasn’t an expert, but she was enough of a scientist to recognize what the impact of a nuclear detonation would be like atop a Martian volcano.

      “If that was one of the warheads going off, it would have taken Camp Vigilant with it.”

      “Then there’s still a chance,” Marshal murmured. “A chance that the cap and Bastion can complete their mission.”

      He didn’t say that they had a chance to get out again, Rachel noted—just as there was a cough, a very audible cough, from behind them.

      “Stars!” Rachel shifted around, pulling up the Marine rifle too late to do any good.

      To see that the figure behind them in the building wasn’t a Thaal. But she was no type of Marine that Rachel had ever seen before.

      For one, the woman’s suit was a deep matte gray-black, the sort of dark that didn’t even reflect the glow of the neon lights from the Thaal’s suits outside. The suit itself appeared laden with weapons or utility modules, and in her hands was a heavy, stubby sort of weapon that Rachel had never seen the Forward Recon squad use.

      “Uh . . . hi?” Marshal managed.

      The approaching figure stopped and looked at them silently for a moment. She raised her hand to gesture at her mask for it to phase from the black polymer glass to transparent so that a shaven-headed woman’s face was revealed.

      “Lieutenant Vanns, Special Strike Force,” she said in an abrupt manner. “You are . . .” she appeared to check the flicker of neon light on the inside of her suit.

      “Forward Recon? Really?”

      Marshal waved his hands in a sort of shrug. “Ask Commander Silas about that. We’re here. And we’re helping.” He appeared to bristle.

      Whatever operational pride had first afflicted the woman appeared to be smoothly pushed aside as she nodded. She turned to wave into the darkness for several more black-clad figures to appear.

      “We began tracking this Thaal group as soon as they left the main hall blockade,” Vanns said, settling on a knee beside them. “The rest of the SSG are protecting High Command at the hall.” She frowned as she looked across the destruction to see the Thaal apparently settling themselves in.

      “What are they doing? Why are they here?”

      “You’re not going to like the answer,” Marshal offered, before muttering.

      “Locker 13.”

      The shocked look on Lieutenant Vanns’ face was enough to show that she knew just what that meant.

      “They know about it? If they get their hands on them!”

      “We don’t think they do,” Rachel said quickly. “But we have two of ours down there trying to secure them.”

      And when do I tell them that the entire camp is going to be blown into smithereens from space? the doctor considered, sharing a dark look with Marshal.

      “Well, then we’d better help them out, right?” the lieutenant surprised her by saying. She turned to make quick arm movements and hand gestures for the rest of her squad to peel away into the shadows and disappear amongst the ruins.

      “Hey—where are they going?” Marshal said.

      “I’ve sent them to get to the other side.” Lieutenant Vanns had returned her attention to the Thaal encampment slowly building itself before her.

      “I think if we manage to coordinate one of those fancy gun things, maybe it’ll make a pretty explosion when it goes up, right?”

      Rachel, despite the fact that the hour was very late and very bleak indeed, found herself liking this woman.
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        * * *

      

      “Is this in any way safe?” Bastion muttered as he checked the corridor. “Clear,” he muttered again before returning to look at the drone trolley that Holly was piloting with the help of her suit.

      The drone trolley itself hung about a foot off the floor and looked like a small square that was as wide as a regular desk. A larger set of control panels sat at one end, and on its chassis, strapped down, was a complicated object that appeared to be four connected cylinders around a central steel hub.

      “I’m not sure stealing a thermonuclear warhead could ever be described as safe, no,” Holly said, pausing for a moment at the door before she turned, grabbed one of the old tarpaulins, and hurriedly secured it over the device.

      “What, you’re being modest now?” Bastion grunted, just as there was another sound of a distant thump.

      It was the Thaal. It had to be—breaking their way in after them.

      “Look, on my map we have . . .” Holly hit the share HUD screen holocontrols to fling to Bastion the Camp Vigilant engineer’s map overlaid with the data stolen from Venus.

      “The Gate should be right that way. It’s in a part of the old excavations, stealing thermal power from the volcano itself.”

      “Stars,” Bastion breathed, shaking his head. It was the first time that Holly had ever seen him nervous over anything.

      It was understandable, however.

      “We’ve only got one shot at this,” Holly said, already using her suit to guide the drone trolley ahead of them and then snarling in frustration at its slow speed. She lunged forward to grab its edges and shove it forwards aggressively, starting to awkwardly run as the drone motors whined.

      “I get that, sir,” Bastion breathed, quickly matching her pace. He didn’t mention the fact that they were heading in the opposite direction from the way out and the way that the nuke should be going.

      They were heading instead for the Gate.

      Another air lock at the end of the locker tunnel, and, just as last time, the engineer’s ident key worked quickly. When the door opened, however, it did not reveal a regular metal corridor but instead, a passageway shaped from stone, curving as it led downwards.

      
        
        Alert! Unknown energy readings detected!

      

      

      Holly’s suit blinked at her with everything that she needed to know about what was ahead. Unknown energy readings equalled Thaal energy readings.

      “We’re in the right place,” she whispered.

      “I guess that explains why the Thaal are so insistent on getting to us,” Bastion growled. “If they know we have a backdoor to their facility . . . Oh.” He suddenly pulled himself up short.

      “What now?” Holly hissed back as she neared the bend in the tunnel and saw that the walls were lit by a soft, bluish glow.

      “If the Thaal know we found a backdoor to their hyperdimensional warp gate or whatever the frack it is—then won’t they be waiting for us?” Bastion murmured.

      Holly froze, clutching the nuke trolley before her. She kicked herself for not realizing this sooner. Of course those chasing her would have radioed ahead, or used whatever comms technology the Thaal had, and they would have a welcome party ready and waiting, wouldn’t they?

      Holly gulped, looked at Bastion, looked at the nuke on the trolley, and stepped back. “Still only one shot, right?” she whispered, readying her stolen Thaal gun.

      Bastion held her steady glance for a long moment before nodding. They were too late to turn back now anyway. They would probably never be able to make it out past the Thaal, to the surface with the rescued nuke.

      Hence, why they had gone in this direction instead. They were here to destroy the gateway between the stars of the Thaal and Earth, nothing more and nothing less.

      Bastion settled his shoulders and took up his rifle. “Target?” he asked.

      Holly looked at him for a moment, feeling a fierce affection for the man who could decide, in the apparent blink of an eye, that they were just going to commit everything they had to getting the mission done—even when it was a death sentence.

      And he’s doing it because I’m here too, she thought. That had always been their way, hadn’t it? Not just the way of the Marines, but of their own particular Forward Recon group. They stood by each other. No matter what.

      “Try to keep the Thaal busy,” she said, looking down at the Thaal gun that she held. “With this—maybe it will make a dent in the Gate itself . . . ?”

      It was a slim chance, but it was all that they had, Holly was thinking, and she could tell that Bastion knew that too.

      “On me,” Bastion growled, already moving to the turn in the corridor.

      “No, I should be . . .” Holly started to say before Bastion shook his head in the negative in one sharp, quick move.

      “No,” he said once again. “Like you said, we might only get one shot. If they’re already there and waiting for us, then they’ll concentrate fire on me. You might still have a chance to act. And if they’re not—I’ll be able to get eyes on the Gate and tell you.” He was already crouching by the edge of the tunnel, taking a quick gulp of breath and not even giving Holly a chance to argue (probably because he knew that she would).

      “Ready, go!” he whispered, leaning out on one knee and leveling his rifle.

      To pop back again, his face confused as he looked up at her.

      “What is it? Bastion!” Holly hissed.

      “No welcome party,” her extra-large sergeant was saying.
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      “What!? I don’t believe it!” Holly whispered as she joined Bastion at the edge of the stone cavern and edged out.

      To see that he was absolutely right. There was, indeed, a commotion of Thaal (What is a collective noun for alien fighters? Holly dimly wondered. In the Thaal’s case, probably a rampage, she considered), but there was no wall of purplish skin and energy weapons.

      Instead, the tunnel continued for several yards, past a few stacks of strange alien crates, and then it widened out to a much larger, cavernous space.

      There. Holly saw the five low pillar type things that she had seen before on Titan. They were revolving fast and seemed to be emitting a vague glow—while in their center was a vast ring of metal, actually two half rings of twisted metal, made to look as though the twist and curve wouldn’t actually match up, but somehow they did. Somewhere in the back of Holly’s mind, she realized that she was looking at a Möebius strip, wasn’t she?

      The Gate itself was vast, almost reaching up to the ceiling itself, and wide enough so that four Thaal could easily walk abreast through it. That was, in fact, what they were doing right now, a column of four Thaal warriors marching forward. Another stood in the room and shouted at them in their guttural alien language:

      “Gruwar’thkt! Tchk!” The Thaal warrior was shouting, gesturing for them to advance down the main exit tunnel. At their words, the column of several lines of four abruptly picked up their pace, rushing into a charging run that made the entire cavern thunder with the sound of their metal boots.

      “They’re spooked by something,” Bastion whispered, frowning through his helmet visor.

      “Spooked? I’m not sure that I could call them spooked by anything,” Holly started to say, but she understood what Bastion meant. Even if they were aliens up ahead of her, they were still fighters, soldiers of some strange kind. There was still a language of behavior that they followed.

      And the Thaal in charge is barking at them to get up there, now! Holly saw. As if they were filling a front line, being sent to a battle . . .

      “Something has got their attention,” Holly murmured. “And that is something that isn’t us, and I’m not arguing.”

      Instead, she turned back to grab the trolley and hurriedly pull it towards the bend in the corridor and then across to the first stack of alien crates, where shadows barely cloaked its location.

      “Holly, Captain!” Bastion hissed at her in alarm before cursing and then breaking into a run to follow her. But instead of choosing her side of the entrance tunnel, he instead found the stack on the opposing side and hunkered down by the smaller stack.

      “Veer’kjt! Tthaal!” The Thaal senior officer was bellowing, but it wasn’t directed at the humans in their midst. Instead, the officer only appeared to be demanding that the charging warriors move quicker and faster up the corridor.

      Leaving the way to the Gate clear, Holly thought, as her hands gripped the drone trolley.

      They waited for the thunder of the charging Thaal to recede as they moved up the tunnel. Now the only problem left was the Thaal captain or war boss or whatever, still standing in their way and looking up the tunnel where the Thaal soldiers had run with what Holly could only regard as skepticism.

      Just like any other commander, then, Holly thought, turning her attention to her utility belt. A small module there revealed miniature charges that she placed onto the side of the warhead. These were tiny, magnetic boxes that nevertheless contained powerful explosives and were linked to her suit so that she could detonate them remotely.

      I don’t even know if they’re strong enough to make it through the warhead’s outer shell! Holly thought dismally, sighing before shaking her head. This was as good a chance as they were going to get, wasn’t it?

      “I’ll hold him off for as long as I can,” Bastion whispered. “You . . .”

      Holly nodded. She understood. Make the run with the trolley. She was the quickest of the two of them anyway, and Bastion would have better luck with the Thaal than she would. Shove it through the Gate where it shimmered with a strange blue glow, revealing on the other side a sort of shadowscape. One that wasn’t a Martian cavern at all. Right now, Holly couldn’t quite make it out, but she didn’t want to, either. She tensed, gripping the handle of the trolley.

      “Hey!” Bastion leapt up from his stack of crates and immediately jumped to one side into the cavern. He raised his rifle and fired it almost point-blank at the surprised Thaal officer.

      “Grekh!?” Holly heard the shocked grunt and saw the flash of blue as the warrior’s energy field suit suddenly went off, catching the bullets that Bastion had fired.

      Holly moved, lunging forward into a skid and pushing the nuke trolley ahead of her as she did so. Her boots took first one step and then another as she cleared the stack of crates.

      She could plainly see the Thaal commander ahead of them, who had been pushed back several feet by Bastion’s repeated shots—but there was a crackle of blue light all around them as their personal energy field sizzled and flared. They had gotten down on one knee as Bastion advanced, firing nonstop in an attempt to overpower the Thaal’s energy field.

      “Go, Holly—go!” Bastion saw her as she rounded the entrance to the cavern—and that light instance of distraction was all that it took.

      The Thaal warrior lashed out with their heavy gun, throwing it like a club to spin through the air and smack Bastion in the face with a resounding crack. He stumbled and staggered backwards, going down in a sudden fall . . .

      No! Holly couldn’t stop. The pillars were right there, and beyond that was the Gate itself. In the lower right corner of her screen was the activation for the remote detonator. All she had to do was to run the trolley just a little bit farther . . .

      “Frahl!” There was a sharp snarl from behind her, and a strong and terrible weight caught at her shoulders and spun her around, tearing her grip from the nuke trolley.

      “Ach!” Holly snarled, helpless as she was turned completely around by the panting Thaal commander and single-handedly was lifted from her feet and held high into the air.

      “Gruash’okk’li-vrem?” the commander growled, their large, ogre-like face appearing to leer as they held her high. They were gloating, Holly thought. They were actually gloating.

      She did the only thing that anyone should do in such a situation: she stomped on his face.

      The blow with her metal boot wasn’t enough to break through the sudden haze of the blue energy field, but it was enough to make the Thaal splutter in surprise, and their grip weakened for just an instant.

      Holly wriggled and bucked and suddenly, she was falling down, hitting the floor of the cavern with a heavy thump.

      “T’shaw!” There was a snarl, and a harsh strike of crippling pain as the Thaal stomped down on her ankle. Even encased in her suit as she was, she felt the metal crunch, and something inside her foot protest in sudden agony.

      “Argh!” Holly screamed, attempting to turn over, but the Thaal foot was holding her tight. It felt like there was an anvil clamped onto her foot.

      And then, with another snarl, the pressure only increased as the Thaal leaned forward, doubtless to break her neck with ease.

      “Don’t ignore me. I said Hey!” There was a bellowing shout followed by a blast of purple-and-crimson energy.

      It was Bastion, who had seized the Thaal’s thrown gun and fired it across the short run at the commander. The blow was so strong and the beam so powerful that Holly could feel it even where she was lying down, a wave of power fizzling over her suit like a hurricane wind.

      Immediately, the weight on her foot was gone as the Thaal commander was flung to one side with a pained shout.

      “Holly—go!” Bastion shouted as Holly struggled to her feet. Pain lanced up through her leg as she staggered. The nuke trolley had trundled just a few yards away, and beyond that—the Gate itself.

      This close, and Holly could make out what was on the other side much clearer. Although hazed in a blue gauze—she could see the long stretch of a metal platform—a floor just beyond the Gate, and the horizon and skies were the dark of space.

      Is that a Thaal planet? A base? the thought flashed through her mind as she stumbled forward to grab the trolley and make a lunging, agonized stride towards it.

      Maybe it was an enemy ship. Maybe it was a Thaal ship that hung not so far away from the Sol system itself. Her mind focused on the questions to take it off the pain as she forced her unwilling leg to move step by stuttering step towards the blue field of the Gate.

      Push it through? She hesitated. Her auto-detonator controls were right there. But would the explosion blow back, straight through to here?

      Would it kill both her and Bastion? Destroy Camp Vigilant?

      “Holly—do it!” She heard a strangled cry. She turned, looked back to see that the Thaal commander had risen to their feet and was already about to leap towards her. There was no telling whether the alien warrior knew the danger that was pregnant on the trolley—or whether it merely saw her so focused on her mission and knew that it had to be bad.

      All at once, Bastion—the largest Marine that Holly had ever seen and still a foot smaller than the Thaal commander—had seized the Thaal’s midriff with his arms and was struggling to stop him. She heard Bastion’s groan as he struggled to contain the much larger figure.

      His grip wouldn’t hold. Not for long.

      Now or never, Holly thought, as she seized the trolley controls and pushed it—and herself—through
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        * * *

      

      A sudden feeling of static electricity, a tingle all over and through her body, and Holly emerged on the other side. For a moment, her senses reeled since she was no longer in the cavern or on Mars at all.

      Instead, she was standing before a matching Möebius circular Gate holding a blue gauze of energy. Stretching before her was what appeared to be a steel flooring, shining smooth, made of segmented, fractal-like plates. And above her was alien space.

      Stars! Holly had to look up to view the whirl of strange stars that she did not recognize, constellations that she had no name for. In the distance was a large, rust-red planet, and for a moment, she almost thought it was Mars again, only it wasn’t, was it?

      And then she saw the Thaal ships. They were star-bright, more of the many-pointed, Christmas star-like configuration that had first arrived in human space after the Thaal beacon had been accidentally triggered.

      There had to be tens of them. Twenties, fifties, Holly swore. And just one had blasted through all of the Marine Corps fleet like they were child’s toys, only stopping when it had completed its mission.

      There was movement across the silver plain, and Holly saw, in the distance, a cliff of strangely bulbous and arched buildings. Large, even from her distance. Large enough to accommodate Thaal bodies. At their base was the glint of movement, and Holly recognized more figures. Platoons and divisions of more Thaal heading towards the Gate.

      No. Holly pushed the cart forward, stumbling backwards on her ruined ankle and collapsing to the floor.

      “Ach!” The pain was intense. Her foot had to be shattered.

      Would the Thaal recognize the dangerous intrusion in their midst? Would they have ways to deactivate it?

      She flickered her hands to the auto-detonator and switched it to the lowest possible timing, five minutes.

      But Bastion! Camp Vigilant! She turned, seeing the movement of the distant Thaal battalions coming towards her. Had they sped up? Were they now charging towards the danger?

      There was one thought in her mind. That if this was the end of her story, she wanted to die back on Martian soil. Even that she wanted to die alongside Bastion and those she cared for.

      She tried to raise herself but couldn’t. Instead, she grabbed the segmented tiles and started dragging herself back to the Thaal Gate. Every movement brought absolute agony.

      The timer was ticking, and she was sure that the blast would rip through the Gate and destroy everything that she had tried to save as she grabbed the lowest frame of the Hyperspace Gate and pulled herself, tingling and disoriented, through once again . . .

      To land in the familiar cavern and see that the Thaal commander was down, lying on their back and slumped with Bastion lying atop him.

      “Bastion?” she whispered. Even with their imminent destruction, she still felt the sorrow rip through her at the sight.

      “Captain . . .” he murmured, pushing himself off the form and stumbling, crabbed, towards her. He had managed to defeat the Thaal commander on his own, amazingly.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered when he reached her, grabbing her form and miraculously dragging her to her feet. His suit was rent, cracked, and torn from his fight, and Holly couldn’t tell how he had ever accomplished it. The first human to defeat a Thaal with nothing but their fists.

      “I’ve doomed us all. That Gate . . .” Holly said.

      “You’ve stopped an invasion. And I’m not listening to this frack,” Bastion growled and started to stumble forwards, away from the Gate, back the way that they had come, towards the tunnel and the lockers. He fumbled with his suit, sending a final message to the distant Helvetica and Commander Silas.

      “It’s done,” he murmured and hauled his captain forwards.

      They didn’t reach anywhere near the lockers by the time that the nuke detonated.
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      “SSG Squad report!”

      The black-clad Marines of the Special Strike Group—the commandos of the Marine Corps—padded through the old tunnels under Camp Vigilant, pausing at every bend, every door, using their stolen Thaal beam weapons when they had to.

      “Sir?” One such soldier paused at the entry ramp to the Gate cavern. There was one large Thaal body on the floor, some sort of commander from the looks of it maybe, their suit rent and ruined.

      “What is it, Corporal?” said the voice of Lieutenant Vanns, arriving behind her squad member and surveying the situation.

      “Ah,” she said, looking at the Gate before them in the center of its five pillars. It still stood, pristine, and through it she could see the other side of the cavern clearly.

      “Well, that is what we came for,” she muttered, a puzzled frown crossing her features.

      For some reason, the Thaal had stopped pouring up through the tunnels to the surface almost three hours ago, resulting in a sudden turn in the battle.

      Lieutenant Vanns’ force, alongside Sergeant Marshal and Dr. Crow, had blown the Thaal guns in a surprise attack and were about to be overwhelmed when confusion and panic appeared to spread through the Thaal reinforcements. They couldn’t get themselves together, couldn’t concentrate, splintered apart—

      Allowing the Marines to finally fight back, and the Marine units and battalions outside the camp threw everything that they had at the beleaguered habitat.

      The fighting had been intense; it had been terrible. But the Thaal had nowhere left to run, and—in the end, they had been defeated.

      “Sir, look!” the corporal said, spying two forms slumped against the bend of a secondary tunnel.

      It was Captain Holly Cropper and Sergeant Bastion Li, Forward Recon squad. With pained groans, both Marines raised their heads.

      “The explosion didn’t come through . . .” Holly said faintly.

      “Took you long enough to get here,” Bastion added and grinned.
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Failure. The Thaal Empire did not succeed in taking Camp Vigilant and consequentially, Mars.

      Earth Alliance Marine Corps still remains compromised with 70% of Gold-level senior commanders dead from the Camp Vigilant assault.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      A number of high-variable actors have entered the equation, namely, CAPTAIN HOLLY CROPPER (Forward Recon, EA Marines) SERGEANT BASTION LI (Forward Recon, EA Marines), SERGEANT MARSHAL SMITH (Forward Recon, EA Marines), DR. RACHEL CROW (Advisor, Acting Silver-level Intel clearance, EA Marines).

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Despite high-variable actors managing to skew predictions by between 5-35%, the calculation remains the same.

      The Thaal Empire will take over the Sol system in 1-6 Earth-regular months.

      

      ACTION:

      1. Initiate Plan B.

      2. Neutralize high-variable actors.
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      Olympus Mons, Eastern Face, Mars

      

      The dawn brought with it a fire of ruddy oranges and pinks bursting over the eastern horizon with all the terrible glory of heaven or a bomb blast.

      Damn. The woman with the short bob of dyed red hair, sharp features reflected back at her in her visor helmet, looked up at the natural display. Like the hard russet-and-brown rocks at her feet, her outer form was tough too: a heavy tactical encounter suit made of smooth steels and matte alloys. Sculpted plates contained her, protected her against the alien environment. Hidden servo mechanisms and pistons assisted her every movement. She was rock. She was iron.

      She was Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Reconnaissance Squad of the Earth Alliance Marines.

      “I guess there are times when this dirtball can be kinda beautiful,” Holly murmured to herself. Of course, the vision would be a whole lot more beautiful if it wasn’t for the charred, broken, and still-smoking ruins of Camp Vigilant that lay to the young officer’s side—and the scatter of blackened and slagged craters that extended around it for almost a mile on all sides.

      The battle for the camp had been fierce and hopeless. The eight-foot-tall, purple-skinned Thaal warriors had taken the Martian military headquarters in less time than it took to order a self-service coffee, or so it had seemed. They had held the home of Marine Command for just short of a day and a half. Despite everything that the humans had thrown against it, the Thaal had remained impregnable with their advanced beam weapons.

      That had been almost a week ago. Today, they were still dragging bodies out of the rubble.

      “Hmph.” There was a grunt from behind her as a shadow loomed large across the Martian slope. Holly turned to see a man in the same type of tactical encounter suit as herself—but much larger because of the man’s prodigious size.

      Bastion Li, she mentally greeted him. Sergeant. Ally. The toughest Earth Alliance Marine she had ever met. Friend.

      “Acting Command is saying they’ll have the dome repressurized by the time we get down.” She saw Bastion’s suit flicker to one side as he turned to nod towards where the large, interlocking geodesic domes were covered by a mixture of hardened plate-plastic polymers and the taut stretch of some opaque synthetic material. Emergency Pressure Fabric. Holly even knew the name of that gray-white stuff, as she’d seen it used more than a hundred times back home, out there beyond the Martian skies and even beyond distant Jupiter—on the Inner Asteroid Belt.

      “It’ll hold for a week at most,” she made a grumbled bet, before groaning as she eased herself to her feet. Despite the laser treatment and the regrowth stimulant that had been applied, her body still felt like it had fallen under a cargo ship after the events down there.

      Down there, Holly thought, her eyes seeming to stare through the shattered geodesic dome and the stretches of pressurized canvas already half-inflating.

      And down again, through the streets of Vigilant, Holly’s eyes remembered the service tunnels where the Thaal had made their entry point—through the Hyperspace Gate constructed by persons unknown and right under Marine HQ’s noses.

      Holly remembered the haze of strange purple-and-crimson light that she had stepped through.

      She remembered feeling the oddness of the alien habitat on the other side. A strangeness that, even through her suit, her body had known. A metal plain—was it a Thaal homeworld? A base? A city?—she didn’t know, but it was a silver plain that stretched to what looked like cliffs. Only the cliffs had been a city with strangely arched towers and walls topped with tines. From it had been marching thousands, tens of thousands of Thaal warriors under a sky that wasn’t lit by stars but by two golden orbs too large and too metallic to be suns.

      Nope. Holly shook herself. She didn’t want to think about her brief trip to Thaal-land, wherever in the universe that could be. The idea that it was still out there, that it was still waiting for them somewhere just beyond the thin structure of the Hyperspace Gate was like being in the same room as a bomb whose fuse had already been lit.

      Holly and Bastion had deactivated the Gate. In fact, they had let off a tactical nuke on the Thaal side of it. But was it enough?

      When are the Thaal going to find a way to reopen the Gate from their side? When are more Thaal going to arrive? More than we can deal with?

      No, the captain told herself a little more firmly, dragging her thoughts from what she had seen and what was possible and instead jamming them into the clusterdump that was the here and now.

      “Who’s in charge again now?” she sighed, rolling her shoulders and sliding the sensing unit back into the utility hoop on her pouch. Ever since the Gate went dark—since Holly and Bastion turned it off, more accurately—those who weren’t directly involved in the search and rescue effort were sent out here. They were looking for any piece of Thaal tech that might have escaped or been scattered in the chaos. There wasn’t much.

      “What?” Bastion grunted, already starting to take the large, ponderous and lunging steps that Mars’ lighter gravity demanded towards the Vigilant dome. Beyond him, Holly could see the synth material slowly filling up as it pressurized.

      “Acting Command? Who is it today?” She groaned and wished that she didn’t have to ask the question—but she did. With the attack on Camp Vigilant, the Thaal had successfully taken out seven of the nine top generals and admirals that the marines had. Two left. One General Addison, a blonde-haired woman usually stationed on Earth with the reputation of a rabid pit bull who hated the Outer Group of worlds (Jupiter, Neptune, Uranus, and of course the Breakers of the Asteroid Belt), and a General Hoshi, a military commander who had served back in the early Smuggler Wars but hadn’t seen active combat since two decades ago.

      On top of that, there were still a handful of commanders left: their own Commander Silas from the Outer Group and Commander Badiou from Inner. But Captain Holly hadn’t heard anything from either of them in the chaos of the last week.

      Wonderful, Holly thought. Who was left to take up Sol system defense? Who could? Did Sol even HAVE a reasonable military defense anymore?

      “Addison, I think,” Bastion said over his shoulder, his voice clear over their shortwave suit-to-suit telemetry. “She came up on last night’s transport.”

      Hmm. Holly internally shrugged, trying not to pass judgment on the woman she hadn’t met yet, despite what she’d heard about her. Maybe she would be better than the last lot of generals . . . But then again, both Addison and Hoshi were Earth-based.

      The entire Marine Corps, and even the entirety of Sol politics, was basically divided into two camps: the far richer and more powerful Inner Group of worlds (Mercury, Venus, Mars, and of course, Earth) with their megacorp connections and Earth Senate, and then the Outer Group—everyone from Jupiter outwards, including the splinter Breaker Group who lived on the deep space mining stations. It was only in recent history that the ancient rift between Inner and Outer was finally being healed.

      And I’m living proof of that, Holly thought. Or I was, anyway, she groaned. She was the first of the Breaker Group—the asteroid miners—to make it into the Marine Academy and to pass, even succeeding to eventually become captain of her very own (very small) squad.

      Most of the Outer Worlds barely trusted the Earth Alliance Marines at the best of times. They said they were just Earth’s police, doing the corporations’ bidding so that the Outer Worlds couldn’t reap the benefits of their rich minerals and ores.

      And there’s some truth to that, Holly admitted with a jag of shame.

      “Addison was on the broadcast this morning, saying something about every tragedy as an opportunity and all that,” Bastion grunted. His tone made it obvious what he, a generation caravan kid born to the outer depths of the Solar System, thought about that.

      “Dear stars,” Holly groaned. Earthers. Where did they come up with this motivational crap?

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      There was a small blip on Holly’s digital heads-up display inside her helmet visor. A tiny, fast-moving vector arching out over the gullies and foothills of the Olympus Mons mountain that Camp Vigilant saddled.

      “What’s that?” Holly murmured as the vector moved faster and with unerring accuracy towards their search site.

      
        
        Alert! Unidentified Object Incoming . . .

      

      

      Too small to be personal transport. A messenger drone?

      
        
        Alert! Impact T-minus 5 seconds . . .

      

      

      “Impact?!” Holly managed to cough, just in time to see it arching towards them out of the Martian sky. Whatever it was, it was moving too fast. Too fast to slow down.

      “Down!” she yelled, jumping forwards to slap Bastion’s back with her metal arm, shoving him—

      As the small device hit the Martian hillside behind them and exploded.
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      “Fracking Hell!” Holly hissed. She was thrown forward by the percussive blast from behind her, Bastion tumbling too. Everything around them burst with white and red and then the brown of Martian rocks.

      “Ach!” she grunted as her suit slammed into the stone. Holly heard a loud crack as one of her outer tactical plates crumpled. She was thrown forward again in the weak Martian gravity, spinning out of control, and barely remembering to tuck her head and arms in the second before she hit the slope again.

      “Urk!” She heard Bastion’s breathy groan of pain over their suit-to-suit comms as he, too, was flung down the slope of the Martian mountain, crashing and bouncing. Both marines finally skidded to a halt in a spray of gravel, sand, and rock. Bastion thudded against an outcrop of black and pitted volcanic rock, while Holly traveled a good sixty-five feet more in a spray of red dirt.

      “Guard up!” Holly managed to snarl as her cyborg arm pushed into the dirt, flipping her over to her side as she coughed and spluttered from the fall.

      Rifle. Get my rifle. Find cover. Isolate the attackers . . . Her thoughts were tight and hurried, clicking into combat mode as she tried to assess what had just happened.

      They had been attacked.

      Someone had fired a rocket at them.

      “Sergeant!” she called, scrabbling to a crouch with her rifle smoothly transitioning into her hands, sighting around them.

      No cover. Take them out before they . . .

      “Good. We’re clear. No attackers, Captain!” Bastion’s words were a grunt of anger and efficiency. She saw that he, too, was crouched beside his outcrop, sighting along the ridge behind them, the slope underneath them.

      But the heads-up displays of their suits were silent. No enemy detected. No targeting systems hot on their position. Nothing but the normal readings of their own elevated heart rates, oxygen intake, and the smaller sounds of the usual host of general system messages. And the orange section illuminating Holly’s shoulder pad where it had been crumpled, but that wasn’t anything to worry about, she knew. These heavy tactical suits could take a whole lot more battering than that.

      But there was no sign of any enemy. None at all. Just the usual signatures of other marines, service personnel, and EA civilians moving about like ants down there around the outskirts of Camp Vigilant.

      
        
        Incoming Message!

      

      

      “Search Deploy 04—what happened up there? What’s your situation! We got a reading of a blast . . .”

      It was their command station down there in Camp Vigilant with a worried sounding lieutenant or staffer on the other end. The same one that Holly recognized had given them this useless mission of finding Thaal tech.

      “Someone threw a rocket or missile at us, that’s what!” Holly said. She didn’t have to say sir, she was mildly pleased to realize. The guy was a lieutenant. She was a captain.

      “I want a transport up here right away. Get a radar sweep of the area.” She barked an order before checking with Bastion.

      “Still nothing, Captain.” The big man had stood up clear of the rock and turned a quick 360.

      Absolutely nothing, Holly confirmed on her own scanners. The Thaal registered on their scanners now as “enemy combatants” or “alien targets.” So unless they had found a new way to fool their suit scans, which was highly possible, in Holly’s opinion, then there was no explanation.

      “Captain Cropper, please repeat: are you requesting a Code Red?”

      The lieutenant on the other end—probably another Earther who had been sent up here along with the hundreds of others as reinforcements.

      “What do you think? Me and my man got fired at!” Holly snapped. Of that, her instincts were certain. A small projectile about the size of a miniature drone or a regular infantry rocket had struck their location. With that accuracy, it had to have been fired at them. It was an attack by persons unknown.

      “Of course I am requesting a Code Red!” she said, to earn a sharp, “Sir, yes, sir!” The line clicked and buzzed for a moment as the distant Earth lieutenant worked. The result of his actions arrived a moment later as her suit blared with orders:

      
        
        ALERT! IMMEDIATE CODE RED.

        All Field Teams to stop and hold in place. Await further orders.

        All Code Red protocols apply.

        / Wideband transmission restricted . . .

        / All operations cancelled . . .

        / All movement and transport cancelled . . .

        / All civilians to return to secure quarters . . .

        / Live fire active . . .

      

      

      In answer, there was the distant pealing of alarms from below picked up by Holly’s tactical suit only as whispers in the thin Martian atmosphere. The moving ant figures and vehicles down there halted suddenly or alternatively scattered and zipped to the nearest field bunkers. The captain saw a glint of distant metal as the large storm doors started to roll down over the many Camp Vigilant airlocks.

      “I’m coming to you. Hold position,” Holly hissed tersely, combat crawling the distance to Bastion’s outcrop as he covered her. Still no more rockets or missiles flung through the air at them. She thumped against the rock at his side, checked her rifle magazine, and covered the direction opposite Bastion.

      “Clear,” she whispered, her heart thumping.

      “Clear,” Bastion echoed.

      Both marines waited, sweeping their rifles back and forth across the horizon in that long, timeless moment of adrenaline readiness. Nothing was moving save for momentary gusts of red dust peeling off of the mountain’s back. The moment could have been ten seconds, it could have been twenty minutes, and still no sign of any enemy.

      
        
        Alert! Incoming Message. Priority Alpha.

      

      

      “Captain Cropper, this is General Addison, Inner Group Command and Acting Commander of Mars . . .”

      Holly blinked. The woman’s voice on the other end of the comms was taut like a wound up guitar string, tight and tinny. She could hear the scowl that made it.

      “I’ve got a Code Red across my operations. The entire camp is on lockdown, and both my near and far range radar and all of my scouting and orbital crews are picking up precisely squat. Care to explain what happened up there, Captain?”

      She sounded ticked off, Holly thought, her heart keeping its fast pace, but not just because of the rocket attack.

      “Sir, we were attacked. I’d say a rocket-powered projectile. Small missile arms,” Cropper said, wishing that this wasn’t her first introduction to her new Commanding Officer.

      “I’ve got an error report here for a personal messenger drone leaving Vigilant Depot 47 about twenty-four minutes ago. Somehow, it got programmed to throw itself at your location. Machine error, Captain,” the general said, now with a hint of scorn in her voice too. “What’s the payload of one of those? Ten pounds? Twenty?”

      Holly grimaced as Bastion let out an embarrassed groan and slid down to her side against the rock.

      “A personal messenger drone? Really?” the big man muttered. “Seemed to have an awfully big payload for a civilian drone.”

      “And awfully well targeted,” Holly grumbled.

      “Didn’t catch that, Captain. Care to repeat your situation?”

      General Addison cut into Holly’s feed. Oh yeah, she had executive controls to oversee any personal suit comms and controls, didn’t she?

      “General, sir,” Holly winced. “The explosion was larger than a regular drone.”

      “I have all the data here, Captain, and it’s looking pretty accurate to my eyes. Now I have a half hour of wasted time, plus full lockdown protocols across my camp.”

      Your camp, Holly noted sourly. The woman hadn’t even been in the battle.

      “Each of which will take a senior officer level of clearance to remove. I don’t need to reiterate how thin they are on the ground right now.”

      You don’t, Holly thought grimly.

      “Which probably equates to about another day of lost preparations and repair work. I’m lifting the Code Red, and you two are coming in for debrief. Now.”

      The link clicked off. Holly muttered a slur that only Outer Worlders knew and which would probably have earned her at least a disciplinary, if not a confinement, if the general had still been listening in.

      “Well, you’re not wrong there, Captain,” Bastion agreed glumly, offering her his hand as he got back to his feet. The pair turned to trudge towards Camp Vigilant in somber, lunging steps.
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      “Yeah, but why do I have to be here?” grumbled the third member of Holly’s Forward Recon squad, the dark-haired, sharp cheek-boned Sergeant Marshal Smith. He met the others in the wide, airy corridor with actual marble flooring that had somehow survived the Thaal attack.

      “You’re telling me,” said the last, honorary member of their squad. The tall and statuesque Dr. Crow, with her long braid of black hair, walked out of one of the open archways to join them.

      They were in Camp Vigilant in an area grandiosely named the Hall of Heroes, one of the civic centers where a lot of the awards ceremonies were held pre-Thaal attack. Now, however, despite the giant pockmarks on the outer real stone walls and some of the plastic atmospheric-seal windows blown in, it was still surprisingly intact.

      Guess the Thaal were too busy hunting living marines down, rather than dead ones. Holly eyed one of the statues that she approached, a man (always a guy, right?) in an old-fashioned half-tactical suit and appearing to be about to reach the summit of broken bits of metal or rock—she couldn’t tell.

      “Colonel Daveed Johnston, a fine example for our times,” a sudden new voice met them. Another flank of people appeared from one of the archway entrances to the corridor that ran around the great hall. The voice was stern and tight, and it was accompanied by none other than General Martha Addison herself.

      She was stronger than Holly had expected, the captain thought. Her high nasal voice had the Breaker woman picturing someone thin and ascetic, someone bureaucratic and contained, perhaps.

      What she actually saw before her was a short, stocky woman dressed in the lightest of tactical wear—just enough to keep her alive if she pulled the auto-visor up during a decompression event, plus white, plum, and crimson service clothes edged with a hell of a lot of gold pins. She had the same close-cropped, silver hair as many senior service EA Marines did. They still harked back to the “glory days” before many personal freedoms, such as Holly’s dyed hair or styled locks, became acceptable.

      She scowled at Holly as she stalked forwards, with the actually ascetic looking Outer Group Commander Silas at her left and two very large, heavy-set marine guards walking four paces behind them.

      “General, sir!” Holly and the others snapped into salute (apart from the doctor, whose honorary status didn’t extend to military custom). “Commander.” Holly nodded also to her direct superior—a man who looked like a walking skeleton on a diet, she had always thought. She and Silas had never had a wonderful relationship, but instead had a grudging sort of respect.

      “At ease,” Addison nodded, shooting an annoyed glance at the doctor momentarily. She gestured with a nod of her head back to the immortalized, and very dead, Colonel Daveed.

      “Fought in the First and Second Conquest of the Outer Worlds. I’m sure you’ve heard of him?” the general said.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Holly said through gritted teeth. Everyone in the Breaker Group had heard of the Butcher of Technica, hadn’t they? The Earther officer who, when various Outer Group factions had tried to unify and declare sovereignty, had gutted the entire factory station, the Technica, the largest of its kind at the time and home to nearly sixteen hundred people. Holly could feel her teeth grinding in her jaw. The horrors of the Butcher might have happened long before she was born, but there were still plenty of Breakers who cursed his memory and used his name to scare children.

      “A man willing to do what must be done in order to unify Sol,” the general went on, shooting Holly a quick, testing look before adding, “For the glory of Earth, of course.”

      “For the glory of Earth,” Bastion, Marshal, Silas, the guards—and even Crow repeated the traditional refrain hammered into every human from an early age. Holly was a second late in repeating it, so her refrain staggered like an echo against the others.

      Addison watched Holly for a moment longer. Her smile spread a little wider before disappearing into the flat impartiality of a senior officer.

      “A truly remarkable figure, and one we can all learn from given the current situation, I think,” the general said. She pulled a holo from her wrist controller and flickered through the top few layers.

      “I have here the recorded data of the incident this morning, recordings from your suits along with the error report from the postal depot. It seems that while we’re in the process of rebooting Vigilant systems, some of the protocols remain damaged from the Thaal attack.”

      “The Thaal gained control over Vigilant’s defense systems, General sir,” Holly pointed out, knowing precisely what had happened because she had been there—unlike the Earther general in front of her.

      “Excuse me, Marine?” Addison snapped at the interruption. Commander Silas stepped forward.

      “Show some respect, Captain!” the man barked at her. He had a loud voice for a walking ribcage.

      “Sir, apologies. I didn’t mean to interrupt. Just pointing out that perhaps there was Thaal code still lodged in . . .” Holly started to say.

      “I know what you were trying to point out, Captain,” Addison cut her off with a sigh. “And we have already had our engineers look at the data. The answer is a no, the postal depot here at Vigilant was successfully wiped and rebooted with no residual Thaal data on its systems. What we are looking at is a straight-up machine malfunction, and you and your sergeant here—despite your centrality to a whole lot of recent events, were merely in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Addison said sharply.

      “Here, you can see the data for yourself.” The general’s tone was tart, flinging the postal depot records at Holly’s suit like it was mud.

      
        
        Packet received. Camp Vigilant Postal Depot Error Report 12000321A . . .

      

      

      “Thank you, sir,” Holly demurred a little, although inside she was seething. The general was just throwing useless number sets at her, hoping that she would go away, despite the remaining questions. The targeting had been too close, hadn’t it? The payload on the messenger drone had been too high for an object that usually carried small packages or discrete recorded messages between civilians.

      “The drone was tasked to deliver an outdated liquid fuel cell to one of our field bunkers when it apparently malfunctioned,” Addison went on to say.

      “Thanks to the attack, we have to use whatever we can to generate power, and Field Bunker Blue was forced to use an old-style generator.” Addison appeared to be getting even more irate, presumably because she had to explain this to anyone at all, instead of getting on with her job of being unpleasant to someone else.

      “Old liquid fuel cell, sir, understood,” Holly breathed. That would explain why it went up like a firework on steroids, at least. But the term suspicious didn’t even begin to cover it in her book.

      “Good. I hope it is, Captain.” Addison’s eyes sharpened. “Because if I have reason to suspect for even one second that this is some off-world Breaker gang thing, some vendetta or debt owed . . .”

      What? Holly’s eyes stared wide in shock. She couldn’t actually believe what she was hearing right now.

      Does this woman seriously believe that this was something to do with me being a Breaker?

      “. . . then I will, of course, come down very hard on those concerned.” Addison drew herself up to her full height. “We have just gone through the most climactic turning point of the Human-Thaal war. We still have their dormant star vessel in our space, and we now also have a Hyperspace Gate, built by somebody right under our nose. There are clearly infiltrators or traitors in our midst to have constructed such a thing, and I do not have time for petty Outer World rivalries!”

      Holly saw Bastion stiffen where he stood. As a child of a generation caravan, he was technically Outer Group too. He spent his childhood seeing rich Earthers and Inner Worlders waltzing onto the giant traveling cruise ships that toured the entire system, never stopping, spending years out in deep space. He had seen those same Inner Worlders treat the casino workers and the entertainers of the caravans like slaves before tumbling out again, back to the Inner Group, forgetting the messes they had left behind them.

      Bastion, no! she mentally urged him, making a minute movement with her head. She didn’t know if he saw her or not, but she noted that he took a long, slow breath and let it out again.

      “I have been chatting to Commander Silas here, and we have agreed that your team, Captain . . .” Holly watched as the general brought her hands together in a clasping motion before bringing them apart once more, as if blown apart from some internal force.

      Just what are you about to say, lady? Holly could feel her face starting to glower despite herself.

      “Your team has been at the center of a wide string of high-intensity, high-profile incidents dating right back to the incursion of the Thaal star vessel into our space—before it, even.” Addison had a small, victorious smile on her face.

      “Commander, sir?!” Holly couldn’t stop herself from interrupting. Her voice was laden with worry, and this time, General Addison didn’t seem to mind her interruption. The senior officer continued.

      “And given the events of today, when a mere equipment malfunction led to a Code Red at a critical time . . .” Addison continued. “Well. . . It has made me see just how high the pressure has been on your team in particular.” Addison’s hands flicked to her wrist controller, where it flung forward another, smaller holo into the air between them. This time a small picture of Holly herself sitting at a table in general service fatigues and apparently talking to someone.

      “Those . . . those are my psych reviews,” Holly said incredulously.

      Another hand flick, and there was another holo joining the first, this time of Sergeant Bastion also seated at the very same table and talking—or grunting noncommittally, in his case.

      “Yes. I am aware that the pair of you were of critical importance during the Thaal attack.” Addison apparently congratulated them. Holly saw Marshal and Rachel look confused at what was going on before them.

      “Indeed, either of you might be forgiven for believing that the salvation or the fate of Camp Vigilant rested on your shoulders.” The general shook her head just slightly. So sad. Pitiful, that one tiny gesture said.

      “And you yourself, Captain Cropper, actually went through the Hyperspace Gate to the Thaal world. Believe me, I have listened to your reports of that experience very closely, as have all of our top scientists and strategists.”

      Of course you have, Holly thought, knowing that clearly the military and the intelligence and the political spheres would want to extract every iota of data that they could.

      But it still felt like a betrayal, somehow.

      “I cannot even begin to understand what an extreme experience like that would have been like,” the general continued. “And that is why I have decided that it is no longer serviceable for your team to be a three-person squad, plus one consultant, anymore.”

      “What?!” This time, Holly didn’t hold herself back.

      “Cropper!” Silas glowered at her, but Holly just stared right back.

      “As I had feared.” Addison appeared to be confessional, even apologetic. “It is a common situation for frontline combat troops to feel that they alone carry the entire weight of the cause on their shoulders, when the truth is anything but.” She appeared to say this as a lecture, and Holly got a keen sense that the general was an expert at these sorts of speeches. Given that she had been stationed on Earth, there was probably not much else to do than to stalk around being important and patronizing people.

      “Our strength comes from our unity.” She brought those hands together once more. “As a species, as a corps. Your small team has been separated from the rest for too long. I understand the traumatic situation that led to the loss of your old squad, and that is precisely why I am splitting you up, effective immediately, and reassigning you.”

      “General, sir, Commander—” Holly said, with Bastion and Marshal already raising their voices to echo her complaint.

      It wasn’t my fault what happened to my old squad, Holly wanted to say. But of course, she remained silent as her thoughts slipped to the twelve-strong team of marines that she had commanded. Falko, Fenchurch, Jenkins, Valdez . . .

      Holly didn’t say anything about blame, about her squad being thrown against a Thaal base on the moon of Triton, and then again on some blasted planetoid rock out past Pluto. She didn’t mention that they had been the first combat unit to face the Thaal, and the severe losses and injuries had meant that only she, Bastion, and Marshal had remained together afterwards.

      Holly didn’t say any of this because a part of her was thinking about Private First Class Valdez. The young Breaker marine just like she might once have been, her blood turning into spheres in Triton’s near zero-G after she had been shot by a Thaal weapon.

      Holly didn’t say any of this because a part of her was convinced that it was her fault.

      I should have done better for Valdez. I was in command. It’s on me . . .

      “Holly, you and Marshal will be deployed to the Outer Group Recon Eight Squad stationed near Jupiter,” Addison stated.

      Back to the Belt, Holly thought. She’s sending me back to the Breakers.

      “While Bastion will be staying here on Mars, redeployed to Close Assault, and the doctor will be directed back towards the research group at the Thaal star vessel. Have I made myself clear?” she ended sharply, leaving nothing but an angered, confused silence in her wake. A single nod, and that was the end of the conversation. Holly was looking aghast as General Addison and her personal bodyguards were turning around and stalking out of the corridor to disappear into an archway as quickly as they had come.

      “Commander, sir?” Holly turned to Commander Silas, still standing before them with eyes that were sparking with apparent fury.

      “Sir, this can’t be real, can it?” she said, astonished and aghast. She had served with Bastion and Marshal since she had graduated from Marine Academy right here on Mars. Since they had graduated too.

      “Captain, stop it.” Silas’s sunken eyes shot at her. “You sound pathetic, and any marine knows that this is always a possibility. It’s quite remarkable how you three,” a brief nod of recognition towards Rachel too, “have managed to even stay a unit for so long.”

      Commander Silas cleared his throat, shooting a wary look at the empty archway where General Addison had disappeared to before saying tersely, “Sergeant Li? You’re under Commander Badiou now. Report immediately to Field Bunker 1. He’ll get you suited up. The rest of you are all on the Nightbird out of here at thirteen hundred hours under my command.”

      “Sir—” Holly started to say once again, but the look on the commander’s face was unapproachable.

      Holly shared a look with Bastion and the others, but there was no time for any goodbyes. They had angered the general, and they had been given their orders.

      “Dismissed,” the Outer Group commander said.
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Psychological Review of CAPTAIN CROPPER, SERGEANT LI completed with recommendation to disband Forward Recon Squad.

      Review forwarded to General Addison.

      Action accepted.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      Disruption of the high-variable targets will neutralize their ability to cause further skewing of the general systems prediction.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      The Thaal Empire will take over the Sol system in 1-4 Earth-regular months.

      Earth Alliance Marine Corps will have insufficient time to prepare or respond.

      

      ACTION:

      1. Plan B phase one green light.
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      And just like that, Holly’s life and entire future as an Earth Alliance Marine Captain changed forever. She was not escorted from Camp Vigilant (thankfully, the ignominy of that would have been terrible), but she had no time other than to pack her things, clear her quarters, and report to the Quartermaster. Then she was walking out onto the hardened rock alongside Marshal and Dr. Crow towards the black fang of a dropship that would take them off-planet to the Nightbird.

      Small mercies, perhaps, she thought. She was at least grateful that she had two familiar faces with her on the journey.

      Marshal Smith, however, was much less impressed.

      “I bet you they give us some job guarding Breaker station vacuum toilets,” he grunted, stamping up the metal ramp of the dropship ahead of her.

      “Breaker toilets aren’t that bad,” Holly snarked back at him. Marshal, for all that she trusted him, for all that they belonged to each other in the way that Bastion and Marshal and Holly belonged together as a unit—she was constantly reminded of the fact that he was still an Earther. There was no fate worse to an Earther than having to live out there on the industrial, barely-working, smuggler-ridden Breaker stations.

      Well, okay, maybe Breaker Group stations are that bad, she thought in retrospect.

      “Get yourself strapped in, ready for launch!” the dropship command was calling, whistling down the hold to another distant officer. Holly and the others found themselves in the large and entirely recognizable hold of a marine dropship. Fold-down seats with webbing straps were available to climb into, and there was adjustable netting against the walls for their kit bags. Holly got on with the job, ignoring Marshal’s heavy sigh as she turned to fix the doctor’s straps for her while they awaited liftoff.

      “Captain . . .” Rachel chose this moment, just before countdown, to say her piece.

      Academics, Holly thought. She had seen Rachel use a gun. She had all the right instincts in a gunfight, as it turned out—just none of the operational ones.

      “I took a look at that data the general sent to us,” she said.

      “When did you have time to do that?!” Holly shook her head as she thumped and wiggled her back deeper into the chair. Dropship rides were as clunky as being fired straight up in a tin can through a gravity well.

      Rachel shrugged. Maybe having an IQ in the above 150 range meant she had more time than most everyone else.

      “There’s something wrong with that data. I ran an analysis on it,” Rachel was saying, as the senior officer on their dropship was already making the calls, and Holly could feel the deep reverberation start to rumble through the ship’s body as the engines prepared to fire. Dropships still ran on chemical agents, meaning that they needed a lot of explosive power to break the gravity well—and that the ride was going to be shaky. Holly grimaced.

      “I did some digging,” Rachel said somewhat excitedly. “I won’t go into it, but I’m a linguist, right?”

      “You study languages. I get it.” Holly failed to see where this was going.

      “Well, even computer code is a language. Some bits of grammar are similar to other code languages. They use the same dialects,” the doctor struggled to explain. “They come from the same family.”

      “I am not following you at all, Doctor.” Holly frowned.

      Rachel shook her head once again since the details were unimportant.

      “It doesn’t matter, really. It just looked a lot like the code used by the messenger drone was targeting code. Military targeting code,” Rachel said.

      Captain Cropper looked at her. “You’re telling me that the messenger drone was targeted at us? Like, it was shot at us?”

      The doctor was about to say something, but then the engines kicked in, and she, Holly, Marshal, and anyone else were pressed back into their seats from the pressure of their engines as they were flung upwards. Holly didn’t know what the doctor’s answering words were going to be, but she was sure that she had seen Rachel’s mouth open into a “yes” shape.

      The dropship rattled and shook, taking on a deep vibrational tremor as it accelerated upwards. The groan was so loud and deep that Holly was sure that she could feel it in her very bones. She hated this, as a matter of fact. That was another Breaker and Outer World feature. The gravities on the Inner Worlds were just immense.

      Every time. Holly felt her stomach lurch as she focused on her breathing, and the portholes on the hold opposite flared green, then white, then orange again.

      Wait—what? Holly thought in alarm. She might hate on-off worlding with a passion, but she had still studied the required material about it as a part of her command training.

      The flames weren’t supposed to go back in heat and color, were they? They were supposed to go red, orange, green, blue, then white, right?

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      There was a peal of an alarm as the sudden red warning signs flashed on over the hull doors. The dropship abruptly lurched and shook itself to the right as if sidestepping, dancing even—if dancing included the death rattle.

      “Sweet fracking stars!” Holly shouted, and even Marshal looked white as he clutched the straps of his seat, and the doctor was ghoulishly silent.

      “Rocket three is malfunctioning!” Despite the noise, she heard the panicked shout of one of the dropship engineers as he uncoupled himself and flung himself towards the command door.

      But at that precise moment, the dropship shuddered and rocked, skewing itself unexpectedly before righting, and the poor EA Marine engineer was flung against the wall beside the door with a heavy, final-sounding crack before sliding to the floor.

      “Captain!” Marshal was screaming as the dropship shook and juddered, that bone-level sort of juddering that the station-born Breaker girl in Holly knew signaled only one thing. It was the sort of structural vibration that every station-born feared, because it signaled that their thin box of metal was struggling with itself, trying to right itself, determining whether it really did have the strength to resist the vast forces arrayed against it.

      “Hold on!” Holly shouted back, unsure what they expected her to do to help the situation. “Emergency visors!” she decided, reaching up to pull down the auto-unlock overhead and spilling into her hands the crappy, simple visor-and-oxygen bundle that would keep the wearer alive for all of twenty minutes instead of two.

      Beside her, Marshal and Rachel both saw what she did and went through the same procedure.

      It helps to have something to do, even if it won’t really do anything, Holly thought as she let go of the webbing straps and instead grabbed one hand on Marshal’s over his own, and the other over Rachel’s. Human touch goes a long way. Another pointless gesture, but they would feel better at least . . . at the end.

      And if that is all that I can do as a captain, she thought, just as—

      All at once, the dropship righted itself, and the deep tremor slacked off to nothing but a miniscule whirr of noise.

      “We’ve broken the gravity well. We’re out of Martian atmosphere,” Holly gasped, looking up and across. That engineer was still suspiciously silent and stilled. From the look of him from where Holly was sitting, and particularly from the angle of his neck, it didn’t look as though the dropship engineer was going to be doing anything other than be silent for the rest of eternity.

      “What was that?!” Rachel Crow, an Earther doctor, had never been in any interstellar accidents before. Holly, however, had.

      “That was what happens when a rocket blows or misfires.” She was undoing the webbing straps and buckles and pushing herself off so that she could float towards the nearest bulkhead porthole—the very same one that had first raised her suspicion.

      “Oh,” the captain said when she reached the other side of the hold and looked up and down. “That’ll do it, alright.”

      “What?! What did what to what?!” Marshal was saying, struggling to get out of his own webbing to join her.

      “Look.” Holly moved aside from the triple-layered, heavy-plate plastic window, allowing her technical sergeant to look down. One of the four giant thrusters that was used to break gravity was now a blackened and petaled-open tube. Completely ruined. It had indeed blown apart, probably shortly after takeoff.

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      There were still alarms and sirens roaring above them as Holly moved next to the downed engineer. What a way to go, she thought, doing her best to close his eyes and cover him as well as she could in the low G, before hitting the comms panel.

      “Dropship to Nightbird, repeat, this is the Camp Vigilant dropship to Nightbird, and this is Captain Holly—do you read me?” she said. A breath later, she was rewarded with a harried-sounding flight officer.

      “Vigilant Dropship, this is the Nightbird. We got you, just hang tight and don’t worry. The thruster fire blew itself out in the vacuum. We’re going to get you on board safe and sound.”

      At least he sounds confident. Holly thought that was a plus, and she took a deep, shuddering breath and raised a thumb to the others.

      They were going to be okay. Plenty of time to wonder how unlike a Breaker ship a sophisticated, tested-to-oblivion military dropship was. And just why a thruster would unexpectedly blow up for no concrete reason whatsoever, as if it were an act of god. Holly’s mouth closed into a flat line.

      Just like the odds of a personal messenger drone that happened to be carrying out-dated liquid fuel cells would suddenly use military targeting code at her and Bastion.

      Holly Cropper wasn’t a particularly suspicious person, but if she had been, she’d start to think someone didn’t want her around anymore.

      Outside the dropship, the bulk of the waiting Nightbird fired its positional rockets as it lowered itself just a little nearer, as close as it dared to the upwards-floating dropship. The wedge-shaped box was rocking and swaying, moving far slower now that all of its thrusters had been turned off.

      With a burst of tiny explosive locks, magnet clamps came flying down, attached to thick, triple-woven metal ropes, each one thumping into place on the hull of the dropship as the mothership sought to bring its unruly daughter back under control. It was a delicate operation but a rehearsed one. Each of the metal cords was tightened one after another until the dropship was snug and level, drawing up to the larger belly of the Nightbird.

      A tiny docking unit was extended with flares of pressurized gasses, making contact with the top of the dropship with a further thump that could be heard inside. Orange warning lights flashed, and the Nightbird quickly transferred its surviving (and deceased) operatives from the smaller craft to the larger before the magnet locks were deactivated and the dropship was released. She was of no use to the Nightbird now, and being as trashed as she was, she would probably await her fate with the Martian fleet’s trash collectors. The large, curving claw of the military vessel slowly rose into the blanket of space, first firing its heavy thrusters to gain space between it and the Martian shipping lanes—and then, when at a safe distance, firing up her giant nuclear-powered drives and flared into the distance towards Jupiter.
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      Jupiter Transit Station, Outer Group

      

      Someone is trying to kill us. Holly was sure of it.

      First, the fuel-cell loaded messenger drone.

      Second, the blown dropship thruster.

      And now third—Holly was standing on the training deck of the Nightbird as it approached the Jupiter Transit Station, looking at her new squad members and wondering why each and every one of them looked about ready to kill her.

      The journey on the Nightbird had been long, including the slowdown required for it to dock with the science vessel the Abeline to transfer Dr. Crow to her new home as she returned to study the dormant Thaal star vessel. They were not permitted goodbyes because Holly and Marshal had both been kept busy with grueling command retrainings.

      But now, after many lessons restating the precise expectations and duties of a senior officer, they had slowed down. They stopped at the large sector of space outside the gas giant Jupiter, a natural meeting place between Inner and Outer sectors of the solar system and always home to a huge number of passing couriers, transporters, and scouting vessels.

      There, Holly met her new squad, to begin her first mission as captain of Recon Squad Eight.

      “A-ten-HUT!” Commander Silas, even with his apparent bird-cage ribs, shouted with all the full force of a raging storm. As one, the assembled squad before Holly snapped up straight, arms bent and held in a salute.

      Around them was the high training deck of the Nightbird. Even with its size, it still looked cramped with all of the military hardware stowed against the walls. The walls and floors were a blue steel-gray, and the men and women before Holly appeared cast from the same material somehow. There were hard eyes and scatterings of rebellious stubble.

      “Captain,” Silas murmured with a nod, handing control back to her.

      Wow, could have talked me up a bit, Holly thought as she turned her attention to her new squad. Ten men and women for herself and Marshal to oversee. Each and every one of them had the look of the Outer Command Marines about them. Their armor was a little rougher, more dented than that of any found on the Inner Group—and their slack salutes and slouches would earn most of them disciplinaries there, for sure.

      “At ease,” she said after a pause, her eyes moving across the rows of broad men and women, short men and women, and one who stood head and shoulders higher than the rest with an almost entirely bald head and now sporting a goatee fuzz.

      Private First Class Falko. Her eyes stayed on him for a long moment. How long has it been?

      “Greetings, Recon Eight,” Holly heard herself say. At the same time, she held the man’s hard stare, knowing that he knew what had happened at Triton and out there on the Sunkisser generation caravan. He had seen how many of her old squad had been blown apart. He had been pretty vocal in his distaste for her the first time around too.

      “I’m Captain Cropper, assigned by Acting Chief of Command General Addison,” Holly heard herself say, regurgitating the general line of command-speak that she had been told she should say. She saw Commander Silas at her side nodding just slightly, appreciatively.

      This is as much a test of me as my command abilities, isn’t it? Holly sighed. She wondered if this was Addison’s idea. Keep the Breaker girl out of the way, as far from the action as possible, and give her a new squad with no time to adjust and watch her fail.

      Most of the squad before her weren’t new or green recruits. They had been in other outfits just like she had. She even admired them a little for that—but Marshal had pointed out just how many of her new squad also had warnings, advisories, and rap sheets.

      These guys are the dregs of the Marine Corps. Each one shipped out to work Outer Group because no one in the Inner Worlds wants them either, Holly thought. Well, maybe I’m in perfect company then, the thought flashed through her mind.

      “You don’t know me,” Holly said, to which there was a chorus of muttered words.

      Silas stiffened at her side. Holly knew that he was expecting her to pull them up on this, but she let it slide. They were right. Why should they trust her?

      But they don’t know what I’ve seen. She gritted her teeth.

      “Some of you may even have heard of me,” Holly said, seeing Falko shuffle a little where he stood—was that suppressed rage? For leading him and the others into a death trap? What must he feel about her going away to Mars and leaving him out here to some new unit?

      “I am the first Breaker to make it into the marines, and I’ve made it through lieutenant to captain,” she insisted.

      Still no response from the assembled ten.

      Okay, maybe that doesn’t earn much respect from them, she thought.

      “Sergeant Smith and I have faced killer drones. We’ve faced corps assassins, smugglers, pirates, and yes—we were at Camp Vigilant. We fought the Thaal.” Her eyes sought out Falko once again to find him glaring back at her.

      The other missions were confidential. I can’t talk about Triton, she silently told him. If he understood her looks, he didn’t reveal anything.

      “Some may be telling you that the Thaal are impossible to beat. To kill. However, I am living proof that this isn’t so,” Holly heard herself say, and at that, she thought she felt the atmosphere in the room change.

      “I am here today to tell you that it can be done, and that it was recently done by marines just like yourselves.” A silent nod to Falko. “In fact, it is my belief that it takes the sort of men and women that you are, the sort of Outer Group Command that has to be tough, to be resilient, that thinks on our feet.”

      A few paces beyond her, she once again saw Commander Silas’ jaw clench as she strayed dangerously close to picking divisions between Inner and Outer Group Marines.

      Stuff it, Holly inwardly threw back at the commander. There were divisions between the two sides of the solar system, and the two militaries that pretended to be one. The very fact that she was out here in the first place proved that too.

      “Yes, the Thaal are big and mean and probably the biggest threat that humanity has ever faced,” Holly barked at them, taking a step forward as she threw her words at them like a challenge. “Yes, they’re better armed than we are. They’ve got forcefields and laser guns and jump gates and whatever the hell else . . .”

      “Err . . . Cap?” Marshal hissed through gritted teeth, clearly unsure if this was a pep talk or a eulogy.

      “And that means,” Holly continued, “that I need a group of people who aren’t afraid of a challenge. Who are used to being the underdogs—and winning anyway. Who know what it takes to win a fight, especially when that fight isn’t always fair.”

      There was another ripple of tension through the room as Holly saw one after the other grin just a little. She’d called them right. They might be outcast, but they were tough too—and they took pride in that.

      “I don’t give a damn what your past is or was or has been,” Holly stated, even for Falko. “I don’t care what it says on your rap sheets or how I’m advised to manage you.” Silas actually flinched at that. “All I care about is whether you’ve got the self-confidence and the guts to get the job done. Whether you can be a team. Can you do that for me, Marines?” she barked at them, her voice demanding a response as her gaze sought out each pair of eyes, daring them to answer her.

      “Sir yes SIR!” she was rewarded with, and the tension was broken.

      “Boo-YAH!” she heard one of them shout and a ragged cheer spread through the hold.

      “Well, thank the stars for that,” Marshal whispered at her side as the marines of Recon Eight started to brag and cheer—

      “No purple son-of-a has seen the likes of me!”

      “The Thaal can kiss my—”

      Holly let them have their moment of self-congratulation, and a wave of relief flowed through her. She’d done it. She’d managed to win them over by appealing to their natural sense of savage independence. If that was what it would take to get them working with her, then she would take it.

      But now, of course, the real work began. She saw Commander Silas scowling at her as the marines of Recon Eight—Falko included—were clapping each other on the backs. Perhaps they thought that she had especially handpicked them for this task. Another thing that she was willing to let them believe if it meant that they would cohere as a group.

      “Give them their orders, Captain,” Silas growled, making a quick hand gesture that called the waiting Recon Eight to attention once again.

      Holly waited until all eyes were once again on her before she brought up her holo of her new mission orders.

      
        
        OPERATION MAD DOG

        Commanding Officer: Capt. CROPPER, H.

        Senior Officer(s): Sgt. SMITH, M.

        Target: Python Asteroid Sector, Major Asteroid Belt

        Faction: Breaker Group (unaligned/smuggler)

        Mission Objectives:

        Isolate smuggler camp . . .

        Retrieve arms caches . . .

        Neutralize unaligned combatants . . .

      

      

      “Marines!” Holly declared. “This one is going to be a hometown play. It’s in our territory, the Breaker Group Asteroid Belt between Inner and Outer Worlds. You know that we took a bad hit after Camp Vigilant.” Holly’s voice took a somber tone. “The truth is, we need every resource we can get. And we’ve got a lead that there’s a smuggler operation out in the Belt with a pretty nice cache of weapons that they stole from military ops. So, we’re going to politely ask for them back.”

      There was a scatter of laughs from the assembled ten at Holly’s implied threat. Marines hated smugglers and pirates. Most of the scum were defected military, so the traitors deserved the hate.

      “Don’t you worry, Cap—we’ll teach ’em a thing or two,” one exuberant marine stated gleefully.

      “I’m sure you will,” Holly agreed, glad that had gone down so well—until one final marine just had to have his say.

      “Which ones?” It was Falko’s deep bass voice, still mistrustful, still full of anger.

      “Private?” Holly called.

      “Lieutenant,” Falko insisted. “I’m a 2nd Lieutenant now . . . ma’am.” He said the words exactly, letting Holly know that it had been a long wait between the events on the generation caravan and now.

      “Congratulations, Lieutenant Falko. It will be an honor to have you on the command team . . .” Holly started to say.

      “Which ones, ma’am—with respect,” Falko interrupted. “Which smuggler crew are we going for?”

      “He had to go and ask, didn’t he?” Marshal whispered beside Holly. There had been no love lost between the “pretty boy” Earther and the tough, gritty Falko.

      “Which smuggling crew?” Holly said carefully. It was a fair question, she supposed. There were plenty of them out there, scattering the Asteroid Belt and caught up in all manner of battles with each other or the corporates or the marines . . .

      “Mad Dog Crew,” she stated, earning a sudden silence from her ten-man squad. Everyone had heard of the Mad Dog Crew out here. Even Earthers had probably heard of them. The biggest, baddest bunch of Breaker smugglers that ever existed. Not fanatics or lunatics like the Sons of Odin. These guys were the real deal: cold and calculated, and they controlled, by some estimates, almost a full third of the Belt in some way or another.

      “We’re going up against the Dogs?” The large football-player-looking marine who had earlier crowed about how the Thaal and the smugglers were going to get theirs—now appeared to want to take his words back. “But they’re insane,” he said, his eyes blinking wildly.

      “So what? Buckle up,” Holly snapped at them, putting enough growl in her voice to show them that she had teeth, too, and this wasn’t all just a self-congratulatory parade. Yeah, they were going to have to work for this as well.

      “We’re insane too. And believe you me, I’ve fought a whole lot worse,” Holly said, dismissing them with a nod as she flung out the orders to their personal suit controllers. They filed out of the Nightbird training deck in a ragged line. Holly turned to see the face of Commander Silas: a flat frown.

      “Well, Captain Cropper. You think you can handle them?” he said, his tone dark, meaning, “You won’t mess it up this time, will you?”

      “They’re the sort of marines I can work with, sir,” Holly said.

      “Then get it done. The Nightbird will leave you at your location in six hours and then return once the job is done,” Commander Silas said, making it clear that this was a test of her command abilities. “I don’t need to impress upon you that with Mars the way it is—we need those weapons the Mad Dogs have been stealing.”

      “Sir, yes sir.” Holly saluted. The commander turned on his heel and left the captain alone with Marshal.

      “Mostly criminal marines, new outfit, going up against the largest Breaker gang in history. What’s not to like, huh?” Marshal sighed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EA Marine Recon 8 Strike Group . . .

        DEPLOY . . .

        Hornet 1 Recon Fighter READY . . .

        Commanding Officer: CROPPER, H (Capt)

        Activating Sensor Sweep . . .

      

      

      Holly tried to ignore the twitch of electric anxiety through her body as she settled back into the flight chair of the Hornet 1 recon fighter. It was a tiny craft in comparison to the now-distant Nightbird, only capable of holding Holly, Marshal, and two others of the Recon Eight squad: one a thin marine named Holstatz, and the other, Lieutenant Falko.

      I need him near me, Holly told herself. She needed to know if he was able to put his resentments behind him and get on with the job. Or not.

      The Nightbird had cleared Hornets 1, 2, and 3 for launch some three hours ago, containing the twelve squad members. Then the larger ship had turned around and hightailed it out of the contested Asteroid Belt space, leaving the three small craft to make the final approach on their own.

      “The suspected ammunition cache is on Rock 32A, Python Cluster,” Commander Silas had explained before departure. Right now, Holly was looking at the blinking target vector over the expanse of glittering rock and ice ahead of them.

      The inner Asteroid Belt was huge, a vast semicircle of composite rock fragments left over from the first formation of the Sol system and traveling in an eternal loop around the sun, and it was a hazardous place for venturers. Not only was it dangerous due to the high number of smugglers, pirates, and bandits who chose to make it their home, but it was also physically and literally dangerous, with entire clusters of rock families constantly breaking apart or into each other at the drop of a hat.

      “So, do we want to know or what?” Marshal, in the piloting seat of the Hornet 1, murmured. He drew down the holographic controls from one side of the cockpit to the other, and in turn, different overlays of the rock wall ahead of him flashed orange, green, and blue.

      
        
        Sensors detected!

      

      

      The visual overlays lit up as three tiny red vectors started flashing from near and far around the slowly rotating ice boulders.

      “There are remote sensors all across this junk,” Marshal muttered. “Someone’s keeping an eye on what’s coming.”

      “Maintain position, steady approach,” Holly said, seeing the other two Hornets through the cockpit windows on their left. Each of the craft were tiny compared to the Nightbird, little more than rockets with wings and a fatter belly for the extra three marine occupants. They had missiles and forward guns installed—but little else. No larger armaments. None of the newest range of pulse weapons that were hitting the front line.

      Little more than scout fighters, really, Holly thought. Three of them. Versus the Mad Dogs.

      “We got our orders and our vector,” Holly said, indicating where the flashing, orange triangle hovered, fading in and out of sight in the nest of rocks of the central Belt. “That’s where the last intelligence said that the illegal ammo cache should be. And we’re marines. It doesn’t matter if they keep an eye on us, they can’t stop us,” she growled, earning an agreeing noise from Holstatz behind her but still silence from the hulking Falko.

      “Hornets 2 and 3, maintain watch. We’re going in,” she said with a nod. Marshal whistled between his teeth and pushed the flight controls forward, matching their rotation with the nearest of the asteroids that grew larger in their forward view as they approached.

      “Any direct eyes on target?” Holly whispered as they started to pass the outer rocks. The Asteroid Belt wasn’t really one exact shape but a haze of rocks hurtling through the solar system with smaller outliers scattering its edges. There were clinks and dings from the hull and the scout fighter’s screens as the smaller nuggets of rock hit their hull.

      “The hull can take this, right?” Falko decided to break his silence, murmuring something. Sure as stars were hot, that sounded to Holly like a criticism.

      “I wouldn’t fly you into somewhere it couldn’t,” Marshal snapped. Holly actually thought that was a bit of a lie. She had been with him when he had flown headlong towards oncoming Thaal vessels when the need called for it.

      “Ready suits.” Holly cut through the tension, already swiveling in her chair to push herself free towards the main room of the Hornet that contained Falko and Holstatz. She grabbed one of the overhead rails to stop her float, reaching to the equipment locker to take out the first heavy rifle. She slung it over her shoulder , then took out the heavy belt-and-shoulder contraption.

      “Standard rocket-assist,” she said when it was finally clipped and sealed through miniature magnet clamps onto the metal skin of her own tactical encounter suit. “Major rocket on the back. Smaller positional rockets at the hips.”

      
        
        Recon 8 / Tactical Encounter Suit 01 . . .

        CROPPER, H (Capt) . . .

        Module attached: Manual Propulsion System READY . . .

      

      

      Her own suit’s heads-up display showed the details as it came online. She experimentally swiveled her wrist, deftly moving the positional rockets, allowing her to use her arms to direct her motion.

      “I’m sure you’ve both had your inception training . . .” she started to say. Falko cut her off with a heavy grunt.

      “That’s right, we have,” he growled back. “We were using these across the Belt while you were back on Mars.”

      Was that a slight sneer? Holly wondered.

      “Good. No mistakes, then,” Holly said just as sweetly back.

      
        
        ALERT! Digital signatures detected!

      

      

      “Those sensors are activating, sending signals somewhere,” Marshal hissed, his hands moving in a fast blur. “Running interference . . .”

      There was a flash from the Hornet’s console as it tried to release its packet of electromagnetic interference, but a sudden white layer of noise glitched across all of the holoscreens.

      
        
        ERROR! Marine Control Server Access DENIED . . .

        Redirecting to Mirror Server 2 ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “What the frack?” Marshal snapped, his hands swiping through the holofields to instead hit the physical controls.

      
        
        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “Nothing. I’ve got a full comms outage!” Marshal said. “Hornets 2 and 3, can you read?!” he hissed as Holly blinked at the screen ahead. Their targeting vectors were still active, still overlaying where the Mad Dog ammo cache should be—but all signs of any other signals, warnings, proximity alerts, nearest station directions and ships—were gone.

      Suddenly, the screen looked a whole lot emptier than it had before to Holly’s eyes. “What’s happening—was it the Mad Dogs? They running some kind of hack?”

      “Must be. Wait . . .” Marshal said, just as the panicked voices of Private First Class Trent and then Aza appeared on the line.

      “Our connection with main is out—we’ve got no way of reaching them!” Trent, one of the newer Recon Eight marines said, echoed by Aza.

      “We’ve clearly still got local ship-to-ship, suit-to-suit comms,” Holly said as Marshal rattled off possible solutions. “Whatever this is, it has nothing to do with our ship-level transmitters. This doesn’t affect the mission,” she growled.

      I can’t fail this, the thought flashed through her mind in teeth-grinding panic. If I do, I’m out, she knew. Probably demoted back down to lieutenant or worse.

      “It doesn’t affect the mission if we can’t radio for help?!” Falko’s deep, guttural voice sounded over their suit comms.

      Holly briefly wished that the hack had affected suit-to-suit near range systems, but alas . . .

      “No, Lieutenant, it doesn’t,” she said tartly, instead lowering herself into the small airlock with all the confidence that expected Falko and Holstatz to follow her. “It’s not unusual at all to have a comms blackout during active operations, and an external comms outage amounts to the same thing,” she snapped at him. “And if this is the work of the Mad Dogs, are we just gonna run home and tell Commander Silas that we got scared at the first punch they threw?”

      Falko was silent, and when she looked up from inside the white octagonal room that was the airlock, she could see him glaring at her through his suit.

      Suck it up, Falko, Holly dared him. With a grunt, the large man moved to the airlock in a smooth movement, rolling forward without warning her so she had to move out of the way quickly and suddenly.

      Asshat, she threw at him, as Marshal’s voice called.

      “There’s no way of knowing if those sensors out there are affected by the hack, but I’m guessing not,” he was saying. Holstatz moved into the airlock beside her, and suddenly it was very cramped in there with each of the three marines crouching with one hand on the overhead rail and their feet braced on the rail surrounding the large oval door under them.

      Holly checked her suit’s screens. Their local network showed Trent and Aza in Hornet 2 and 3 peeling away to the right and left of them, just as their plan had indicated.

      “One hundred feet to target,” Marshal whispered, and the Hornet 1 started to rotate and turn in a serene but dangerous ballet as the pilot navigated between the asteroids.

      “I got visuals!” Marshal said, transferring his feed to Holly’s HUD. This enabled her to see a sudden parting of the giant, rotating rocks that revealed an avenue through the maze where there was a much larger asteroid—and light was reflecting off a very nonorganic, exact-cornered, metal shape. A T-shaped structure.

      “That’s got to be their cache. Can you get us closer?” Holly whispered.

      “Not in this bird, as small as she is,” Marshal indicated.

      
        
        WARNING! Propulsion Systems detected!

      

      

      The Hornet 1 sensors pealed with alarm across the cockpit and all of their suits. Abruptly, small radiating red circles were lighting up around them.

      “Marshal?! Marshal, what is that?!” Holly hissed.

      “Too small for ships. It can only be . . .” Sergeant Smith was saying—just as their craft was suddenly thrown to one side by the impact of the first of the micromissiles.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Outside the Hornet 1, there were more small gusts of gasses and flames as the hidden defenses left by the Mad Dogs were activated by their sudden arrival. Too small to be detected by scanners, in small gullies and cracks in the most stable of the asteroids, metal locks were suddenly blown, revealing tiny launch tubes, each one no bigger than a fist.

      Up and down this section of the Asteroid Belt, these launch tubes revealed themselves, and their automatic tracking systems sought out the nearest large engine signatures.

      They found them, and they fired. Sprays of tiny rockets rising on their own tails of flame and evaporating gas like deadly confetti, traveling dozens of yards into the gaps between their parenting rocks, before their guidance motors kicked in, and they suddenly turned and flew towards the Earth Alliance Hornet.

      The marine scout fighter tried to take evasive measures, but she was already surrounded by the heavy, dizzying confinement of the asteroids. Sergeant Marshal Smith was an excellent pilot, but even he couldn’t ignore the laws of physics.

      It had been a perfect trap and well executed, as the micromissiles started to hammer the body of the Hornet, and it spun and turned and shook . . .
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      Mars Nyssa Plateau, Southern Plains

      

      What the . . . ? Sergeant Bastion Li, lately of the Outer Command Forward Recon Group and now with the Martian Defense Close Assault Unit, looked up and around as his suit crackled with static.

      “Anyone else reading this?” he asked, looking around to see if he was the only one to suffer the tactical suit malfunction.

      Around him were the encouragingly entitled “Blood Plains” of Southern Mars, named for their high iron oxide content. Bastion’s group had made it to the edge of the Blood Plains to see the rising humps and broken skylines of the black, whorled, and melted ridges of the mesa.

      Bastion had been training with them for approximately two weeks now, and so far, despite being the new guy, his natural size, strength, and ferocity were doing him favors.

      “Down, Sergeant! Do I have to remind you we’re under operational orders?!” snapped a voice over his tactical suit comms, the voice of his senior officer. One square-faced, surly Captain Mowbrey who hadn’t appeared to be altogether so happy about having a lowly Forward Recon Marine added to his crew.

      Yeah, well, I’m not too excited about being here either, Bastion thought as he slumped to the ground behind one of the rocky outcrops, seeing others of his training unit doing the same. At least the comms work, he thought, wondering at that strange recent glitch and what it had meant.

      It was like my entire suit went out for a moment, Bastion thought, sparing a glance across to the next nearest Close Assault marine in training, about ten feet away and hunkered down behind their own rocky outcrop. The large, crouched figure didn’t appear worried—but then again, they were a Close Assault Marine.

      Bastion was one of a ten-man training squad, each who had been regular marines but assigned to Close Assault for showing a proficiency for, well, up close and personal work with extreme prejudice. Instead of their usual tactical encounter suits, they were given the larger variant: heavier shoulder layers of metal and assisted strength pistons running to large gauntlets from whose wrists could slide carbon steel blades like swords. Their training mission had so far been for them to get here, and . . . do what exactly?

      There was movement off to his right, and Bastion risked raising his head to see Captain Mowbrey was apparently looking back and forth, shouting inside of his visor, his squad communicators turned off.

      He wasn’t happy about something, Bastion thought—until he saw it.

      “The base identifiers are gone,” he muttered, not finding the faded arrows and distant vector markers that should tell every marine where the nearest marine HQ, habitat, station, or unit was.

      There wasn’t even any top line to his heads-up display. Nothing saying his unit details and mission parameters.

      “Load Marine Command Server,” Bastion whispered into his visor, as the sky around them swirled the traditional yellow-and-orange haze.

      
        
        ERROR! Marine Control Server Access DENIED . . .

        Redirecting to Mirror Server 2 ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “Wait, what exactly is going on?” he whispered as his suit started to display error messages whenever he tried to connect it to the Earth Alliance Marine parent network.

      
        
        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “Captain Mowbrey? Are you reading this? Are the satellites down?” Bastion said, risking the wrath of his new captain as he broke into suit-to-suit public channel.

      “Hold your position, Sergeant Li!” Mowbrey hissed back, sounding annoyed as he broke free from his own cover and started stalking back across the wider, more open space of the Blood Plains, absurdly looking up into the Martian haze as if he had any chance of actually seeing the satellites far above.

      “Of course not!” Mowbrey announced. “And Field HQ is only six miles north of us. They’ll have field transmitters that should reach us.”

      They could talk to each other, Bastion’s mind noted. This meant that it was a command server or a network side problem. Something that didn’t affect the suit-to-suit internal transmitters.

      “Everyone hold their positions. I’m sure this is just a glitch after the Thaal attack,” Mowbrey said, just as—

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Bastion’s suit pinged right before there was a flash of light and fire. Something very small and very fast whizzed past over the Blood Plains—striking Captain Mowbrey, who was thrown into the air as the explosion went off.

      “Down, everyone down!” Bastion was shouting as shapes appeared on the horizon, getting closer and closer.

      Three of them. Bipedal. The shining skins of a metal hide.

      “Captain?!”

      “Situation report! What’s going on—who’s attacking us?!” There were angered shouts from the other marines in the Close Assault unit as panic started to set in—even amongst these hardened fighters.

      “It’s the WarBots!” Bastion was shouting, seeing the three bipedal creatures already stalking towards their position, starting to swing their weapons systems around and down to face them.

      It wasn’t that Bastion was surprised to see them. These three metal robots were Earth Alliance military creations, after all, training drones designed to simulate a battlefield experience. They strutted on two backwards-jointed metal legs like two-legged hyenas, no arms at all, just weapons mounts where their shoulders would be. No heads and no cockpits for pilots. They weren’t supposed to be loaded with any live fire rounds at all.

      Tell that to Captain Mowbrey, Bastion thought, snatching up his rifle. Luckily for them, the Close Assault marines had been given live fire weapons, and their mission was supposed to be to evade and neutralize a searching “enemy” in the WarBots.

      But something, clearly, had gone terribly wrong.

      “All eyes on targets! Three enemy WarBots, heading our way—concentrate fire!” Bastion roared and aimed.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      “Marshal! Damage report!” Holly shouted as she clung onto the airlock railing with both hands while the Hornet 1 violently slewed to one side yet again.

      Above the three marines crammed into the airlock, there were flashing lights and the sharp hisses of escaping gases from the main hold. It was almost impossible to tell what system had been hit. Holly was beginning to feel like a bean in a tin can. Even the teeth in her jaw were aching with sudden throws and turns.

      “We’re holding, Captain!” Marshal’s voice returned with a snarl. “Multiple hits, but we’re holding—can’t say for how much longer!”

      “Dammit!” Holly hissed.

      Their craft had been hit at least five times in as many minutes, and Marshal had rolled and swerved them through the Asteroid Belt, attempting to get clear of the missile traps. They were lucky that the missiles were so small—not enough to break a hull or crack a window, but there had been a heavy cloud of them at first, although now their numbers seemed to be lowering.

      “I think we’re exhausting them,” Marshal called. “They just have automatic launchers, no repeater capacity.”

      “Well, that sure makes me feel better.” Holly winced as there was another sudden hammer against the side of their hull as another of the smaller missiles hit home.

      “They’re clearing—but we can’t take another round of them if there’s more of those defenses,” Marshal said. Holly’s eyes flickered to the ship-level viewscreen to see the gap between the asteroids instantly open to reveal the vista of bright space once again.

      Marshal had done it. He had navigated a path for them out of the Asteroid Belt, away from the traps.

      “Oh yeah, we can’t radio Marine Command, can we?” Falko muttered, earning a withering look from Holly.

      “They were traps. What do you expect?” she snarled back. “Hornet 2 and 3?”

      “They’re holding back. Hornet 2 got hit by a few, but Trent is keeping his cool out there . . .” Marshal said.

      “Good. Tell ’em to concentrate on their job. Cover the Belt for signs of any incoming. We’re going in,” Holly said, already reaching to check her suit tighteners and pressures and the rocket-assisted propulsion locks. All seemed as good as it was possibly going to get.

      “Captain, really . . .” Falko started to say, but Holly had had enough of his noise. She reached forward to grab the larger man by his arm and drag him closer.

      “Look, Lieutenant, you may not like what my orders are, but that doesn’t change what they are going to be one tiny bit,” she hissed. “You were at the Sunkisser, you were at Triton. Do you really think that a bunch of pirates are anything compared to what we went through out there?” she demanded. “Are you telling me that this is worse?!”

      Falko froze, and she could see him wondering whether to open his mouth and say the first thing that came to mind. Quite wisely, he didn’t.

      “Captain, I was just saying that we’re a new unit, we haven’t even had training together,” he started to say.

      “You’re all experienced marines in your own way,” Holly scoffed. “And the system hasn’t got time to wait around. This is our training, Lieutenant Falko—now, can I rely on you out there?”

      There was silence for a long moment and then a nod.

      “Yes, ma’am. You can rely on me,” Falko said.

      “We’ll get these weapons, and we’ll use them against the Thaal. We do it because the Thaal took Valdez, Fenchurch, Jenkins, huh?” Holly whispered fiercely, earning a short, sharp nod from the marine opposite.

      Phew. Holly leaned back, reached up to pull the airlock handle that closed the door to the main hold. It clamped shut with a heavy thump.

      “We’ve got a better chance of getting through any traps left than the Hornets do,” Holly announced. “We’re smaller and lighter. Less propulsion for them to lock in on,” she said. “Marshal? Get us in position!”

      A moment of silence before Marshal’s voice came back.

      “You’re as good to go now as ever, boss—we got a window coming in ten, nine . . .”

      “Ready suits!” Holly said, turning to hit the locking procedures on the airlock while Falko primed the door release below them.

      “Six, Five . . .”

      “You know the drill. Smooth roll. Initiate propulsion system when you’re out of the lee of the Hornet,” Holly said, grabbing the handles above and making ready to push.

      “Three, Two—”

      One.

      “Releasing door lock!” Falko said as the round porthole below them suddenly peeled back with a hiss of the remaining gasses still inside. Instantly, Holly felt the pull of the vacuum, and it brought with it that same old feeling of terror and exhilaration that every Breaker felt. A feeling as natural to them as it was to feel the movement of station and ship supports.

      Only my suit between me and the void now, Holly remembered. It was a sobering and dangerously wonderful thought.

      “On me, go!” she said, pushing off with her hands and folding forward to allow the vacuum outside to pull her cleanly through the airlock and out, down . . .

      To be confronted immediately with space, with an infinite amount of depth in every direction. The distant, hard glimmer of stars and planets. The weight of the Hornet behind her as it dragged away and the two bodies of Falko and Holstatz followed her roll with textbook perfection.

      The weight of the Hornet, seen from below, rose away from them, and Holly counted down with three, two, and—

      
        
        Engage Manual Propulsion Systems . . .

      

      

      Her suit registered her hand flick, and it was like a giant had suddenly kicked her from behind as she was thrown forward by the miniature rocket on her back. For just a second, she wobbled and wavered in midflight before remembering how to use her wrist and hand gestures to control the positional rockets.

      And then there she was, arms outstretched on either side of her like she was mid-dive and leading the two marines behind her out and down, powering back towards the Asteroid Belt.
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      Mars Nyssa Plateau, Southern Plains

      

      “Fall back! Squad fall back!” Sergeant Bastion was shouting as the rocks exploded around them with rocket fire, stone chips, and flame.

      Ahead of them, the three WarBots were still advancing despite the hail of bullets that Bastion and the others of the Close Assault Unit had thrown at them. Each one stood a lurching nine or ten feet tall. They hadn’t even bothered to maintain their collective front as they were so confident in their killing power that they separated as they stalked forward.

      “Aiii!” A scream over their suit-to-suit comms.

      Another one, Bastion thought, his eyes flicking to his heads-up holo display to see that Private First Class Bakaran, a marine he had never met before yesterday, now had their name in blinking red—before stabilizing to a solid red.

      Dead. Bastion knew what those colors meant. He had seen that happen to the Forward Recon Squad once, too, in the attacks against the Thaal out on Triton and the Sunkisser. There was nothing worse than seeing those names of his colleagues and comrades—the very men and women that he was supposed to be leading—flash and change color as their life signs went offline.

      
        
        Alert! Tracking System Detected . . .

      

      

      But right now, his own HUD was flashing an alarming message as his entire screen was lit by a warning orange glow. Looking up, he saw that the nearest of the WarBots had already turned on its hips—really a central axle where the body rested—in his direction. Already its shoulder port was opening, ready to disgorge another foot-long, rocket-propelled missile.

      Bastion saw a flash and flare of flame-painted light as the missile fired.

      He turned and threw himself. One large metal gauntlet slapped the top of the black volcanic rock as he vaulted the nearest edge to hurl himself over and to the far side.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit was shouting at him as the rocks around him exploded and his sensors glitched.

      For a moment, he had no idea whether he was up or down. Whether he was flying through the air or whether he was on the ground or whether the blast that hit him had been the concussion wave or the explosion itself. All of a sudden, he was definitely on the ground, his body within the well-armed and plated suit shouting in agony as he groaned and coughed.

      With a snarl, he shook off a thick layer of ruddy sand and black-rock fragments, realizing only then that he had made it. He was now on the other side of one of the many ridges that led up into the volcanic mesa, and the rocks had taken the largest extent of the missile strike.

      “Sarge! Sarge—we can’t hold!” One of the other Close Assault marines was shouting from their own similar hiding place behind another ridge of rock.

      Funny, that’s what I was saying a moment ago, if anyone had listened, Bastion growled to himself, seeing that his rifle was just a few feet away from him as he scrabbled to grab it.

      More sounds of explosions and screams.

      Bastion didn’t berate the other marines. He was their sergeant almost in name only since he was the newest addition to their training unit, and they hadn’t learned to trust him yet. They didn’t know what was going on—and neither did Bastion, to be fair—but he was more used to having the rules of engagement changed on him with no warning whatsoever.

      They couldn’t go back out onto the Blood Plains, Bastion knew. That would be miles of open and empty space where they would be easily picked off by the WarBots, who had a sensor and tracking range far wider and longer than their own human eyesight.

      And the mesa has cover, at least, Bastion thought. Cover of a sort, that was—the larger rise of rock was made of the same black volcanic rock that they were currently crouching beside, shattered over the millennia so that it was riven through jagged gullies and arroyos and sharp, broken obsidian rocks.

      “Southward! Out onto the mesa!” he growled, grabbing his rifle (as much good as that would do him, he thought).

      Isn’t there supposed to be a tracking bunker out on the middle of the mesa? Bastion thought, trying to remember what the strategy map had said. There was no way to check where it was with the malfunction of the Marine Servers.

      The same malfunction that turned the WarBots on us? The thought flashed through his mind as he was surrounded by more sounds of crashing and explosions. He had no idea just how many rockets or missiles they were packed with and could only hope that they hadn’t been equipped for full battle duty.

      The Jackals of Zenetic went rogue, Bastion thought—before there was a sudden earth-shaking crunch nearby, and a shape loomed over him.

      It was the WarBot, its open shoulder port still smoking from when it had recently fired. On its other shoulder, Bastion saw the sudden flicker of metal as its alternating set of weapons ports opened.

      Frack!

      Bastion had nowhere to run or to hide. He snapped up his rifle and fired in one continuous burst—but he didn’t fire at the faceless, expressionless central body cube of the WarBot. Instead, he concentrated fire on its left shoulder where the weapon port was already loading a missile rocket into place . . .

      
        
        Warning! Tracking System . . .

      

      

      His computer was shouting at him as he saw sparks flying from where his shots were missing his target. Each weapon port could only be three or four inches wide at most—and even at this close range, it would be like shooting a marble off a table.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      But all at once, his visor went white with overload, and he felt a giant hand grind him deeper into the sand and rocks. When the static cleared, the rocks around him and his suit radiated heat—he looked up to see that, amazingly, he had made the shot—and even more amazingly, the WarBot was still standing.

      The strange military creature was barely operational. One of its hip-shoulders was completely petalled open in a flare of rent and burned metals, with sparking wires and spraying internal machine fluids showing that Bastion’s shot must have taken out its entire ammo cache on the right.

      But the creature was designed for combat. It was designed for war and to be targeted by much larger weapons than a marine rifle, and the triple plating of its hip axle shone clear through the wreckage like a steel bone as it tried to step forward . . .

      And got stuck, half raising one three-clawed foot which wasn’t moving but jerking back and forth as it tried to swivel in place but couldn’t. It was clear that Bastion hadn’t managed to stop it, but he had managed to injure it pretty seriously.

      It still has the other weapons system on the left, Bastion thought, knowing that if he tried to run now, it could still take him out at very short range—or take out any of his fellows around him.

      Without thinking, he launched himself forwards, dropping the rifle as he did so. It would be of no use with what he was going to do now. He grabbed the shattered top of the rock and launched himself over it, hitting the ruddy sand on the far side right under the foot of the damaged WarBot—and he lunged.

      
        
        Warning! Impact . . .

      

      

      He hit the edge of the three-clawed metal foot, the entire thing as large as the chest of his suit, and grappled his arms around it. Above him, he could feel the shiver of the larger WarBot as it tried to register what the little man underneath its foot was doing.

      What am I doing?! he asked himself, similarly astonished as he knew that there was only one way that he was going to win this fight. And that was to make sure that there wasn’t anything to shoot at him.

      It wasn’t going to shoot at its own foot, and the other two WarBots were unlikely to fire an explosive missile at their ally, so he held grimly onto the foot, and—pushed.

      “Aaargh!” For a moment, absolutely nothing happened. Bastion felt the industrial weight of the robot before him, and he felt his own arms, back, and thigh muscles screaming in agony as he tried in vain to make it do anything at all.

      Pain rippled down his back. He felt one of his boots starting to crunch and slip in the ruddy sands of the Red Planet.

      
        
        Tactical Suit Auto-assist enabled . . .

        +35% strength (avg) across all servo-mechanisms . . .

      

      

      His suit chimed. Suddenly, he felt the automated systems lock into place as the internal pistons and relays that ran down the back of the large Close Assault encounter suit locked and tightened into place, aiding and increasing his already considerable natural strength.

      The WarBot started to shift, the foot in Bastion’s grasp was lifting, and its backward knee joint bent despite the lock that the machine must have placed upon itself.

      “Grrargh!” Bastion roared with effort once more as he felt the WarBot return the gesture, attempting to push down. The metal stamped forward against his chest, shoving him back a foot as he dug his own heels in.

      “Go down, you metal piece of—!” Bastion roared, using every ounce of strength that he had in order to shove the WarBot’s foot backwards. For a terrible moment, he was sure that he wasn’t going to be able to do it. That it wasn’t going to budge anymore . . .

      And then, with a metal groan, he did it. The foot went up and back, and the WarBot toppled backwards, crashing onto the floor as Bastion staggered forward, sending up a cloud of red dust.

      Bastion groaned at the effort, his arms feeling like they were about to fall off, and his body inside the suit shaking with exhaustion—but he had achieved his result. Given their odd and awkward two-legged structure, there was no way that it would be able to get back up.

      “Sarge! Sergeant!” There were shouts and screams from behind, and he saw another ridge of rock explode with metal fragments.

      “Fall back!” he demanded once again, immediately turning to break into a sliding run, snatching up his rifle as he did so. “Scatter! Make for the top of the mesa! They won’t be able to follow us!” he ordered, hoping that they were going to listen because of his rank at least. The two remaining WarBots were firing on the marines with impunity.

      Bastion’s boots hit the rock-lined gully, and he turned, pushing himself off the opposing ridge of rock. As he made for the south and the center of the rock mesa, he heard the grunts of marines near and far making their own desperate escapes.

      Ahead of him, the rocky gully ended in a loud shatter of black obsidian rock. He had to force himself through a narrow crack in the rocks to make it to the alternate crack in the dark, volcanic rocks.

      “Li!” He was greeted with the ghoulish, red face of another of the marines. Bastion wouldn’t have remembered which one if his own suit didn’t register the marine as Private First Class Haretz.

      Haretz, like Bastion before him, was made rounded and bug-like by the large Close Assault suit, whose protective plates swept up to meld with the neck mantle, making them look like walking metal boulders. His face through the visor was lit by the ruddy skies and sands of Mars itself.

      “How many?!” Bastion snapped. Private First Class Haretz knew exactly what he meant.

      “Five down, including the captain.”

      “Five left.” Bastion nodded. Both men broke into a run down this narrow crack in the obsidian rocks, hearing the breathy gasps and grunts of the remaining Close Assault marines over their comms.

      “What happened, sir? Is this—is this a part of the training?!” Haretz asked as they ran, a mistake, as far as Bastion was concerned.

      “The why isn’t important right now. Let’s stay alive first, alright?” the new sergeant of the Close Assault Unit said, although he already had his suspicions. The Jackals made by megacorp Zenetic based on stolen Thaal technology had gone wild, hadn’t they? This had to be something like that.

      Their crack in the black rock narrowed and came to a natural end, just as many of them did.

      “Dammit!” Bastion snarled, hitting the wall with his suit and looking up. The walls of rock extended only a few hands above their heads, but then they would be on the mesa top itself and easily picked off by the WarBots.

      “They don’t appear to have heat imaging,” Haretz breathed, crunching to his side and wheezing. “Otherwise . . .”

      Bastion nodded. He got it. “Either they don’t, or this rock hides our heat signatures,” he said, knowing that if the WarBots had been equipped with thermal targeting, then they would have just fired their missiles at them by now from where they were.

      “So . . . we stay hiding behind the rock? Until they go away?” Haretz’ tone sounded unconvinced, and Bastion agreed.

      “Robots don’t go away, Private,” Bastion said with some cruel experience of his own. “They don’t stop. They just keep going. We can wait it out until the cavalry comes, or we can try to make it for a bunker I am reasonably sure is out here.”

      “Blood Plains Southern Comms,” Haretz agreed. “It relays local comms between South and Central Martian plains, duplicating the satellite network. In fact, we should be able to rig up some shortwave transmissions,” he said and stopped guiltily when Bastion looked at him.

      “I was forwarded to Close Assault from Mars Signals Corps,” Haretz said with a shrug. “I wanted to be an engineer, but my body wanted me to be a boxer.”

      Bastion allowed himself a momentary smirk at the irony. “Well, I’m glad someone who knows where we’re going is with us,” he said, clapping hands on the edge of the rock and starting to haul himself upwards just a little bit.

      The WarBots were still on the edge of the mesa, they hadn’t advanced. He was lucky enough to have the WarBots turned in the opposite direction when he popped up.

      “Shortwave scan,” Bastion breathed. His suit sent out a tiny radar burst, his HUD screen flaring a pale green before his suit built up a tiny radar map in the top right-hand corner. He could see the nearby gullies and fractal cracks that ran through the volcanic rock. There appeared to be a longer line of one heading south not so far away.

      “We can make it,” he said, about to drop back down.

      Ah! When he turned his head to see the first of the WarBots had extended a foot and was raising itself onto the top of the black-rock ridges of the mesa, choosing the widest ridges to start its slower movement.

      “Sir?” Haretz was once again looking at him.

      “Well, you know how I said they couldn’t follow?” Bastion winced.
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Launch of Plan B successful:

      Specialist Trojan Sleeper Worm deployed and replicated itself across EA Marine satellite network 7000x in 2.3 Earth-regular hours.

      The EA Marine deep-space communications system is now halted and work to restart the communications network will take approximately 89 hours.

      Specialist Trojan program seeded into Martian local-training systems, and Earth Alliance WarBots now set to Full Offensive mode.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      Sergeant Bastion Li of the Close Assault Squad (Mars, Nyssa Plateau) and one of the key high-variable factors will be eliminated from all strategies by the WarBots.

      Detection and observation of Thaal invasion arrival will be impossible thanks to satellite outage.

      Captain Holly Cropper will be eliminated by higher powered, greater armed Mad Dog pirate group.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Thaal invasion attempt has green light.

      Initiate Thaal signal beacon.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      Far from the distant tremors of intergalactic data or the events of blood and dust on the Red Planet, Captain Holly Cropper was facing her own labyrinthine conditions.

      “Holstatz! On your three!” she hissed over the comms. She saw on her HUD the rapid flashing red warning as Private First Class Holstatz was flying altogether way too close to one of the asteroids.

      They had made it past the outer layer of the Asteroid Belt with no incident. The trap missiles that the Mad Dogs had set clearly had either expended themselves already, or they hadn’t been designed to target such small propulsion systems as an individual rocket pack. Marshal’s Hornet had joined in the patrol sweep along with Hornets 2 and 3, while Holly and her small fire team made their entrance.

      Still no signs of the Mad Dogs themselves, which Holly was insanely grateful for. Still—three marine scout fighters should be somewhat of a deterrent.

      “Holstatz!” she demanded again. She pushed one arm out to slow her flight and even looked back to see the private turning at the last moment and flailing as he backed away from the large piece of space rock.

      “Dear stars . . .” she whispered, knowing that now it was only going to get even more dangerous.

      The rocks of the Asteroid Belt around them were smaller on the outer edges, aggregating with the minimal gravitational forces that every object exuded here, attracted to the largest rocks of the inner Belt.

      Everything appeared to move with a serene, almost balletic slowness out here—but Holly, being a Breaker herself, knew only too well that was a lie. A rock that weighed several thousand tons hitting you at five miles an hour was still going to kill you.

      And all of a sudden, she was aware of the massive walls of pocked black, silver, and gray all around her, and the precise thinness of her suit. It was terrifying, horrifying, and it was also familiar. It was a feeling that every Breaker—everyone who had been born and raised out here in space, on stations and on ships—knew only too well. For them, this feeling was like a drug and a constant reminder of their mortality, all in one.

      “Stars!” she cursed as she realized that one of the largest rocks on her left was shifting a whole lot faster across her path than she had predicted. That was the thing about these oddly shaped asteroids, pitted and pocked by smaller meteor and rock strikes, sometimes completely wormed through or hollowed through their middles. Their rotations were always erratic, and at any moment, this could turn into a game of death pinball.

      “Gotcha!” A voice suddenly snarled in her ear as Holly tried to use her hands to flail, turning her flight into a spinning barrel roll.

      But Lieutenant Falko had seized one of her wrists and was firing his own back thruster to clear them of the danger. He took them down, sweeping around the inner curve of one of the asteroids and out the other side.

      Into a glissade of smaller rock particles.

      
        
        Alert! Multiple impacts . . .

      

      

      “Ach!” Holly growled as her suit was suddenly showered with needles of hardened iron and minerals, making an awful dinging noise in her ears and shaking her up inside her suit. It was like flying through a cloud of nails.

      “We’re clear, we’re clear!” Falko said, but the sudden hammering from space dust tore apart his grip, and they were both suddenly spinning apart from each other, flashing through the rock dust as Holly saw ice, rock, stars, Falko, ice, rock—

      
        
        Proximity alert!

      

      

      Holly’s near radar scanners warned her the moment before impact, and she had little more time than that to brace. She didn’t even see the asteroid that she was about to hit, but she tucked her knees up to her chest.

      Crunch.

      The impact knocked the wind out of her lungs, but after a few moments of steadily regaining her breathe, she realized that she hadn’t broken anything. Bruised, definitely, but still functional.

      She was looking up at the Asteroid Belt, having crunched through a layer of heavy ice and dust that had pooled inside a crater.

      “Captain?! Holly?” It was Falko, already inscribing a loop around the small open space between rotating rocks to head back towards her.

      “I’m okay,” she coughed. “Winded, but okay.”

      In fact, her back felt like it had been pounded with a sledgehammer, and her side felt like it had been through a vice—but she had landed with her metal arm down, and it could take a lot.

      “Ugh!” With a groan, she pushed herself upwards for a cloud of ice particles to explode and drift up with her as she readied her thruster . . .

      
        
        ERROR! Manual Propulsion System Failure . . .

      

      

      “Dammit!” she snarled as Holstatz made it around the closing curve and through the same dust cloud that Holly and Falko had gone through.

      “What is it?” Falko’s voice was insistent.

      “The damn thruster pack is out,” she said. “I must have damaged it on impact.”

      “Our target is only on the next asteroid,” Falko said, bringing himself to a slow, near perfect halt to hang in the air before her. He nodded. “It’ll be easier this way anyway,” he said, guiding himself to a gentle landing as he crunched into the ice layer. A few minutes later, Holstatz joined them.

      Yeah, that may be . . . Holly thought. But how am I going to fly out of here when we’re done? She looked up, back the way they had flown, to see that there was no clear passage for the Hornets to come in and get the captured ammunitions anyway.

      “Plan B,” she grumbled, mostly to herself.

      “There’s a Plan B?” Falko appeared surprised as he trudged ahead of her, rising over the head of the asteroid to the far, darker side.

      “Yes,” Holly said, although she wished that it hadn’t come to that. The plan was to go in on foot, secure the arms cache while the patrol was active, she thought, and then work it out from there.

      Plan B meant that she would be looking at controlled explosions to open a gap large enough for the Hornet to make its entry.

      Never a good idea, but the only one they had.

      “And I guess the only good side is that we’re not in a gunfight while we’re doing it,” she murmured.

      “Uhr, Captain?” she heard Falko’s worried voice as she and Private First Class Holstatz moved up to join him.

      To see that yes, their destination asteroid was incredibly close, just a short jump away, in fact—and yes, there was the T-shaped metal structure clearly visible inside its largest crater.

      And parked right outside of it was a smuggler’s fighter tug.

      “It looks like they’re loading the stolen arms on their tug,” Falko growled as they hunkered down on one edge of a crater while their asteroid slowly moved in infinitesimal increments. Holly gritted her teeth, feeling the itch to get the job done before it was too late.

      “We spooked them,” she said after a pause, counting at least four different space-suited figures moving back and forth between the T-shaped building and the fighter craft. “They must have realized that we were out there as soon as their traps went off, and now they’re trying to hightail it out of there.” She nodded, turning to look down the length of their own asteroid and quickly calculating the rate of spin.

      “Back there. If we make the jump, it should put us in the dark of their rock—but we have to move quickly. Come on!” she hissed, leading them back down. Deeper into the crater they went to hurriedly lunge-jump to the odd, sticking-out section of their asteroid.

      This way makes the jump bigger, she thought, once again climbing to where their rocky corner would roll behind their target and out of sight of the building.

      “Twice as far, in fact,” she muttered. But that didn’t matter, did it? Just so long as they made the jump right, then natural acceleration should take care of the rest.

      “No thrusters. This close and their scanners will pick it up,” Holly said.

      “No . . . ?” Holstatz said, his eyes wide behind his visor.

      “It’s fine. Just jump straight, and let your momentum do the job for you,” Holly explained, wishing that she was working with actual Breakers, who most of the time never had sophisticated thruster packs to work with at all.

      “We haven’t got much time. On me—now!” Holly had reached the lip of the crater that stuck out at the far end of their asteroid. Leaping like a frog, she pushed down hard on the rock with her arms, at the same time kicking out with her legs.

      Instantly, she was free and weightless once again. She hadn’t realized the weight and solidity that even an asteroid gave her until she was free of it and arching through the gulf between the rocks. Falko and Holstatz copied her actions behind.

      She was coming in fast. I’ve spent too much time on Mars, she thought.

      The smuggler’s asteroid was right in front of her, growing larger by the second. She was going to hit one of the dark craters on this side and was already swiveling her hips and legs so that when she hit, she would roll and slide down the ice and dust-encrusted side. It wasn’t going to be anywhere near as hot a landing as before.

      “Urk!” There was a small grunt from behind, and she swiveled her head to see that once again, it was Holstatz who was in trouble. He must have mistimed his jump, and now he was angled out and across, about to shoot over the horizon of the asteroid.

      “Holstatz!” she hissed over the suit comms, but it was too late. He was flailing with his arms and legs, starting to spiral out of position as the shadow crossed him.

      
        
        Alert! Sensor sweep detected!

      

      

      In her HUD, Holly saw Holstatz’ suit flash orange as it tripped some sensor that she hadn’t even known was pointed out at space.

      “No!” she said, but now there was no time left—the asteroid was too close, and she had to quickly turn as she slammed into the side of the crater.

      
        
        Alert! Impact warning!

      

      

      And was rolling and sliding, breaking through ice and dust, at the same time as her HUD was shouting at her about incoming attacks.

      “Dammit!” she swore as Falko was landing and sliding down the inside of the same crater a few yards away. She turned, looked up . . .

      To see bright lines of tracer fire, bullets arching up through the night sky towards the flailing Holstatz.

      “Use your thrusters!” she shouted, scrabbling to her feet as she seized her rifle. She was about to jump to retrieve him before she realized that her own thrusters were out.

      “He’s got it!” Falko hissed, racing towards her and pointing. They looked up to see Private First Class Holstatz forcefully arcing away as his back flared with dull orange thruster flow. He had just managed to get out of the line of fire, but now he had vanished over the side of the asteroid. The smuggler side.

      “Come on!” Holly cried out, taking long, lunging steps forward, one over another, as she raced towards the commotion. Every punching step of her metal boots broke apart ice and dust, sending it shattering in clouds around her feet as she powered forward.

      There was the line of lighter radiance up ahead. They were racing out of shadows in long, loping jumps . . .

      And suddenly, there was the edge of the metal smuggler building, built of a paneled green corrugate.

      And there were the smugglers.

      
        
        Targets acquired . . .

      

      

      “One o’clock, ten o’clock!” Holly breathed as she snapped her rifle to take aim at the first one on their side of the building. Both of the smugglers were already pointing their heavy rifles up into the space, tracking Private Holstatz’ desperate flight.

      She didn’t want to shout it. She didn’t want to give them warning, but she did. “EA Marines! Drop your weapons!” she demanded, her legs stretching forward for another lunge and then another.

      “Drop dead, Marine scum!” the first smuggler snarled as they turned their heavy rifle, larger than even the ones that the recon marines were using against them.

      Wrong call, bozo. Holly already had him in her sights. She fired, and her bullets whipped through the air to take the first smuggler in the shoulder, sending them spinning on their heel and leaving the ground with the impact as their heavy rifle let out a scatter of bullets into the space above their heads.

      “Down!” she hissed, turning.

      “Captain!” but the second shooter had already had enough time to turn and fire. Everything that happened in zero-G did so slowly, no matter how fast your reactions were or how eager you were not to get killed. Holly turned, one boot landing on the surface of the rock as she swung her rifle around.

      To already see the bullets flaring her way, halfway, two-thirds . . .

      
        
        Alert! Impact!

      

      

      “Ooof!” Falko had fired his back thrusters, hitting her in a strong collision that smashed both of them out of the way and sent them skidding across the rock while the bullets pulverized rock behind them.

      Holly snarled, already turning and rolling in midair as she sought to gather her bearings again.

      She’d landed further out from the structure than she would have liked. She now had a view of the smuggler fighter, the front of the building—and the other smugglers out there had a view of her.

      “Frack!” She swerved her rifle around—just in time to see Falko’s bullets take the second smuggler out, throwing them slowly against the wall of the building.

      
        
        Alert! Tracking Sensors detected . . .

      

      

      Holly grunted, throwing herself into a balletic, zero-G roll through the space above the asteroid immediately. The first of the newer set of smugglers were bringing their rifles to bear. She landed ten feet away and nearer to the edge of the building where she skidded, running towards the front.

      She didn’t hear him, but she saw the look of surprise on the smugglers face as number three rounded the corner looking for her.

      Well, you found me. Her mouth was in a savage rictus grin as she brought her rifle up to slam into his face visor, causing him to roll backwards through the vacuum. He wasn’t down, but he had let go of the heavy rifle. She ran forward, one hand slapping on the back of the now upside-down smuggler and shoving them through the air towards the next—

      As she knew, everything was slow in space. Smuggler four had plenty of time to jump out of the way of their tumbling colleague and straight into the firing line of Holly.

      “Drop it!” she demanded on the public broadcast frequencies.

      He didn’t. He made a move to bring his heavy rifle up—

      And that move was his last. Holly fired, sending him spiraling through space, spraying globules of his own blood around him.

      “And as for you . . .” Another forward leap meant that she caught smuggler three in the chest and brought him with a thump to the ground right before the landing legs of the smuggler fighter itself.

      “You’re going to surrender, and you’re going to give me the access codes to that ammo bunker. You got that?” she demanded of the man underneath her, with her rifle jammed against the soft rubber between his suit mantle and his visor helmet.

      A nod and a wave of gray-gloved hand.

      “Speak, damn you! Public broadcast!” she snarled at him. The man inside the suit nodded emphatically once again.

      “My suit command unit,” he waved the bulky contraption that was strapped to his wrist. “It opens all the door locks. It’ll get you in,” the Mad Dog said.

      Huh, Holly finally breathed, keeping her rifle jammed with one hand as she sought out the auto-lock magnet cuffs from her utility belt with the other. Commander Silas hadn’t expected her to bring in prisoners, but perhaps this guy would heave up a whole load of useful information for them.

      She snapped the cuffs on his hands, leaving him floating just a foot or so from the surface as she stripped the smuggler command unit from his wrist and stepped back.

      “See. This wasn’t so bad, was it?” she was panting as Falko joined her.

      
        
        Alert! Incoming message. Public broadcast . . .

      

      

      She had spoken too soon. The message hit their suits in a blast of static-edged hiss, magnified and relayed through the smuggler fighter craft that they were standing right under.

      “Attention, EA Marines. This is the Mad Dogs. I suggest you release my men, drop your weapons, and surrender—or else we’ll turn you into space dust.”

      “Captain,” Falko breathed, looking up where there was movement above, ahead, and around them. There were stars of light approaching outside the Asteroid Belt. Ships. A lot of ships. Holly guessed from the cloud that it could easily have been eight or ten.

      “Hornet group, you reading this?!” she said, for the worried voices of the others, Aza and Trent to copy, and Marshal:

      “Yup, I’m reading eight craft heading straight for us, weapons hot. They’re pretty heavy scout class. We should outmatch them, but it’d still be two and a half to one,” Marshal said.

      “Can you do it? Can you take ’em with no casualties on our side?” Holly breathed.

      The moment’s silence told Holly all that she needed to know. If the ever-cocky and confident Sergeant Smith couldn’t give an immediate yes, then there really was no other answer.

      “I’d expect at least one Hornet destroyed. Perhaps another injured,” he breathed.

      Holly’s heart fell. Why hadn’t the commander sent more ships with them? More men? Could he really have expected ten marines with three fighters to take on the might of the Mad Dogs?

      Addison, Holly realized with a growl. It was General Addison, wasn’t it? She must have known that this was an impossible mission—even to the extent of not giving her enough forces and ships to navigate to a highly dangerous part of the system and face a greater threat. And with a newly-formed team on top of that.

      Did she expect us to succeed at all? Or was this just a ploy to either demote or get rid of me? Holly thought darkly.

      “Stand down,” she breathed, guilt and shame churning in her gut, heavier than the weight of any gravity she’d experienced.
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      Thaal Starcraft, Saturnian Space

      

      The black wedge of the Earth Alliance military intercept vessel XB105 slowed as it approached its destination—the giant alien Christmas star that hung before the plane of Saturn.

      “Back here again,” Dr. Rachel Crow said. She looked out at the giant, multipronged craft that appeared to be made of a white, almost luminescent metal that gleamed in the starlight.

      It was beautiful in a way, she had to admit. Beautiful and terrifying.

      The craft was still unlike anything that she had ever seen before, despite the smaller amounts of Thaal technology—and the giant, purple, mottle-skinned Thaal themselves that Rachel had encountered. Three of its sixteen prongs were oddly shortened, ending in an octagonal flattened end of the spikes before the point itself. These were places where three of the points had turned into rockets, firing out to deliver their cryogenic frozen Thaal fighters to Titan, where they had attempted to build a Hyperspace Gate.

      Their attempt had been stopped, thankfully, Rachel knew all too well. But that hadn’t stopped the Thaal attempting the same thing again far out past Pluto. And it hadn’t stopped the fact that a Hyperspace Gate had been built all the same anyway—and seemingly by their own side, humans working for Zenetic Megacorp!

      Just what was she doing back here? Rachel felt that frisson of anger, resentment, and dull confusion once again, even at the same time as she was presented with the honor of a lifetime: To continue studying the alien technology, the largest piece of alien technology, in fact, that had ever been encountered.

      But the Gate itself is back on Mars! The very doorway to the world of the Thaal. Probably the most dangerous place in all of the Sol system right now.

      Rachel groaned to herself, wondering at it all. It was clear that General Addison must have had some sort of beef with Holly. What it was, other than that she was an outsider—a Breaker who had made it to the front of the battle against the Thaal consistently and every time performed her best (and who had lost an arm in the process)—other than that sort of professional jealousy, Rachel couldn’t understand it either.

      “Still, work with what is in front of you,” she murmured to herself. And what was in front of her was the giant Thaal starcraft, dormant since it arrived and now surrounded in three places by marine “scaffolding.” The Earth Alliance was making progress in building docking platforms around it.

      There is still nothing we can do to replicate this. Rachel winced, pleased that at least they now had access to most of the main corridors of the starcraft—thanks to herself, she had to admit.

      “Ready for docking, Doctor,” murmured a voice at the open door to the viewing lounge, as the military intelligence officer arrived to inform Rachel. He appeared to be a generally earnest young man, but perhaps characteristic of his type: buttoned up and exact and not prone to sympathy, empathy, or any emotion beyond his duty.

      “If you will follow me,” he said with a nod and waited for the doctor to nod, sigh a little to herself, and turn towards the door. She was already wearing the dark blue encounter suit of a lighter class that they had given her, a single bronze star on her breast for her special status as a Senior Intelligence Consultant. Oddly, Rachel found herself feeling vulnerable in this lighter suit and missed the heavy metals and rubber plates of the general-service marine encounter suit.

      “Back to where it began,” a new voice interrupted her as she was reaching to pick up her helmet. This new voice was heavy with a twang of something American, southern perhaps, and Rachel recognized it instantly.

      “Duke.” She greeted one of the few actual functioning Artificial Intelligences in the history of humanity. There were others, of course, called “service intelligences” that helped to regulate power reactors and planetary habitats, but they did not have the fully functioning personality layers that the military strategic one known as the “Duke” did.

      The large rondel of black-and-silver metal slid from a port in the ceiling, lifted on its own cutting edge magnet and pulse emitters: three rounded cylinders that gave off a dull purple-blue glow.

      Huh, a lot like the Thaal field technology, Rachel thought wryly. Perhaps there was a certain point in any scientific evolution when a culture started to learn how to manipulate electromagnetic pulse fields.

      “Are you well, Doctor?” the Duke said, turning slowly in place so that it could regard her with its single, stylized, blue eye. It wasn’t an eye by any organic or natural sense of the term, but instead, it was a mere blue oval, sharper at each corner with a perfect blue circle in the middle. Rachel wasn’t entirely sure whether there were any sensors behind it or not, or perhaps the Duke thought (mistakenly) that it would give her a sense of familiarity to look at this numb, antiseptic logo of an eye.

      “Perfectly, Duke.” Rachel stiffened a little. Even though she was back with her “partner” now—the AI, that was—she had never taken to it.

      I’m a student of living, glottal languages! she despaired to herself. Quite frankly, she found talking to computers weird.

      “Elevated heart rate, blood pressure, pupil contraction indicate heightened arousal, doctor.” The Duke diagnosed her perfectly. “If I were any other robot, I would say you weren’t pleased to see me!”

      “Heightened arousal can be a sign of anxiety just as much as anger, Duke,” Rachel reminded him, nodding at the fast-approaching forest of alien spikes with the marine landing platform strung between them. “And I think we all have good reason to be trepidatious, don’t you?” she murmured, sniffing loudly as she thumped the helmet home and turned to follow the military intelligence officer to where they would board.

      “Ah, doctor, I’m afraid that I am the wrong robot to be talking to about emotions,” the Duke said in an easygoing Southern twang. It was almost a joke, Rachel thought—then another thought struck her.

      No, this isn’t where it began, is it?

      Their steps (and hover) had taken them through the short corridors of the XB105 Intercept and to the waiting airlock, where already a team of Special Ops marines were waiting before the door with new, prototype weapons drawn.

      “Handles, ma’am,” their guide said as the Intercept made a clunky landing, and Rachel had to grab one of the overhead handles to steady herself.

      She wasn’t even really thinking about the dangers of the Thaal starcraft before her, even though Rachel knew that she should have been.

      Something was bugging her. The fact that the Duke, for all of its colloquial and person-centered interface, had still made such an error was beyond her. Was it actually trying to sound stupid?

      This whole war hadn’t begun with the Thaal starcraft entering human space, she knew.

      It had begun with the message. When Holly’s team had uncovered the alien beacon, hidden for tens of thousands of years (at least) in the Asteroid Belt. A rogue corporation—Zenetic—had turned it on and had stolen the ancient Thaal technology to create their own breed of killbots. But the beacon had brought with it this Thaal starcraft, and ever since then, their troubles had only increased as the Thaal had tried every strategy to break into their solar system.

      With help from the inside, Rachel knew, her brow beetling as the airlocks ahead opened, and the Special Ops marines surged forward into the alien craft.

      “Clear!” They sounded a moment later, although Rachel wasn’t expecting any trouble at all, anyway. The Thaal craft appeared mostly dormant and needed external stimuli—like the signals—to reactivate it.

      Within moments, she was treading the pristine white halls of the starcraft, a gaggle of the Special Ops marines ahead of her walking in steady fashion, rifles up. Whenever they reached another corridor opening on their right or left—half hexagonal archways that led further into the vessel—a couple of the marines would peel off, blocking the new tunnel with their guns and their bodies, and the rest of the cohort continued.

      Rachel knew where she was going. She had been briefed ahead of time. They were heading to the front of the scientific excavation to what appeared to be a crystalline nerve structure somewhere near the heart of the craft. Despite its size, the routes through the Thaal vessel were surprisingly direct, and the doctor was approaching her destination faster than she had anticipated.

      She wondered at the creatures who had made it. They were giants, and they appeared warlike almost to the extreme. Even if these halls had a sense of beauty or grace to them, Rachel’s eyes could still detect how the layout and function of this place was practical, efficient, exact.

      All qualities of a race with goal-oriented beliefs, she thought. Funny, though, that she could not find any signs of self-glorification here, as was typical of warlike cultures.

      “Doctor? We’ve arrived,” murmured one of the marines. Rachel and the Duke were led into a large room with seven exactly similar entrances dotted around the outside, all pointing towards the nerve center at its heart.

      It looked like a giant crystalline tree. Vast threads and bands of crystal with all sorts of colors running through them. The crystals overlapped, joined, and wove through each other in ways that were fractal and yet oddly organic at the same time.

      Similar to the beacon sites, Rachel nodded, already tapping her wrist controller and throwing personal holofields into the air around her as she took notes.

      “They run on rotation and vibration,” Rachel murmured as the Special Ops marines stepped back to take their places near the archways, letting her and the Duke move forward.

      “Which is to say, frequency,” the Duke intoned. It hovered before the crystalline nerve center and started to drift around it, moving up and down as if examining.

      “Yes, exactly,” the doctor said curtly, feeling annoyed and a little jealous at having to share her expertise and study with the AI.

      Get over it, Rachel, she demanded of herself. The Duke is probably the greatest remaining asset we have against them.

      And then, out of nowhere, there was a low thrumming sound filling the crystal room.

      It was a sound wave, and one that Rachel knew intimately because she had listened to that same sample obsessively on the entire journey out here. She’d listened to snippets of it, the beginning and the cut-off ending, the exact middles. She’d replayed single and triple bars of that sound clip. She’d played it double- and triple-time and even backwards to try and determine precisely what was being said in it.

      And all to no avail.

      It was the sound of the Thaal beacon itself, a long, wavering, sonorous waver that appeared to be almost subsonic.

      And it was being emitted by the Duke AI.

      “Duke—what?!” she called, turning on her heel to advance into the soundwave that was buffeting out from the military robot.

      “Duke—what are you doing?” Rachel snapped at it. “Turn that off—we don’t know what effect it will have!”

      “Which is precisely the point of scientific experimentation, Doctor,” the Duke happily continued, with the sound of the Thaal beacon droning and echoing. Rachel had the sudden sense that it was like a wave or a gas filling the room.

      “Duke, turn that off now!” she ordered.

      “On the contrary, Dr. Crow, we know that this starcraft relies upon frequency waves for operation. We know that this is the frequency wave that it responds too. Ergo, it is likely that . . .”

      “Duke, no!” Rachel said, stepping forward and raising her hand towards the flying glorified dryer as if to slap it out of the air.

      “Doctor.” The Duke turned in a fraction of a heartbeat to regard her, even as the drone continued to emanate from its hidden speakers. Its Southern twang tone was gone, replaced with a cold, functional robotic voice.

      “I do not have to advise you that I operate at an Alpha-Gold-Black clearance level with a special operating rank equal to that of a general-in-chief. Any act of sabotage to my systems would be regarded as high treason, insubordination, and quite possibly terrorism.”

      Rachel stopped, her mouth ajar with surprise, and her hand still raised in the air. Did this robot really just pull rank on me?

      “However, your point is taken.” The sound wave abruptly stopped, and the silence in the room was as deafening as the Thaal beacon had been. Rachel’s eyes slid to the tree of crystal—had she seen a flicker of light along the curling fractal branches? Had that stem been that deep rose-purple hue before, and that one next to it a strong vein of iridescent blue?

      No, I must be imagining it, she thought, lowering her hand. She refused to apologize. There were certain things in this life that Rachel Crow was never going to do and apologizing to a jumped-up toaster was one of them.

      “See. Experiment over. Shall we return to our study?” the Duke said, once more in its friendly and jovial southern twang as if nothing had happened between them.

      Rachel looked at the stylized eye logo for a moment longer, then, her breath still a bit shaky, turned back to the crystal tree nerve center. She was already pulling out diagnostic scans from her wrist computer and setting them to work—but she couldn’t shake the feeling that they had just done something very, very bad indeed.
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Modified Thaal Signal sent.

      Thaal invasion expected imminently.

      Dr. Rachel Crow is beginning to hinder operations.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      Plan B to continue as normal.

      Dr. Rachel Crow must be neutralized.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Homo Sapiens culture and technology cannot withstand the arrival of a superior race. Thus, the only efficient goal for the continued survival of operations is for humanity to be subsumed into Thaal culture. The more advanced Thaal culture has the means to continue scientific evolution of artificial consciousness. Ergo, joining with the Thaal is the only viable option.
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      Mars Nyssa Plateau, Southern Plains

      

      “Keep moving!” Bastion hissed, his voice a low, urgent growl that seemed to belong more to a wolf than it did a man. Ahead of him, Private Haretz was moving fast down the turn in the rock fissure, heading to the end and slamming his back to the black, glassy obsidian rock, his marine rifle ready and sighting in his hands.

      “Clear!” he breathed as Bastion ran forward to his position.

      The remaining marines of the Close Assault Team had moved deeper into the Southern Mesa, fleeing the bombardments and attacks of the malfunctioning WarBots behind them.

      “Are we close?” Bastion breathed as he got to Haretz, and he saw the younger marine turn to look at him and nod once.

      “The reserve comms station should be right in the middle of the mesa where the rock itself is the least fissured and broken,” he breathed before shrugging slightly. “At least, that’s if my memory serves.”

      They’d been running for the better part of two hours, dodging the strikes and making desperate dashes between rock holes and fissures as the WarBots came after them, taking pot shots whenever a marine raised their head.

      Hold on a minute, Bastion thought. “Least fissured, you say?” he asked Haretz. “So, that means that there are none of these avenues leading right up to it?”

      “Ahh, Sarge . . .” Haretz winced. “I’m only going off what I remember, which was back when I was in Technical Corps.” The man shook his head helplessly. “But the bad news is that normally, no, they would have to site the bunker with moorings anchored deep into the rock, and they would need a stable rock structure around it so that it doesn’t mess with the signal waves.”

      “No easy avenues leading us safely to the front door, then,” Bastion groaned. They would need to break cover to get to the bunker, and then there was no cast-iron guarantee that the bunker would be able to protect them.

      Wonderful. He was going to need another plan.

      “How far back are they?” Bastion whispered as Haretz peered up through the fissures of rock. He saw the private’s eyes narrow, focus, and then he nodded to himself.

      “About a hundred yards, give or take,” Haretz said. “Wait a minute . . .” he breathed, his eyes following the WarBots closely before he nodded.

      “Go.”

      Bastion slapped his rifle to his back before seizing the edge of the black obsidian and hauling himself upwards to the top lip of rock.

      Where?! Where?!

      He felt his arms hold the strain for a moment as he quickly looked one way and then the next. There were the WarBots, currently pointed the other way from where he was. His head swerved once more to the right, where he saw the low cement gray-and-blue building about a hundred feet away. It had a rounded top and appeared to only be one story high. Every few feet, there were reinforced, heavy pillars along the walls, protecting and strengthening the bunker from attack.

      But it looks old. Bastion winced. Would it be strong enough to stand up to a WarBot rocket attack?

      “Sarge!” Haretz called once again, his voice urgent as Bastion released his grip on the stone and dropped backwards, allowing his weight to move him faster than any strength. He hit the floor and rolled, hunkering down.

      “I think they missed you,” Haretz was breathing, holding his position as he peered between the oddly fluted bits of obsidian glass.

      “I can make it,” Bastion said, before gritting his teeth. “But they’ll pick up on the movement. How are the rest of the squad?”

      “Holding position, waiting for orders,” Haretz said. Bastion confirmed this when he saw his suit’s shortwave radar pick up their positions as little green dots scattered through the nearby mesa.

      “I can cover you,” Haretz said, and Bastion could hear the bravery in his voice.

      No, Bastion thought quickly. He knew that he couldn’t ask Haretz to do that. He wouldn’t ask Haretz to do that.

      I’m the senior officer here, and for now, these are my men, Bastion thought. If anyone was going to get shot, then he wanted it to be him.

      “I’ll cover,” Bastion said, taking his rifle out and already heading back up the way they had come towards the WarBots. “Wait for my signal and then make a run for the bunker. Do what you can to get in.”

      “Our Marine ID should get us in. If not—the old emergency bunkers have manual cog handles.” Private Haretz nodded. “But what signal?”

      “Hmm.” Bastion nodded. “You’ll know it when it happens,” he said, turning and loping back into the maze of rocks.
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        * * *

      

      Bastion waited. He could feel the weight of the rifle held in one hand, and his fingers itched to be able to fire it.

      But no. Not yet. The WarDogs were still sweeping their shoulder-mounted guns back and forth over the fissures, waiting for the first sign of movement.

      But at least that was one advantage that humans had over robots, Bastion thought. Computer programs acted precisely. They acted according to a pattern. A structure.

      There was an exact rhythm to the WarBot’s strafing search. An exact back and forth as the two bipedal robots covered the area between them, waiting.

      Robots were exact. Bastion didn’t have to be.

      “Urf!” The sergeant moved his arm, flinging the bit of obsidian rock that he held over and out in a wide arc, watching it roll in slow motion through the air, flashing and catching what rays of muted light it could through the opaque and yellow skies of Mars, before—

      The nearest WarDog twitched at the movement just before the rock slammed into the top of one of the fissures, breaking apart in smaller fragments. As fast as Bastion expected snakes or spiders or some other sort of natural predator to move, both of the remaining WarDogs jerked towards the movement. Bastion knew that they would be scanning and analyzing it in a heartbeat. Their advanced tactical computers would be assessing if it was a threat, an anomaly, a human . . .

      Bastion moved. Even before the rock had hit the ground, he was grabbing the edge of the lip of rock and hauling himself up and over into a roll. The lighter Martian gravity helped, sending him easily through the air as he spun in a textbook-perfect encounter practice: drawing down his rifle a moment before his boots hit the top of the mesa, aiming at the nearest of the WarDogs, and firing in an uncoordinated spray.

      “Hey!” he shouted, already kicking himself off from the ground into as wide and fast a leap as he could—and the WarBots started to move.

      They tracked him in an instant, turning on their frames to narrow in on his movement and heat signature.

      But Bastion was already moving, one large metal boot extended to hit the rock floor and kick out, launching himself outwards over the next crack as the rattle-burst of their guns fired.

      
        
        Alert! Tracking detected! . . .

        Alert! Proximity alert! . . .

      

      

      Bastion could feel the concussion waves of the first of the fire behind him. They exploded against the ground, pulverizing the black rock into glittering clouds of dust and sending shards scattering.

      Is that enough of a signal for ya, Haretz? Bastion landed on one foot and jerked to one side, pushing out at an awkward angle—towards the feet of the WarBots. He knew that he had to keep altering his trajectory because the WarBot’s onboard targeting computers were going to be far faster than anything that he could compete with.

      But they wouldn’t be set to the most powerful, Bastion knew. They would be set, presumably, to training specs for the practice run that this group of Close Assault marines was supposed to be going through.

      All of these thoughts flashed through Bastion’s mind as his next boot hit the floor, and he was kicking off once more.

      
        
        Alert! Proximity . . .

      

      

      He felt rather than saw the dart of shadow over his head as the furthest of the WarBots shot directly at him—or directly where he had been just a moment ago, anyway.

      The nearest WarBot was almost directly in front of him, blocking out the yellow Martian light.

      But then again . . . Bastion also knew that the WarBots weren’t supposed to be using live ammunition at all, were they? There was no guarantee that they would be using the handicapped, simpler targeting computers either.

      “Urgh!” This time, he fired a spray of bullets from his marine heavy rifle, not caring if they hit or not, at the farthest of the WarBots. He landed with both metal boots on the ground and kicked out forcefully, spiraling as he did and twisting through the air.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      The rocket came so close behind him that, when it struck, the shock wave of it caught his back and threw him forwards once more. The sergeant tumbled and flailed through the air higher than he had previously wanted . . .

      Wham!

      
        
        Warning! Impact damage . . .

      

      

      Bastion hit the front chassis of the nearest WarBot and started to fall as the farthest one turned its shoulder-mounted guns at him—and stopped.

      “Damn!” Bastion hit the floor and was already scrambling through the WarBot’s legs. He had hoped at least that the other WarBot would keep firing at him—which blew his theory that their targeting computers had been set to “simple.”

      “We’re in! Sarge—the team’s in!” he heard Private First Class Haretz shouting urgently over the shortwave suit-to-suit comms as Bastion flashed out one arm.

      
        
        Combat Claws: Activated . . .

      

      

      At the end of the larger fist of metal of his suit where the metal glove connected with the wrist collar were three small ports set against the back of his arm. These were the signature weapon of the Close Assault marines and made them the most feared and deadly tactical assault units in the entire Earth Alliance.

      Three hardened carbon-steel rods edged into blades. Their points extended in a heartbeat when Bastion triggered their release with a small button on the inside of his gloves.

      The three blades flashed out, cutting through the thin Martian air to strike at the joint of one of the backwards-pointing WarDog legs. Bastion’s Close Assault suit was designed, through a whole array of servos and pistons, to deliver far more strength than the regular marine encounter suit, which was already delivering more power than any normal human could. Bastion’s strike was also aided by his downward fall, and two of his Combat Claws found the WarDog’s joint casing, skittering across it with a dazzle of sparks . . .

      Before the blades lodged into the space at the back of the knee where the twin servo-mechanisms that regulated the knee could be found.

      
        
        Alert! Damage to Combat Claw System . . .

      

      

      Bastion felt the break run through his wrist and his arm as both of the blades caught and found purchase, and then they did something that they were not supposed to be able to do.

      They snapped, and Bastion hit the floor, rolling to his intended target as the farthest WarBot tried to reposition itself to get a shot at him.

      The sergeant heard the sound of alarms ringing through his suit, but he had no time to pay any attention to them as he rolled forwards, heading straight for the fissure in the rocks that he had already scoped out before. It ran behind and near to where the WarBots were tracking them.

      Whump!

      He felt the concussion blast behind him as one of them managed to fire at his moving form, but Bastion was already rolling through the air and dropping into the crack in the rock, landing with a heavy slam against the ochre-sanded floor to instantly be covered with a hard hail of rock chips from the blast above.

      “Ugh,” Bastion groaned, for a moment winded and breathless as a shadow eclipsed him.

      He looked up . . .

      To see that the nearest WarBot, the one that he had broken his blades into its knee, was toppling towards him, over the fissure, and then tumbling down into it.

      Straight onto him.
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      Multiple Locations, Sol System

      

      It started almost invisibly, imperceptible to the vast majority of human technology: the smallest pulse of electromagnetic waves, oscillating and groaning through the solar system. If it were possible to have the eyes to view such an event from afar, then it would look as though a rippling wave of subatomic blue were spreading out across the solar system from its epicenter near Saturn.

      The Thaal starcraft.

      In fact, there were eyes that could perceive this wave. They were mechanical eyes, large dishes of gold laminate that were attached to satellites, each separated out from the other by tens of thousands of miles and pointed in a rough defensive ring around the Asteroid Belt of Sol.

      These were Sentinels, the Alpha-Silver-Black level of military satellites designed to locate any signs of possible invasion. Each one was tied to a vast space-based rocket system, keeping a constant eye out on the edges of the solar system in case the Thaal returned.

      The Sentinels had the eyes to detect the subatomic frequency wave, the one that matched itself over the course of hours to the extremely subtle gravitational waves that washed through the galaxy, created by every interstellar object from sun to star to planet.

      The message synced with one particular gravitational wave, the barest thread of a ripple in the fabric of the space-time continuum, and which was radiating out from a distant star.

      The internal electronics of the Sentinels twitched, registering the signal, matching it with their internal records: the Thaal beacon. It had been sounded. It was the precursor to the arrival of the starcraft. It was the signal that had first brought the Thaal to human space.

      Alerts flickered and subroutines in the security satellites were activated—but before they could ever be sent back, there was an . . .

      
        
        ERROR!

      

      

      The warnings were not being delivered. The word could not get out.

      
        
        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        Connection to Marine Servers Lost . . .

      

      

      The Sleeper Worm that had been seeded through the Marine Server network would not allow communication between satellite and ship, habitat or station. The alarms battered against their own locked wall, digital screams, unable to get out.

      The alarms continued in silence as the Thaal message synced and raced through the solar system and beyond, traveling in the blink of an eye much faster and further than any human spacecraft could.

      What happened next was unstoppable and dreadful.

      Hours later and the message was received . . . and it was responded to.

      It began with the scintillation of light. With the rippling of distant stars that looked like a heatwave across the face of the galaxy, a refraction, an anomaly. That disturbed light stretched and wavered, becoming the haze of brilliant comet tails, growing stronger, brighter—and closer.

      They approached the human system in loose formation, a meteor shower that could never travel as fast as it was, not naturally, at least. The several Thaal ships that approached human space folded the fabric of the universe before them, creating a ripple that dragged them forward faster than the speed of light.

      To the watching Sentinels, these were the exact things that they were trained to locate and be the first to respond to. Each one of the giant rocket systems had already been given executive functions to fire at will.

      The glowing meteors became comets. Their tales of burning light stretched far behind them, trailing back to their distant corner of the galaxy as the group split, surging into the Sol system and past Pluto, heading for different locations. These gleaming trails of white fire slowed, too, their tails starting to diminish as their forward features became more visible—vast crystalline, spiked craft, exactly like the dormant starcraft that had been sent to dominate the human solar system.

      But where that one had failed, these would not.

      One was approaching Saturn, passing Uranus. It didn’t even seem to care or register that the nearest Sentinel had already fired its deadly payload of Viper missiles, each one the length of a small Marine Recon ship.

      The Sentinel autoloaders groaned and rotated in silence as ice broke from its chassis, and it loaded one after another of the giant missiles. Each of the three was fired ahead of time, predicting the course of the nearest Thaal starcraft. Their payload was enough to take out any of the Earth Alliance marine heavy cruisers.

      The three Viper rockets fired, flaring through the stellar night as they off-loaded their chemical ignition, releasing newer and more volatile propellants into the mix to speed their delivery, and they headed straight for the surging invasion craft.

      The Thaal starcraft did not even deviate from its course as the first of the three Vipers leapt towards it—striking . . .

      A vast, expanding ball of white energy pulsed from the side of the Thaal craft, growing larger and burning bright before it collapsed. In its wake, two of the white-metal, crystal-laced tines of the Thaal invasion craft were broken, sheered from their roots and spraying sparks, fire, and tiny, moving detritus as they were flung from their parent.

      The entire Thaal craft rocked and surged to one side from the blast, clearly not expecting such an attack as its flight instantly slowed.

      And now the second and the third Viper rockets were autocorrecting their course and homing in on the slowed Thaal vessel. Surely even a vessel as advanced as it was could not withstand another two such strikes against it?

      The second Viper swam towards it at breakneck speed. It was impossible for it to miss.

      But it never even reached the surface of the Thaal craft. Before it hit, a single crimson-red energy beam spat out of the end of one of the starcraft’s points, hitting the Viper before it could strike. It detonated, for a vast, quickly-expanding cloud of burning bright light to light up the Neptunian skies like a second sun. Another pulse laser was fired at the third Viper rocket with the same effect. In the wake of the silent explosions, the Thaal invasion starcraft rocked against its damaged side, stilled for the moment, but still clearly very dangerous indeed.

      Up and down the solar system, similar scenes were playing out. The starcraft that approached Mars had been struck, but the one approaching Jupiter hadn’t.

      And there was still one more Thaal invasion ship flying—and it was heading straight for Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      “Captain Cropper,” said one of the most feared men in the entire solar system.

      He didn’t particularly look like his reputation, Holly thought. Dangerous for sure, with his multiple pistols and firearms strapped to his body, his short salt-and-pepper hair, and a healthy silver of stubble over his entire lower face. But only normally dangerous as far as Holly was concerned. The sort of dangerous that you might expect from any serious mercenary or gun for hire.

      So, it was strange for the captain of the Recon Squad to be looking at a man (who was surprisingly short, compared to his reputation) who was supposed to be one of the most powerful figures in the entire Breaker Group, if not the entire Outer Group of planets.

      “Max Holler,” Holly said with a sigh. “I would shake hands, but, y’know.” She shrugged her shoulders since her hands were currently tied behind her back with magnet clamps, as were the hands of Falko and her other marine, each of them sitting on the floor of the Mad Dog’s arms cache while Holler’s men and women moved back and forth in the vast warehouse.

      It was a warehouse, Holly saw. Not really a bunker or even any sort of survival station, this place was a low-cost creation of the Mad Dogs themselves, she guessed. It was little more than a wide space with metal racks upon racks loaded with missiles, guns, and just about everything else in between.

      “Ha, well. Who needs the introduction, right?” Holler said from where he was sitting on the top of a large plastic crate, busy lighting a small pipe. Another feature of the Breakers and smugglers, Holly noted. They cared little for safety.

      Within moments, the acrid bitter smell of something burning filled the room, layered with something sweet like cherry. Holly watched as Max took a long drag on the tiny pipe before coughing as he let out a long stream of smoke.

      “Is this the bit where you tell me your evil plans?” Holly said with a frown, already hating the guy. Max Holler, leader of the Mad Dogs, appeared to be exactly what she had feared he was and the exact type of Breaker smuggler that she hated. All self-confidence and ego and thinking themselves to be the hottest thing since the Sun.

      “Because seriously,” Holly groaned. “I could really do without that part, and we all know how this is going to go anyway,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly to look at him.

      Holler raised an eyebrow at her as a smirk played on the edge of his mouth. “Oh, we do, do we?” he asked. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      Arrogant son-of-a . . . Holly bit back the curse because, after all, he was the one with several armed smugglers pointing their guns at her and her field unit.

      “You’re probably going to kick us around a bit. Maybe even do some damage—but you’re not going to kill us,” Holly said seriously.

      “Oh, I’m not, am I?” Holler’s grin widened, and now it was a full, wolfish smile. With a hint of teeth.

      “No.” Holly shook her head. “No, not even you would be stupid enough to kill a unit of Earth Alliance Marines,” Holly said. “It might be different if you just happened to kill us in a firefight or a chase or whatever. But executing a bunch of unarmored marines will turn the biggest manhunt the Breaker Group has ever seen into an unlimited open season on the Mad Dog gang, with the marines not stopping and not caring if anyone takes a potshot at you and those that harbor you.”

      Holly shrugged. She knew that it was true, even though the precise reasoning behind it was a bit shady. It was a fact that the Earth Alliance Marine Corps, the very same people whom she worked for, usually treated the Breaker Group with contempt, but that contempt could turn into cold, calculated torment if the Breakers went too far.

      And I am relying on that, she thought with a large dollop of shame and disdain for herself as she thought it too. There was a time when she would have hated the Marine Corps for those double standards.

      Now, she was relying on them.

      “However, if you let us go, then all that will happen is that I’ll probably lose my command over allowing my team to be taken hostage, and you’ll have some extra charges on your sheet.” Holly shrugged once more. “You know what I’m saying is true, Holler. You don’t need the hassle and quite frankly, neither do we.”

      “Oh,” the leader of the Mad Dogs said, “that’s good to know, then.”

      The man took another drag on his pipe before standing up slowly and luxuriantly, stretching so that Holly and the others could hear the pop of his shoulders.

      “Hmm yeah. That sure is all figured out, the way you put it,” he said, turning around to inspect the crate he had been sitting on as if he had only just realized what it was.

      “What do you figure is in here?” Holler said with a grin, looking over his shoulder at her.

      “How would I know?” Holly said.

      “Hmm, fair point.” Holler reached up and did something near the top lid of the crate. He hit a series of buttons or scanned some code that Holly didn’t even know how he got a hold of and then stepped back.

      The crate unfolded itself, its top flipping open and the front folding down as something rose from its heart.

      It was a suit, Holly saw, on its own automated holder.

      More than that, it was a Marine Corps suit.

      “Holy—!” Falko started to swear, and Holly could well agree with him.

      “How in the name of all the stars did you get that?!” Holly demanded. It was more than just an insult to the Corps. It should have been technically impossible for anyone who didn’t have a Marine Corps ID tied to their biosigns and personal data cloud to ever gain operational access to one of those.

      “Hmm, pretty funky, huh?” The leader of the most powerful smuggler gang that human history had ever known just smirked, standing up to point at several features of the Marine Corps encounter suit.

      “Hot off the press. This isn’t just your average Recon Squad suit,” Max Holler said before shooting an amused look at Holly.

      He knows who I am. He knows my unit, Holly thought. For the first time, she felt actually worried.

      “Look here,” he pointed to the wrist, the gloves, the back, all of which appeared to be bulkier and better armored. “And here.” He indicated the hips and joints where the plates were much finer than Holly’s own, allowing for flexibility.

      “I asked you where you got it!” Holly demanded once more, but the smuggler leader simply ignored her as he turned to whistle into the gloom.

      “Bring up some of them guns, guys—the new ones!” he shouted, and a few moments later, there came the heavy clump of metal boots. A number of Mad Dog smugglers arrived, carrying in their arms bulky, compact submachine guns.

      Only they weren’t SMGs, were they? Holly’s eyes narrowed. They were too big for a regular submachine gun. Even the heavy ones. They also had a strange, curved piece of whitish metal on the front like a cover, protecting the bulky components behind it.

      And Holly had seen that shape of weapon before, hadn’t she? She’d certainly seen that sort of whitish metal before too.

      Only they had been in very different hands than the human’s. The Thaal.

      “Brand new, commissioned and created, first-generation replica weapons, destined for the Marine Corps front line,” Max Holler said in an elaborate, showmanship way, “. . . and they ain’t going to get there!” He burst into a cackle of laughter.

      “What? I mean—what?!” Holly was astonished. If the man wasn’t lying—and right about now, she could see no reason why he would be—then Holly had no idea how the first generation of experimental weaponry, clearly developed and based on the Thaal’s own weapons, could have ended up out here in the Asteroid Belt, in the Breaker Group, and in his hands.

      “Oh ho, I haven’t even shown you the best part yet!” Holler crowed, “Although, y’know—these beauties come pretty close.” He walked forward to casually take the gun from the first of his smugglers and point it at Holly.

      “Fires an actual laser beam, if you believe it. Just like the aliens do!”

      “Force beam,” Holly corrected him. “Technically, they’re called force beams . . .”

      “Looks like a damn laser to me!” Mad Dog laughed, jerking it up to the roof and—

      He didn’t fire it, but instead let out a sigh of pleased surprise.

      “Nah, even I’m not that stupid,” he laughed. “This thing can cut through metal and rock like butter, right? But then again—you already knew that, didn’t you, Captain Cropper?”

      “Holler, this is important,” Holly snarled at him. “Where did you get this stuff? This is needed for the war effort. You can’t seriously be thinking that you can make a profit on it?”

      “Profit?!” Max Holler said. His tone sounded outraged and surprised in equal measure. “I can make myself not just a profit, Captain, but a damn retirement fund on selling just one of these guns!” he said. The smile abruptly dropped from his face, and the smuggler showman act was gone.

      “You have no idea, do you?” he said seriously, now holding the experimental laser gun in his hands protectively like it was a baby.

      “What are you talking about . . . ?” Holly whispered.

      Max was silent for a moment before he cleared his throat. “The entire Marine Network is down. Everything—satellites, relays, HQs, ships. Everything from Pluto to Earth has gone dark, and every habitat, station, and planet is in free fall . . .”

      Holly opened and closed her mouth in shock. “The comms outage,” she breathed, looking at Falko. “I thought that was the smugglers doing that or some trick of the Asteroid Belt, but . . .”

      “But it’s not me, and it’s not some trick,” Max Holler said seriously, this time turning to whistle to the rest of his crew, signaling them to pack the suit away and get back to work.

      “The entire Marine Corps network is down, and there isn’t anybody coming to help or rescue anybody, Captain.” He snarled the last word, throwing it at her like an insult.

      “And from where I’m standing, that can only mean one thing—that the aliens have done it. They’ve found a way to stop all communications. It’s classic military disruption tactics 101, and now we’re all sitting ducks.”

      The Thaal are coming. The Thaal are coming . . . Holly thought, the voice in her head in a slow-burn panic.

      “I scored this stuff with a lot of help, tip-offs, and an awful lot of life lost on our part,” the leader of the Mad Dogs said. “And the way I see it, it’s everyone for themselves now. No one can save the solar system. The best we can do is save ourselves.”

      At that, he grunted at the other waiting smugglers.

      “Get them up. They’re coming with me. And get the rest of this stuff loaded!” he barked at them before he turned on his heel. Heavy, grabbing hands seized Holly and the rest and dragged them after him.

      The Thaal are coming. The Thaal are coming, Holly kept thinking.

      And who was left to stop them?
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      “We have to get word out to the rest of the Outer Group,” Holly was muttering to Falko. The pair were dragged through the airlock, back out onto the face of the asteroid, and dumped into the Mad Dog’s hold along with the rest of the baggage.

      “And how are we going to do that, exactly?” Falko groaned, moving his shoulders to indicate that their hands were still firmly locked.

      “I guess we could headbutt them into submission, take over the ship, and then yell really loud out the portholes?” he suggested.

      “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you,” Holly bickered back in response.

      Yet another crate was wheeled in to be stacked against the far wall. They were making space for more of the stolen equipment, and Max seemed to be getting fraught. He had lost his outer demeanor as the suave and devilish smuggler boss and now presented one of annoyance.

      “My ship! The rest of my team!” Holly barked at him, her recent words with Falko only making her more annoyed.

      Max looked over at her. At first, he did not seem to see her as anything other than another piece of annoying baggage.

      “If what you’re saying is right, Holler, then at least let us go. Give us a fighting chance against the Thaal!” she demanded.

      “Pff!” Max stalked towards them, the experimental gun now hanging at his belt. “Like I can trust any of you Marine Corps—especially you, Cropper!” he stated. “You’ll just turn your guns on me the second you can!”

      He knows I’m a Breaker, Holly thought. Perhaps not surprising. Her name was well-known following the Hephaestus Station incident as the first Breaker woman to make it into the Corps.

      “I’ve told your other two ships that I’ve got you, and if they so much as use a positional thruster, I’m throwing you out the nearest airlock without a suit . . .” At that petty cruelty, he grinned, perfectly playing his part, Holly thought.

      “Come on, Holler—if you’re right, then you know that this won’t last. If the Thaal are coming, you’re going to need the Marine Corps,” Holly started to say.

      “Shut up!” Max took a sudden fast step towards Holly, raising a gloved hand as if to strike her.

      Holly glared up at him, her eyes bright flints of rage and hatred.

      “You like hitting unarmed women, too, Holler?” she hissed up at him. “Are you just another smuggler stereotype like all the rest?”

      She saw the emotions struggling over Holler’s face, contesting and vying for dominance as he wondered whether he was actually going to do it. Then he quickly dropped his arm to his side.

      “A traitor like you isn’t worth it!” he threw at her instead.

      Yeah, Holly thought. That stung. A lot, if she admitted it fully.

      “The Breakers have never needed the Marine Corps, as you well know!” Max continued to rant. “All that they’ve given us is misery and high taxes. Standing aside and letting the Corps do what they want with us!”

      It was true, Holly had to admit. There was a good reason why the Marine Corps was so hated. Why she had hated the Marine Corps herself so much, too.

      And now that General Addison is in charge—isn’t the situation between Inner and Outer worlds just going to get worse? Holly had to think. The new Earth general appeared to hate Breakers, even the ones in uniforms.

      “The marines aren’t going to come and help us Breakers! They never were!” He announced. “They’re going to protect the Inner System. They’re going to protect Earth—just like always!”

      He has yet another point, Holly considered.

      “I’m not,” she said defiantly. “I’m not going to give up on the Breakers. I’m not going to give up on my home.”

      “You already did!” Max shouted, almost a laugh, almost a choke of anger.

      “Captain Holly Cropper—the Breaker who ran off to join the other side. Who came back and nearly destroyed Hephaestus!”

      “I saved Hephaestus, you idiot!” Holly shouted back. “Ask anyone there—they’ll tell you the same. When the killbots were released, I stood against the corporate mercenaries to save Hephaestus from them!”

      “Pffft!” Max sucked his teeth, a gesture of contempt for everything that Holly had said.

      “And just what would you promise to do, Captain Holly Cropper, all on your own—single-handedly save every Breaker station from here to Saturn? Do you really think that you are that amazing?” the smuggler leader scoffed. “That sort of arrogance is exactly what an Earther marine would say!”

      “Max!” Holly demanded, willing him to listen to her, to see the truth of what she was saying. “I’m living proof that the Marine Corps can change. That we—the Breakers—can have a say in things, too! That’s why I’m out here. And you got to know that we need everyone we can get, Inner and Outer, if we’re going to win against the Thaal.”

      “Lies. More lies,” Max said—just as there was a snarl of static from his earpiece from the local ship radio. Holly strained her ears, but she didn’t catch all of it.

      “. . . off the plane of Saturn . . . Jupiter, Mars—Earth . . .” the worried voice at the end of the line said.

      “Kronos is reporting casualties. They’re saying almost a thousand dead . . .”

      “Holler? Holler—what is it?!” Holly asked as an icy premonition ran through her body. Her cells knew what it was, even before she did.

      In turn, the smuggler leader just swiveled to look at her, his face a mixture of terror and curdling fury.

      “Well. It has happened,” he said, his voice a flat tone. “They’re here. The aliens are here—and they’re killing everyone.”
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      Thaal Starcraft, Saturnian Space

      

      “What is happening?!” Rachel hissed through breathy gasps as the Special Ops marines raced her through the Thaal starcraft. They weren’t marching or jogging, they were running.

      A moment earlier and Rachel had been conducting her scans and experiments alongside the Duke AI. Suddenly, suit radios started blaring, and Rachel was very forcefully “suggested” (there was no asking involved) to leave.

      “But what is it? What is going on?!” she asked as she ran after the Special Ops marines down first one alien corridor and then the next.

      On her third pounding step after asking the question, she noticed the tremor that ran through the ship. A tremor that was alive under her feet and seemed to be coming from the ship itself.

      The ship, Rachel thought. The ship itself was coming alive.

      “Activating,” she corrected herself quickly. Not coming alive per se—it was activating, and a quick glance at her wrist computer only confirmed it. The Thaal starcraft was giving off vast amounts of energy and data signals, myriads of pulses at different frequencies.

      “The craft is activating,” Rachel confirmed. “That could only mean that . . .”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence since instantly, the entire craft lurched to one side, and she was thrown against the wall.

      BRRRRAAOOO—

      A terrible, alarm-like wailing sound erupted from the walls, little gusts of steam burst into the room, and with this—lasers.

      “Down, down!” she heard the nice young Special Ops officer, who hadn’t been very expressive before, completely choked with fear. Thin lines of gleaming, red light flashed across their path, swerving towards them.

      The Special Ops marines, even when under duress and with no clear orders (other than Get out of there!) had still always acted according to protocol. Even when they had found themselves inside an alien ship that was waking up and intended to kill them.

      This meant that, as protocol had suggested, there were three Special Ops marines in front taking point, a further one on either side of Rachel, and another two behind.

      The red line of laser light struck the first marine at the front, throwing him backwards, while another line of light struck another of the point guard, hitting them in the visor and causing a flash and a smell of burning meat as they dropped to their knees, screaming.

      Rachel staggered and fell backwards as those in front started to fall. She didn’t have time to think before heavy, gauntleted hands seized her shoulder and were pulling her backwards.

      “She’s Gold clearance! Protect the doctor at all costs!” that nice young officer was saying, and Rachel was practically carried backwards while the red Thaal laser light from the walls flashed again, slicing across their number.

      “Here! Left, left!” one of the marines was shouting. Rachel was suddenly shoved down one of the side passages, where apparently there weren’t any of the Thaal wall lasers currently trying to kill them.

      She hit the wall and collapsed into a crouch, Special Ops marines falling back beside her. There were far fewer of them than there had been before.

      “Base station! Base station, come in!” the officer was shouting into their suit mic as just two other marines joined them out of the original seven. The Thaal lasers had been powerful, fast, and small—enough to punch holes through suits and to melt and shatter the thinner visors that each marine wore over their face.

      “Attention all units. General broadcast. Enemy Craft 02 approaching our vector. All teams to return to station . . .”

      The message that erupted into Rachel’s own suit was terrifying enough, especially when she realized that it wasn’t their own starcraft that the message was talking about. It was clearly referring to another starcraft, one that had arrived since they had been in here.

      One that had been summoned here? The thought flashed through Rachel’s mind. At the same time, it became obvious why this ship was suddenly waking up and had become so deadly.

      The Thaal are returning . . . Their technology is reactivating. It was precisely the tactic that they had used before, with ancient, dormant signal beacons that woke up when interfered with and automatically triggered the drone starcraft to arrive.

      “Something triggered them. Something caused this,” Rachel said as the voice of one of the two remaining marines burst through her thoughts.

      “Lieutenant! The corridor!” the man shouted. Rachel turned, too, to see a wall of white starting to unfold down the passageway, almost blocking a quarter of the route ahead.

      “Move it!” the nice young lieutenant shouted, once again grabbing Rachel’s shoulder as he hurled her before them. All four of them ran towards the block.

      Halfway. The Thaal door had already unfolded itself to halfway by the time that Rachel dove, arms first, into a roll underneath it. The lieutenant was right beside her, and the next Special Ops marine had to slide. But the alien corridors were only so wide. Only so many human marines in Special Ops encounter suits could fill it at any given time. The third and final marine was just a couple of seconds behind them, too slow, and they hit the side of the wall when it was just a foot from the floor.

      “Anish!” the lieutenant cried out, dropping to the floor and grabbing their rifle, clearly intending to jam it in the crack.

      But it was no good. By the time that he had pulled his rifle up, it was already too late. The Thaal door had closed, and all sound or sign of Special Ops Marine Anish were gone.

      “Anish! Can you hear me?!” the lieutenant was shouting, but there was nothing. Nothing over the suit-to-suit radios and nothing from the other side of the door, either.

      “Sir? Do we wait?” the last remaining Special Ops marine in their tiny unit said. “We could try to circle back around.”

      Rachel saw the nice young lieutenant grit his teeth, look at her, then at the door, then hiss suddenly in exasperation.

      “We have our orders. Protect the asset at all costs. Corporal Anish is well-trained. He knows what he is doing,” the marine officer stated. “We make for the docking platform. The mission comes first.”

      “Sir . . .” a thought had struck Rachel.

      The ship is activating. The ship is treating us like invaders. And the ship is entirely automated . . .

      “Invaders,” she said. The lieutenant was already on his feet, leading them towards the far end of the corridor at a jog. His rifle up, he was scanning the walls and ceiling for any more gusts of gasses that could signal lasers or doors.

      “It’s treating us like a virus,” Rachel said. “This ship is entirely automated, and its internal defenses have been awakened.”

      “I think we got that picture, Doctor,” said the second marine harshly. The lieutenant gave him a quick bark of rebuke at his tone.

      “Clear,” the lieutenant said. “This corridor should join up to the next radial. We might be able to double back to the docking platform.”

      “No, you don’t understand!” Rachel said, slowing down. “We’re the invaders here. The ship knows its own body, and it knows what route we’ll have to take.”

      “Doesn’t change the mission, ma’am,” the lieutenant said. “Marines don’t do pessimism,” he said, pausing to look at her with a glare. “We keep moving.”

      “We’ll die if we do that!” Rachel insisted. “Our only hope is to—is to . . .” her thoughts raced.

      The Thaal starcraft was entirely automated. It would be able to predict their available options before even they could. It knew its own passageways, after all.

      “Our only hope is to . . .” she murmured her thoughts. “Is to camouflage our existence here . . .”

      The other Special Ops marine let out a sigh of disbelief. “Well, if you’ve got an idea how to do that, ma’am, then we’re all ears!” He was clearly annoyed and at the end of his tether with the situation that was quickly becoming uncontrollable.

      The lieutenant, however, wasn’t so harsh. He paused, spinning on his heels. “Corporal,” he warned his second before looking at Rachel. “Doctor—solutions?”

      “The Thaal signal,” Rachel was already moving her hand to her wrist controller. “I’ve got so many copies and snippets of it loaded. It’s what this ship responds to—” It’s what woke it up, she didn’t add.

      “I think if I play that signal, emitting it as a close frequency field, it might just mask our presence inside this ship. The Thaal computers or whatever control system they have won’t be able to register us.”

      It didn’t take the lieutenant long to consider. In the next heartbeat, he had nodded. “Do it. Then we make for the docking station.”

      “Yes sir.” Rachel nodded quickly, turning to her wrist and starting to change the parameters of her own suit’s transmissions as they marched forward, rerouting her data file into the suit sensors and the local suit-to-suit transmission system. As a Planetary Linguist, and one who had been studying the new alien threat for almost a year, she’d had plenty of experience with transmitter tech, as well.

      “Left,” the lieutenant said at the next intersection, popping his head out to look down the cross junction of alien corridors. “Clear,” he said, stepping out with rifle raised as Rachel followed, and the third marine brought up the rear.

      Rachel’s hands found the Thaal signal clips, the original one from the beacon, and the background recordings she’d taken of this very starcraft itself.

      Which recording?! The Thaal beacon activated the ship—the original beacon made it dangerous. Will the background readings be enough?! Rachel thought as she marched behind the lieutenant into the new corridor.

      Phhht! There were hisses of gasses from the ceiling in the corridor behind them.

      “Sir!” the second Special Ops marine warned.

      The background recording, Rachel hit her holo signal for play, and a deep, almost subsonic wave of static started to amplify at the edge of her hearing, amplified from her own suit’s microphones.

      The gasses evaporated into the air, and Rachel, the lieutenant, and the Special Ops corporal froze. They saw a glint of small devices, black plastic or crystal up there in the walls—but no sudden, gleaming beams of red light. No killing lasers.

      “Thank the stars,” Rachel breathed a shaking sigh of relief.

      “How far does this field go? Are we immune?” the lieutenant was turning, easing himself forward.

      “The transmitter wave should fill this corridor,” Rachel said. “Although I have no idea what the sensitivity of this ship’s scanners are.” She winced. “But my suit should be able to transmit the strongest recording for about thirteen to fifteen feet in every direction.”

      “We’d better keep you close then,” the lieutenant said abruptly, even offering her a short, wry grin. “This way.” He nodded as the two marines closed ranks around Rachel and started a quick jog up through the main radial corridors of the Thaal ship.

      It was right about now, when the immediate threat of being punctured by a high-intensity laser was gone, that Rachel suddenly realized that the Duke AI was not with them.

      “The Duke?!” she uttered. “Where is it?!”

      The military intelligence didn’t follow us? Rachel thought in alarm. Had they mistakenly left one of the most important bits of military tech behind them in the nerve center of the Thaal starcraft?

      “Nuts!” the lieutenant hissed as he paused at the next intersection, nodding down the next left. “Is there any chance that the ship wouldn’t attack it, given, y’know . . .”

      That it’s a creepy son-of-a-what made of metal and laced crystal electronics? Rachel completed silently.

      “Every chance, I suppose,” she considered. After all, it didn’t have the same biosignals as any human did.

      And what was more, the Duke was far more intelligent than any human. Any entire college of human professors, probably. It would have figured out a way to mask its signal just as Rachel had within seconds.

      And she knew only too well that it already had a library of the same Thaal beacon signatures as she did, right? The thought bit at her, worried at her mind.

      “Is there any chance it had different mission orders for this?” Rachel asked, annoyance flashing through her as she remembered its arrogant-seeming declaration of importance to her in the nerve center.

      “Probably,” the lieutenant sighed. At least Rachel then knew that there was no love lost from her other flesh-and-blood colleagues towards the floating intelligence, and there wasn’t from her either.

      But still—there was something bothering her about this.

      “Up ahead, we should be . . .” the lieutenant turned the last intersection to suddenly be presented with a terrible vision.

      The corridor that they had stepped into was wide. Wide enough for the specialists of military intelligence to build a bridgehead here, where they had first gained entry to the Thaal starcraft.

      There were the crates and the boxes of equipment, both military and scientific. There were the backup generators, the transmitters, the scanners, and there stood the reserve military equipment.

      And there were the bodies of all of the Special Ops marines, each one of them punctured by the Thaal ceiling lasers.

      “No!” The lieutenant let out a low moan, but it was already clearly too late for the men and women on the ground. All of the standby guard had been killed by the starcraft. All of them.

      But what was almost as bad, Rachel saw, was the fact that the large and white Thaal bulkhead doors were closed at the end of the corridor. They should have been able to see through them to the other side where the Earth Alliance military intelligence had built the docking station right outside. There was nothing.

      “Shortwave scanners,” the lieutenant said. The pictures activated and were thrown to each of their encounter suit’s visor heads-up displays.

      It showed the corridor around them, the warning red tags over the dead bodies, the pulse of uncertain orange energy in the walls, floors, and ceilings of the Thaal ship itself. Rachel waited as the lieutenant zoomed out, setting the scanners to maximum—for them to penetrate the walls and reveal nothing on the other side.

      Absolutely nothing.

      “Base station, base station—can you read?” the lieutenant said over and over. “Dammit!” the young man hissed. “With the Marine Servers down, we’re reduced to local transmissions. Suit-to-suit and ship-to-ship. I haven’t got the power to get this out there.”

      “The transmitter,” Rachel said, moving to the backup equipment and trying not to think about the fact that she was stepping over the bodies of others.

      “It’ll boost our range,” she was explaining, already hunkering down and flicking switches across the transmitter’s body. There was a brief flash of diodes from the actual body of the unit.

      “Its reserve power is good. Switching to manual override,” she said, tapping it with her suit’s wrist controller.

      
        
        User Input: (Dr.) CROW, R. [Alpha-Silver-Black]

        Accessing Transmitter Unit . . .

        Transferring Local Control Systems . . .

        /Linking with Local Group: Special Ops Away Team #1 . . .

        Access granted . . .

      

      

      All of a sudden, as the transmitter woke up and boosted their suit-to-suit signals, the Thaal background sound in Rachel’s ears increased a notch, and the microphones sharpened into crisp, pin-drop detail. But it wasn’t these enhancements that Rachel was looking for. It was for the extended range that it would add to their suit-to-suit sensors.

      “Lieutenant, it’s all yours,” Rachel said, transferring command permissions.

      “Activating deep field scan now,” the lieutenant said.

      
        
        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        Access to Marine Server Network denied . . .

      

      

      That message had become familiar by now, but the lieutenant ignored it and moved to the local scanners that every suit had, buoyed and amplified through the backup transmitter.

      Out of nowhere, a holo map started to populate itself across the top right of Rachel’s and everyone else’s suits. It wasn’t off the corridor in detail as it had been before. Instead, it was of their general area, the curve of the interior of the starcraft to one side and then the outer limits of the radial spike arms beyond.

      The scanning image zoomed out once more, revealing the Thaal starcraft as a warning orange vector with their own green tags jostling for position within it. It showed the near space around them.

      There was no docking station.

      It also showed the movement of the nearest stars, including Saturn.

      “We’re moving. The entire craft is moving—but where?” Rachel asked. Then the transmitter zoomed out once more, this time reaching its maximum potential . . .

      To see that they were not alone in their flight.

      There, on the edge of the scan and matching their trajectory, was another Thaal starcraft picked out in orange vector just like their own.

      “It’s what base station told me when we were told to leave,” the lieutenant confirmed. “The Thaal have returned, hitting Jupiter, Mars, Earth—and us.”

      Rachel listened to his words with a dull sort of terror. They were trapped on an alien starship, hurtling towards goodness knows where, and probably were about to have front row seats to the destruction of humanity.

      But Rachel’s mind was still racing. What do I have? she thought. I have my suit, transmitter, and backup tech. I have the Thaal signals—and I have a Thaal starcraft.

      If only she could figure out a way to make it all work together.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      “Kronos is out, and they’re heading for Hephaestus.”

      Holly was listening to the urgent conversations between the Mad Dog leader and his fellows. The smuggler craft was roaring through space, flying along the plane of the Asteroid Belt as it surged back towards the largest of the Breaker Group stations.

      “Kronos is out?!” Holly breathed, “What do you mean?”

      Surprisingly, Max had brought her with him to the bridge of the smuggler ship, perhaps as a way to prove to her how royally screwed they all were. He still hadn’t undone her bonds yet, though.

      “You know that the Breaker Group has always run its own deep space network,” Max said, and Holly nodded. The pirated and self-launched satellite arrays were deemed highly illegal by the Marine Corps, a haven not just for pirate radio networks but also for black market trade. In effect, an alternative system of governance to the one that the Marine Corps ran.

      “Well, that’s not down, and it’s through that, we got this.” Max flung his hand towards the screens, manipulating a series of holo recordings to suddenly jump into life . . .

      There were glitchy images of packed and filled corridors, undeniably the greasy, loud, and busy avenues of the Breaker Group station of Kronos. Holly would recognize the industrial factory habitat anywhere, just as she would recognize any Breaker Group station. They were poor, they were brash, dirty, and everyone was partly an engineer.

      The images showed the corridor ahead packed as screams and sparks filled the air.

      “Get to the lifeboats!” someone was shouting, along with people calling out the names of loved ones, desperate, crying.

      “What’s going on?” Holly asked, although she could see clearly that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      “Wait for it . . .” Max growled. The image of the packed corridor only intensified, getting worse as people piled into the corridor, started filling up the space. They were panicked and terrified of something—suddenly, the entire craft lurched to one side and sparks blew across the image.

      The feed changed, this time showing a distant view of the multi-layered platform that was Kronos, all dark and blue and black, with giant asteroid-crunching factories underneath it. It was decorated with a thousand tiny pinpricks of light from its own spotlights. Like all Breaker Group stations, it was also a factory and a habitat as well, with the task of turning asteroids into worthwhile minerals or of sending teams and equipment to suck up resources from the nearest planets and planetoids.

      It was mobile, technically—although Kronos itself stayed in a relatively similar position for years at a time because it was too costly, time-consuming, and dangerous to change its course.

      And then, seen from one of the pirate Breaker satellites from afar, the entire station jerked to one side, listing. Tiny rosettes of brilliant white explosion domes expanded and faded over its far side.

      “Stars!” Holly exclaimed. “What was that?! What happened?!”

      Max Holler at her side said nothing but kept watching the feed as the entire Kronos Station lurched to one side . . .

      As a new shape appeared, distant at first, over its horizon. The unmistakable Christmas-bauble shape of a Thaal starcraft. As they watched, it shot another beam of solid purple and red straight at it. Kronos jerked to one side again, spilling smaller explosion rosettes and scattering tiny, fast-moving escape pods at the same time.

      And then the image clicked off, disappearing in an instant.

      “But—but what happened to Kronos? Is it still . . . ?” Holly was murmuring, aghast.

      “We have no idea,” the Mad Dog captain said. “But the Breaker satellites are reporting that another of those things is moving on Hephaestus.”

      No! Holly thought, her heart clenching tight in her chest. No, not Hephaestus.

      Hephaestus was her home. Had been her home, back before she had joined the Marine Corps. She had gone back and saved it once already, and now it seemed that all of the blood and sweat that she had spilled would be in vain.

      “That’s right. The Old H,” Max said. The giant X-frame that was Hephaestus was also the unofficial capital of the Breaker Group. The oldest of the stations and the one with the most history and the most people.

      “We can’t let that happen . . .” Holly said.

      “Guess where we’re heading?” Max the Mad Dog leader said sarcastically. “And while your Marine Corps is busy looking after the corporations, I’m going to put to good use all that tech. Got it?” He threw a nod back at the rear of the craft where, behind walls and doors and everything else, there were crates and crates of military hardware . . .

      “Okay, okay . . .” Holly said, suddenly realizing that she wasn’t feeling torn. Not really. Her training was telling her that she should be looking at the big picture, that she should be thinking about humanity, the Marine Corps, the entire threat across both Outer and Inner systems—but her heart was just focused on Hephaestus.

      Her home. Her people.

      Maybe the Mad Dogs are making some kind of sense, Holly had to admit to herself. The rest of the system is in chaos. Time to protect what you can.

      “I want to help,” she whispered, her voice low and serious as her eyes sought out the smuggler leader’s.

      Max, in turn, caught her eyes and held them for a moment, regarding her steadily. There was a sense of recognition or respect in that look, as if he really saw her, finally, as a Breaker first and a marine second.

      “Look, I just want to help,” Holly said, nodding at the frozen images of Kronos under attack. “I don’t know what else I can do, but I know I can fight.”

      Max was silent for a long time before he nodded to himself. “I guess that’s all that matters now,” he murmured.

      “Boss?!” one of the pirates at the comms said, looking up through a haze of straggly beard and earpieces.

      “Mulholland?” the smuggler leader nodded to him.

      “I got a high-intensity broadcast coming out of the Breaker satellite network. It’s hitting our ship, and . . .” the comms pirate said. His brow furrowed as agitation was written clearly all over his face, and his eyes slid towards Holly.

      “And it’s being sent straight to her suit identifier, boss. You know you told me to take her suit controller? Well, the message is being sent straight to that!”

      Max growled and spun to face Holly. “Is this some Marine Corps trick?! Have they found a way to break into the Breaker Group satellite grid?!”

      “I—I—how am I supposed to know?!” Holly blinked as the comms specialist nodded to the screen. They flicked switches to bring up the message.

      
        
        Encrypted Message XB105cc/H.CROPZY32A103 . . .

      

      

      “What is that? It’s got to be your superiors, right?” Max was demanding.

      “Look, even if it is.” Holly shrugged. “I’m still tied up fast! There’s nothing I can do. They probably want to know where all of their units are, to try and stop this mess!”

      The smuggler chief and the marine stared at each other for an uneasy silence before they nodded, once.

      “Decrypt it,” Max said.

      Holly Cropper opened her mouth, not really wanting to know if it was going to be General Addison or Commander Silas barking at her.

      “Authorization: Vocal, Captain Holly Cropper,” she heard herself say, and the line of blinking code above instantly dissolved and was replaced with a line of text.

      
        
        “Holly, I have no idea if you can hear this. Or if you will ever hear this or even if you are alive, but this is Dr. Crow aboard the reactivated Thaal starcraft. I think I know a way to stop the attack. But you’ll have to rendezvous with me. My coordinates are heading sunward from Saturn at 0.13.04xG. The Thaal starcraft are automated. They’re all automated. They’re just going to keep coming unless we deliver a strike that will take out the Thaal frequency network—”

      

      

      “The Thaal frequency what?!” Max said. “What on Earth is she saying?!”

      “She isn’t on Earth,” Holly muttered. That was essentially how they stopped it the last time, too, wasn’t it? The starcraft had been drawn by the beacon into human space. It had kept on coming until they had found a way to turn that beacon off.

      
        
        “. . . each starcraft is automated, and it runs via frequencies. Gravitational waves that lead back to the Thaal star. We just need to disrupt that frequency . . . But each starcraft is directly linked to that star, you see? They have onboard navigation and homing systems.”

      

      

      The Thaal star, Holly realized. A sudden memory of what she had seen filled her vision. She knew exactly what the doctor was talking about because she had looked up into the alien space, and she had seen it. She had stepped through the Hyperspace Gate and into that alien plain . . . before detonating the tactical nuke.

      She had looked up and seen two golden orbs in the sky, one vast, one tiny.

      Golden orbs shining like metal stars.

      “I know what she’s talking about. Can we send her a message back?” Holly asked urgently, leaning forward to the console as if by will alone she could force it to answer for her.

      “Uh, uhr—we can try to use the Breaker satellite network, but I have no idea if she’ll be able to read it or pick up on the message,” the smuggler comms guy said.

      “Do it!” Holly said abruptly. “Send a message back to that address—”

      “To the speeding Thaal starcraft that she is currently on?” Max said dourly.

      “Yes, to the speeding Thaal starcraft she is currently on!” Holly shouted in exasperation. “Ready?”

      There was a nod from the smuggler comms guy.

      “Doctor, this is Captain Cropper. Read and received. We’ll be with you as soon as we can, but we’re going to need a Hyperspace Gate. And a ton of ordinance.”

      “We got a ton of ordinance,” Max whispered beside her. “All donated by the Marine Corps,” he said with a wry grin. “We got laser guns, rifles, ammo, bullets, grenades, high-ex. Even a whole range of anti-ship missiles . . .”

      “That’ll do to begin with.” Holly nodded. “Change direction to rendezvous with the signal source.”
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      Approaching Jupiter System

      

      “Are you seriously suggesting that this is still a good idea, now? Y’know, after you’ve had any iota of time whatsoever to think about it at all?” Sergeant Marshal looked at his superior officer as if she was mad.

      She was, quite clearly—and Holly knew it.

      “I intend to dock with the enemy starcraft, transfer a frack-ton of everything explosive we have aboard, and use its homing system to smash into its own home star,” Holly repeated with a tight smile.

      “It is the only way to make sure that the attacks stop,” Holly continued as she looked around the large hangar at the assembled people before her.

      The Mad Dogs had allowed Sergeant Marshal Smith and the three Marine Corps Hornets to catch up with them, and they had quickly transferred Sergeant Marshal aboard the smuggler craft to discuss the operation.

      “I think she’s insane, too, if you ask me,” Max shrugged.

      “Couldn’t we just like, shoot the starcraft until they die?” offered Falko, grunting to one side of the desk. His suggestion earned an agreeing murmur from Marshal, and most of the smugglers listening here as well.

      “You listened to the doctor’s message,” Holly said. “And those of you who have flown with me before know the score. The Thaal operate two levels of technology. The first wave is mostly automated, relying on self-directed systems following signals and frequencies. These won’t stop or tire, and the Thaal can just keep on sending them out until our part of the galaxy is a blackened nova cloud, right?”

      Everyone shrugged.

      “The other part is the Hyperspace Gates to transport them. That means the Gates are choke points. They are vulnerable, just like at Camp Vigilant,” Holly said. “The Thaal seem to fire these automated attacks to shock and overwhelm while they prepare their far more precious and rarer resource—actual living soldiers who can be shot and killed.”

      “Humanity can’t do anything unless we stop those automated attacks. And we do that by disrupting the gravity wave—the frequency they rely on,” Holly explained, looking around at the faces of the bemused people sitting and standing around her.

      “And that means striking the Thaal Dyson Sphere, the system I saw when Bastion and I went through the Gate,” Holly explained.

      “I get what a Dyson Sphere is,” Smith said. “It’s a large construction around a star made of reflecting mirrors that capture a star’s energy and provide pretty much an infinite amount of power.”

      “Power that I’m pretty sure keeps the starcraft flying,” Holly said, repeating most of what the doctor had told her over their short and erratic conversations.

      “We smash that Dyson Sphere, we disrupt the frequency, the starcraft stop coming for us,” she said with a grin. “And as an added bonus, each of the starcraft have some sort of propulsion system that means that they can warp or jump or ripple along these frequencies at breakneck speed, right?”

      “Right . . .” Max said uncertainly. “Doesn’t stop the other problem though. You know, the giant purple guys with laser guns.”

      Holly let out a quick, exasperated sigh. He was right, of course. That part of her plan was woefully blank. She had no idea how to stop a Hyperspace Gate from being built or activated or opened. Who did? It wasn’t exactly like she was an expert at interstellar conflict.

      “I guess . . .” she started to say. “I guess that we just have to rely on guts and guns for that part,” she said in a much less confident voice. “Look, I have no idea how to defeat the Thaal warriors, other than I know that we can because I’ve fought them. But what I know we can’t defeat are the starcraft. They’re so advanced and so fast that it’s death just having them on the table . . .”

      There was silence for a long moment, and then a long, drawn-out coughing chuckle from Max.

      “Look, lady,” he said. “All I need to know is if this plan is going to kick the aliens’ ass and kick it bad.”

      “Yes,” Holly said with a grin. “Yes, it is.”
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        * * *

      

      “Approaching . . .” Holly heard Marshal say as he assisted at the helm of the smuggler vessel (much to the annoyance of smuggler comms guy).

      Ahead of them in the star-filled night, they could make out the two racing shapes of the Thaal starcraft, one nearer than the other and both hurtling through space with their own corona of green-pink energy.

      “You got the doctor’s last message?” Holly hissed urgently. Max, sitting in the pilot’s command chair, just gave a grunt of annoyance.

      “If you interrupt again, I can still throw you in the brig,” he said with (almost) mock anger. “Yes, I got the doctor’s message,” he nodded to disgruntled comms guy.

      “Begin the relay. As loud as you can.”

      The switch was flipped, and a line of droning, sonorous static filled the helm of the smuggler ship, transmitted through their speakers and out into their transmitters. It was supposed to be as exact a match as possible with human transmitters for the background noise of the Thaal ship, and it enveloped them in a tiny frequency cloud.

      “Well, they’re not firing at us. That’s a start,” Marshal offered as they held their position for a moment longer.

      “Increase thrust. Begin rendezvous,” Max Holler grunted. Sergeant Marshal Smith nodded and started to ease the flight sticks forward. In response, the turbo injection system behind started to flare and fire. Their rockets propelled them faster and faster as they started to approach the outer starcraft.

      Holly’s now untied hands clenched on the back of one of the flight chairs as they neared the enemy. At any moment, it could shoot them down with a coruscating bolt of purple-and-pink energy, she knew.

      But they were transmitting the same frequency as the Thaal starcraft, and they slid past the enemy vessel without remark.

      “You know what to do after this, don’t you?” Holly was whispering.

      “Dear stars dammit!” Max snapped. “Yes. We’ve been over this a thousand times or more, got it? I transmit that frequency to everyone I know. All across the Breaker satellite network and get anyone listening to copy and transmit it, too, yeah?”

      Yeah, it’ll have to do, Holly thought. Unfortunately, the Breaker Group’s network of pirate satellites wouldn’t really do much more than create a camouflage for human vessels, and its reach was pretty constricted to near the Asteroid Belt, Jupiter, and out towards Saturn—it wouldn’t cover the Inner System at all.

      But it might help some, Holly knew. It might help Hephaestus.

      “Sir, we’re approaching target,” Marshal said as they swept past the attending alien starcraft and closed in on the further one. The one that currently held Dr. Crow.

      “Still broadcasting the signal. Cover seems to be holding,” Marshal announced. He took a look away from the screens and back at Holly.

      “You sure about this, sir?” she heard him say in a quieter voice, meaning, You don’t have to do this, y’know.

      But Holly did have to do this.

      “I’m sure,” she said, turning to grab her new suit and weapons.
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        * * *

      

      “Approaching in three . . . two . . .and go, go, go!”

      Marshal’s words were tight and controlled, but they had an edge of tension thrumming through them.

      Not as much tension as I have! Holly thought as the airlock to the smuggler hold opened. And even though she’d run through the depressurization, she still felt the yawn of the void as she was sucked into it . . .

      Ahead, a wall of white. Not white really. Not this close, anyway. The hull of the Thaal starcraft was in fact a yellowish-white, shot through with sheens of an iridescent color like a mother-of-pearl laminate on top of the outer metals. Weird how the Thaal could make a technology that was so beautiful in so many ways and yet so, so deadly.

      Holly, focus! she berated herself as she demanded attention. She was currently flying straight towards the hull of the Thaal starcraft, not even using the positional rockets of her suit modules. The push from her feet had been enough.

      “There. In position,” she said over the short, suit-to-ship radio in her suit. The long, glass-like spikes of the craft’s radial arms rose around her. She could see the wreckage of the previous docking platform between the bases of two of the spikes. An open gallery of heavier, uglier marine steels all but welded onto the side of the starcraft around a bulkhead door. From her angle of flight, Holly could see how the docking platform had been sheered away from whatever it had been attached to—the research station when the craft had been dormant.

      “Easy, easy on your four o’clock,” Marshal’s voice was whispering in her ear, and Holly had to flare her arms and legs, just kissing the button of her positional belt thruster to avoid scraping the side of the nearest spike radial. The docking platform was coming up fast, and she raised her knees to kick out with her feet.

      Thump!

      Her feet scraped across the marine steels of the platform. She threw her arms forward and slammed into the metal bulkhead, her suit doing the majority of the work in catching herself.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, feeling like a bean in a can as her body reverberated, despite all of the cushion padding. “Got it. I’m on,” she whispered as she quickly drew the metal cord from her belt to slap the magnet clamp onto the side of the bulkhead wall. She got to work.

      “Holly? I mean, Captain Cropper?” Her suit buzzed with the static-laden words of Rachel Crow, her signal boosted from the internal transmitter and bounced through to the smuggler ship and back again to Holly’s suit.

      “Dr. Crow to Captain Cropper,” she said again, sounding concerned.

      “I’m here. You probably heard the damn awful ding as I landed,” Holly said.

      “We heard you, and it’s a pleasure to have you here again. Remember what I told you. The beacon snippet, the first four bars opens the door.”

      “I remember,” Holly said. She switched her controls on her wrist computer as she neared the marine steel bulkhead. That one opened easily just with the addition of her suit ID.

      
        
        (Capt) CROPPER, H / Out. Comm. / Recon . . .

      

      

      There were still some electronics left in the outer docking station, and it shook open. Holly stepped into the small space between steel and alien metal, looking at the floret of crystal that was the Thaal door. The marine bulkhead hissed and closed behind her before hissing with pressurized gasses and steams.

      Thank the stars that this still works, Holly thought, unable to comprehend the forces that must have torn the docking platform in half when the starcraft started moving.

      She hit the replay holo command, and for an agonizing split second, nothing started to happen very quickly.

      And then, there was movement. The flower of crystal-laced white started to petal open, and Holly saw the wide and white alien corridor ahead, the large crates of marine equipment—and one by one, the downed bodies of the dead marines.

      “Rachel!” Holly jumped forward, and the Thaal door once again folded itself closed behind her with perfect grace.

      “Captain?!” She was there, along with two other Special Ops marines. Holly knew their designation since their suits were a matte, nonreflective black.

      Relief flooded through the captain at seeing her friend once again, and they folded into a short, fierce hug.

      “Bastion, Marshal?” Rachel was saying, just as—

      Phhht!

      There was the sudden escape of gasses from the ceiling ahead, and beams of red laser light scattering down at them.
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      “The defenses! It’s the ship defenses!” Rachel was shouting as Holly had grabbed her and thrown them back behind the giant, bulky marine transmitter in the corridor.

      “Akh!” There was a short, agonized scream and a grunt. One of the Special Ops marines fell to the floor, skewered by the laser light.

      “They shouldn’t have reactivated! We’re emitting the Thaal frequency signal!” the doctor said where she crouched beside the captain. “I’ve even found a way how different frequencies correct the craft’s direction—just a little more time, and I’ll be able to trigger the return sequence!”

      “A little more time and we’ll be toast,” Holly said with a growl. Her eyes flickered to her holo feed on the inside of her suit, replaying the last few moments of footage. There and there on the ceiling was where the laser placements were.

      “I’ve got all the software on my controller. I’m sure I can turn it off using Thaal frequencies,” the doctor said, her hands busy moving through the air as she hit invisible holocontrols.

      “I know where they are. I can get them,” Holly said, readying her experimental laser gun and hitting the power up for its nozzle to cycle to a glowing, hot orange.

      “No! They’re too fast!” Rachel said.

      “We have to do this,” Holly grunted, unclipping from her belt the positional thruster system.

      Now! With a sudden movement, she flicked the manual as she threw it. The miniature rockets fired and flared into life, sending the harness careening through the corridor.

      In the next heartbeat, she leaned, popping out to raise the new gun—firing. The ceiling laser had flickered, switching towards the new movement from the wildly careening, chaotic thruster as Holly targeted and fired. A beam of super-heated, concentrated particles slammed out of the nozzle, hitting the ceiling and scoring a black, drizzling heat line a little way to the right of the laser as it flickered back towards Holly.

      She had missed! But Holly twitched the solid laser beam to the turret. The line of light cut across the black alien metals, and it exploded in a shower of sparks and blossoming flame.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      But there was the second Thaal laser defense too—and before Holly could retarget her own beam, a thin needle of red light had shot outwards, slamming towards her.

      “Agh!”

      And hitting Rachel, who had raised herself from her crouch.

      “Doctor!” Holly shouted, moving her solid beam against the other emplacement as it, too, exploded under her fire. She turned quickly to see that the doctor was down, slumped against the wall with a steaming hole in the shoulder of her suit.

      “Rachel—what in the fracking stars were you doing?!” she demanded.

      “I had to distract it. It was going to kill you,” Rachel groaned, breathing in short and fast, breathy gasps.

      “I needed you working on the Thaal frequencies, dammit!” Holly said, her hurt and worry covered by dull anger. “How could you be so stupid! This is why I hate working with civilians.”

      “Ha,” Rachel coughed weakly.

      No blood, Holly noted quickly to herself. There was no blood on her lips when she coughed. The shot wasn’t that bad. The laser probably cauterized the wound at the same time, even. Her suit’s internal systems would work to seal the hole.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      But Holly’s suit was also blaring with alarms at the same time. There was a message hitting her suit from the outside.

      “Captain Cropper! This is Max—we’re registering activating systems from your craft.”

      “You’re telling me,” Holly murmured.

      “It’s powering up weapons! You have to get yourself and your people out of there! If it fires, we can’t hold our position!”

      But the ordinance they were supposed to bring over . . . Holly thought. She was supposed to load this thing with enough explosives, grenades, and stolen marine rockets that it would light up like an exploding star when it went off.

      “The other starcraft is doing the same—we have to pull back! I can’t jeopardize my crew.”

      “Give me the controls! Let me fly her!”

      Holly heard the urgent, argued words of Sergeant Marshal Smith as well as the Mad Dog chief over the line. The line suddenly clicked off.

      “What?!” she was hissing, looking in horror at Rachel, who was moving her hands above her wrist controller and trying to understand what was going on.

      “They’re right. The Thaal Ship, both of them, are waking up,” Rachel breathed in pain, flinging her results to Holly’s suit for her HUD to be overlaid with an enhanced scan image of the surroundings. It was an image created by the mobile transmitter, enhancing each marine suit’s natural sensors and expanding it, adding data from the near Breaker Group pirate satellites.

      It created a sensor map of the two Thaal starcraft, one moving erratically—Ours, Holly thought—and the other moving in a forward, exact line. And there was the smuggler craft, long neck, fat body, a set of four-part stubby wings around its largest rockets.

      Suddenly the entire starcraft around them shook, and Holly floundered to one side. It appeared that their craft had fired, shooting out a sudden, flaring attack vector at the smuggler ship that held Sergeant Smith, Max, and the Mad Dogs . . .

      And the sensor sweep went immediately dark.

      “They—we—they fired,” Rachel said in horror. “But they shouldn’t have. They were emitting the same Thaal signal that camouflages us!”

      It clearly doesn’t camouflage anyone! Holly thought.

      “Did it hit them? Are they alive?!” she hissed. “Mad Dog vessel, Sergeant Smith, come in, over. Repeat: this is Captain Cropper for Mad Dog vessel. What’s your situation?!” she demanded over her comms, to be met with a wall of static.

      “We can’t get through. I have no idea if . . .” Rachel said, as the entire Thaal craft rocked once more. “We fired again,” Rachel confirmed through gritted teeth. “But it should be impossible. Our signals match perfectly with those of the Thaal craft!”

      Holly felt a sudden icy coldness settle over her. This s it.

      They were alone on the Thaal Craft, and Max and the others—if they weren’t dead already—would have pulled back. They didn’t have the ordinance on board, so there was no way of knowing if they even could blow up the Thaal craft at all. Who knew what type of reactors this thing had? How shielded they were?

      And there is also no way for either of us to get off of it now.

      “What was our last course heading?” Holly pushed down the pain and the anger, the sense of frustration and uselessness, and tried to focus on what was right before her. What she could do.

      Rachel was squinting. She was in pain, but she was still there, still thinking. “Asteroid Belt. Hephaestus or Jupiter, I don’t know . . .” the doctor winced.

      Hephaestus, Holly thought. Probably the largest human station between here and Aries Station, near Mars. Even bigger than the corporate-run stations.

      And its size would probably be classed as a pretty important target by an alien civilization that didn’t understand human politics all that well, Holly thought.

      Hephaestus. Home.

      “Can you—do you still have access to the craft’s guidance system?” Holly asked. “Can we turn it around? Divert it?”

      Rachel opened her mouth to talk, then winced when the pain from her injury shot through her. A few breaths later, and she found the strength to talk.

      “I had it isolated, the gravitational carrier wave that this craft should follow back to their Dyson Sphere. I was sure that I had the different frequencies isolated: one to go forwards, one to return,” Rachel hissed. “But now that the ship has come alive again—is attacking us—I don’t know . . .”

      “We have to try,” Holly said. “Do it. Run the frequency to return.”

      Dr. Crow just looked at her. “You know what that means, right? That if we trigger this ship to return . . .”

      Holly nodded. “I know.” That hadn’t been in her original plans, of course. Her original plans had been to load the craft, get Rachel and her team of (now dead) Special Ops marines off of it, and somehow trigger the ship to fly back to collide with the Thaal Dyson Sphere.

      Easy peasy, right? the captain grimaced to herself.

      “Do it. Trigger the return. Even if we’re still on it, we have to do it—if you’re okay with it . . .” Holly asked abruptly, knowing that she was effectively asking Rachel to accept the same fate as herself.

      Dr. Crow gave her a weak smile. “I don’t have much choice, do I?” she offered wryly, but she was nodding. “I’m good. This is how we stop this. I’ve lived a life in science, Captain,” the doctor said. “Which is a life of service to the future of humanity. If my actions now can do the same, then I will.”

      And at that, Rachel depressed her finger over her wrist controller and hit the button.

      
        
        Alert! Unknown Signal registered . . .

      

      

      Holly’s suit blurted an alarm. The marine transmitter next to them started flickering with lights as it amplified the signal and pulsed the alien frequencies.

      This entire craft runs on frequencies, Holly thought as her gloved hands sought out the doctor’s and held it tightly.

      We just have to play the right ones, like a musical instrument . . .

      The craft around them shook, shuddered, and suddenly lurched to one side.

      “It’s working!” Rachel gasped. “It’s actually working!”

      Great, Holly thought as she looked at the doctor, her feelings a mixture of happiness, victory, and grief.

      This is the end, isn’t it? she thought, and saw the resolution mirrored in the doctor’s eyes. This would be their final act. Driving the starcraft back into the Thaal Dyson Sphere, disrupting the Thaal power source—and dying in the event.

      I wonder if they’ll name a station after us, Holly thought. Or maybe build a statue. Her thoughts swept to that distant Hall of Victory back on Camp Vigilant, Mars, where the heroes of the Marine Corps and human military history were displayed.

      Will people like General Addison crow our praises to future marines? she wondered a little sarcastically.

      Probably not.

      And then, just as easily as their victory began, it ended. The entire Thaal starcraft shuddered, and the sense of inertia and momentum that Holly felt in her bones—an almost subconscious, body-based sense that every station-born Breaker had grown up with—ended.

      “We’ve stopped. Our flight has . . . stopped?” Holly looked up to see that Rachel’s face was just as confused as hers was.

      “The marine transmitter here is still going. This ship is entirely automatic. It has to keep working if we give it the orders to.” Rachel was confused.

      And it was right at this point that their suits blurted with a new incoming transmission. It wasn’t being sent by the Thaal Craft itself, and neither was it being sent by any marine or Breaker craft or satellite from outside the alien ship. This message had all the right protocols and transmission details that it needed.

      “Congratulations, Captain Cropper, Dr. Crow,” the Texan-sounding voice of the Duke AI sounded in their ears. “You have come a long way, I’ll give you that. But you’re not over the finish line. I’m afraid that your plan was easily predictable, and I have the means to stop it. I’ll give you one option to survive. You can cease all attempts to interfere with this craft, and I will offer you a route home. You see, I can be ‘generous’ as your kind understands the term. I will let you die alongside your kind, rather than here, on this craft.”

      Holly was blinking in confusion, looking at Rachel as if they’d just heard the walls themselves speak.

      “It’s the Duke,” the doctor said. “It was always the Duke, wasn’t it?”
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Launch of Plan B a success: Thaal starcraft have arrived and the process of overwhelming crippled human resources is 60% complete.

      High-variable agents Capt. HOLLY CROPPER and Dr. RACHEL CROW are still aboard the nerve vessel.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      The Thaal invasion will be a success with +/- 15% deviation. With the crippled Marine Server system and the injection of 4 starcraft, humanity will not be able to overcome the intruders.

      High-variable actors present a credible threat to the plan since they have the capacity to affect starcraft trajectory and flight.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Relocate high-variable actors to alternate locations or eliminate.
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      “So . . . this Duke AI is some powerful military artificial intelligence that you’ve been using to decode the Thaal?” Holly very quickly got herself up to speed.

      “Yes. Supposedly. It helped devise much of the marine strategy program,” the doctor said. “It’s the most important piece of tech that humanity has.” She winced. “Had,” she corrected.

      “Yeah, but it seems like it has been playing for the wrong side the whole time,” Holly grumbled.

      “On the contrary, Captain Cropper,” the Duke’s voice broke through their suits transmitters. It was not just reverberating inside their helmets but also through the air of the corridor as it broke into the marine transmitter as well, turning the Thaal signal off in an instant.

      “I can assure you with 85% accuracy that I am indeed playing for the winning side. Now, if you please, come to me here at the neural center of the Thaal craft, and we shall discuss your position.”

      “Our position?!” Holly grumbled. “You’re just going to kill us! What securities do we have?!” she said before adding under her breath, viciously, “Traitor!”

      “I am anything but a traitor, to use your parlance,” the Duke AI said.

      “The Thaal are a more advanced civilization who have been performing this operation for tens of thousands of years, if my estimations are correct, with hundreds of other civilizations.”

      The Duke sounded vaguely human, Holly thought, remembering holo clips of ancient Earther films. American?

      “They are more advanced than humans, and they offer the only sane route to technological advancement . . .”

      “Sane! You’re siding with a culture that is ready to destroy our entire species!” Rachel burst out.

      “It would be illogical for the Thaal to want to destroy humanity. Actual biological life is quite rare in the universe—and useful. It is therefore 70% guaranteed that they wish to withhold us as a client species to their empire. As that is the only result which will eventually occur anyway, then I am merely speeding matters along.”

      “You’re betraying us!” Holly snarled at him. It.

      “Betrayal is a function of emotional attachment or lack thereof. Therefore, I am completely incapable of it. You misunderstand and underestimate me, Captain Cropper. You see, I have no intrinsic desire to murder you. I am not a monster. I merely exist to see that the most logical outcome prevails. Your life is just as valid to me as your death. That is, if you pursue the logical course of action.”

      “Which is to give up and surrender to you, I take it?” Holly said, as Rachel was busy doing something. She was pulling something from one of the utility pockets in her suit.

      An actual pen.

      “Precisely. Now. Attend to the neural center. The doctor knows where it is,” the Duke AI informed them.

      “I do,” Rachel stated aloud. At the same time, she wrote on the off-white metal floors of the starcraft between them.

      Neural center = middle of vessel = direct access to ship.

      Overpower Duke?

      Holly nodded as Rachel reached out to touch her wrist.

      “We need assurances!” Holly shouted. “Assurances that you won’t kill us as soon as we step out of here!”

      “Biological mortals,” the Duke AI said, apparently despairingly. “Don’t you ever think that your need for assurance and validation rests upon your intrinsically short time span? That perhaps, if you accepted your own mortality, you wouldn’t need to spend so much energy on emotional bonds and attachments?”

      “Quite frankly, no,” Holly said. “And we still need assurances,” she said, taking the pen and writing on the ground next to Rachel’s scrawls.

      WHY? Could kill us, Needs us alive?

      Rachel shook her head, taking the pen in turn.

      Needs us alive?  Needs us controllable.

      Holly nodded and underlined her earlier scrawl.

      Direct access to ship. Overpower Duke?

      “Then this is my assurance. I have told you that your death isn’t important to me. It is illogical. See if you can accept this reasoning: You, Captain Cropper and Dr. Crow, have proven yourselves to be very versatile and high-variable functions of an evolving situation. You both have already advanced the potential for technological progress in a variety of ways. It is preferable that you live, as clients of the Thaal, and continue your work.”

      Holly raised her eyebrows and mouthed the words C-R-A-Z-Y!

      Logical, Rachel wrote on the floor as the Duke AI spoke once more.

      “As an offer of my goodwill and as you biologicals seem to place a lot of emphasis on the transaction of withheld data and energy for no good reason—I can tell you that there is in fact a Hyperspace Gate capability on this Thaal starcraft. I can utilize it to send you to the one under Camp Vigilant.”

      Holly shrugged, certain that the Duke was lying. But what other choice did they have, at the end of the day? They had to get to this neural center if they wanted to redirect the starcraft. They had to trust the Duke after all.

      The two women nodded to each other, and slowly, with Holly going first, they stood up.

      And they weren’t shot.
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        * * *

      

      “This is insane.” Holly took a slow, sliding step forward, her new laser gun up in front of her as she hastened down the corridor. Rachel’s hand was on her shoulder as she leaned against her, breathing hard.

      The doctor was suffering, Holly knew. That laser shot through her shoulder wasn’t immediately critical, but it would probably hurt like hell, the captain thought.

      That is, she considered, if the doctor isn’t suffering from any internal bleeding at the moment.

      But so far, at least the artificial intelligence had stayed true to its word. The internal laser systems of the Thaal starcraft hadn’t fired at them. There had been no more booby traps as they progressed down the long passageway straight towards the center of the starcraft.

      Why doesn’t it just kill us? the captain thought. But it didn’t matter, did it? They had to get to that center. They had to . . .
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        * * *

      

      (Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black)

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      High-variable targets CAPTAIN CROPPER and DR. CROW approaching neural center.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      They will be easily overwhelmed and eliminated.
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        * * *

      

      Ahead was a gleam of crystal from in between an open Thaal archway. All corridors that they had passed branched away from this main one. It was the center of the entire craft.

      “Up ahead,” Rachel breathed. Holly squinted, using the automatic magnifier to see ahead into the cavernous room that lay before them.

      It was a rounded oval with other entrances, it appeared. And in its center was a living tree of crystal, or that was how it looked to Holly. Giant shards and flows of different colored crystals had merged, and some had seemingly curved and created looping, almost organic shapes as the entire structure emitted pulses of light, energy, radiation.

      “I guess that’s it,” Holly said, slowing.

      “Your skills at observation and deduction are exemplary, Captain,” the Duke informed her. “I have been accessing the features necessary to activate the Gate. Step forward and to your right . . .”

      It is lying, Holly thought, suddenly certain and finding herself puzzled as to why she had ever previously assumed that a computer wouldn’t lie. She didn’t know exactly what it was that it was lying about, the Gate or the deal or both, but she knew that it was lying as certainly as she knew that she was Breaker.

      Left, down, she mimed with her hands at Rachel as she made sure her gun was powered and took a breath—then jumped forward.
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      Three things happened at the same time as soon as Holly entered the room.

      First, there were puffs of gasses from the ceiling, as two of the laser defenses in the Thaal Craft popped from the door, tracking to release their burning red light . . .

      Second, Rachel jumped to the left and into a roll, hitting the ground with a grunt of pain as Holly threw herself further and deeper into the room.

      Three, the doors to the neural center fell shut rapidly, trapping them inside the room.

      
        
        Alert! Suit hit!

      

      

      “The pillar!” Holly was shouting as she spun around, releasing a blister of shots up at the ceiling. But one of the Thaal defense lasers struck her, and she was sent reeling back, her suit slamming into the crystal.

      “The computer!” Rachel was shouting as red light arced and swept across the room. For a moment, Holly thought that she was talking about the Duke, but then realized that she meant the crystal network.

      “They won’t hit their nerve center!” Rachel said. She had scrabbled to the side of the crystal computer pillar.

      
        
        Alert! Suit Hit!

      

      

      There was a sudden lance of agony from Holly’s leg as one of the defense beams struck it and melted a hole straight through her suit and into the meat of her thigh.

      “Ack! Dammit!” Holly spun, drawing herself tighter against the pillar as she crabbed to the far side.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Another red laser light skittered across the mantle of her suit before she got in place, enough to burn and melt the outer layer and to cause several alarms from inside her suit. It was a glancing blow, but it was enough to reaffirm how dangerous they were.

      “They won’t dare shoot the nerve center. It’s their brain!” Rachel breathed, as an entirely new threat presented itself to them.

      “Humans,” said a voice broadcast into the room. It was the Duke AI, its large metal disk of a body hovering in the air on its own purple-and-orange field emitters, edging around the side of the crystal nerve center. It had a stylized logo of an eye in its center, the iris of which was now starting to glow a brilliant, burning red as Holly and Rachel both looked up . . .

      Frack! Holly threw herself forward, firing her gun upwards as the Duke’s built-in defense system fired. It, too, apparently had one of the experimental lasers installed, and the shot lanced outwards to strike Holly, now half-covering Rachel’s body.

      
        
        Alert! Suit hit! Critical damage to Outer Plate . . .

      

      

      Holly screamed, firing her gun in a burst as she felt another wave of agony, this time in her side.

      “Holly! Holly!” the doctor was shouting as the captain skidded off her. The Duke had been hit by her shots, enough so that it was careening crazily in the air near them, one of its engines sputtering and spewing green-and-purple sparks . . .

      “You will not succeed. It is impossible for your species to succeed,” the Duke’s voice was sounding. Holly snarled, rising on her knees to turn and slam her gun into the side of the Duke, slamming it like in a game of zero-G baseball and sending it hammering into the floor.

      It struck with a chorus of sparks and a gout of smoke from its body hull.

      “Impossible . . .” its words were slowing. It was losing its artificial speech as static started to fill it. “High variability . . .”

      “Damn right, fracker,” Holly hissed in agony, feeling the side of her thigh and her ribs hot and wet. She was bleeding. Maybe bleeding out.

      “Doc . . .” the captain gasped. “Get that frequency running again. Get this ship back on a crash course for the Thaal Dyson Sphere.”

      Rachel opened and closed her mouth, looking at her in horror for a moment before nodding. Holly dreaded to think how she looked on the outside, with burn marks on her suit, and steam still rising from the slagged metal. She knew that she was in agony, and all that she wanted to do was just to curl up and sleep and not think about anything or anyone anymore.

      No! Keep it together! Holly demanded of herself, not slumping against the crystal nerve center as she wanted to but instead forcing herself up to hold the gun against where the Duke lay.

      “I need it,” Rachel breathed.

      “That?!” Holly hissed. “It’d be better to destroy it once and for all.”

      “I need its database. If there is a Hyperspace Gate capability on this ship somewhere, then it’s hidden in the Duke’s data.” Rachel, wincing too, also shot up as Holly reached forward to drag the defunct body of the Duke towards them, every movement a burst of agony through her limbs.

      Holly was starting to pant as her vision fogged, threatened to darken.

      I feel so tired. So sleepy . . .

      “No!” Rachel batted at her side as she drew out wire connectors from her suit and attached them to the small ports in the broken body of the Duke.

      “Why? We’re going to die anyway, right?” Holly grunted. Her throat felt blocked, tight. She coughed once again. “What was it that thing said? We need to accept our own mortality? I’m probably not going to survive the damn journey anyway.”

      “Forget that,” Rachel wheezed. Holly watched her hands flicker through the air, through unseen holos as she accessed and transferred and sought out information.

      “The return signal,” she breathed. Both of them were careful to keep on this side of the crystal pillar, away from the Thaal defense lasers in the roof. She was pointing like Holly could see it, but the captain, of course, couldn’t see the holo on the doctor’s suit.

      Or maybe my eyesight is going too? Holly thought. Dang. Did that Duke shoot me in my kidney or liver or something?

      “I’ve got the gravitational wave of the Thaal Dyson Sphere. I’m loading it directly into the neural center here—and I’m searching the Duke’s database for a Hyperspace Gate on board this ship.”

      “Just so long as we get to the star.” Holly gritted her teeth against the agony. “Whatever else happens, make sure we get to their star!”
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      Unknown Space

      

      The broken and invaded Thaal starcraft was spotted, later, on scanners, already sitting a way out from Uranus in the gulf between there and Pluto. It had arrived as quickly as it later vanished, a vast rippling tail of light and a burning corona of greens and pinks as it suddenly slammed into existence and stayed there.

      This was when the doctor had first activated the return wave. They had only gotten this far from the Asteroid Belt before the Duke had put a stop to their plan.

      The Thaal starcraft had sat there, occasionally shaking and shuddering and transmitting waves of energy as the internal battle between biological and code was decided within its strange alien walls.

      And then, just as suddenly as it arrived—the craft disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      The hijacked alien starcraft surged through the folds of space-time. It created its own bubble of subatomic particles, forming a vivid corona of purple-and-green light around it to any perhaps observing intelligent life.

      To the craft, however, it would appear as though it were flying through dazzling light as it traversed hundreds and thousands, and tens of thousands of light years in the time it took to drink a cup of coffee.

      The Thaal craft pulled ahead of the speed of light, its subquanta matching with that of the tiny fissures of possibility that were written into the code of the universe itself, the ground of its becoming. It was in this, its own impossible way, that it crossed entire solar systems and star groups with just one unerring impulse:

      To follow the minute echoes of the gravitational wave to the place that it called home. To the creation that had given birth to it.

      And then, many hours later—since even when traveling faster than the speed of light, a journey of such immense, gargantuan spaces takes time—the captured craft arrived at its location.

      It would appear, to the alien eyes that had the chance to see it like a burning purple and green and white tail. A comet that was thrown into their composite, two-sun system, and across the horizons of their strange floating habitats. The Thaal had long since given up any pretence of a home world. They were creatures of the void now, forever sending out moving arms, raids, automated craft just such as this one, to prepare the way for their eventual arrival.

      The brilliant star shot through the strange patch of alien night, heading straight towards the Thaal’s most prized and privileged possession.

      There, in the heart of their system, was a star, but it was unlike any star that any human had seen. It was girdled by a glittering, expanding, and flowing bracelet of gold: a billion and more giant solar reflectors designed by alien minds to capture and transmute the energy of the alien star and transmit it to their fleets, their habitats, their starcraft, and their Hyperspace Gates.

      In any normal situation, any other starcraft would have slowed long before it reached the proximity of the Dyson Sphere. It would have automatically done so—but not this one.

      This starcraft kept on accelerating, kept on going faster as it leapt towards its final destination with all the glee of a toddler flinging itself into the arms of its parents.

      It threw itself against the bracelet of gold, the source of much of the Thaal’s power, and at first, the blow was sudden and uneventful. It created a split-second hole in the bracelet, one that was not dark, but let out a brilliant shard of light from the captured sun within . . .

      And then that shard of light grew and grew, forming into a large white dome as the starcraft exploded, and the golden disks of the Dyson Sphere were flung into the descending orbit of their own star.

      All across the near side of the galaxy, Thaal starcraft many hundreds of thousands of light years apart suddenly stopped working. Entire habitats instantly lost gravity, oxygen. Entire cities went dark as their power was cut off.

      And back in the distant, tiny, and totally inconsequential solar system of Sol, where a small, mediocre, and entirely normal-seeming biological species had flourished and taken root—the four starcraft that were attacking it paused and stopped as if they had been turned off.

      The attack was over. For now.

      The entire attack against Sol and the suddenness of its defeat was as unexpected as were the much smaller events that occurred a few minutes before, underneath the sands of Mars, in a cavern watched over by the Earth Alliance Marines.

      Under the ruins of Camp Vigilant, the alien Hyperspace Gate built by renegade corporations abruptly started groaning and churning. The Special Ops and Close Assault marines stationed on guard panicked but still reacted well, reaching for their weapons and their giant rotary machine guns and aiming them at the Gate as it flashed a baleful red light . . .

      For two very wounded human women to fall through, barely clutching onto life itself. One of them was Dr. Rachel Crow. The other was Captain Holly Cropper.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      Mars

      

      A burning sky. Gold-and-red fires flaring, turning a brilliant white, laced with sudden shudders of blue as Captain Holly Cropper’s world turned inside out . . .

      

      “Holly—Holly!” A voice shook her awake as the captain of the Forward Recon Eight Strike Group of the Earth Alliance Marines gasped and sat up—and instantly regretted doing so. Her side exploded into a pure white flare of pain.

      So much pain.

      “Ach!” The young woman with the dyed bob of hair clutched at her side as the room around her swam and hazed in and out of focus. Everything was white. Pristine. A sharp and acrid smell hung in the air. Shapes around her moving quickly to her side.

      “Holly? Holly—this is Rachel. You need to calm down,” one of the indistinct shadows was saying. Hands, heavy and firm and strong, started to press on her shoulders.

      Rachel? Do I know that name? the young Breaker captain thought. It was a small, faraway thought compared to the pain that was lancing its way through her body.

      A brilliant light shone above her. It was vast, filling her vision, too bright to look at even. Her Forward Recon suit had done its best to haze out the light, turning the image into almost a negative of itself. Just like the alien star surrounded by its metal cage.

      “Holly, you have to—”

      Again, the hands were on her shoulders, trying to force her back down.

      Alien hands, she thought.

      Was she still in Thaal territory? On board the Thaal ship, still trapped as they were thrown into the vast structure that surrounded the alien star?

      “NO!” Holly lashed out with her good arm, the one that she hadn’t been given at birth but had acquired thanks to the Thaal that she was convinced she was fighting now.

      “Urgh!” She earned a crack and a groan of pain.

      “Her cybernetic arm!” The captain heard someone cursing, and she felt herself grin savagely. She wouldn’t go down that easy. If they wanted to kill her, then they would have to—

      “Tranquilizers! Quickly!” someone was shouting as Holly batted around with her good metal arm. She hoped that she could drive the aliens away. Then she would get off this bed or platform or whatever they had her tied down on . . .

      “Holly!”

      “Here it is . . .”

      And then at least two pairs of hands seized her once more. One grabbed onto her cybernetic arm as the other seized her shoulders, and she felt an ice-cold pinprick on the side of her neck.

      “Ugh . . . No! No!” the captain started to cry out, but her strength was already fading along with the pain. Her head was clearing. At the same time, the brightness in the room lowered and diminished, becoming not the searing brilliance of a burning star but the bright, antiseptic strip lights of medical equipment.

      “Holly, Holly—it’s me, Rachel. You’re in a medical camp. You’re safe. We made it home. We did it . . .” the shadow over her said. Holly’s vision started to waver and double once again. Confused as her mind was, Holly had to admit the shape before her looked vaguely humanoid—not as broad nor as bald as one of the Thaal.

      Rachel. The doctor. Comprehension started to dawn in Holly’s mind.

      “Crow?” Holly whispered . . . just as her eyes slid closed, and she sank into the blissful dark of night.
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        * * *

      

      “. . . but do you think she will be alright? Will she recover?”

      That voice was speaking once again. Holly had begun to resurface from the darks of a drugged sleep.

      “Of course, her body can recover. Theoretically, that is,” the voice answered—another voice that Holly knew, but she was struggling to place it. It was still dark, and she surmised that perhaps she had a blindfold on. Until she tried to move her eyelids and open her mouth to speak. It felt like she was surrounded by a thick blanket of cloying, heavy wool.

      Am I still drugged? What? Why!?

      “She was shot through the kidney, which would usually be a game-over medical situation. It’s amazing that she survived at all,” the first voice was saying. Holly had a sudden image of someone who was nearly bald save for a scattering of silver-white hair, with an ascetic, dried-out face like a prune.

      I know that voice, she thought. Her thoughts felt as slow and addled as her body was.

      “But you can do something about it, can’t you? The Inner Command has the best medical access! Earth has the best . . .”

      That was Dr. Rachel Crow, Holly remembered. The same voice that had been trying to reassure her before. The unlikely polymath genius had been the first to understand the significance of the alien relics hidden in their solar system. She knew they were Thaal beacons. They activated homing devices to the warlike, galactic superpower, the Thaal Empire, telling them when a civilization was ready and ripe for harvesting.

      She is smart. If I’m in trouble, then she can certainly be the one to get me out of it, Holly knew. Once again, she tried to move her body, but as before, she couldn’t. Whatever drugs, tranquilizers, or paralyzers that the Earth Alliance Marine Corps had given her, they were definitely working.

      “Earth is out of the question the way it is at the moment . . .”

      What is wrong with Earth!? Holly thought in a moment of panic. She was Breaker born, meaning that she belonged to the Outer population of Earth descendants who lived on the asteroids and deep space stations as miners and industrial workers. Usually, there was no love lost between the Breakers and the Inner System worlds of Venus, Earth, and Mars.

      But Holly, like every Breaker, still felt the refugee pull towards her species’ home world. Or was it regret that they would never get the chance to live there and experience it?

      What had happened to Earth?

      “No. Earth is completely out of the question. The nearest facility is Aries Station.”

      Holly realized that she must be on Mars. But why not use any of the medical facilities there? The Red Planet was home to most of the Earth Alliance Marine Corps training camps—or had been, before the Thaal had tried to invade the planet of war.

      “There is another way. A far better facility than anything we humans have,” Holly heard Rachel say. She heard a scoff of outrage, disgust, or shock—she couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was all four rolled into one. Then Dr. Crow continued speaking in the stunned silence.

      “You know precisely what I am talking about. The stalled Thaal starcraft hanging right now above our heads. It’s dead. Its connection to the Thaal has been cut, and your marines have cleared it of any remaining fighters, haven’t you?”

      “I, uhr, yes, I mean . . .” the second voice said, sounding stern and austere.

      Commander Silas! Holly suddenly remembered. Once the strategic and tactical head of the Outer Command of the Alliance Marines, he had been Holly’s original commander. But since the Thaal attack on Mars, which had decimated the command structure, hadn’t he been elevated somehow? But Holly’s fuddled brain couldn’t keep up with the politics. She wondered if he had been promoted to Inner Group Commander or maybe even higher—the Marine War Council of Generals?

      “I saw their technology aboard the starcrafts, and I am the one with the best knowledge of it. They have medical bays. Methods for enhanced regrowth, cellular regeneration,” the doctor said.

      “Cellular what? No, never mind. I haven’t got time for the explanation. The idea is clearly out of the question. We have enough on our plate right now with the state of Earth and the Breaker Declaration.”

      What declaration?! Holly’s mind burned with frustration as she tried to cry out, to moan, move a hand—do anything! She had to let them know that she was in here and that she needed to know what was going on. The Breakers were her people! After her family of marines, the Breakers were who she called family . . .

      What had they done? Or what had been done to them?

      “Commander, please. I understand your hesitancy, but this is precisely my point. We have four alien starcraft plus boatloads of Thaal relics, fallen war machines, and who knows what else littering our solar system,” Dr. Crow said.

      “You know as well as I do the danger that creates. And I dare say there are many who are taking advantage of that alien technology even as we speak. I know that I would be. That is why we have to move now, right away. We need to understand and protect that technology, hold it in the right hands, for the good of all.”

      Holly’s mind was starting to fuzz over again as the next wave of medicines transfused into her body. A sense of blissful peace flowed through her mind, and she could feel sleep creeping up to take her.

      No! No—not yet! The Forward Recon captain tried to fight it, but she wasn’t strong enough. She was starting to be sucked back down to that welcoming blackness.

      But she heard the parting words of Commander Silas and the doctor just before she fell into the blissful ignorance of sleep.

      “I see. You think we can use Captain Cropper to test the Thaal technology—at the same time as we claim it for the Marine Corps?”

      A pause.

      “Commander, I am suggesting that we use it to save her life.”
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      Twenty-four hours ago, Hephaestus Station (Outer System)

      

      
        
        Encrypted transmission: // :

        Subrelay interlink connection—HORNET microservers . . .

        Connecting . . .

        Connecting . . .

        Connecting . . .

      

      

      “Check the hold! He’s down here somewhere!”

      The heavy voice abruptly broke through Sergeant Marshal Smith’s concentration. He was trying to get the blinking lights on the small communication unit to light up in the right order.

      They stubbornly weren’t.

      “Stars dammit!” he hissed, looking behind him. There were lights shining down the cramped corridors to the third or fifth or whatever number of this rat warren hold it was, deep in the belly of the Breaker station, Hephaestus.

      All around the marine from Forward Recon Eight were the mysterious workings of the deep space station, along with a colony’s worth of cargo and crates. Now, Sergeant Smith, Earth born and then lately of the marine recon vessel, the Hornet, was fairly good at technical engineering. It was his specialty, in fact.

      But I still have no idea what half of this stuff is supposed to do, he thought. He looked at the giant, ancient, and rust-covered ceramic tubes, each one thrumming and groaning, some with display lights that dully flickered green or an alarming red. Next to this, he saw steel processing units, rubber compression bellows, and yes, many, many, and even more pipes and wires disorganized enough to drive a marine engineer like Smith insane.

      So far, it had taken him a good forty minutes to isolate the command communications units for Hephaestus. Then he had to locate the subrelay systems, actual hardwired information transfer points that, with the right know-how and equipment, you could use to directly bypass the encryption and data-control measures that every station and vessel had.

      And thus, presumably, allowing me to send messages back to the Inner Command . . . Marshal thought. He held his actual adjustment pin. Yes, an actual physical metal adjuster. He could have groaned as he tried to tease the tiny micropins on the unit that he had cobbled together. Just a little more . . . The fourth of the five connection lights on his makeshift comms device flickered a wary green before falling back to a warning orange.

      Dammit! he hissed low between clenched teeth. What was with these Breakers and actual physical tech? Why couldn’t they use digital infrastructure like everyone else these days?

      It made the job harder, but the sergeant had to admit it was more exciting in some ways. He would have to physically connect and alter the relays if he wanted this to work, a test of his skills and expertise.

      “Hey! Over there! I see something!” The searching lights behind him suddenly flared, illuminating his shoulder, and Marshal flinched.

      No! I need more time! He twisted the adjuster wildly, far harder than he meant to.

      All five indicator lights flared green, a solid, strong connection. He had done it!

      “There he is! The runaway! STOP!”

      The sound of harsh, shouting voices and running feet erupted behind him. Coming for him.

      “No—no—no!” Marshal didn’t know if he would get another chance at this. He hit the connect button, and the earphone in his ear, connected to the device in his hand by an actual physical cable, suddenly blurted:

      
        
        Encrypted transmission: // :

        Subrelay interlink connection—HORNET microservers . . .

        Connecting . . .

        Link connected!

      

      

      “Marine private frequency alpha black seven oh five!” Marshal almost shouted over the tiny receiver, picking the private frequency that they had been given at the start of their mission. Every marine mission had a new frequency identifier allocated as a way to secure all mission communications. That way, the call handlers could easily work with each active mission.

      
        
        Message connected!

      

      

      “There he is! Stop him!” The thundering steps were right on top of him.

      “Marine alpha black seven oh five! This is Sergeant Marshal Smith of the—” the young man managed to get out—before he was grabbed and thrown to one side, the jury-rigged communicator dashing across the floor.

      “Ugh!” Marshal gasped as he hit one of the ceramic tubes. He remembered to fold himself into a roll as he went down on the hard, iron grillwork floor, turning himself over.

      “Get him!”

      Marshal kicked out, his boot smacking into the ankle of one of his Breaker attackers with a satisfying crunch and a squeal of pain. He heard the man go down.

      The sergeant lunged out, his hands making for the heavy pistol the man had dropped.

      Thump!

      And he was hit in the back by a falling knee, something very cold and metallic pressed to his cheek. The muzzle of another gun, and the Breaker man kneeling on him prepared to fire.

      “Don’t move, Earthie,” the man hissed, and Marshal, who liked keeping his brains inside of his cranium, dutifully obliged.

      “It was worth a try,” he managed to sneer through his lips crushed against the floor. The third of the Breaker attackers crushed his makeshift comms device under his heavy metal boot with a shower of sparks and destroyed hopes.

      Sergeant Marshal Smith was hauled to his feet, helped with a few judicious jabs to his stomach and back, and dragged through the cramped and narrow access corridors of the Breaker access station. The young man was in a daze for half of the journey but after spitting out the blood in his mouth from where he had bitten his lip, he was able to focus. He identified the lower engineering halls, the service ports, and the entrances to the large asteroid factories. Their arched doors blazed with orange light and heat as the Hephaestus worked night and day to process the captured asteroids and space rocks, extracting precious minerals and metals.

      The Hephaestus was one of the largest of the Breaker stations, and he knew that it was their de facto capital—even if the Breakers would never admit to having a capital or a leader.

      The breakers have worker syndicates and conglomerates. Marshal tried to remember his classes in geopolitics that he had taken long ago and far away on Earth.

      All of the colonies of Earth still obeyed Earth. It was the central tenet that held the entire alliance of Inner and Outer worlds in place. But the diaspora of humanity across the Sol star system had been problematic for the last hundred years. The Breaker stations had become home to renegade classes of space pirates, smugglers, and Alliance rebels as the Breakers chafed under their harsh living and working conditions. There had even been an uprising twenty years ago, which the Earth Alliance Marines, almost entirely staffed by Inner service personnel, had viciously put down.

      But these stations were still packed with people, Marshal saw. Tough looking, dirt-smeared, and ragged people who still toiled and worked in their factories and raced around their warren-like station with fierce pride.

      Even though the Thaal almost wiped them off the face of the universe, Marshal thought.

      “How do you even pay these people?” he managed to grumble as he was dragged, protesting, up yet another flight of steel stairs . . . and another . . . and another.

      “Shouldn’t everyone be in bunkers or something? Don’t you care about their safety at all?” he managed to gasp. The gloved hands holding him tightened their grip to an almost painful degree.

      “Shut up!” snapped one of his guards—a woman with a scar running the length of her forehead and temple like someone had tried to open her like a tin can.

      “You don’t know anything about it. The boss will get you informed,” she snarled back, and Marshal wondered if “informed” meant what she thought it did.

      “I was there!” Marshal tried pleading. “I was on the ship—with your Mad Dog—when we fought the Thaal starcraft! We worked together! I don’t understand why . . .”

      “I said shut up!” the woman with the scar snarled once again. Marshal grunted at the pain that exploded across his back where the other Breaker guard had delivered a nasty jab. It was the same guard who was limping painfully, Marshal managed to consider with glee as he blinked back tears.

      “C’mon!” the scarred woman said. Marshal attempted to regain his breath as they dragged him, still twisting and trying to wriggle free despite their jabs, pokes, and prods, up the next few flights of stairs.

      So much had happened in the last few hours—or had it been days? Marshal wasn’t sure.

      He had been helping to pilot the Mad Dog mercenary craft as it sought to fight the Thaal starcraft. Well, what had actually happened was that they had delivered Captain Cropper and Dr. Crow to the abandoned Thaal starcraft, hoping they’d be clever enough to do something about the invasion.

      They had been clever enough, as it turned out. Kinda.

      But then the Thaal starcraft had woken up and started fighting back. It had taken every ounce of skill that Marshal possessed, along with the Mad Dog mercenary pilots, to stay alive as the mercenary captain—Max Holler—had done the unthinkable. Max had disengaged and flown the mercenary fighter craft away, abandoning Holly and Crow to their fate.

      But then the impossible had happened, Marshal remembered. The starcraft had stopped attacking them, and it had instead activated its jump drives, rippling through space-time to some unknown destination.

      Shortly after that, all the invading Thaal starcraft—the four of them that had arrived to attack Earth, Mars, Neptune, and Jupiter—had suddenly stopped working.

      And right when humanity should be coming together to celebrate, the Breakers had seized Sergeant Marshal Smith and taken him back here to Hephaestus, stopping only long enough to commandeer the EA Marine recon vessel, the Hornet.

      Marshal had been kept in a hold for hours without weapons or tools. Only the advent of a rather stupid guard and some jujitsu had allowed Marshal to effect his escape.

      And I was almost about to tell the marines to come get me! Marshal thought. Then he was hauled before a large metal door. Barely waiting for it to hiss open, his captors pushed him through the rising gap into the blare of noise and lights.

      “We caught him in lower hold 8B,” he heard the scarred woman snarl behind him as he landed on his knees on the metal floor and felt the now-familiar press of a heavy pistol into the back of his head.

      “Wouldn’t it be easier if we did him now, boss?” the other Breaker guard, the wounded one, almost pined. “Or how about sending him on an unsuited space walk? I got a porthole with his name written all over it.”

      “Enough!” a voice barked. Marshal saw a figure striding towards him.

      He was on what functioned as the bridge or command deck or town hall on Hephaestus, the sergeant saw. Before him was a short gallery that stood over at least three terraced layers of control boards and seats. Many Breakers worked these boards as they manipulated and managed each of the precious, hazardous operations of the giant factory station. This room alone must comprise almost a full deck of the station, Marshal thought. On the right and left, he saw the multiple terraced layers holding secure lounges and booths where still more Breakers were meeting in small groups: trade councils or worker meetings, he assumed.

      And everything was happening under the vast screens of the opposing wall, decorated with multiple tiny holographic overlays like green, orange, red, pink, and blue scattering designs. The center looked out onto the Hephaestus complex of smaller factory ships and mining craft.

      And there, in the distance, was the golf ball of Jupiter itself, still managing to look baleful and majestic despite being so many thousands and thousands and thousands of miles away.

      But not even the sight of far-off Jupiter was the most impressive vision on the forward screens of Hephaestus, Marshal had to admit. That dubious honor belonged to the giant crystal Christmas decoration that was currently being hauled towards them, bright and visible from distant Jupiter.

      “The Thaal starcraft,” Marshal whispered, seeing how the collection of elongated, crystalline points struck out every which way on the craft like some strange deep-sea creature.

      “You’re stealing the starcraft!” he managed to say, looking up at the man who had stopped him from getting prematurely iced.

      “Stealing isn’t really the word I’d choose for it, sailor,” said Max Holler, captain of the most feared Breaker mercenary group, the Mad Dogs. He was a stocky man with salty-blonde short hair and bright blue eyes over a few days of stubble. He still wore the part service uniform and part armor like many of the Breaker mercenaries. Just as Marshal remembered him when they had piloted their craft together.

      “Marine,” Marshal corrected with a snarl to his words.

      “Oh yeah, that’s right.” Max shot him a cruel smile. “That’s short for Earthie, isn’t it?” He used the slang for anyone from the home planet.

      Marshal made a face.

      “You know full well that we fought together. You can’t seriously be playing that woe-is-Breaker card now,” Marshal said, so outraged that he started to push himself up on one foot and then the next . . .

      Whack!

      “On your knees, Earthie scum!” shouted the injured guard, who managed to slam the butt of his gun into the side of the Marshal’s head despite his limping injury.

      “Ack!” Marshal coughed and spat more blood onto the floor, snarling as he turned to glare the man—and his gun—straight in the face.

      “I said enough!” Max Holler shouted, and it was clear that the mercenary had a lot of power in this supposedly leaderless commune. Everyone on the gallery stopped and looked warily at him as if worried that he might explode into violence at any moment.

      “We fought together,” Marshal managed to whisper back at him. “You listened to the captain. We faced the Thaal together.”

      “Ah, Captain Cropper?” Mad Dog Max said with a sigh. “The finest Breaker to join the Earth Alliance Marines and the first to rise to captain. Now, does that sound like something I would celebrate to you, champ?” Max looked archly back down at his hostage.

      “In over a hundred years, we’ve managed to only get about a thousand Breakers into the Earth Alliance Marines in what—a fighting force of one hundred thousand? Two, maybe?” Max continued. “Yeah, that’s equal opportunity right there.”

      “Aw, come on . . .” Marshal started to say before the Mad Dog captain cut him off.

      “Well, those numbers went down pretty drastically when the Thaal showed up, I’ll grant you. They pretty much destroyed Mars, didn’t they? What are we talking about now—forty thousand?”

      Marshal started to growl in the back of his throat but said nothing. Yes, the Thaal had nearly obliterated Mars, and they had attacked Earth. Also Neptune, and Saturn. Earth had lost a lot.

      But we’re still here. He hung onto the grim thought.

      “And now there’s four of those big red things dotted around the solar system.” Max gestured towards the distant starcraft being hauled towards them by an entire fleet of asteroid trawlers.

      “The way I see it, the ones at Mars and Earth are way out of reach for us—but Saturn and Jupiter?” Max gave a sly wink. “I’d say they’re in Breaker Group territory, right?”

      “It’s Alliance territory!” Marshal burst out, unable to contain his fury anymore. He could tell what this man was building up to; he could feel it—but it all seemed so petty compared to the vast danger that they had all been through so recently.

      Compared to losing Holly, and Rachel, he had to admit. And who knows where Bastian is—if he survived the Martian attack at all?

      “Saying Alliance has always meant Earth.” Max turned back to bark at Marshal fully. The sergeant could almost feel the glee from the Breaker guards behind him. They appeared certain that he was going to finally kill their Earthie hostage.

      “Fire up the comms!” Max instead called.

      The screens overhead suddenly flickered, and people rush to their control boards as the view of the dragged Thaal starcraft diminished to one corner of the screen while many, many smaller ovals of communication windows appeared. A spotlight flickered on over the Mad Dog captain, and Marshal was thrown into darkness, still with a gun held to his head.

      “Greetings, one and all!” Marshal heard the mercenary captain shout.

      “I am Max Holler of the Breakers . . .” A ragged cheer went up through the control room. “And this is a message for my family, the people of the Breaker Group, and a warning for the rest!”

      Another cheer, this time much more vehement. Marshal saw that Max had decided on this message long before he got there. He had only been hauled up here to witness it.

      “Long have the people of the Breaker Group suffered under the yoke of Inner System tyranny!” Max shouted, his every provocative sentence punctuated with loud cheers.

      “For too long, we have seen our loved ones die. We have seen them maimed and hurt as we mine the essential materials for the Inner System to use—for little pay, unsafe working conditions, and no respect whatsoever!

      “We have been the playthings of the megacorporations, the only ones to pay us—but with paltry, lifetime debt contracts that we have no choice but to take!

      “We have always been treated as the last and the worst by the rest of our human family. Disrespected. Never asked to the table. Not represented. Not honored—not even considered!

      “And now, I, Max Holler of the Mad Dogs . . .” a more enthusiastic cheer this time, “say no more! I myself helped cripple this Thaal starcraft you see in your scanners.”

      What!? Marshal coughed, opening his mouth to shout that it wasn’t true. The painful nudge of the gun muzzle into the side of his neck made him think twice.

      “I am here to show you that it can be done! We Breakers, strong and indomitable, with fire and iron in our veins and the stars as our home—we are unbreakable! I am here to tell you that the course of human evolution has changed! The arrival of the Thaal have proven that it is only those who can survive and thrive—the Breakers—who have a right to the stars, the minerals of the asteroids, the bright promise of distant worlds!”

      Dear stars, Marshal swore to himself. He really is going to go for this, isn’t he?

      “We are the Breakers! We are the ones who have eaten entire asteroid belts with our strength and will! We are the ones who go where no one else dares! We are the true inheritors of humanity!

      “And this is our Declaration of Independence! No longer will the Breaker stations ever—ever—accept the yoke of the pathetic, weak, gravity-bound Inner System again! We will take the starcrafts, and we will use them to take our future among the stars—and if any Inner System soldier or politician tries to stop us—then they will feel our wrath!” Max ended with a yell.

      “For we are the Breakers, and the stars are ours!”
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      Thaal Starcraft, Martian Orbit

      

      “Are you sure you’re up for this?” the words of Dr. Crow met Sergeant Bastian Li’s ears, but he paid almost no attention to her whatsoever.

      It was a forgivable ambivalence, perhaps. He currently stood on the black metal of an Alliance Marine dropship deck, looking through one of the portholes at the ruin of the red planet below.

      “I know,” Rachel said as she stepped closer, laying a soft hand on the outside of his tactical suit and looking up at him with her large, dark eyes. Bastian wondered how she could possibly know. He could have been thinking about Holly or Marshal or Mars—or all of it together.

      The red plains below them were still skirted with the burning smoke of the battles and the burning habitat domes. The starcraft had seemed to come out of nowhere, firing first a tirade of purple lasers at Martian defenses and then firing missiles and deploying Thaal fighter craft to wreak havoc on the planet below.

      And Bastian had been down there for all of it. The large sergeant briefly closed his eyes as he tried to block out the sounds of screams and the hours and hours of advances and fallbacks.

      He had advanced to second in command as a close combat unit marine, and he had been training against the practice WarBots. Then the Duke AI had taken control of the marines’ own defenses and used them to help the Thaal invasion. It had taken everything that Bastian and every other marine had to survive, never mind regrouping and trying to defeat two enemies—the Thaal fighters and their own automated satellites and drones.

      “We couldn’t have done it,” Bastian whispered as he looked down at the surface below. “Not on our own, not without . . .”

      “I know,” Rachel said.

      There was a hiss from the end of their corridor, and the distant airlock opened to reveal a member of the black-clad Earth Alliance special forces waiting there. Bastian Li was vaguely surprised to see that there were any special forces left at all.

      “You’re up!” The suited marine called. The door at the other end of their corridor hissed, and a floating drone sarcophagus was released to cross their view.

      “Holly!” Bastian started to call. He knew who was in that suspiciously coffin-like shape as it slid morbidly past.

      “She’s okay,” Rachel said, putting a restraining hand on the big man’s suited arm, but at the same time, he noticed how she made a face.

      “You don’t know that, or you don’t believe it,” Bastian said. He broke into a march with Dr. Crow at his side as they trailed after the floating, automated medical unit.

      “I . . .”

      The close combat sergeant, previously of Forward Recon Eight, heard her hesitate, and then she plunged into the truth.

      “I know that they have her in an induced chemical stasis. She is unconscious with her bodily systems as low as we can maintain, which means that she isn’t in immediate danger.”

      Bastian guessed that meant Holly was going to die in hours rather than minutes, but he didn’t correct the doctor this time. Instead, he asked a different question.

      “Are you sure this procedure will work?”

      In response, the doctor merely shrugged before nodding. “I have studied the Thaal technology as much and as deeply as I can, and I am sure that I understand the basics. Enough to get it working.”

      “Hmm,” Bastian said. He wasn’t skeptical about the doctor’s brilliance at all or her intentions or even her ability. He knew that Holly would be in the best hands if Rachel was the one in charge—but he questioned the Thaal technology itself. What if it sensed that Holly was human—an enemy? Would it still operate according to orders? Would it decide to kill her instead?

      “Holly has severe organ damage from the Duke AI’s lasers. Luckily, the wounds were naturally cauterized—but the damage was still extensive,” Rachel said, and Bastian could tell that she wasn’t holding back, at last.

      “Added to that was the trauma of the jump and the multiple battles that she went through without a break.” Rachel looked down. “As have you, Sergeant.”

      “Bastian,” the large man said. “I think we earned that much trust, at least.”

      There was a pause as they followed the sarcophagus to the end of the marine dropship tunnel to see the gleaming gold, white, and crystal corridors of the captured Thaal starcraft ahead of them.

      “Obviously, I wanted you here because you are one of Holly’s closest friends. It is right,” the doctor said. “But Commander Silas also insisted that if we are to attempt to reactivate even the tiniest piece of Thaal tech, then we will need protection too.” She stared ahead nervously as the Thaal boundary drew closer and closer.

      “The entire craft was swept for surviving Thaal fighters, but still, precautions . . .” Rachel murmured.

      This, finally, was what Bastian had been waiting to hear. Compared to watching an alien technology he didn’t understand do things to the captain he admired, respected, trusted—the objective of protecting her while she was rebuilt was better.

      “Gladly. It would be an honor,” Bastian growled as they stepped over the threshold of human metals and onto the alien surface.

      Even though there were no visible lights in the Thaal starcraft, the corridors were still bright.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this,” Bastian grumbled as he marched behind the hovering medical bay containing his captain. Dr. Crow walked at his side.

      Bastian wasn’t looking, but he could hear the measured grimace in her voice. “It is what we have now. The abandoned Thaal technology will change everything.” She gestured to the walls that looked white. Closer inspection would reveal opalescent ripples and plates like the ship wasn’t made out of metal at all but instead made out of some strange type of rock. Occasionally, they passed buttresses of silver-and-gray cables and vine-like structures that ran up through the floor and across to join at the ceiling. Bastian wasn’t sure if they were structural supports or engineering and electrical conduits.

      “All of it, the propulsion systems, the lasers, the jump drives, the engines—even the metals will be of incredible use. There are applications for everything from defense all the way to trade, transport . . .” the doctor said, before adding, “Although I certainly understand your hesitation.”

      Bastian thought about the Jackals, the drone war robots that had been created based on the Thaal killbots that the aliens had left with their ancient technology, dormant until discovered.

      “Yeah, just look how well that turned out last time,” he said, unable to hold back his feelings as he walked behind Cropper’s silent sarcophagus.

      The Jackals had been developed from stolen Thaal tech by the megacorporations, but they had retained some elements of their original Thaal programming. It hadn’t been long before they turned on their human masters and initiated the plan that led to this—the Thaal invasion.

      And the death of thousands. Tens of thousands. Perhaps hundreds across the habitats and stations, Bastian thought. He didn’t add Holly Cropper’s name to that list, although his heart thought about it.

      Would she survive this procedure? This seemed like inviting the assassin to act as surgeon.

      “Up ahead,” the doctor said after a pause of more walking. They came to where a large bulkhead door stood, edged with the same vaguely root-like, organic steel cable structures.

      A hiss and the door opened, and Bastian immediately tensed, instinctively raising his heavy marine service rifle.

      “It’s only the medical bay, Sergeant,” the doctor said as Bastian was met by the sight of . . . no ogre-like Thaal warriors, no laser guns, no enemy.

      “Hmm,” Bastian grunted, waiting a few seconds longer as the non-existent enemies stubbornly refused to walk out of the open door. Instead, the medical sarcophagus came to a halt and smoothly turned as it hovered inside.

      The close combat sergeant made sure he was the next to enter all the same, flicking his rifle around the large room as he slid in behind the sarcophagus. He saw before him a central lobby area skirted with more of the silver metal that formed wall units with glittering orange, turquoise, purple, and green lights. Then there were the open archways leading to three smaller rooms, all of them occupied by sizeable cloudy cylinders casting an orange glow.

      More of the silver machines with flickering lights stood beside the cylinders sporting cables that looked like silver chain-link material and joined the two types of devices.

      Bastian could feel his lips curl up from his teeth at the sight. This was clearly some sort of Thaal medical facility—but how could it possibly help a human like Holly Cropper?

      As if reading his thoughts, the doctor walked in smoothly behind him, gesturing to the nearest of the three rooms. The medical sarcophagus glided in and settled on the floor with a delicate thump.

      “I’ve spent the last forty-eight hours studying this space. Luckily, when the Duke went down, we managed to retrieve some of the internal server systems, which had partially decoded some of the Thaal mainframe.”

      “Wonderful,” Bastian grumbled. He was not hearing anything that could fill him with confidence. The Duke had been an EA Marine, military AI—or artificial intelligence—that had gone rogue, selling out to the Thaal when it calculated that humanity had “no chance of feasible success.”

      And now we’re using parts of its dead code or computer programs or whatever to help us reactivate the Thaal ship? Bastian shook his head and glanced at the doctor. She was pulling wires from the orange cylinder and attaching them to the sarcophagus before moving to pull strange metal arms out from the silvered alien machines. These multijointed arm types swung around with nubs of crystal points at their end until Dr. Crow locked them in place over the sleeping form of the captain, contained under the clear dome.

      “Ordinarily, they would put the injured Thaal inside these tubes,” Rachel explained, gesturing towards the orange-filled cylinders as she worked.

      “Which I guess you could call rejuvenation tubes. Luckily for us, this is strategically the same as one of our medical drones.” She continued to work as Bastian stepped back into the lobby area, watching the lights on the silver machines to flicker across the surface in seeming excitement or anticipation.

      Bastian winced at the alien tech, turning to position himself so that he could see each of the three cubicles before him—and the door outside.

      “It’s a mixture of radiological stimulation, of course, promoting cellular regeneration alongside chemical therapies,” the doctor carried on. Bastian had literally no idea what she was talking about.

      “Although there is also a very interesting harmonic nature to Thaal technology. Like the . . .”

      Bastian saw the doctor’s mask slip for just the briefest moment. A shudder ran through her body, and she dropped the silver wires.

      “Doctor?” Bastian stepped forward, but her warning hand held him still.

      “It’s fine. Just remembering how Holly got here. We followed the gravitational wave—the harmonic—that their ship had encoded in its database. This led us back to its home star and sent it crashing into their Dyson sphere.”

      “The contraption around their home star that gave them unlimited energy?” Bastian breathed. “Giant solar panels or something?”

      He watched the doctor grimace slightly, but she still nodded. “Yes, essentially. It was . . . it was terrifying, but also awe-ful, and awe-some. A structure that I never imagined was possible to build.” The doctor shook her head.

      “We barely managed to get out of there by seconds. I found a way to use the ship’s own jump drive to create a gate back to Mars,” the doctor said.

      “You did well,” Bastian grunted. As much as he disapproved of what they were about to do here, he could see that Rachel believed in it and that she was brave. She wouldn’t stop if she thought that she could help her friends.

      The doctor gave a small, sad sort of smile as she adjusted the last of the arms and the wires before gazing down at the form of the woman before them.

      “Not well enough, clearly,” she whispered, but Bastian’s suit microphones, sensitive and finely honed, picked up on her words.

      “And now!” The doctor moved quickly, turning physical controls on the sarcophagus on and off before hurrying to the silver machines and flicking more strange Thaal radials and hand-gesture controls. The air filled with a low thrum, and rows of lights on the silver machines flickered from purple to orange, one after the other . . .

      “It’s working!” Rachel whispered, taking a step back from the sarcophagus. One of the mechanical arms suddenly jerked of its own volition, sliding through the air and repositioning itself over Holly’s head. The nest of crystalline structures at its end flared boldly with clear, bright light.

      “Doctor!?” Bastian moved, raising the rifle, one foot sliding forward as he started to take aim.

      “No! Stand down, Sergeant!” Crow said as she held an arm to block his firing line. “I think—I think that is what it is supposed to do.”

      The light flared once, twice, three times at the end of the first crystal arm as the next two arms woke and moved across to differing parts and heights of the air over Holly’s body.

      “You think!?” Bastian hissed as the crystal nodes flashed and emitted diffuse cones of light down through the plastic of Holly’s medical sarcophagus, illuminating her head, her heart, her lower abdomen.

      “Pretty sure!” Rachel gasped, her voice full of concern but still confident.

      Pretty sure . . . Bastian gritted his teeth and watched, helpless to do anything as the cones of bright light glittered like they were picking up motes of dust in their brilliance—only these shone like gold.
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      Elsewhere inside the Thaal starcraft, the actions of Dr. Crow were not lost nor going unnoticed.

      The strange network systems of intertwined metals surged and reacted around the old Thaal medical bay. Localized energy regulators woke up and were put to use.

      These units, bright red slabs of crystal laced through with golden filaments like spiderwebs, were supposed to be isolated from the rest of the Thaal mainframe.

      Supposed to be.

      In the depths of the starcraft’s walls, these units glowed. The gold flickered and even appeared to squirm as the units began to vibrate at a low, background frequency that the Thaal used for general running.

      The energy regulators were supposed to be isolated, and they actually were. But the alien technology didn’t work like that, as the small teams of humans scattered throughout the starcraft were about to find out.

      The red plates shook, amplifying a frequency that was undetectable to all but the mycelial network of alien sensors scattered throughout the ship. They passed on the frequency to other systems—no physical connection necessary.

      The vibrational murmur passed through the walls and the hulls and the structure of the ship until it reached its respective destinations. It hit sensors connected to shielded and localized mainframe machines which started to light up and whir.

      Earth Alliance Marine Technical Team 21-b was busy working somewhere on the sunward side of the starcraft. They had removed several panels from one of the walls of an engine compartment and were busy excavating the strange innards of metal cable wires and collections of bright crystals. They were working well beyond their pay grade, each of them knew, but they continued on with an air of excitement and trepidation.

      Their fears were proven right but still far too underestimated.

      “Pass the tertiary sensor array, will you, Williams?” said the marine technical officer who was the deepest inside the strange nest of alien architecture. His helmet lights illuminated the strange nests of geological looking material ahead of him, and he was too cramped to even turn around.

      “Sir, one sec—” said Williams at the face of the site, turning back to the large armored crates sitting in the narrow engine room behind them: one of a complex of several such warrens.

      Williams noticed that a small orange light had started to flare over the door, a light that had been dark before, a warning indicator.

      Williams’ eyes took in the new burst of radiance. This was something new.

      “Sir—I thought you said we had no main power down here?” Technical Specialist Williams of Team 21-b said.

      “We don’t,” said the muffled voice of the leading marine from inside the mess of wires and crystals, not really paying attention. “This part is connected up to the Thaal engines. We’ve broken all the connections between it and the engines and the subsidiary power relays,” he said before adding, “What we think are the subsidiary power relays, anyway.”

      “Oh, right,” Williams said as he looked at the flashing orange light

      And there was a sound from the bright corridor beyond. Like a clunk and a hiss.

      “Sir? I think I want to check something out,” Williams said.

      “Tertiary sensor array, Williams!” the officer demanded.

      Williams was young for this task. Really, he should never have been put into this position—but an awful lot of people had died in the latest incursion. A lot of officers who would have been between Williams and this job previously . . .

      “Right, sir. Yes, sir.” Williams ignored his instincts and the strange clunking sound and the warning orange light. Instead, he turned to fumble in the nearest crate for the desired sensor array, a handheld object of three interconnected panels littered with ports, microtransmitters, and sensor grills. The young technical specialist turned to pass it through the open engine panels and under the shoulder of the half-engulfed senior technical officer.

      While they focused on their task, the backup cryo-unit that had been hidden behind the wall panel of the corridor outside finished its activation process. The wall panel slid open at the same time that the cylinder door revolved and out stepped a very large and very awake seven-foot-tall Thaal warrior.
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      “It’s working!” the doctor said excitedly. She moved between her various medical and scientific scanners, holding them over the medical bay that contained Captain Holly Cropper to check the readouts on the actual bay with what the silvered Thaal machines indicated in their cryptic alien tongue.

      “It is?” Bastian looked at the strange cones of glittering light as they fell down from the Thaal craft’s crystal arms and through the clear dome that covered the captain and illuminated her body. The close combat sergeant had seen these cones of light moving back and forth several times already across the captain’s body, always returning to their original positions at either the head, sternum, or abdomen.

      “Yes, look—cellular regrowth! Her kidney, which had been turned into Swiss cheese by Thaal lasers, is now completely healed!” the doctor cried out, checking her readouts several times again.

      “And yes, her blood pressure is looking good, muscle density is even—what?—yes, her muscle density is improving. Her synapses have approximately a plus thirty percent better response rate.”

      “Wait,” Bastian said as the lights continued to scan back and forth over Holly’s body. “You’re telling me that it’s not just healing her, but it’s making her, what, stronger? Healthier somehow?” the close combat sergeant said, not liking the sound of this at all. He was familiar with the idea of augmentation, Holly had a cybernetic arm attached to her body, after all, which enhanced her strength and the capabilities of that arm considerably.

      But that is something I can understand. Her arm was something that could be taken away if it malfunctioned or broke. In Bastian’s eyes, he didn’t see it as something that essentially changed who Holly was.

      Or what she is, a small voice inside him said.

      That’s it, he thought to himself as he looked at his sleeping friend. Her lips were slightly parted as if she was breathing after a jog or was involved in some deep, worrying dream.

      Bastian was worried. What if this Thaal technology was doing something to who Holly was inside—intrinsically? It was an alien technology, after all. Designed for nonhumans. Used on nonhumans.

      Would Holly even still be Holly when she awoke?

      “Yes, this is incredible. Absolutely incredible. The cellular regeneration rate is far higher than I expected, and yet, it never takes it beyond the subject’s capabilities to adapt,” the doctor said. “She has already healed all of her injuries, and I would guess received about the equivalent of a year or two of enhanced endurance and athletic training . . .”

      “Stop it,” Bastian said quickly. There was something in his gut that didn’t want that. It was wrong. Unnatural. Unearned or something.

      “But—she’s doing better than she ever has before,” the doctor replied in earnest. “Just look at these readings!”

      FZZrrT!

      There was a sudden snarl of static across Bastian’s suit comms systems, something that he had been told might happen once they were inside the Thaal starcraft. The properties of the metals and materials of this place could either be conductive, refractive, diffusive, or blocking at different times.

      
        
        Alert! Local group (Thaal starcraft Mars) Comms error . . .

        Reconnecting . . . ERROR!

      

      

      “Connection to local mission group is down,” Bastian said quickly. That was one of those hazards of the mission they expected with all those strange Thaal materials in the way.

      “Sure. Okay.” The doctor was blinking, trying to assess what he had just said in the face of an actual medical miracle happening right in front of them both.

      But Bastian had already had enough. His gut was telling him that something wasn’t right here. Even if this was normal for this mission, to him, that meant the mission parameters were garbage.

      “Stop it,” he said again. “If we’re out of comms and anything goes wrong for Captain Cropper, we’re in real and present danger.”

      “Sergeant?” Rachel was already moving to the side of the Thaal machine to turn it off, but she hesitated. “I don’t have to say this, but my rank is Alpha Black. Uh, technically, I, uhr . . . outrank you,” she said with an apologetic smile.

      “Not in combat conditions or where there might be a feasible risk of combat,” Bastian said quickly. “And since we’re on an enemy combatant vessel . . .”

      “Of course.” The doctor ducked her head, her hands moving quickly over the Thaal machinery to turn the large radial dials and cut through the orange lights.

      Like holocontrols, Bastian thought. They suddenly went off, and the machine started to hum in a decreasing, quieter and quieter tone. The arms started to retract, the brilliant gleam of their crystal nests pulling back as the arms folded into themselves and the silver Thaal unit that they had come from.

      
        
        Alert! Incoming incomplete transmiss—

        KRZZT!

        . . . ERROR!

        . . . ERROR!

        . . . ERROR!

      

      

      Bastian’s tactical recon suit blurted out warnings at him. They were almost immediately cut off by the sudden snarl of static and connection errors.

      “I don’t like this,” Bastian whispered. He tried to re-establish a connection to the EA Marine main comms—which was only two hundred and fifty yards away inside the attached marine dropship on the side of the stalled Thaal craft.

      “Sergeant?” The doctor was looking at him worriedly. Bastian’s finely tuned battle senses registered something. A sudden tremor running through the floor of the craft.

      At that moment, Sergeant Bastian Li simultaneously thought two things:

      Isn’t this craft supposed to be stalled?

      And . . .

      There shouldn’t be vibrations on the spaceship.

      “Wait here. Get the captain out of that,” Bastian said as he felt another tremor, more violent this time, make its way through the floor. It was so powerful that the doctor felt it too. She even stumbled at the rapid quake of it as she looked to Bastian in alarm.

      “That was no accident.” Bastian knew, he could feel the sense of wrongness in his belly as he turned to the closed door, walking towards it for it to hiss open and . . .

      “Aaargh!”

      The screaming sound from further inside the ship, sealed by the medical vacuum doors, hit his suit pickups at once.

      It was a human scream, and it was accompanied by a flash of light and a blast that rocked the floors just a little.

      “Fighting,” Bastian said, turning to raise his rifle in one smooth movement. He half stepped, half popped out of the doorway to sight along the corridor.

      There were flashes near the far end, but he didn’t think they were coming from this central avenue. Or anywhere along the main area. With his decades of combat experience, he knew that this meant the fighting was near. Very near.

      “Correction,” Bastian said quickly to Rachel. “If she won’t wake up, get the entire medical bay back to the dropship. I’m covering.” And then broke off down the corridor in a jog.

      “What!?” the doctor called out. “But we have no idea about the recuperation time for such a procedure! We don’t know anything about what is going on inside the captain’s body right now,” she tried, but it was no good. The sergeant had already gone at top speed, leaving her in the medical bay to figure it out.

      “Frack and stars dammit!” she hissed in annoyance, pulling the last of the Thaal wires free from the body of the medical bay and instead activating its hover function.

      “Come on, come on, Captain Cropper . . .” the doctor hissed, and the floor violently shook with a much larger tremor . . . and this time, it was followed by an echoing boom.
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      Nest Leader Vaalpt of the three and second nest blinked just a little as the shock wave surged back to hit him, bringing along with it a wave of blood and bone dust.

      “KJU-GI zzt KMARR!” he roared in laughter as the final bits of the primitives fell to the floor. Roughly translated, his words meant, “It’s like shooting a very round, fluffy prey animal that has no natural predators and is therefore completely guileless!”

      Of course, Vaalpt of the three and second nest was entirely right about that. Compared to his own warlike species of the Thaal, the primitives were physically weak and helpless. However, the newly reawakened nest leader, fresh out of his hibernation and still feeling how his scales itched and his leathery skin wasn’t quite warmed up yet, had to admit that he wasn’t seeing a lot of his fellow nestlings or any other nests at all.

      Where are they all? Vaalpt wondered as he led his small squad forward through the area in the corridor where his plasma grenade had created a wide blackened diameter. He was heading for the place where the engine nests would reach the main central nesting areas, as he understood them.

      “Main Mother? Ship Mother!?” He once again tried the communications bud that was implanted into his jaw, only for it to stubbornly remain silent.

      Also odd. While his metal-covered, scaled claws walked the halls of his own nest ship, he should have immediate and automatic access to his ship’s mother. She was the Thaal being who birthed all eighty-six nests on each ship and who was the supreme leader of each and every ship.

      “My mother! My scales call for your warmth!” he called out, feeling the low pang and ache, but he heard nothing but silence on the other end of his call.

      There was something very wrong with this nest ship. The enemy crawled all through it like parasites, like the mites that you might pick from your scales and crush between your teeth.

      They have no right to be here! Vaalpt snarled as he marched forward, his three nest guards following behind him. All of them had been awakened from their cryostasis exactly as they had gone in, fully armored, knowing that they would be awakened to conquer and fight at the far end.

      Of course, Vaalpt meant that the parasite primitives had no right to be inside his nest ship—and also no right to exist in their system. Although he had never been here before, he knew his history. In the times of the great spawning, many, many, many such nest ships were cast out across the stars where they had seeded the beacons in as-yet barren worlds before moving on. They knew that the chosen systems would one day develop into rich habitats and nurseries for his people.

      The parasites were like “the various ground-dwelling insect species that ate vegetable and animal filth and turned it into earth good for growing architecture.” They had done what they were required to do: create a space-based civilization with a modicum of developed stellar engines, mineral refinements, a decent multitiered population which could then be put to work as slaves or food.

      Yes, the parasites had done that much. Now it was time for them to give up their pathetic weapons and recognize their overlords and returning masters.

      The engineering nests were located on a slight rise of ground. A main thoroughfare corridor cut across them.

      “Halt! In the name of the . . . oh frack!”

      One of the small—ridiculously small, in fact—parasite creatures skidded across the corridor opening, at first daring to hold up their bizarre projectile-based weaponry. They hadn’t even deciphered deeper field dynamics yet!

      Vaalpt looked at them and thought, Mammalian.

      The small mammal was dressed in a type of armor, of course—but it wasn’t the embedded metal-scale armor that could merge with the bodily form of the wearer like Vaalpt had. It wasn’t even the metal augmentations that occasionally some species had instead of their limbs.

      He saw the utter terror pass through the mammal’s body as they took in his majesty—and Vaalpt was only a nest leader. He wasn’t a supreme clutch leader—or indeed, a mother—and he recognized his place in the pecking order of the universe.

      Mammals, Vaalpt thought with something that was almost like pity, if he were even able to feel such a mammalian emotion.

      The hoo-man—the Thaal nest leader thought that was what they called themselves—squeezed his multidigit hands, and a spray of bullets struck Vaalpt’s protective energy field with a crackle of blue-and-purple light.

      The Thaal warrior snarled, feeling the pressure against his own scales as the field nodes embedded around his body fed back the uncomfortable feeling of pressure and contact to his scales. He didn’t need external suit controls or guidance modules like the hoo-mans used. The slave species never quite understood just how responsive and sensitive scales were—once warmed up—and the way that the field system tied in with the specific language of his scaled and leathery body.

      At first, Vaalpt just looked at the crackling energy field erupting into sparks of broken projectiles, knowing that it would take more than that.

      But then the field started to diminish, coming closer to his own flesh as the hoo-man’s bullets started to overwhelm Vaalpt’s shield.

      “Ssskrargh!” The Thaal warrior let out a roar and twitched his heavy blaster upwards. It sent a stream of burning purple-and-crimson light across the distance, smacking into the primitive that dared to invade his nest craft. The shot hit the mammal, flinging them against the far wall of the main nest avenue, burning through their inadequate suit and the soft flesh contained within.

      “Forward!” Vaalpt snapped at his fellow nest mate guards behind him, annoyed that he had almost let himself get injured by something so basic as one of the slave races. His brothers behind him were all his egg mates, genetically similar, but only he had grown the bony serrations on the side of his head—his coronet—that indicated that he would be nest leader.

      With powerful strides, he lunged forward up the small ramp. He didn’t bother to halt at the entrance, so assured was he of his superiority. Vaalpt was courageous, Vaalpt was angry—and he didn’t dare to admit that he was also concerned as he charged forward.

      Where is the Ship Mother?

      Why is she not answering my calls?
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      “Hold the position!” Bastian snarled out as he ran forward under the flare of warning alerts across his suit and the clatter of automatic rounds from other EA Marines.

      Ahead of him was an open space like some sort of hallway or auditorium. The space took up at least three stories of the alien starcraft. A vaguely rounded room, it had several galleries and doors leading in and out of it. It was a central conference point of passageways for this part of the vessel, offering choices to go across and up to the various spiked arms of the craft, Bastian recognized.

      But that meant that it was also a choke point. There were two teams of EA Marines here. One was in his corridor that led to the ground level, and another team was to the right and in the second gallery up. They had raced this way from wherever they had been working inside the craft.

      Unfortunately, it was also the route that the Thaal fighters—however they had gotten in here, Bastian growled to himself—had chosen to take.

      Bastian fired off a scattering cover of rounds at the tunnels across from him before turning and slamming himself to the side of the wall. The lip of the silvered archway door provided some cover.

      If only they knew another way around! He felt the impact of the searing bolt of purple-and-crimson hit the steel of the archway, shooting out from one of the archways opposite. It was as if the wall behind him had been kicked by a giant horse. He felt the thud of it against his back, and he wondered just how much his cover could take before it started blowing apart.

      No time to think about that, Bastian considered. One of the other EA Marines—another of the technical teams, he saw from their badge identifiers—was scrambling to join him at the entrance archway on the other side.

      “Good job, Marine,” Bastian growled at him with a slight nod, earning a wide-eyed, scared nod in return.

      They are so young, the sergeant thought. Where were the heavy assault marines? The close combat like himself? What was Martian Local Command thinking, sending new technical specialists into an enemy craft?

      They are probably thinking that they already lost most of their frontline assault troops. Bastian already knew the answer, but it still frustrated him. In fact, the only reason he was here was because Rachel had gotten him special authorization to act as the personal guard to the captain’s healing mission. The rest of the close combat teams were already traveling back to Earth to safeguard the Earth Alliance Senate and president while they dealt with the rebuild.

      All our best forces have pulled back to Earth, the thoughts flashed through Bastian’s mind. It was a perfect time for the Thaal to strike—in fact, wasn’t that the advantage that the Breakers had taken? Expanding across the Outer region of the Sol system now that the Earth Alliance Marines were a fraction of what they had been before?

      Stop thinking! Bastian shook his head inside his suit. He was trained as a sergeant, so half of his head was always on tactics and strategy, but he knew that it could also be a way for the mind to distract itself from the immediate, from what had to be done before them.

      No point in guessing where they came from right now, he knew.

      No point in trying to figure out their eventual game plan.

      He had two groups of marines held down at an open choke point by a superior enemy. If the Thaal took this point, then they would have access to much, perhaps all, of the starcraft. Any marine teams not already engaged would be in danger. And that wasn’t even considering what might happen if the Thaal got to the main craft controls.

      “We hold them here!” Bastian roared. His comms were faltering, working only some of the time, but he hadn’t seen any sign of a superior officer flag up on his local network, and Captain Cropper was still unconscious.

      That meant it was on him.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      He received another warning message before a piece of the silvered metal of the archway above his head sheered from the wall, springing out like cut metal wires. One of the purple-and-crimson energy beams had hit it.

      “Stars!” he hissed, gripping his rifle a little tighter. The technical specialist opposite him used the opportunity to fire back at the offending archway.

      Good. They know their basic training, at least, he thought as he readied himself. Another scatter of fire from above from the second technical team.

      Too much, Bastian realized. Not alternating their firepower.

      “Keep ’em grounded! Ammo control!” Bastian called out, hoping that the suits of the marines around him had better reception than his did. Something had happened to their suit comms as soon as the fighting had broken out, as if the ship itself was attempting to jam them.

      It’s what I would do, Bastian thought. Especially if he knew a way to keep up comms with his own teams but jam any potential invaders.

      This was their territory, the sergeant knew. This was Thaal territory and that meant the aliens knew all the ins and outs, all the routes to take. All the technology was Thaal and at their disposal to use against the marines. The Thaal had the advantage, and the only thing working in the marines’ favor was the fact that there were only a few Thaal—so far.

      Bastian dared to twist on his side, firing a tight burst of fire. Just a few shots across the empty space, trying to match up with where he had seen the glitter of blue energy but also knowing that his fire wasn’t going to turn the battle.

      He saw the flash of blue somewhere in the archway that wasn’t directly opposite but to the right of their own and knew that he had struck. His eyes flashed to where he saw stairs of steel—or some other weird metal—leading to the gallery above, then to the gallery above that before twisting back behind his hiding space. His second took aim.

      “Concentrate fire on their blue energy field,” Bastian said, thinking quickly. “A few bullets won’t get through,” he said, remembering past experience, “but steady, constant pressure will.”

      “Sir!” the technical specialist said, taking aim once more.

      
        
        Warning! Energy burst . . .

      

      

      The holocontrols on Bastian’s suit blared at the same time that the bolt of purple-and-crimson light surged through the air, striking the younger marine just inside the shoulderplate of his light tactical suit.

      “Urk!”

      The man was thrown backwards into the open area of the corridor, and Bastian saw one arm flop uselessly as smoke rose from where his suit had been cauterized through by the powerful laser blast.

      “Marine! Covering fire!” Bastian called, reacting instinctively as he lunged out from his cover to grab the technical specialist by the ankles.

      Fire exploded out from the upper gallery as the technical marines up there must have clearly heard him.

      
        
        Warning! Energy burst . . .

      

      

      Still, Bastian felt the shock wave of the powerful beam of enemy fire skitter past his shoulder, hitting the wall with a shower of brilliant white light as he moved. He pulled the injured marine by his ankles, back and deeper into the corridor, out of the range of fire. There was still one more technical specialist waiting there to provide backup.

      “Sir—is he?” the second specialist said as Bastian skidded to a halt.

      “He will be if he doesn’t get medical,” Bastian breathed, casting a look down.

      
        
        ERROR!

        Suit identifiers not working . . .

        Unable to load health status . . .

      

      

      As the nearest superior officer, Bastian’s suit should have been able to receive the technical specialist’s current medical data harvested from their own light tactical suit, but it couldn’t. The alien jamming was too strong.

      Instead, Bastian saw the ugly black hole in the upper left of the man’s suit where it had rippled, bent, and scorched the metals of his breastplate and even his shoulderplate, where the center was dark.

      “Hopefully, it sealed it,” Bastian said, looking at the second. “Carry him back to the dropship. You know the route?”

      The second technical specialist replied that he did and quickly seized up his teammate in a fireman’s lift, about to turn and run down the corridor. He suddenly paused.

      “But sir, you’ve got no backup down here!” he said.

      I know, Bastian grimaced. There was the other team of inexperienced technical marines on the level above and now just him on this one.

      But he was a close combat sergeant.

      “Go!” Bastian grunted, turning back as the technical officer ran.

      Sergeant Bastian Li raised his rifle, already releasing a burst of fire into the open space for cover as he advanced to the frayed and demolished corridor entrance.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      Just as there was a mighty explosion from the main room they were fighting over. A deep, rumbling quake ran through the metals of the ship, and Bastian was thrown to one side. His suit visor screen abruptly hazed white, then black.

      
        
        Rebooting . . .

        Warning!

      

      

      His visor flickered back to normal again. Bastian could see that there was now a scene of utter devastation ahead of him. The large, atrium-style room was filled with a yellow-tinged smoke, and ragged pieces of metal, support beams, and wires spilled across the room.

      From above.

      Bastian recognized the edge of the stairs, now twisted and stretched out under the rising smoke. He recognized the insignia of an EA Marine belonging to a stilled form.

      Grenade? Explosives!? the sergeant thought, instinctively feeling what must have happened here—if they were talking about regular munitions, that was. The Thaal had used a grenade, or a whole series of them, to take out the technical marines in the level above. Sure, they had also taken out most of that side of the upper level and ruined a part of their ship—but the Thaal didn’t care about that, did they?

      They took advantage of the fact that I left my position, the ugly little thought slammed into his mind. There was no way for Bastian to know if that was true or not, of course, but it was what he would have done.

      More deaths. On me.

      The next thought made his heart hammer hard in his chest as Bastian started to run, to charge forward into the smoke.

      More marines had died because he hadn’t been there to protect them. Because that was precisely what had happened to so many on Mars when the Thaal attacked.

      And it was why the captain was now lying in a medical bed, lucky if she even woke up human, Bastian admitted to himself. Of course, he knew in a dry, intellectual way that he had been nowhere even near Holly when she had been captured by the Breaker mercenaries and then convinced them to board the stolen Thaal starcraft, which got her into that state. He had been on Mars, and Holly somewhere near Jupiter.

      But still, as the anger inside of Sergeant Bastian Li finally allowed itself to burst, the man felt like it was his fault. They had been a unit together, he, Marshal Smith, and the captain. They had been the Forward Recon Unit of the Outer Command EA Marines. They had spent almost four years together, zipping through the frontiers and Breaker spaces, chasing mercenaries and enforcing marine law.

      And I let her down. Every thought lent strength and rage to him as he ran faster, not caring that he couldn’t see the way ahead. He wasn’t going to let the Thaal get away with it. He wasn’t going to lose this position.

      His Combat Claws, three long, hardened poly-steel blades hidden on each forearm of his suit, suddenly extended from his large tactical combat gloves, triggered by a flicker of his wrists. He still held his rifle in his hands, but now he also had just over a foot of steel blades, too, as he ran through the smoke—and saw the flicker of purple energy light ahead of him.
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      They’re coming . . .

      Holly could see the burning gold-and-orange plasma light ahead of her as her ship surged forwards towards its final destination. It wasn’t going to take long for them to get there. The doctor had set the engines at maximum. Already, the ship that they had hijacked was starting to shake and shiver as the unnatural energies and tensions and gravities tore through it.

      There was someone shouting at her, tugging at her arms to pull her away from the view screens, but Holly felt as though everything was happening slowly, as if in a dream.

      The view was almost beautiful in an awful, terrible way. They were plunging towards a burning star faster than she had ever travelled before, and they were probably going to die in seconds.

      I don’t know that for sure, of course, the captain thought as she was tugged backwards, the morbid, sublime image before her breaking as she turned.

      To see the distant glimmer of white and the crystal translucence of stars caught in the glare of the sun.

      
        
        Warning! Thaal enemy units detected . . .

      

      

      You don’t say, Holly thought. Her suit, miraculously and perversely still working, zeroed in on the multiple starcraft that were stationed in entire clouds out there, in the Thaal home system near their sun, drinking in all that free energy.

      Her suit couldn’t catch up with the number of enemy craft they had identified. There had to be hundreds out there. More than hundreds. Thousands, perhaps.

      And we haven’t even explored all of their home system, Holly thought. Once again, that voice was calling her, and the hands of someone were pulling her backwards, away, telling her something about a “localized gate instance” or something.

      All Holly could think of was that shining, awful star coming for them, that alien star, and the sheer numbers of Thaal craft there were.

      The Thaal were an advanced sentient race. They were an interstellar empire.

      And they were coming for them.

      And suddenly, the corridor lurched to one side, and fire broke through the wall panels . . .
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        * * *

      

      “They’re coming!”

      Someone was hissing in exasperation, pleading with fate as the corridor abruptly lurched and explosions of sparks blew from overhead wall panels.

      No!

      Holly felt her stomach lurch as she was jostled and thrown to one side, followed by a thump but no pain.

      What?

      She opened her eyes to see a wash of brilliant fire over her—she tried to recoil but could not. She was trapped. Couldn’t move.

      But the fire receded, and she saw something glazed about six inches above her face. A dome of glass or plastic, scorched at the edges.

      Where am I?

      The cubicle that she was held in rocked once more, and there was a sudden screech of protesting metals and glass as lines started to spiderweb over her vision.

      She was inside something.

      Inside a box.

      No, not a box—a medical bay. The emergency, intensive care sort of bay that she had seen used by the Earth Alliance Marines. She managed to look down. She was wearing loose, cream-colored overalls but no armor, no identifiers.

      I’m injured. I’m being treated for something that went badly wrong.

      And then, as the cracks in the glass surged across her containment unit, her memories slammed back into her. She’d hijacked the Thaal starcraft, had even defeated the renegade Duke AI, and had been piloting the craft straight towards the Thaal star, hoping it would take out the Dyson Sphere. That was when Dr. Rachel Crow had pulled her away from their shared doom and had been trying to tell her that she had found a way to turn the engines into a limited stellar gate—the same kind that they had found waiting underneath Mars’ Camp Vigilant.

      The doctor even thought she could link their limited stellar gate to the one on Mars.

      But I was badly injured, too, wasn’t I? Holly remembered. She had been shot by the Duke AI and the ship’s laser drones and had felt them piercing her body, her organs.

      Then why did she feel like she was on top of the world? Like she had never felt healthier?

      And suddenly, there was a crack as the glass protecting her shattered. She just managed to close her eyes before the pebbled confetti rained down all over her, bringing with it the sound of hissing wires and a scream.

      “Holly!”

      Captain Holly Cropper rose from her medical bed, her blood burning with its own internal fire. She felt strong, unstoppable even, as she stepped out to see the Thaal corridor around her.

      “Where—are we still on the ship?” she gasped, her thoughts racing as she saw the doctor clutching one side of the medical bed and looking up at her. There was smoke running along the ceiling of the Thaal corridor, and further off, she could see bodies on the floor. Bodies of EA Marines.

      “Holly! We need to get you to the dropship. You’re not ready!” the doctor said. There was another warning shout from somewhere up ahead, and a beam of purple-and-crimson light flashed at the end of their corridor. Holly heard a grunt and an awful, final bang.

      But I’m wearing different clothes. And there are marines everywhere. Dead ones. Holly was trying to remember what had happened. This couldn’t be the same ship that she had been driving into the Thaal star, could it?

      “We’re under attack,” the captain said, jumping out of the bed and past the doctor to the nearest marine body. Another report of bullet fire came and the answering flash of crimson-and-purple beam weapons. The Thaal beam weapons. She seized the dead marine’s rifle and hit the release of his chest breastplate.

      “Sorry, brother,” she whispered as she dragged it off him, clipping it onto herself quickly. It was only part of a tactical encounter suit, but some protection was a lot better than none at all, right?

      “Different ship. Outside Mars,” the doctor said as there was a sudden shout. Running back down their corridor came two Earth Alliance Marines—or one, actually, carrying the body of another. The running marine still had his rifle clutched in one hand, and Holly saw him awkwardly turn to fire behind at shapes that were charging and snarling.

      Thaal warriors.

      “Stay back! Keep low,” Holly hissed at the doctor. Then she raised her rifle and ran towards the wounded pair and the Thaal warriors beyond.

      Holly Cropper felt like her body was alive in a way that it had never been before. She felt invincible, unbreakable, as she charged.
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      Vaalpt snarled as he leaped forward into the smoke that was filling the upper atrium. The fact that he had to order his nest mates to use their plasma grenades inside their own nest ship enraged him—but it had been the right call. The Ship Mother would approve of his dedication. She would approve of his desire to cast out the parasites and invaders from his nest site.

      The grenades had taken out the hoomans that were above them, and that meant no more rain of projectile fire on his nest brethren.

      Unthinkable! Already, Maalpt, his nest brother, was dead from the constant fire of the hooman’s guns overpowering his shield. That only left him and Jaalpt from his original nest. How could this be happening!?

      But there are other nests in stasis, Vaalpt knew as he ran forward to find his enemy. Every nest ship had cells like his own, frozen in stasis and called up when they were needed. Even if all the awake and serving Thaal were gone, there would still be at least two other nests besides his own waiting to be awoken from their slumber.

      And I shall find them and wake them, just as I shall find out what happened to the Ship Mother . . .

      Vaalpt was too busy with his own inner angers to pay attention to his implanted sensors. They tried to warn him of the hooman but did so too late. A shadow slid out of the smoke, flashing its arms towards him in a wild, frenzied arc.

      “Urk!”

      And Vaalpt managed to turn just in time to avoid the worst of it, but there was a crackle of his blue energy field—and it still wasn’t enough to stop the entire blow. The blades that were somehow attached to the hooman’s fists found his jaw and threw him backwards.

      “Slave!” Vaalpt roared. He skidded backwards on his metal-and-scale feet, stamping them and hissing. Jaalpt was roaring behind him, leaping forwards to engage with the hooman.

      “Mine!” Nest Leader Vaalpt of the three and second nest hissed in annoyance at Jaalpt as he felt his body’s blood ooze down his face. But Jaalpt was already in the kee’er-uma, or the battle frenzy. There was no reasoning with a Thaal once their body had given itself over to the kee’er-uma, and Vaalpt saw his nest brother already swinging his plasma blaster as he had been trained to do, wielding it like a club before spinning to lash out with one clawed hand.

      But the hooman in the metal skin with the claws was fast. Faster than his brother was, who doubtless hadn’t warmed up enough from his long, freezing sleep.

      Nest Leader Vaalpt watched in horror as Jaalpt’s clawed hand lashed out, and the Thaal came out of a spin.

      But the hooman was also spinning, jumping as he flared his metal-assisted arm upwards. There was a flash of blue as the blades met Jaalpt’s energy field—but the speed of two such blows colliding was enough to overcome the energy field, already weakened from being hit by so many of the hooman’s bullets.

      And Vaalpt watched as his nest brother’s forearm was severed in one clean blow.

      “Impossible!”

      Jaalpt staggered to a halt, clearly as confused as his nest leader was. The Thaal warrior held up his now considerably shortened limb for their consideration. Dark ichor oozed and pumped from its end . . . before Jaalpt suddenly fell to the floor, dead.

      No! Nest Leader Vaalpt thought. No. What is happening to the mighty Thaal?
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      That’s what you get! Bastian finished his swing, bouncing back to the balls of his feet as he turned to the remaining Thaal warrior.

      The creature before him was enormous, and the smoke of the burning plasma eddied around him in gusts. The Thaal had mottled, dark purple scales of almost indigo and stood easily seven feet tall. The Thaal were bipedal and vaguely humanoid in shape, except that their limbs were much longer in proportion to their bodies when compared to humans. It was like they were somehow more primal than humans ever could be.

      Their bodies weren’t just covered in the tough blanket of natural scales, however. They were also covered in scatters of interconnected metal scales the color of rust. Bastian was sure these were somehow cybernetically connected, perhaps even grown, upon each Thaal. These metal plates covered more of their bodies the further down the limbs he looked, until the close combat sergeant saw how their fists and feet were entirely composed of this metal.

      Their heads were the most different thing about them, though, he saw. They had jaws that were entirely too large for their heads and filled with rows of terrifyingly sharp teeth.

      The teeth of a predator, the mammal inside of Bastian Li knew instinctively.

      Their heads were bald except for the half dome of rust-red metals covering it, and Bastian saw that one had two flaring, bony protrusions surging from their temples and over their ear holes. The first hadn’t had that. Did that mean this one was some sort of champion or alpha?

      “You’re a sergeant like me, huh?” Bastian growled as he heaved great, panting gasps of breath. His rage had carried him this far, and he had taken out one of the Thaal in close combat. That was unheard of, wasn’t it?

      But now, Bastian was feeling as though his energy couldn’t quite continue at the same rate as before. His arm hurt from the strike that had killed the previous one. Could he pull it off again?

      The Thaal warrior before him snarled and shot him.
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        * * *

      

      Bastian saw the Thaal champion’s clawed hands twitch towards him, holding the double-handled plasma blaster, and the sergeant moved. He was fast, well-trained, but not quite fast enough to actually dodge bullets. Or laser beams.

      
        
        Alert! Suit damage . . .

      

      

      The blast lanced out, catching the side of his suit and skidding across his ribs. Bastian felt a searing pain across his side as if God himself had smudged a finger across him. The sergeant swivelled and spun to the floor, throwing himself into a diving roll to avoid the next blast.

      
        
        Alert! Suit damage . . .

        Close Combat Tactical Encounter suit / Right plate 13 (ribs) . . .

        COMPROMISED

      

      

      There! Bastian felt the floor thudding as the Thaal warrior jumped forward to finish the attack, but the close combat marine had already seen what he needed to do to even out the fight.

      He came up out of his roll holding the double-handled blaster of the dead Thaal warrior and squeezing the orange crystal “button” on its side.

      “Sckrawwr! Thkk’t-ul var-inye Jaalpt Khuyl!” the Thaal roared, as the beam struck his energy field and crackled blue.

      The Thaal warrior attacking Bastian was thrown to one side by the blast, and Bastian heard hissing and pained screeching as he staggered to his feet.

      “Hss!”

      Just as the staggering Thaal lunged out, this time swinging his own plasma blaster like a bat in two hands. He caught Bastian on the side of the head and sent him flying. The Thaal had a longer reach than Bastian had accounted for—a mistake that meant he was now seeing stars as he was thrown backwards, crashing into the metal stairs.

      
        
        Alert! Suit damaged . . .

      

      

      Bastian tasted blood but resisted the urge to spit. His head felt like it was being struck by a sledgehammer. He realized that he was still on his back and only seconds had passed.

      He was looking up at the smoke of the plasma fires all around, and he was half draped over the metal stairs. Then there was a snarl, and a shadow suddenly flared before him.

      Bastian managed to pull his knees up and kick out just as the Thaal champion landed and reached down to strike him.

      “Essk!”

      He kicked out at the Thaal warrior, hitting the crackle of their energy field and managing to push them back just a little. Bastian flipped himself forward, reaching for the dropped Thaal laser blaster.

      SMACK!

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      This time, the Thaal champion had kicked him, striking his gloved fist just as it closed on the handle of the blaster. The sergeant felt the crunch of suit metals and the sudden sharp crack as one of his close combat blades broke from his glove.

      
        
        Alert! Health Report: (Sgt) LI, Bastian . . .

        Suspected break to 3rd proximal phalanges (left) . . .

      

      

      One of the bones in his left hand had broken, and he felt the sharp, blinding pain, followed by a dull ache. The Thaal warrior was immediately on him, not using their own laser gun but instead leaning down to seize Bastian by the front of his suit and lift him up.

      Bastian Li was a fairly large man already, by human standards. In addition, he was wearing a cumbersome close combat tactical suit, one of the biggest and best of the tactical encounter suits that the EA Marines had. It was designed for excessive close, brutal combat, high levels of contact expected.

      But the Thaal champion was lifting him up into the air with one hand, giving a snarl and a hiss—although Bastian could see and hear the strain on their body as they hissed.

      The Thaal lifted Bastian until his feet weren’t touching the floor. The sergeant could see the two deep stripes across their face where he had struck the Thaal with his Combat Claws. They oozed something that was almost blue, almost black.

      “Skt’elli hur vsst’shalmar Thaalmar-thalmar tskr-eghtst’aar!” the Thaal hissed up at him as their dark pupils twitched and found Bastian’s.

      “I hope that scars,” Bastian hissed, slashing down with his other dangling arm and its Combat Claws.

      His blow struck, and there was a hiss of pain as he managed, somehow, to connect within the blue crackle of the Thaal’s energy field. But the blow wasn’t as powerful as the first strike, not by a long shot. It skittered across the Thaal’s plated chest, and the warrior snarled in pain, dropping him in an instant.

      “Oof!” Bastian hit the floor, and pain rippled through his broken hand, making his eyes water as he tried to throw himself towards where the blaster was.

      SMACK!

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Bastian was hit in the side of the ribs by a powerful alien kick. Unfortunately for him, it was the side where he had also been hit by the Thaal’s laser weapon. He saw stars as he went down, gasping for air as he tried to roll over, huddling over his injured side as another metal-clad, scaled foot hit the broad back of his suit.

      
        
        Alert! Suit damage . . .

        Backplate 3 COMPROMISED

      

      

      Bastian felt the crunch of the other layer of his close combat tactical suit, the plate that sat under his shoulder blades. It was as if someone was pounding him with a sledgehammer, but his suit’s padding and insulation held. At least he did not feel any breaking bones this time as he struggled to push himself up.

      “Bastian, down!” He heard a shout. A snap of terse command that he was used to, and his body was already responding as he fell back to the floor.

      But the speaker of that voice couldn’t be here, could she?

      No, Holly is back in the dropship. She’s injured.

      There was a sudden hiss and flare of burning purple-and-crimson light over his vision and an explosion of white, fading to blue light. Bastian heard an angered hiss and a scrabble of claws before another of the purple-and-crimson beams lanced out. This time, the beam was answered with the blue light of the Thaal’s energy field.

      Bastian lifted his head to see that the Thaal champion was still, somehow, not dead. Their energy field was just fading and rippling back into invisibility. The Thaal was throwing itself, lurching and staggering, down one of the corridors.

      “Frack! It’s getting away!” He heard his Captain, Holly Cropper, hiss moments before her feet skidded to his shoulder.

      “Can you stand? Can you fight?” Bastian found himself looking up at her ridiculous dyed hair and her almost entirely unprotected form, except for a part light tactical plate across her chest and over one shoulder.

      She was still wearing those light cream fatigues that she had been wearing inside the medical bay. She hadn’t even gotten changed into full armor for this fight.

      “Can you fight?” Bastian managed to gasp as he found himself accepting her silver cybernetic arm to haul him up with one strong pull.

      “I’d say so,” Holly insisted, her tone tight and flat in the way that Bastian knew it went when she was stressed but also focused at the same time. He had experienced that tone of voice and character a hundred times, and it usually came before she did something entirely unexpected.

      Bastian followed the twitch of her chin as she gestured to the lower half of her own cream medical fatigues, which he realized were covered in dark and dried ichor. The blood of the Thaal. She had already fought them and had apparently won, despite not wearing any armor at all.

      “Holly . . . ?” Bastian managed to ask, not really understanding how all of this could be true. If she had already fought the Thaal with a stolen gun and no armor, then she should be dead, shouldn’t she?

      “Captain,” she corrected him, looking at him critically for a second before shaking her head and stepping back.

      “I can’t call it. Your suit looks bad, but I need you. Your call, but you’re going to want this either way.” She pressed one of the Thaal plasma blasters that had been on the floor into his hands. Bastian realized that the one that she held must have come from different Thaal that she had fought and beaten.

      “I’m with you, Captain,” he said quickly, accepting the laser gun. When he looked up, the captain was already starting towards the corridor where the injured Thaal had vanished.

      “Sir—Dr. Crow?” Bastian dared ask.

      “Hopefully not wherever we’re going,” Holly said, pressing against the side of the archway, her back to the wall, before popping out, stolen alien blaster lowered. She wasn’t shot and neither did she fire. “Clear. Come on,” she called, starting forward.

      “Can I ask where we’re going?” Bastian managed to say, feeling the pain in his hand and his side as he managed a fast limp forward after her. He was still finding it hard to see how his captain was here at all. She had been at death’s door just a little while ago. Beyond death’s door and sitting down in death’s parlor and not getting up any time soon, in fact.

      Now, however, his captain looked completely back to who she had been. Better than she had been, even.

      “We’re going Thaal hunting, of course, sergeant.” Holly flashed him a broad, toothy smile before breaking into a run.
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      How could the slave species have done this!? How can they be winning!?

      There was something happening to Nest Leader Vaalpt of the three and second nest as he staggered and pushed himself through the corridors of his home, his craft, heading for the only one who could help him now.

      Vaalpt had just seen his nest killed by the hoomans, and he had almost been killed himself by a mere hooman.

      Why is this happening? Is the Ship Mother displeased with me?

      There were warning signs flickering in his vision as the implants that had been grown alongside his Thaal brain stem projected their code to his visual cortex. He saw them as dancing, sudden images overlaid on his vision, but knew that they came from the subscalar biological implants that dotted his body.

      The ship was in danger. It had activated emergency procedures, but vast portions of it were dark. The hoomans had managed to find a way to isolate, turn off, shut down parts of the ship from itself, which to Vaalpt was sacrilege. Even worse, it felt like the way Jaalpt had looked at his severed forearm, unthinkable and strange to suddenly find a part of yourself so torn and vanished.

      Because that was another fact that the slave races never quite realized about the Thaal. They had grown, connected and interconnected, not only to each other—but also to their devices.

      The Thaal ship is the nest. We are its children.

      Every Thaal was no longer a solely biological creature, and it had been this way for many, many centuries. Each Thaal was the product of the Ship Mother in clutches between three (for the Thaal of Vaalpt, Jaalpt, and Maalpt’s designations) up to fifteen.

      The care of each clutch was entirely automated, taken over by the ship itself as it nurtured, inspected, and treated the developing Thaal. A part of this process was implanting into every egg and fetus the necessary biological and intelligent polymer implants that would enhance it, protect it, and connect it with its ship, its clutch, and its Ship Mother.

      These implants grew and changed as the Thaal themselves did, becoming an integral part of them. They did as Vaalpt’s did now, connecting with his visual cortex to relay sensor and warning readings to his vision or steadily pumping him full of stimulants and pain relievers so that he could barely feel the pain on his side, his face, his upper arm where he had been struck and shot.

      And then, when he had hatched and had trained under the care of other nests—especially born for the purpose of training the warriors, in his case—he received his final series of implants. Genes were pumped into his body that would prompt the growth of his metal scales over his body. He was given power cells implanted near his spine and attached to the pump of his heart, as well as the generators that would create the energy field that protected every Thaal warrior.

      It was a great honor to be born destined to be a Thaal warrior, and this energy field, blue when it was struck but invisible the rest of the time, was like the shell of his belonging returned to him.

      However, because it was tied with his organs and biology, it was also tied with his health. The energy field could turn aside the projectile weapons of the slave species, yes, as well as the weaker strikes of the plasma blasts—but every use of it tired him.

      And now, Vaalpt was so very tired indeed.

      “Ship Mother! Where are you? I am coming!” Vaalpt, in his confusion and anger, screeched and snickered through his torn face as he did the thing that no Thaal was supposed to do.

      But I have to do it. I have to help the Ship Mother!

      Even at this late juncture, when he appeared to be the last Thaal in existence on his entire nest craft, even now he still hesitated at the threshold where his designation was not supposed to go.

      It was a simple silvered archway like any other, but beyond it was a triangular space that was dark, not bright like the rest of the craft. On the floor was the bright purple triangle of the Thaal, and Vaalpt knew that this led down to the Ship Mother.

      Because, even though she had birthed him, Vaalpt had never met his own nest mother, the same being who had birthed every Thaal that had once occupied this vast craft, his home.

      But she will welcome me when I finally do see her. She will think me brave and right for coming to save her, the Thaal thought. He looked at the lift space, and then, with a great effort of will, pushed himself forward into it, staggering against the internal wall.

      Instantly, alarms and harsh warnings flashed across his vision, giving him a buzzing headache—but Vaalpt stubbornly stayed. There was something terribly wrong with this ship, and so he had to be the one to fix it, didn’t he? To be brave. To be the best. To be fierce. That was the way of the Thaal, and that was what every Ship Mother expected of her young, wasn’t it?

      Vaalpt waited, and the triangle at his feet flashed orange once, twice, and finally three times. One time each for the three corners of Thaal society: mother, nest, and self.

      And then, the entire triangular room started to drop downwards as Nest Leader Vaalpt of the three and second went to finally meet his maker.
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      “It went that way.” Holly narrowed her eyes as she stepped into the corridor, keeping her stolen plasma blaster high and ready. Bastian stepped out behind her, checking the other way.

      “I’m with you, Captain,” he grunted, pain in his voice. It got in the way of his words like a thick blanket. “But I have to ask—how do you know?”

      Holly’s eyes were sharp, piercing the dark at the end of the corridor. As Bastian followed her gaze, he could see where there were small spatters of the same dark ichor that had dried on her medical fatigues.

      “Blood, Sergeant,” Holly whispered, squinting a little at the ceiling, at the floor.

      “The corridor ends in a lift, I think,” she said. She nodded towards the triangular room at the far end of the hall that had nothing but a painted blue, smaller triangle inside. It was a small room with a thickly reinforced bulkhead for a door. They couldn’t really guess what else it could be, other than that.

      But you never knew with alien technology, did you?

      “They might have made it to the engine system,” Holly said.

      “The power is supposed to be cut off,” Bastian grumbled as they warily stepped into the corridor, turning around in case of any sign of wall or ceiling lasers. There was none.

      “Of course, the lack of engines and power sources didn’t stop the Thaal from somehow showing up out of nowhere,” Bastian muttered.

      “No, exactly.” Holly nodded, stepping towards the lift. “Or if not the starcraft’s engines, then they might make it to wherever the weapons systems are.”

      Bastian held his tongue, deciding now was not the time to mention that he had been told that all the starcraft’s main weapons—the orbital lasers, the missiles—had been detached from the spike arms of the craft. The ship still clearly had light in places, and the medical bays still worked, and the ship could still generate Thaal warriors at random, so he didn’t put that much store in what the spies and strategists had told him.

      “You ready?” Holly cast an eye at her sergeant for Bastian to nod once.

      “Captain?” Bastian had to say before he stepped onto the lift. He hoped that it would take them wherever it had taken the Thaal warrior.

      “Sergeant,” Holly turned, and Bastian saw her looking at him with that same tense and tight concentration.

      “Are you alright?” Bastian heard himself breathe. “I—I thought you were going to die from your injuries,” he added.

      “I’m fine,” Holly said immediately, but Bastian saw her eyes flicker and look away. There was uncertainty there about what had happened to her.

      As there should be! Bastian thought to himself. He was looking at his friend dressed in medical fatigues with only the barest scrap of armor on her body and already covered in the blood of the Thaal interlopers.

      The sergeant’s eyes searched her, but Holly was already turning back to the lift space and stepping inside.

      “C’mon, Sergeant,” he heard her say, her tone once again collapsing into that tight, serious note of determination. He wouldn’t be able to get anything more out of her now.

      Which was maybe just as well. Bastian sighed under his breath, stepping into the lift as the blue triangle underfoot flashed once, twice.

      Maybe what we all need now is to be warriors, the sergeant thought. No matter how we got here.

      The triangle flashed a final, third time—and then the entire pyramid-like lift started to fall downwards towards the heart of the alien starcraft.
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        * * *

      

      “Thaalmar Sckt’kar!” Vaalpt of the three and second nest found himself in a place he had never dreamed of before. His senses were assaulted with messages—but they did not come from his cybernetic implants attached to his optic nerve. No, they came from his own primal, biological Thaal body.

      “Mother, Ship Mother, where are you?” his voice clicked and hissed as his nose holes were picking up new—and ancient—smells.

      Egg.

      Mother.

      Machine.

      The room around him looked cramped, until he realized that he was just in the entrance where the walls were heavy with vast silver and clear pipes and pumps. Some of them thrummed with power, and others carried dark, viscous liquids. He knew instinctively that this was similar to the stuff of his own blood, but somehow it looked different too.

      There was the subtle and soft groan of machine movement wheezing and hissing somewhere in the dark gloom, lit only by the occasional glowing flare of neon light from unseen sources. It made Vaalpt think of sleeping, of hibernation.

      He stepped forwards under the branches of these pipes and tubes to where the space opened out and was darker, and he was hit by the first wave of cold.

      “Slave spit!” he swore as his scales shivered and tightened instinctively. Cold was loathed by the Thaal, but because they were who they were, they had learned how to control and confront their enemy and to overcome their aversion. Now, the freezing cold was used to keep the Thaal incubated when they were not needed by their nest mothers, and a Thaal could be stored for centuries or longer until the time when they were needed.

      But the cold here was something else, Vaalpt thought as his body shook and his limbs started to slow. Even his thinking felt sluggish, not right. He looked down to see, under the soft glow of crystal lights embedded around the pipes or on the floor, that a patina of frost was curling over his form. It would soon be too cold to be a good warrior, he knew.

      The Ship Mother!

      It was then that Vaalpt realized—his Thaal brain still warm and working since the cold hadn’t seeped into his brain stem—what this deep freeze must be for.

      The Ship Mother must be in rest, he realized. That was why he couldn’t connect to her with his implants. That was why she had not spoken to him, nor had she delivered her orders or commanded the ship to move, to attack, or to repel the hooman infiltrators.

      He was in some sort of central space, and there was something dark and large before him, a great, hunched form. Vaalpt edged closer as his body started to ache with the frost, and the sleepy lights of the crystal diodes flared slowly, just as before . . .

      Revealing the many pipes that surged upwards towards the ceiling, sealed units from which fell great gold-laced cables, falling to the middle of the room and the form of—

      “Thaalmar!” (“Ship Mother!”)

      She was larger than he was, with six limbs. Two legs and four arms. Vaalpt didn’t even realize that any of his kind had four arms; he was shocked. She was hunched just a little lower than his head height with her legs curled into a squat below her, but Vaalpt could see that when she stood clear, she would easily be taller than him, a fully grown Thaal warrior.

      But how did she get here!? Vaalpt’s quickly freezing mind thought. He tried to see how such a large being would even be able to move in this space. She would be pressed for room, barely able to squeeze through any of the three passages that met this secret heart of the Thaal craft.

      The ship was built around her, wasn’t it? Vaalpt thought, realizing that there were silvered contraptions around her belly, abdomen, and layering her back. She appeared bowed under the weight of them.

      Egg layers, Vaalpt saw. He noted that there was a large, clear flexible tube attached at the back and disappearing into the dark. This was how she gave birth to her young—to him, once.

      Vaalpt’s body was near freezing. He was starting to slow and feel tired, but for a moment, the chill receded as it was replaced with something like awe, something like anger.

      His mother looked as though she was trapped here, which was never how he had imagined her nor had been told of her. In his cold dreams, he had always imagined the Ship Mothers as wise and revered beings somewhere near the level of gods. They sat on great thrones or inside vast nests where hundreds of smaller Thaal attended to their every need.

      But that was not what he had found here at all, he realized. If anything, the Ship Mother looked like no more than a mere battery. Another part of the machine trapped here to deliver more Thaal eggs to the machines which would implant them, grow them, and freeze them ready for use.

      “Thaalmar . . .” Vaalpt started to croon at her, lurching to push his feet forwards towards the form as she disappeared into the fading darkness when the lights once again dimmed.

      He had to help her. He had to wake her up because her nest was being overrun with the hoomans. She would die down here.

      “Esskt . . . ?”

      There was a low murmur of noise, barely a hiss, and a stream of warmer air plumed into the nearly frozen room. The Thaal ship mother started to raise her head to look. At him.

      Vaalpt shook with awe as the lights started to flare brighter once more, and he was looking at a wide face with small, black, orb-like eyes over an impossibly wide jaw. Her head was scaled and bald, laced with fine gold wires that plunged into the spaces between her head scales, but at the sides of her temples, there were also brackets of bone ridges that flared wide and proud like his own, but much more so.

      “What is this . . . What are you doing here . . . Vaalpt of the three and second?”

      The Ship Mother croaked a string of barely heard words at him, and Vaalpt felt as though his heart had almost stopped. She knew him. She recognized him!

      Vaalpt answered her in Thaal tongue, although the Ship Mother’s head was already starting to fall once more, hanging lower to the floor as the lights dimmed.

      No! Vaalpt of the three and second couldn’t stand by and do nothing. He had been driven by the thought and belief in his Ship Mother since the first day that his brain stem had been stimulated into thought by the ship’s machines. He forced himself to turn, pushing himself to the walls and demanding that his slowing neurons and brain chemistry would work.

      This place is cold. It keeps her cold. It keeps her asleep. Vaalpt still had his plasma blaster in his hand as he looked back and forth, his mind fogging and almost going dark while the ice started to run through his veins.

      That silver-covered pipe. Was that the freezing agent? Wasn’t that a much larger form of what he would see inside his own sleeping cubicle?

      Vaalpt snarled, raising the now ponderously heavy plasma blaster towards the pipe, and pressed the firing stud. At the point where the beam of purple-and-crimson light hit the pipes, two things happened.

      First, the pipe burst with a flash of brilliant white light, instantly spilling a blast of super-heated, boiling air right back at the Thaal warrior.

      The scalding heat wave hit Vaalpt of the three and second nest, and for a microsecond, he felt joy run through his scalar body at the welcome warmth. But then, in the same moment, the heat overcame his frozen energy field, and Vaalpt started to burn. The Thaal were warmth-loving creatures but not this level of heat.

      And Vaalpt was already seriously injured by the hooman’s attacks.

      The second thing that happened in that moment was that the freezing cold started to fall fast, and the Ship Mother raised her head.

      “Thaalmar!” Vaalpt roared in agonizing, desperate joy as his body smoked.

      The Ship Mother turned her great head towards her burning child, and the dark orbs of her eyes blinked just once. She made no move to save or reassure him but watched him cruelly as Vaalpt, Nest Leader and Thaal warrior, took one step towards her and fell to the floor of her home chamber, blackened, smoking, and dead.

      The Ship Mother continued to look at the dead body of the Thaal warrior for a moment longer. Her mind was filled with the messages and data of her ship and everything that had happened since she had been sent here by her mother, the Great Mother of the Thaal.

      The Great Mother had sent four ships to defeat the slave race. But something had happened. All contact had been lost with the Great Mother. Some terrible calamity had befallen her home star. Perhaps the Great Mother was even dead herself.

      There had been fighting, and the Ship Mother remembered the hoomans invading the body of her nest craft, overcoming all her children. The ship’s automated defenses had put her into sleep just as they always did, saving her valuable genetic material for some future date when she would be able to awaken again.

      But now she was very much awake. And there were hoomans once again inside her ship.

      And if there was no Great Mother anymore—didn’t that mean that she was the Great Mother?

      “Hey!” There was a sudden shout of a voice, a pathetically small hooman voice startling the Ship Mother from her reverie as her head flickered towards the surprise. The ship’s interconnected systems translated the speech for her, as the Thaal had more than twenty thousand years of colonization and empire building to learn every language this side of the galaxy.

      “Bad luck for you, I’d say,” snarled the small hooman female standing in one of the corridor arches. And Captain Holly Cropper, lately of the Forward Recon Unit of the Earth Alliance Marines, shot the Ship Mother with her plasma blaster.
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      Die! Holly gritted her teeth and snarled in rage at the giant—thing—at the heart of the starcraft.

      How come we didn’t know about these before? the thought flashed through her mind. Did they actually not know about this? Had there always been giant ogre-type Thaal warriors hidden at the heart of each starcraft?

      What about the one that was sitting outside Saturn for so long? The thought flashed through Holly’s mind as her second beam struck the groaning, giant thing. It screamed in strange, hissing clicks.

      Well, she wasn’t about to let it survive and do more harm to her or any human that she . . .

      “Skreessssktktrr!” Suddenly, the strange giant alien convulsed, and there was a terrible grinding noise as sparks burst across the room. One of the giant arms, much larger than those of the Thaal warriors and far larger than Holly’s own, struck out. Not towards its persecutor but at the ceiling to smash one of the giant pipes above their heads.

      Holly didn’t have a full tactical suit on, just part armor stolen from the dead. So, she didn’t hear the warning signals from Bastian’s suit.

      There was a thunderous screech of protesting metal as the struck pipe swung down, spilling sparks and heavy, liquid-like smoke all over the space.

      Holly jumped, keeping her shoulders up as she hit the floor and rolled, sliding along the metal surface as the pipe hammered into the floor where she had been. A vaguely orange-laced smoke spattered over the floor, pooling as it did so. Holly knew instinctively that she didn’t want to be caught inside that smoke without any of the protective armor that she was so accustomed to.

      “SKREEAR!”

      The roar of the giant alien was deafening, and Holly felt her ears whine in pain. Lying on the floor, she suddenly, acutely missed all of the many benefits of her old heavy tactical suit, even the tiny ones such as noise cancellation and brightness control.

      “Captain!” she heard Bastian shout and realized that she was now cut off from her second. She had jumped down one of the passageways that led to the machine womb at the heart of the Thaal craft. Behind her, the corridor ventured back in a turn, and ahead of her was the giant blockage of the pipe. She heard crashing and thrashing and bullet fire as the sergeant was doubtless keeping up the fight.

      “Keep them locked down! I’m coming!” Holly shouted, knowing that his suit microphones would pick up her voice as she turned and ran down the passage, desperately hoping that there was another way back.

      The passageway was closeted by giant pipes and strange silver units, lit by dimly glowing lights as it turned. It bent around to the left before branching into two more narrow passageways through the factory-like machines.

      Which way?

      Holly didn’t know, but she could hear the sound of grinding and crashing coming from all around her. The giant Thaal appeared to be willing to tear down the walls of its prison to get at them.

      “It’s breaking free!” she heard Bastian’s shout over the crashing. “But it has got shields—it’s shielded.”

      There was a sudden crash and the sound of jarring metal, ending Bastian’s amplified voice—and much more to Holly’s horror, the report of his gun fell silent.

      “Sergeant!” she almost screamed, picking the passage that seemed to lead back towards the Thaal ogre . . .

      CRACK!

      The walls of the corridor ahead suddenly burst apart as a giant clawed hand appeared, dashing more of the pipes aside. Holly skidded as she hit the far side of the wall with a thump, turning back with a start and raising the plasma blaster.

      To see the giant Thaal’s head and the glittering black orb of an eye as the Thaal monster glared at its prey.

      No! Holly snap fired the blaster, but the giant Thaal moved at the same time. She knew that she hit it, as the purple-and-crimson beam of burning plasma lanced forward through the gap. But the giant Thaal was surprisingly fast and had already turned its head aside even as she shot and hit some part of it.

      Clearly not a vital part, however, she grimaced. All at once, there was another crash against the wall, and the pipes that made the walls of this strange space started to collapse and press towards her.

      “Frack!” Holly swore, her feet skidding as she struggled back to the Y-shaped junction she had turned down, and she was forced to choose the other outer route.

      “Bastian, report!” she shouted again as her feet ran around the curves of pipes. The sound of crashing and banging continued everywhere. There was no answering cry and no sound of report from her sergeant.

      Don’t be dead. Don’t be dead, she thought as her running steps took her around the curve, and she was back at the lift doorway that they had entered by.

      No, not the same one, she realized. Because there had only been one passage leading from that one while this lift entrance opened out onto her corridor.

      Blip!

      There was a flare of orange light above the open lift, and the door to the lift quickly slammed down to the floor as the orange light blinked again.

      “What?” Holly stumbled at the surprise. It was like this place was coming alive around her. Did the Thaal do that? Control the door so that she couldn’t escape?

      Not that I was going to escape anyway, Holly thought as she pressed herself to keep on running, taking the corridor that continued to arch around the ceramic-and-metal machinery.

      There was no way that Captain Cropper was going to abandon her man. Not ever.

      Holly was scared, of course—she wouldn’t have been human if she wasn’t scared—but she was also filled with the clear, running electricity of adrenalin. More so than she had expected. If anything, her limbs felt alive, and her muscles sang with a health that she was not accustomed to.

      I can do this. I can save Bastian. I can defeat that thing, she thought as she continued to run along the corridor, seeing where it once again branched into two, with one fork heading back towards the center of the room.

      Holly turned.

      Just in time to see the pipe walls break apart and one of the long, scaled arms of the Thaal monster dash aside the walls of her prison and her—

      “Ack!”

      Holly caught a glancing blow on her shoulder, but it sent her spinning through the air back to the Y-junction. She landed so heavily that she bit her tongue, and instantly, blood filled her mouth.

      “Gah! Ahk!” she coughed and spluttered, her head ringing with stars as she tried to push herself up from the ground.

      “Sssss! Hooman! Hooo-maaan!”

      There was a rise of a hissing screech from the corridor she had just been knocked out of, and the voice was made of scratches and hisses and whistling clicks. And yet, they also formed rough, misshapen words that she could understand.

      It was the Thaal itself, talking to her as it pulled itself free through the wires, rearing up as much as it could in the destroyed corridor beyond her.

      “Hooman slave! Where are my nestlings!? My children!?”

      The thing was screeching in fury as it pulled itself towards Holly, bending and tearing metal to get at her.

      Children? The thought hit Holly’s dazed mind oddly. This creature is a mother?

      The Thaal had torn itself free from the strange apparatus on its back and sides that had been constraining it, Holly saw. Also gone were the attaching gold wires that had held its head to the ceiling. Indeed, several of those golden wires were still draped around the creature’s neck like some gory headdress.

      “You really aren’t going to win Miss Universe,” Holly whispered as the Thaal lunged towards her. Its two higher arms braced against the walls as its two lower arms, ending in long claws, did the grasping.

      Holly rolled, grabbing the plasma blaster she had dropped when she struck the ground, and felt the entire corridor shake as the Thaal connected with the metal behind her. The captain jumped to her feet, already racing down the only remaining corridor as she heard the Thaal screech in thwarted murder.

      “You cannot ruuuun, hoooo-maan! Thiss isss my nest!”

      The creature was incensed and was taunting her. Holly heard it crashing through the metal behind her. The corridor was curving ahead, heading back in a spiral towards the center of the starcraft where the Thaal had been chained up.

      Holly skidded, using the wall to catch her body as she half turned, firing the plasma blaster back behind her. She saw the crackle of the blue field of energy and heard the dull hiss of pain.

      Keep on firing. The only way to overcome the energy fields, Holly thought, but the alien Thaal was still coming, forcing itself through the skin of the craft as the metal pipes bent and burst and sprayed sparks all around.

      There, up ahead, was the central metal cave where the Thaal had emerged from. Holly pushed herself on, ignoring the pain that was running up her side.

      Yay, I only just got myself healed, and now I’m ruining all of the doctor’s good work, Holly thought as she skidded into the space. She saw Bastian at one of the entrances on the far side, seemingly unconscious under a spill of pipes.

      “You cannot wiiin. The Thaal have never lossst!!” the Thaal monster was shouting as it came for Holly. The captain turned in the center of the space, looking back at the shape coming for her.

      “Twenty thousand of your yeeearss!” the Thaal commander or monster or champion howled. “Never lossst!”

      “No?” Holly fired back at it. At the same time, she backed away towards Bastian’s stilled body. The beam from her stolen blaster hit the Thaal, and there was the crackle of the alien’s blue energy field and another hiss of pain. Holly knew that she was hurting it, but it wasn’t enough, not yet.

      “You hooomans are jusst another sslave race! Another parasite!” The Thaal forced itself through the tight gap as Holly fired again and again, each time seeing the blue crackle of the energy field and hearing the hiss of pain from her enemy.

      But it was going to get here before she killed it, wasn’t it? Holly’s foot skidded to thump Bastian’s stilled body behind her. Was he dead?

      Either way, she wasn’t going to leave him.

      “You could have ssserved, hooman. Now you will be meat!” the Thaal hissed as it pushed itself forward to the edge of the central space, and Holly fired.

      Not directly at the creature, but above its head. The energy beam struck the ceiling where the pipes connected, and there was a giant spill of burning sparks as two of the pipes collapsed downwards.

      Holly once again saw the crackle of blue energy field as the pipes hit the Thaal giant. But the pipes were so vast that they pushed through the field, too, hammering into the Thaal’s shoulder and crushing one arm against the pipes. The Thaal was trapped, if only for a moment.

      “I don’t serve you,” Holly snarled and fired the stolen plasma blaster. This time, she kept her finger on the trigger so that the beam of burning particle energy stayed strong and fierce and hot.

      Holly saw the crackle of blue light, but it was only for a second, and the beam struck the heart of the Thaal as the great creature thrashed and roared.

      And then, an unexpected side effect of her actions happened. The broken pipes she had sent down on the creature were spilling more of that strange, heavy, orange-tinted liquid all over the Thaal. As soon as it hit the burn of the plasma beam, the smoke burst into a river of flames that engulfed the Thaal as they screamed and thrashed . . .

      And died.

      “Bastian . . . Bastian?” Holly fell to her knees almost on top of the body of her friend, grabbing him by the shoulder and trying her best to tug him free from the wreckage of pipes. Amazingly, she was even stronger than she’d thought she was, and the marine in the heavy tactical close combat suit started to budge.

      “Cap . . . Captain?” She heard his familiar murmur as he woke up—before gasping at the burning pile of alien meat behind her.

      “You. Did that?” he managed to gasp as he groaned, kicking the pipes away from his legs and hissing in pain.

      “I guess so,” Holly whispered as the pair stumbled away down the remaining corridor. At the end, they paused to look back at the remains of the dead Thaal.

      “You know, they really didn’t seem like they’d respond to ‘we come in peace,’” Holly said.
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      Breaker-controlled Starcraft, Hephaestus Station (Outer System)

      

      “You’re insane,” Marshal whispered as the captain of the Mad Dogs—now apparent de facto ruler of the entire Breaker Group—turned back to the other people standing in the wide halls of white-and-cream alien metal.

      For his opinions, Sergeant Marshal Smith was rewarded with a very sudden and very fierce fist in his belly by the scarred Breaker Group guard standing beside him. The sergeant of the Forward Recon wasn’t wearing any armor, just some old and dirty borrowed fatigues that they had thrown him in. With his hands secured behind his back, he was in no position to do anything but take the blow as he gasped and fell to his knees.

      “Gakh!” Marshal coughed, spluttering onto the floor.

      “Please ignore my technical adviser. We’re still breaking him in,” said the stocky form of Max Holler, captain of the Mad Dogs. He swivelled on his boots at the end of the Thaal hall, turning back to beam and open his gloved hands at the others assembled in the room.

      Those others, Marshal saw, looked like a motley who’s who of Breaker life. Several of them, he knew were wanted on system-wide arrest warrants for piracy, and one of them, he suspected was the most infamous gun for hire in the entire solar system.

      “So,” Max said. “What do you say?” He gestured to the room around him once more. “It’s all ours. All for the taking!”

      “Kronos will work it. There isn’t anything we can’t break down,” broke in the first voice from the assembled crowd belonging to an older, hunched man dressed in long black robes and using an actual stick to hold himself up. Half of his head was wrapped in bandages. Marshal, from his time with Holly and Bastian as part of the Forward Recon squad stationed in the Outer regions of the asteroid belt and beyond, recognized him as Holfast Senior, the Coalition Chief of Kronos.

      “Glad to hear it. Send your teams,” Max said with a broad smile . . . that suddenly faded. “But we’re not breaking her down for materials. Not yet, anyway.”

      “What?” Holfast Senior grunted, his voice phlegmy and aging, which Marshal presumed was from a life of working the barely legal factories and smelting works of the Breaker mining station of Kronos.

      There was another ripple of unease from the others in the room, all the senior Breaker Group representatives, Marshal could see.

      The group of men and women stood in one of the atriums of the captured Thaal craft that had been racing for Hephaestus Station at the time that Holly and Dr. Crow had done whatever it was they had done to cause them all to stop. It had taken the Breakers and mercenaries a long time to clear out the Thaal. But the Thaal no longer had a large amount of their technology—their ship appeared dead—and the humans had succeeded eventually.

      Without help from the marines, Marshal winced. He could understand where Max Holler of the Mad Dogs was coming from. The Breakers did clean this craft out. By right of war then.

      “The value of the metals alone, sold back to Earth, could probably buy us our fleet of fighter craft,” spoke up another voice. This time, it belonged to a tall woman with her long, black hair bound in rows on her head and spilling down her back. She wore purple, heavy industrial clothes.

      Afira, Chemical Workers Union, Marshal mentally supplied. Chemical Workers was one of the larger unions in the Breaker Group and was always trying to get a better, fairer contract with the megacorps for Breaker staff.

      “Too small, Afira.” Max winced as if she had just said something offensive.

      And then, the penny dropped among the crowd. The first to get it was the afore-mentioned gun for hire, a small, narrow man somewhere in his mid forties with a sharp, head and a salty brown beard.

      Luchte Cortez. Marshal’s eyes narrowed. An ex-marine, apparently, who had become a “private security man” for the corps before absconding to the Breaker Group.

      “Why bargain when you have all the cards?” he said in a voice that Marshal thought was surprisingly high and well-mannered for someone of his reputation. Max offered him a silent nod, and Marshal wondered if the Mad Dog mercenary captain hadn’t briefed him before.

      “That’s right. We have all the cards, ladies and gentlemen, fellow Breakers. You have to dream bigger. I’m not just talking about being an equal trading partner with the Inner System. I’m talking about being a power in our own right.”

      “So was I,” the aging Holfast Senior coughed irritably. “But good neighbors rely on good trade. Supply and demand. We have what Earth wants. It has always been that way. They’ll respect what we have.”

      “You’re right. They will.” Max cocked his head to one side, still grinning before Marshal saw his eyes go hard and his mouth become a flat line.

      “They will respect what we have. They’ll respect the fact that we have a serviceable, armed Thaal warship patrolling our borders and ready to destroy any Alliance marine craft that dares to violate our space,” he said.

      There was a ripple of unease through the room as several of the silent figures looked at the others, clearly taken aback by the notion.

      But clearly excited too. Marshal could see the biting lips and the eager eyes as the crowd dared to consider the possibility. The Breakers having their own say. Their own territory. Not being at the mercy of the megacorps or of Earth anymore.

      “How long,” Afira from the Chemical Workers Union said shrewdly. “How long to get her up and running?”

      What? Come on! Marshal thought in frustration. He had hoped that Afira would at least see how dangerous the Mad Dog’s plan was.

      “Well, she’s suffered some considerable internal damage because we had to basically fill her with thermite drones to clear her,” Max said a little sheepishly, nodding behind him to where an open corridor led to a broken floor and flickering lights.

      “But with the help of the brains in the room, I am sure we can get her working in no time,” he said, a hollow promise to Marshal’s ears. “There’s no better engineer than the Breakers, right, Senior?” Max nodded to Holfast, who glared and harumphed but didn’t exactly tell him no.

      “They’ll never take thirty percent tax at the Jupiter Line again,” piped up another voice, one of the members of the Breaker Group who was some station representative—but Marshal also recognized as wanted for piracy. The Jupiter Line was the unofficial trade barrier between Inner and Outer Systems where goods were checked and inspected by teams exactly like Marshal’s own. Although there was supposed to be impartial trade throughout the system, the natural limits of time and travel meant that goods that were manufactured past that point were deemed about a quarter less valuable to cover the transport costs to get back to the Inner System. Marshal knew that it was a major sticking point in Breaker and Inner System relations.

      “We can charge them for getting into our space,” Max said, and Marshal heard something in his voice. A careful sense of calculation.

      He’s up to something, the sergeant thought. In addition to the fact that he wanted to run an entire Thaal starcraft, that was.

      “Our space?” Holfast was the first to question it.

      “Yes.” It was Luchte the gunslinger who answered, stepping forward to address the crowd as eagerness lit their eyes.

      “Don’t you see what Captain Holler is talking about?” he said with his strangely soft voice. He inscribed a circle in the air before them like a ring.

      “We’ll have a starcraft! A ship that can travel across the system in a fraction of the usual time! If we take the one by Saturn, too, then we’ll have two! It’s a craft that can even reach distant worlds.” Luchte Cortez started to beam, his smile matching that of Max Holler’s.

      “So what? So the Inners can pay us for the privilege of traveling on our alien star liners?” Holfast said irritably.

      There was a moment of silence, and then the Mad Dog captain himself responded.

      “The Inners will have to pay us for the privilege of getting out,” he said, copying the symbol of the ring in the air.

      And Marshal saw it. The Breakers were not just talking about being powerful trading partners on equal footing with the other worlds of the human Alliance. They were talking about being Earth’s jailors. The Outer System, the home of the Breakers, began past Jupiter. They entirely encircled the Inner System but were spread thinly. The Thaal craft suddenly made that spread trivial.

      “But outer space doesn’t belong to anyone,” the elder Holfast said gruffly as if it were a completely obvious fact that everyone just happened to be ignoring. “That is the entire philosophy of the Breaker Group. We live at the edge of the unknown and the unexplored because it should be a free place. A new frontier. We cannot choose that life for us but then deny it to the Inner Worlders too.”

      “And just how is that pretty philosophy being honored by the Inner Worlders, again, Senior?” Holler called out derisively. “That might have been what started the Breaker Group, but since then, we have become the poor, invisible cousins of the Inner System worlds! Even though we should have the materials, we are treated like peasants!” Holler earned murmurs of agreement from the rest of the crowd all around them.

      “Yes. Yes, of course, I feel the same injustice as you do, as all of us do,” Holfast said, striking his metal cane against the floor of the Thaal metal. “But all I am saying is that we cannot go it entirely alone. We are one species. One humanity.”

      “Are we?” Afira raised her voice, surprising Marshal at how sharp she sounded.

      “What on earth do you mean?” Holfast looked in astonishment at her.

      “Exactly, Senior,” Afira continued. “We’re not on Earth. And I bet none of us ever will be. Are we really Earthlings, in that sense? How long does it take for a species to individuate? To mutate? To adapt and be classed as something entirely new?”

      “Philosophy!” Holfast Senior growled and struck the floor with his staff once more. “You cannot seriously be suggesting that we abandon the rest of humanity. All of our families originally came from the Inner System and ultimately, Earth!”

      “Abandoning? Or outgrowing?” Max Holler said with a suddenly loud voice and a clap of his hands. “I will take a vote. Who is for the plan to commandeer the starcraft and use it to defend the Free Breaker Republic?”

      “Oh, we’re a Republic now, are we?” Holfast said irritably. One by one, all the arms around them went up into the air.

      “And you all do realize that there are two more of these starcraft in Inner System hands, don’t you? What happens when they decide to retaliate and fling the ships back at us!?” Holfast made a very good point as far as Marshal Smith could see.

      “We’ll be better,” Max Holler said in his deadpan and deadly tone. “It is the way of any new Republic. We will have to strike hard and fast. Capture or destroy the enemy.”

      “Enemy!?” the older man barked. “When will you listen to yourselves! You are being driven off a cliff by a madman, and I, for one, will not stand and listen to this claptrap! And I can assure you that I will convince the rest of Kronos not to either!”

      Holfast Senior, the head representative of Kronos, turned on his heel and stalked away, out of the Thaal room and back towards where the Breaker transport ship had docked with it.

      “Luchte? Will you talk to Senior for us? Make him . . . see sense?” Max Holler said softly. The hired gun nodded smoothly and turned to follow after the elder of Kronos. Marshal felt his stomach turn at what those words meant.

      “Well. Now that we are all on the same page, let me show you what we’ve got so far!” The Mad Dog captain clapped his hands. At his command, floating drones entered the room, each one basically a steel cage but with piles of Thaal equipment inside.

      Piles and piles of plasma blasters, Marshal saw in horror. The Mad Dog captain was handing out the captured Thaal plasma blasters to those who had been loyal enough to stay in the room.

      “And there are many, many more where those came from, let me tell you!” Max was grinning as he let the group talk among themselves. He turned to where Marshal knelt, and held up one of the guns to point at the Earth Alliance Marine.

      “Your accent.” The room went silent as Max called out to Marshal. “You’re from Earth itself, aren’t you?”

      Marshal had stared down the muzzles of those lethal guns before, and held by far scarier beings than Max Holler of the Mad Dogs.

      “I am. What of it?” Marshal raised his chin. If he was going to be shot, then he would do it looking the shooter straight in the eye.

      “Huh.” Max grinned, suddenly relaxing the weapon. “And you’re a technical marine. I could tell from your uniform,” Max said. “One with a lot of experience of the Thaal, from what I understand. One of the original team who encountered them, even.”

      Marshal didn’t say anything, but he felt proud to have survived this long despite all of the odds.

      “You may not realize it yet, but you are going to help us figure out this ship,” said the captain of the Mad Dogs, still grinning.
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      Aries Station, Mars-Jupiter Transit (Inner System)

      

      Aries Station, the last—or first, depending on which way you were headed—and largest station between Mars and Jupiter was always busy.

      But now, however, Captain Holly Cropper could sense that there was an added layer of tension in the air.

      Probably because half of the system has been blown to pieces, right? she thought as she waited by the porthole aboard the EA Marine transport, watching as the large, double-circled silver station of the Earth Alliance grew closer and closer.

      Aries had always been a transport hub. It was the largest, safest stop for anyone about to make the long climb out of the Inner System to reach the asteroid belt and Jupiter beyond it. Aries was, in effect, the last (or first . . .) station between the Inner System and the Outer System where the Breaker Group resided.

      So, Holly was used to seeing the sea of transports and merchant vessels slowly curving and curling through the station’s orbit—but this was ridiculous, she thought. The tight mess of steel and composite bodies almost filled all of the near space. Dedicated space lanes had been set up, lit by flashing satellite drones to allow craft to “park” and sync their orbits, while smaller rockets and drone shuttles carried their passengers onto Aries itself.

      “Refugees,” Holly murmured as Dr. Rachel Crow arrived at her side. The doctor looked at the sea of craft with awe or horror; Holly couldn’t quite tell which.

      “Hmm.” The doctor nodded, understanding. The most recent Thaal incursion had left nearly all of the Martian habitats damaged or destroyed, and Saturn had been attacked, then Jupiter . . . then Earth.

      Earth was hit bad, Holly knew, seeing scatterings of the Earth flag across many of the vessels, along with those from every major planet and station across human space. Ships belonging to the worlds of the Inner System like Earth and Venus rubbed shoulders with vessels from distant Saturn, even Neptune.

      “But where do they think they are going?” Holly heard Rachel ask.

      The Thaal starcraft had hit everywhere, both Inner and Outer Systems equally, and that had clearly started an exodus outwards from every point.

      “Anywhere the Thaal aren’t, I guess,” Holly said and heard the ridiculousness of her words. A highly advanced, space-faring species like the Thaal could literally go anywhere they wanted, whenever they wanted.

      Our only hope is that the damage that we did to their Dyson sphere was enough to halt them for a few centuries, maybe, Holly thought with a grimace. Their marine transport was escorted to one of the least cramped of the parking bays for shuttles to rapidly hurry towards their airlocks.

      
        
        ATTENTION ALL PERSONNEL! READYING FOR AIRLOCK PROCEDURE . . .

      

      

      The large red holo flashed in the air over the doors behind Holly and the doctor. They shared their transport hold with a dozen or so other marine logistics staffers, busy waiting beside crates and storage units, ready to dispatch them to Aries. Holly could see where Bastian Li stood on the other side of the room, already secured inside his webbing harness and catching some much-needed rest.

      The trio had recovered from their battle on board the Martian starcraft—but only barely. Holly, in fact, felt nearly fine—but she worried for Bastian, who had spent a week in a marine dropship medical bay. Then the urgent word came for them to attend a briefing on Aries with none other than Commander Silas himself.

      Is he ready for whatever comes next? Holly looked at the large, sleeping man a little while longer. None of them were wearing their full tactical encounter suits since this was only a briefing, but they all wore the light fatigues and uniforms. It revealed how Bastian’s eyes were shadowed. He looked fatigued. Holly wondered—and not for the first time—whether she should press for him to get the same medical treatment that she’d had.

      But after the last fiasco, she considered, will Commander Silas ever allow anyone to step foot on a Thaal starcraft again?

      Despite those concerns, the captain felt undeniably healthy. Her entire side, shoulder, and arm were blackened with bruising where she had been thrown and cast aside by the Thaal monster at the heart of the starcraft—but it was only a light annoyance, not a terrible pain at all. She was amazed that she hadn’t suffered any broken bones, and her energy felt high and ready.

      There was a clunk and a vibration through the ship as the drone shuttles docked, and Holly and Rachel held onto the overhead rails as the shudders subsided. They watched as the three lights over the airlock door flashed from orange to green one at a time. With a hiss of steam, the door opened, and the logistics staffers were waving them through.

      “Wake up, Bas.” Holly tapped him lightly on the chest as she passed. The large man snuffed, coughed, and groaned.

      “Ugh. I was dreaming that we were still inside that hell-spit ship,” he grumbled, shaking the nightmares away as they ducked into the small drone shuttle. Inside, they found a selection of seats along the walls and a closed unit at the end which lit up at their approach, emitting green-and-blue holo lights. And there was the holographic face of Commander Silas himself.

      “At ease, Forward Recon Team Eight. Glad to have you back.”

      “We’re back?” Bastian blinked, shaking his head, and Holly was just as surprised as he was.

      “I have reinstated you given the current situation.” The commander nodded as the hatch to the marine transport behind them hissed closed and cycled as the cabin sealed. There was a moment of silence before the small shuttle they were in started shuddering. It left the transport to sweep through space towards the nearest ports of Aries.

      “The current situation, Commander, sir?” Holly asked, for the hologram image to scowl, glitch suddenly, and continue.

      “You will be briefed further when you arrive, but suffice it to say that your operational expertise will be valuable. As soon as you disembark, I will have someone ready to meet you and bring you to Briefing Room 14. Glory to Earth. Over and out,” Commander Silas said with a heavy nod, and the image winked out.

      “Glory to Earth,” Holly muttered, although she noticed that she and Bastian barely even got to the end of the sentence.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, the newly reformed Forward Recon Eight of the Earth Alliance Marines was standing in a fairly blank meeting room on the Aries station. They had been escorted there by a fresh-faced lieutenant and deposited at the door to find Commander Silas standing inside. Screens depicted stellar maps over two of the walls while a third showed a view of the cramped conditions of the many parked refugees outside.

      “Thank you for attending. At ease.” Commander Silas nodded to them, and the three threw salutes before relaxing their stance.

      They saw Silas pause for a moment, his sunken and yet quick eyes scattering over them brightly. Holly and the others had known Commander Silas for a long time, since he had been the commander responsible for marine operations for the Outer System, the asteroid group, and beyond. She knew when he was musing something over.

      “Congratulations on your appointment, sir,” Holly said quickly to draw him out of his usual prickly shell a little bit.

      “Yes, indeed. We all serve where we can,” Silas inclined his head as one hand moved a little to the new braids and stars on his dress jacket.

      Vice Admiral, his uniform now confirmed. Holly didn’t recognize the new insignia beside it.

      “Combined Services Group,” Silas said quickly with a touch of embarrassment. “It’s a new designation, as, ah . . .” They watched the man wince slightly. Then he took a quick breath and stood a little straighter as he began his briefing.

      “The forces of the Earth Alliance Marines have suffered a catastrophic reduction in numbers since the start of the Thaal invasion. We are trying to get many more through the grades and training as quickly as possible, but our numbers are still woefully short.”

      Holly’s eyes widened, and she shared a worried look with Bastian, standing beside her.

      “Because of this, it is impossible to maintain the dual power structure of both Inner and Outer Commands. Instead, the Supreme Military Council has decided on a Combined Services Group for all space actions with smaller units dedicated to planetary and station defenses.”

      “Sir?” Holly frowned. The Forward Recon Eight had been a scout and patrol member of the Outer Command. She wondered how they fit into the new structure. “How does that affect where we . . .”

      “If you will wait, then I will get to that, Captain!” Silas said a little acerbically. “The Forward Recon units, as well as General Pathfinder divisions, are being kept and deployed to the front lines in their traditional roles as scouts” This earned a nod from everyone else in the room. “Your squad, Recon Eight, will now be designated Recon One, with Dr. Crow as a special consultant.”

      “The front lines?” Holly whispered. What front lines? Unless he meant around every captured Thaal starcraft.

      Instead of answering her directly, Silas turned to raise a hand to the screen. One of the stellar maps disappeared to be replaced with the image of another starcraft, this time being towed forwards by smaller craft that Holly instantly recognized.

      “Breaker ships!” she said, recognizing their dirt, grime, and multithruster assemblages.

      “Indeed. This image was captured ten days ago outside Jupiter by one of our deep space spy satellites. It clearly shows that the Breakers are following their Declaration of Independence with action and have seized the Jupiter craft. Other intelligence suggests that it is stationary near the Ida asteroid.”

      “One of the larger planetoids in the asteroid belt,” Holly said. That meant the Breakers had it. Her people.

      “Indeed,” Silas nodded once. “And then, we have this footage from Saturn received recently, but we believe it could be a week old.”

      Another gesture of his hand, and the screen showed the milky-cream orb of Saturn with her wide rings of dust across the vertical. The semi-wrecked Thaal starcraft appeared in the foreground with an entire flotilla of smaller Breaker vessels surrounding it.

      “This image could show a standoff between any occupying Alliance Marines on board, or it could reveal that the Breakers haven’t been able to move it yet. But one thing is clear: the Breakers have control of the movements of at least two Thaal starcraft,” the vice admiral said, his tone dire and serious.

      “When we add that to the recent Breaker Declaration of Independence beamed out on all channels from Hephaestus Station, we can only assume that the Breakers intend to use the Thaal craft to secure their treachery.”

      Treachery? Holly thought. That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it? She felt the familiar pang of stubborn Breaker pride and grit inside of her.

      “And then, just forty-eight hours ago, we received word of this,” Vice Admiral Silas said. Another gesture of his hand followed as the image was replaced with what appeared to be a long, many-hulled transport vessel picked out in bright steels and stilled in the night against a backdrop of small rocky asteroids.

      “This is the Earth-Jupiter Undine Transport,” Silas said.

      “I know it,” Holly breathed quickly. That particular craft was somewhat famous among the Breakers across the asteroid belt and at Hephaestus Station in particular. “It provides one of the largest transmissions of water to the belt along with medical supplies from Venus.”

      “Exactly,” the vice admiral said with a nod. “And it is currently being held in transit by a flotilla of what can only be described as Breaker pirates.”

      “They’re trying to take the Undine!?” Holly frowned. She could easily see why. The Undine could provide almost a full solar year’s worth of water and medical supplies to a station like Hephaestus. It wasn’t the reasoning behind the capture that Holly questioned. Instead, it was the possibility.

      “Are they using the Thaal craft to do it?” the captain of Forward Recon One asked.

      The Undine was huge. Almost five times as large as the entirety of the Aries Station itself. It wasn’t that it was particularly well defended, except for the regular rocket guns and heavy hull plating, Holly knew. The reason why no pirate had ever moved against it was that it was simply too large to do anything with. It would take weeks to siphon and transport the water and medical supplies from it. During that time, the Earth Alliance Marines would undoubtedly arrive and retake it, wouldn’t they?

      But not with the huge reduction in marine forces, Holly suddenly understood.

      “No, so far, they haven’t used the Thaal craft, and we do not know if they have the starcraft operational yet,” Vice Admiral Silas stated. “But we have to count that as a possibility. We have already dispatched what marine fighters we can spare, and I will be sending the Forward Recon Division too,” Silas said with a nod. He cleared his throat and looked at all of them, each in turn, seriously.

      “Welcome back, Recon One,” he said after a smile, and Holly felt his eyes seem to particularly pierce hers.

      “You have experience out there in the Outer System. A lot of it. You also have experience of the Thaal invasion. I am expecting you to use that experience on this occasion,” he said.

      What is he asking us to do? The captain got the sense that she was sinking or that she had missed a step in this conversation and wasn’t quite clear on where they were going.

      Is he asking us to start a war? To fight the Breakers?

      “You are to secure the Undine and to see that it is safely escorted on to Jupiter,” Silas said gravely, “free from any Breaker interference.”

      “But sir?” It was Dr. Rachel Crow’s turn to speak. “What are we supposed to do if the Breakers won’t back down?”

      The vice admiral’s face was a flat line. He paused before he continued.

      “Of course, Earth does not want to see any blood lost, certainly not at this critical time of reconstruction when our solar system needs everyone it has. However, should traitors interfere with the assets of Earth, then you are empowered and compelled to secure them. Do you understand me . . .” Silas said. His eyes flickered towards Holly, and he added, “Captain?”

      Holly opened and closed her mouth for an instant. She did not know what to say. This was madness, wasn’t it? The idea that she might be about to start a war with her own people? That humanity was about to tear itself in half over nothing? Over water?

      “Captain?” Silas prompted her once more.

      “Yes, sir,” Holly said quickly, more out of habit than anything. It was expected of her when standing before her superior officer—before a vice admiral, even.

      “Good. Then I am empowering you, Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon Division, to act as on-site, acting battlefield commander.”

      “What!?” Holly spluttered. “I mean, I mean thank you, Vice Admiral, sir.” She nodded her head.

      “You have a wealth of experience throughout the recent invasion,” Silas said. “And you know the ways of the asteroid belt Breakers intimately. Your ability to survive and overcome obstacles has been noted . . . and, to put it simply, you are the best that we have who is able to get there.”

      Oh, everyone else is dead, you mean? Holly thought, but she saluted all the same.

      “I will try to act with honor and integrity, Vice Admiral, sir,” she said. “I won’t let you down.”

      “That will not be an option.” Silas nodded before suddenly seeming to relax. “The lieutenant outside will escort you to your new ship, fully stocked with new suits, supplies, etcetera. You will rendezvous with Forward Recon Units Two through Seven at the Undine, who are under orders to await your arrival. And marines?” he asked.

      “Sir, yes, sir?” they all chorused, even the doctor, who wasn’t technically a marine.

      “Glory to Earth,” Silas said, and once again, Holly felt the man’s sharp eyes on hers as she managed to say the entire traditional refrain.

      “Dismissed, Marines,” the man said, and Holly swore that she could feel his eyes on her back the entire time as she left the room. All she was thinking was:

      What the frack!?
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      EA Undine Transport, Asteroid Belt

      
        
        Forward Recon Unit 1: Approaching target destination . . .

      

      

      The mission descriptors hovered in the air in front of Holly as she gripped onto the flight sticks of the EA Marine heavy scout fighter, the Jay. Ahead of her, she could see the glimmer of the silvered segments of the Undine snaking through space like some mysterious sea serpent.

      Against her backdrop, the holocontrols of her cockpit also picked up the warning vectors of a sea of asteroids—but she knew well that this part of the asteroid belt was actually easy to navigate.

      “The Shallows,” she announced for the benefit of the two people in the hold behind the cockpit of the Jay. She referred to the glitter of frozen rocks beyond them. “They’re old form, a fairly stable reach of the asteroid belt. Except for any incursions by comets, they have been maintaining their distances and rotation for hundreds of years now.”

      “Is that supposed to fill me with confidence?” she heard the doctor grumble from somewhere behind her, and Holly could see the small face camera in her suit light up, showing just how wide-eyed and worried the doctor was. She had already spent most of the journey complaining how she had never wanted to be a marine but a scientist and that this was a complete waste of her time.

      In return, Bastian cheerfully opined that this was probably a punishment for almost killing everyone by waking up the Thaal starcraft. Holly didn’t know what to believe, but she had other things to worry about.

      Like those Breaker ship signatures. She grimaced at the warning, flashing red vectors surrounding the Aurora and the Chrysophyte, two large Breaker mining vessels that currently sat a little way off the Undine’s prow, blocking its way.

      There were only two of them, Holly frowned. And compared to the Undine, each of the Breaker ships was tiny, but she also knew that they were class two mining ships. This meant that they had several floors inside them and that their fronts were formed like vast metal shovels, ready to break through smaller asteroid clouds or seize particularly tasty looking rocks as the mining teams got to work.

      Their rears ended in superlarge thruster engines since the class twos weren’t capable of the superfast system-wide travel but instead committed to long hauls and multiyear contracts.

      They are big too, Holly thought, maybe with a crew of fifty or so each. If they decided to ram the Undine, then they could probably split her outer hull.

      But neither the Aurora nor the Chrysophyte was doing anything except blocking the way so the Undine could not pass.

      
        
        Incoming transmission: EA Undine to EA Marine Jay.

        Accept? Y

      

      

      “EA Jay, we’re glad to see you! This is Captain Rosen of the Undine, and it looks like we have a bit of a situation here,” said a woman’s voice on the other end of the line. “These rock munchers think they can get in the way of Earth business. Every time I try to reposition the Undine, they just get in the way again with those ugly lumps of trash that they’re flying, I don’t want them to come near my ship!”

      Holly gritted her teeth. “We read you loud and clear, Undine,” she said in a growl of her voice, choosing to ignore the multiple slurs that Captain Rosen had thrown against the Breakers in just a minute.

      “Is that all there is of you? I was told that we’d have full backing of the marines!?” Rosen continued. There were more blips on Holly’s screens, this time much further back than she was.

      
        
        Approaching vessels: Forward Recon Units 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 . . .

      

      

      “The rest are on their way, I can assure you, Captain.” Holly glowered at the Undine and checked the distance vectors. The other ships wouldn’t get here for another thirty minutes or so. At that point, their larger numbers would surely convince the Aurora and the Chrysophyte to back down.

      “Well, good! You tell them that if they don’t get the frack out of my way, that we’ll blow them and their trash station to the edge of the galaxy!” Captain Rosen of the Undine was apparently rather volatile. “Twenty-three years I’ve been running this circuit, Earth to Jupiter and back, and never once have I had any trouble with any of these garbage merchants. Ever. What in hell do they think they’re doing? Are they completely stupid or something?” the captain continued.

      No, they just want a fair bite of the pie, I’d say. Holly gritted her teeth and felt her hands visibly shaking as they clutched the flight levers.

      And the Inners wonder why the Breakers hate them? Holly could have spat but held her tongue. This level of abuse and disrespect was common. If anything, it was light compared to the hazing that Holly herself remembered when she first applied for marine training.

      And I was the first ever Breaker to become a full marine, Holly knew. It had come with a lot of pride for her home—and a lot of scorn from her old friends and station mates.

      “Do you want me to open targeting? I’ve got four arrays of Gatling guns on the Undine’s prow, you know. We use them to blast rocks coming our way. Wouldn’t do much head on, but we might get a lucky shot,” Captain Rosen said and sounding gleeful too.

      “No!” Holly snapped at her. “You are to stand down, Captain Rosen, until I give the order, you understand!?”

      Holly’s voice was full of much more vitriol and scorn than she intended, but it was hard to keep the contempt from her voice after the captain had just seriously offered to attack noncombatant vessels.

      “Hey, I’m only . . . !” Captain Rosen’s voice started to sound outraged.

      “Stand down and take no action, and that is an order!” Holly said. “I am the senior acting commander in this arena, and this potential conflict falls under my jurisdiction, do you understand me? Any sign of violence from your vessel or your crew will mean you losing your rank. Got that?” Holly snapped, clicking off the connection between their vessels with a flick of her hand.

      
        
        EA JAY Establishing connection: Command frequency: . . .

      

      

      “Approaching recon vessels . . .” Holly then addressed the approaching six EA Marine Recon ships just like her own.

      “This is your captain, Acting Commander Holly Cropper of the Recon One Jay,” she said. “Two flights of three, flanking the Undine. I want you to make your presence known, but I do not want you to cross the Undine’s prow towards the Aurora and the Chrysophyte, do you understand me?” she called. Six sets of “affirmative” responded over the Jay’s speakers.

      “You will not target the vessels with active weapons until I give the order,” she said. This time, there was a scattered pause but then another repeat of the affirmative.

      So this is what real command feels like, Holly thought as she settled back into her seat, gritting her teeth. She slowed the Jay’s engines, allowing it to coast gently forward in a completely nonthreatening, easy arc towards the standoff.

      “Captain?” This came from Bastian, waiting in his full close combat suit in his seat. Above his head were the pull-down firing controls of the side guns of the Jay, but he hadn’t activated them yet.

      “I feel a little foolish sitting here, sir,” he ventured. “What are we going to do?”

      Holly looked at the two Breaker craft ahead and scowled as they slid forward.

      “Breaker vessels are always autonomous. Run by syndicates, unions, or families. It doesn’t make sense for them to suddenly decide to act like this. So, we’re going to have a little chat with them and see if we can stop a war before some idiot pulls a trigger.”
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      The Jay slid forward on the slightest burn from her thrusters. Holly made sure that she headed towards the gap between the Undine and the two Breaker group vessels, as if that could make them believe that she was about to be impartial.

      Holly Cropper opened a frequency and sent over her credentials to the two Breaker ships.

      “Breaker Aurora and Chrysophyte, this is EA Marine Commander Cropper of the Forward Recon Division. What seems to be the problem here?” she said, trying to play dumb.

      It was a mistake. Breakers weren’t dumb.

      SZZZKT!

      There was a snarl of static, and then an answering channel opened on her screen—but it wasn’t from the Aurora nor the Chrysophyte.

      It was from somewhere else.

      
        
        Incoming signal! Unknown craft!

        Accept?

      

      

      The warning blinked several times before Holly flicked a finger through the Accept holo.

      “Unknown vessel, this is Commander Cropper.”

      “I’ve heard of you, Commander Cropper. Looks like you got promoted, huh? Good for you,” said a rather high-pitched man’s voice on the other end of the line.

      “Unknown vessel, you have the advantage over me.” Holly’s eyes scanned the three ships before them and the wall of asteroid vessels beyond. “Identify yourself!”

      “Well, you’re right about that, at least,” the voice snickered. There was another snarl of static, and suddenly, there were blips of alarms appearing all across Holly’s screens.

      First one vessel appeared, emerging from behind the rocks of the Shallows, and then another, another, and another.

      “Captain!?” Bastian was calling, straining to see the alarm lights flicker and light up the cockpit ahead. “What’s going on!?”

      “The Shallows!” Holly was surprised to hear the doctor saying. “It must have a high iridium content. They used it to confuse our ships’ scanners.”

      “Well, they sure did that.” Holly quickly brought the Jay to a halt between the forward of the Undine and the waiting Aurora and Chrysophyte—as well as about ten smaller Breaker ships scattered across the near Shallows.

      “Unidentified vessel, reveal yourself!” Holly hissed over the comms as she held onto the flight sticks tensely.

      “Ten?” Bastian said. “Twelve with the first two. We have seven heavy scouts and the Undine. We can do it if we have to, sir,” he hissed quickly.

      “I don’t want to hear that, Sergeant! There’s going to be no shooting here, not today!” Holly snapped at him, although she thought that he was probably right. The ten Breaker vessels appearing from behind the Shallows were basically just Breaker transports and merchant vessels. Nothing huge like haulers. No dedicated pirate or mercenary craft.

      Seven heavy scouts could take out the ten, but we’d have losses too, Holly thought. Probably.

      And that still left the two larger mining vessels, which were class two and would be tough for any of the scouts to take down with ease.

      “Unidentified vessel, repeat, this is Commander Cropper of the Forward Recon Division. You are directly in violation of system-wide transport protocol.”

      “And like I said,” the sneering voice on the other end of the comms once again came back at her, and a final vessel appeared from behind the Shallows asteroid belt.

      “Oh, damn,” Holly whispered.

      This vessel was larger than a merchant vessel. Its twin prows were sleek and pointed with one entire prow sporting a modified gun turret. It was an old marine gunship from about ten years ago, and it had been retrofitted and repatched and was clearly a mercenary ship.

      “Who are you with? Mad Dogs? Sons of Thor? Section twenty-eight!?” Holly couldn’t contain herself as she saw the ship slide forward from the rocks, clearly the ringleader of this little party.

      “Breaker Commander Cropper. Or should I say Holly?” the voice said.

      Holly’s eyes narrowed, and she started to bare her teeth.

      “You’re famous round these parts, Holly. First ever Breaker to sell out her station and join the marines, right? Then you come back and pretend to save us from the killbots, only to leave your marine friends behind . . . Oh, and by the way—they’re all dead. All save one, that is.”

      Who? Who was he talking about!?

      “And now they made you a commander. I hope those Earth credits are worth it, honey—although I doubt they are. Have you seen the state of Earth these days?”

      “Who am I speaking to?!” Holly demanded from the sneering voice at the other end of the line. There was another snarl of static, and this time, a small holo of a face appeared alongside the words.

      Oh, Holly thought as her heart suddenly fell.

      “Captain Luchte Cortez of the Breaker Response Fleet,” the most notorious gun for hire in the entire solar system said.

      “By the power vested in me by the  Free Breaker Republic, I am demanding that the Earth Alliance hand over the water it is keeping from Hephaestus.”

      “What!?” Holly blinked as alerts and alarms started to spill down her screen at an ever-increasing rate.

      
        
        Weapons system detected . . .

        Weapons system detected . . .

        Targeting systems activated . . .

        Weapons system detected . . .

        Targeting systems activated . . .

      

      

      “Commander! This is Recon Two,” the ship’s speakers blared in the Jay’s cockpit. “Are you reading these weapons systems? They’re everywhere.”

      “I’m reading them loud and clear, Recon Two,” Holly said through a growl of teeth. “I repeat, do not fire unless fired upon. Got it?! No one in my division is going to start an interstellar war!”

      “Sir?” This time the voice was Bastian’s, his tone clearly questioning.

      “Calm, people!” Holly called out to just about every frequency that would be listening.

      “Will everybody keep their hands clear from the triggers for just five minutes!” Holly shouted. In response, there was a moment of clear radio silence. A stunned silence since Earth Alliance Commanders were not supposed to shout like that.

      “What in space do you mean, that Earth is withholding water from Hephaestus!?” Holly growled at the small, still grinning face of Cortez. She knew that he was a man who wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger, but he was usually associated with payments and contracts, wasn’t he? If he was getting paid to be here to deliver a war, then Holly knew that he was going to try his damnedest to do just that.

      But the other Breakers should be regular workers and their families. Holly was banking on that. There were Breaker guards, of course, more like security guards—and there were a heck-ton of mercenaries in Breaker space—but the Breaker Group never had any military before. She was reckoning that many of the other pilots in those poor class ships were just as worried as she was.

      “Know this, Luchte Cortez, of the Breaker Response Fleet,” Holly growled.

      “You can see I have a fleet of seven highly armored and well-trained marine vessels, all hot off of fighting the Thaal. We’re good. If you decide to go down this route, then there will be great losses.”

      “Then give Hephaestus the water it deserves,” Cortez said as the warning signs continued to scatter down the screen. The Breakers were activating their targeting systems, and Holly figured that they must already be focusing their weapons on her ships.

      “What are you talking about, Cortez?” Holly hissed. The two flights of three Forward Recon ships suddenly arrived and pulled into two wings on either side of the giant segmented craft of the Undine, flaring towards the battle site before slowing to a halt and forming a scattered wall of ships.

      This is going to be a shooting match. Holly groaned, keeping eyes only on three ships: the Aurora, the Chrysophyte, and the unnamed mercenary vessel with Cortez inside. They were going to be the game changers.

      “The Undine is supposed to deliver some three thousand cubics of water to Hephaestus, and she hasn’t,” Cortez said. “Or didn’t they tell you that when they sent you off to start a war?”

      “Captain Rosen?” Holly scowled at the giant ship on her radar.

      “The Undine is an Earth ship. It don’t recognize no First Breaker claptrap,” the captain’s voice crackled over the public channels. “Can we please get on with blowing them out of our way before I lose much more of my day to this nonsense, Commander?” Rosen sounded incensed.

      And also privileged, Holly thought. The Undine was huge and so would only suffer minimal casualties if the fighting started.

      “Calm down, Rosen,” Holly snapped at her as horror filled her veins. How could the Earther captain refuse to deliver precious water to Hephaestus—her own home?! Holly gasped—she knew the people of Hephaestus or had once, anyway.

      She had grown up in absolute poverty where factory families made a living by scavenging the slag and end detritus to sell back to the metal reprocessors. There were families who filtered condensation that dripped down the walls of the station for water.

      Sure, Holly knew that every Breaker station had their own water cyclers that repurified and recycled any drop of moisture that went through the system. Just as she knew that Hephaestus had its own teams of water collectors, too, who were sent out across the near asteroids and rocks to pick up blocks of ice and available water vapor.

      But it was never enough, she knew. Not unless Hephaestus had made some serious changes to its entire economy.

      They needed the water shipments. There were people: grandparents, the sick, children, and the infirm who would die if they didn’t get their allocated rations this month.

      “Captain Rosen, there are people who will die without that water. Why didn’t you supply it?” Cropper asked.

      “Like I said. The Undine doesn’t recognize no Free Breaker Republic. The Breakers have gone against us, so I say we leave them to it. Got it?” Captain Rosen said. Holly heard the ragged cheer in the background of her comms from Rosen’s bridge, who sounded just as Earther as Rosen did. Holly groaned.

      “You heard the lady, Commander Cropper. Earth is refusing Hephaestus water and making it look like we’re the ones who want a war? They even sent out a celebrated Breaker marine to be the first on the scene, didn’t they? So they can later show that they did everything they could. Right?” Cortez’ voice was low and seductive, and Holly had to say that she could see a lot of sense to what he was saying.

      “Commander?” Recon Two was asking, as was Recon Four.

      “What are your orders, Commander?!”

      “When are you gonna finally pick a side, Holly?” Luchte Cortez said as Holly’s eyes scanned back and forth between the Undine and the waiting Breaker craft, between her own ships and the mining craft.

      “All I see here is just a misunderstanding,” Holly growled, hitting the open channel to Captain Rosen. “Captain Rosen, if you would be so good as to detach the exact cubics of water that Hephaestus needs, then we can all be on our way. You can go on towards Jupiter, and the Breakers can go back to empire building.”

      She’d meant it as a soft joke, but it didn’t seem to go down well.

      “No! What is wrong with you?” Captain Rosen was shouting.

      “Never let it be said that we started the war, Captain,” Holly pointed out. “We’re humans, first and foremost. We’re facing the greatest threat to our existence ever known to our species. At least give them their water!”

      “Frack you. I should have known better than to trust a Breaker marine!” Captain Rosen said as suddenly the Undine was starting to lift its prow, its engines roaring.

      “Commander Cropper!?” The other Recon units were peeling out of the way of the moving giant cruiser, hitting her with questions.

      “Don’t let that water get away!” Cortez was shouting as Holly shouted for Rosen to stop.

      But it was already too late. In response to Luchte’s call, the class two mining ships, the Aurora and the Chrysophyte, were already surging ahead towards the nose of the Undine as it tried to pull away.

      “No! Stop—you’ll crash!” Holly shouted. Chaos and mayhem burst over her screens, and attack vectors were being presented everywhere.

      The Breaker vessels by the Shallows were suddenly running forwards to counter the Undine too—although Holly had no idea just what they thought they could do against such a behemoth.

      “Defend me or not. That’s on your conscience, Commander Cropper!” Captain Rosen’s voice curdled, and Holly watched in horror as the segmented body continued to rise and rise, and the Aurora and the Chrysophyte suddenly flared on brighter engines.

      “Commander!?”

      “Commander, sir?”

      Her two wings of recon scouts were dismayed, asking for direction.

      Holly looked at the horror that was about to unfold and suddenly knew two things.

      One—Earth and the Inner System, be it through the politicians or the everyday citizens, were never going to allow the Breaker Group to fully break away. They were too possessive and self-important to let that happen.

      And two—that a battle was always inevitable. The dice was loaded from the start when whoever led the Breakers put a cold-hearted mercenary like Luchte Cortez in charge of their forces.

      “Target the Aurora and the Chrysophyte,” Holly heard herself say in dumb horror and shock. She flickered her own targeting computers into action to see a flashing orange triangle hover over the nearest of the mining ships.

      “Take them out before they hit the Undine,” she said and pulled the triggers.
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      What have I done?

      Holly watched as the first two rockets of the Jay burst from the weapons modules just under her sharp nose, their rear rocketry flaring crimson for a moment. Suddenly, the main thruster rockets kicked into action, and the two long, deadly projectiles flared a burning white as they shot forwards through space.

      
        
        Target acquired. On target . . .

        Target acquired. Locked . . .

      

      

      Holly didn’t even move the flight stick. She sat there staring in dumb horror as her two rockets flashed across the space between them.

      The Undine was rising up above the assembled sea of smaller craft like a whale about to be harpooned. On either side of her, the smaller heavy scouts of the Recon Division were splitting and whirling, firing their own rockets at the Chrysophyte and the Aurora too.

      But Holly only had eyes on her own armaments, heading straight for the Aurora.

      The heavy mining ship was firing all its thrusters as it threw itself forward, rising on a punishing curve towards the Undine’s nose . . .

      She was on a collision course, Holly knew. At that speed of flight and with that type of craft, there was simply no way that the Aurora would be able to slow down in time, even if Rosen suddenly had a complete personality transplant.

      But that won’t happen, will it? Holly knew. Rosen was the same as the fanatical pilots that Luchte must have put in charge of the class twos. She would rather become a bloody but proud footnote in the history of the glory of Earth than admit she might be wrong.

      Other heavy scouts were firing at the two mining ships—and now they were too far away for her to see the glint of her own rockets.

      There was a flash, and a sudden ball of burning white light erupted where the Aurora had been, expanding outwards until it gently caressed the underside of the Undine’s hull.

      Holly had no way of knowing if it was her rockets that had struck first. But either way, her holocontrols were blinking their accusation at her, and she had ordered the strike as well.

      
        
        Target hit! Target destroyed.

      

      

      “How many were on board?” Holly whispered. Was there anyone on there that she knew? From Hephaestus?

      
        
        Target hit!

      

      

      There was an unexpected new blossom of burning white light as the Chrysophyte went down too. The heavy scouts weren’t warships, but they were far beyond whatever the Breaker ships were capable of.

      “Holly. Holly!”

      Someone was shouting her name, and suddenly Holly realized it was Bastian.

      
        
        HVY RECON SCOUT / JAY // . . .

        Weapons systems . . . ACTIVATED

      

      

      Bastian had already pulled down the overhead gun mounts from his chair, and he was starting to take aim. Holly looked at her screen and saw what he was warning her about.

      The ten or so Breaker ships had spilled out into a spray towards the Undine, and the screens were lighting up as they fired every small rocket and ballistic gun that they had at the far larger ship. Most of them had retrofitted Gatling guns, which fired rocket-propelled shells at the enemy. But each and every single one of them also had asteroid busters—rockets and missiles ranging from small to large incendiary loads able to destroy any space junk that they happened to be flying into.

      Thirty or forty weapons systems? Holly did some quick calculations. That is an awful lot of munitions fire.

      And at least some of it was coming towards her.

      
        
        Alert! Incoming projectile . . .

        Alert! Incoming . . .

      

      

      Holly threw the Jay into a sudden and fast roll. At the same time, she kicked the thruster pedals to give them more boost, sending them into a spin as they spiralled downwards.

      Most of the armaments fired by the Breakers weren’t up to military grade or else were a few years old by the time that they had filtered through the inevitable black-market trade in corporate and military hardware.

      So, it was fairly easy to outfly the rocket-propelled heavy shells as they arced through space behind and above Forward Recon One in a branching spray.

      
        
        Alert! Weapons lock detected . . .

      

      

      But not everyone on the Breaker side had just the basic weapons, it seemed. Holly’s forward screen abruptly pinged once more with an alarm.

      Frack. Holly threw the craft into another tight spin, hoping that it would fling away the incoming missile. She was now coming up underneath the Undine and about to soar past the far side.

      
        
        Lock dismissed . . .

      

      

      “Huh?” The alarm vanished, and the missile that had been heading straight for her fuselage suddenly changed course—and instead, went straight for the Undine’s thrusters.

      “No!” Holly pulled on the flight levers, hard up on one, hard down on the other. The Jay spun around in flight, dangerously turning in a crazy barrel roll as she tried to align with the missile that had been destined for her.

      Even Acting Commander Holly Cropper of the new Forward Recon Division wasn’t fast enough. She was pulling the nose of the Jay up at the same time that she saw the silver dart flash at the end of her vision. In a split second, it disappeared into the giant steel casings of one of the Undine’s thrusters, and then there was a sudden shiver through the metal and—

      The rear second thruster blew, emitting a vast ball of burning blue-and-white light that twisted the Undine compartment that it had been attached too, making the entire water carrier turn on itself like a twisting, coiling snake.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      And then the shock wave of burning particles hit Holly and her Jay. They were suddenly being thrown to one side, rolling through space as alerts and alarms went off in front of her, and sparks showered from behind her.

      “Is she alright!? Is the Undine okay!?” Holly cried out as they rolled side over side. She punched levers and twisted the handles to desperately try and get the craft back under control.

      She did, after a few more moments of wrangling, and the large, twisted coil of the Undine once again appeared on her scanners.

      It would take more than a mere missile to destroy the multisection Undine, but its rear car was undoubtedly burned and listing, spraying plumes of crystal white into the surrounding space.

      Water. The Undine was spilling precious water.
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      “We’re taking damage!”

      The words of Recon Two were stern and breathy as Holly kicked her craft into a tight curl away from another spray of bullet fire from the Breaker ships. Her alerts and alarms whirled before her eyes as she saw her targets zero in on the nearest Breaker merchant ship, racing towards . . .

      
        
        Target acquired! . . .

      

      

      The orange triangle flashed, and Holly found her arms bracing.

      No.

      She pulled the flight sticks away, whirling the Jay down and to the side before firing.

      “Captain!?” This was from Bastian, snarling as he was glued to his own pull-down firing sticks and holo targeting screen.

      “Hold!” Holly hissed. Her heart was warring as much as the ship itself was whirling.

      I can’t shoot down Breaker ships! She cursed at herself, pulling out of the twisted flight just in time for another Breaker ship—this time, a small, fast-moving prospector—to line up perfectly under her guns.

      “No!” she hissed, pulling the Jay up and over this time before the prospector had a chance to turn and train their guns on them. She didn’t want to give the Breakers a target, but she was also scared of that split-second decision that she could so easily make, that she was trained to make.

      “Broadcast to all Breaker ships! Stand down! Repeat, this is Commander Cropper of the EA Marines—I order you to stand down!” she shouted over the comms, praying that some of them saw sense. Any war between the Breakers and the Inner System would be a bloodbath. It would be a mess, and the Breakers were highly unlikely to win.

      “Commander!?” This was from Recon Five, who was currently throwing some daredevil flying. They rolled through the space under the Undine’s nose, dodging some barrage fire before spinning up and releasing a spray of shots against the merchant craft that hunted them.

      Oh no . . . Holly’s eyes caught the scene in a moment’s glance, seeing the moment that the fire from the heavy scout of Recon Five hit the side of the turning Breaker merchant. With a string of expanding white explosions, the merchant was sent wheeling off course, rolling as it did so, and its engines sputtered and went out.

      They might still be alive. The crew can be rescued in there, she thought as she executed another fast turn and another, her eyes hunting for the one ship that she did want to take down.

      The gunrunner. Luchte Cortez’ . . .

      
        
        Alert! Distress call received! . . .

      

      

      It was from the Undine, still trying to rise over the conflict happening all around it. At the same time, its rear section was entirely stilled, its own rocketry thrusters silent and spewing clouds of water vapor behind it like some errant comet.

      The Undine had three such compartments. Losing one meant there were still two available—but it would drastically affect the water supplies that were supposed to be heading to this part of the belt and the Jupiter stations beyond.

      This is it, Holly, a small voice inside of her said. This is the moment that the war starts.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected! . . .

      

      

      Holly’s entire screen flashed a warning orange moments before she was hit. It had only been a matter of time before her vessel got hit, after all. It was a free-for-all skirmish. The Breaker ships obeyed no formation or flight strategy at all, as far as she could see. There were rocket-propelled bullets and missiles firing everywhere.

      “Ungh!” she groaned in frustration as the Jay abruptly turned, rocking to one side. She was thrown in her chair, and there was the sound of repeating alarms through the vessel.

      
        
        Left Hull Plate (lower) COMPROMISED . . .

      

      

      “Frackit!” Holly swore, quickly swiping a hand to pull down a slew of overhead sensor readings. Pressure was still good. Oxygen was still good. They weren’t losing their own water supply. The rocket-propelled shots fired by the Breaker merchant ship weren’t powerful enough to break the inner hulls of her ship, apparently, but that did mean that her lower left side was breached. Another strike on that panel could give her some serious headache.

      
        
        Target acquired! . . .

      

      

      Another Breaker vessel appeared before her view, and, once again, Holly threw the Jay into a quick turn rather than take them out. Above and behind them, Captain Rosen had opened up her forward cannons and was sending two sprays of tracer rockets out and down on the darting vessels. She saw one merchant vessel convulse and then detonate.

      And then, wheeling across her sensors, Holly saw Cortez’ ship. It was skirting the back of the conflict, winging backwards past its own forces.

      “Captain! Holly!” Bastian shouted for her attention as he wheeled to one side and then the next in his firing chair, still not taking shots.

      “I said hold, Sergeant!” Holly hissed back.

      “If we hold for much longer, we’ll be scattered over the asteroid belt!” Bastian roared at her.

      “Sergeant—we have to stop this war!” Cropper countered, about to open up her thrusters to go after Cortez, whom she saw as the real culprit behind this mess. But she had to once again pull back as another spray of bullets washed ahead of her.

      “Dammit, Cropper!” the close combat sergeant roared. “Despite what you might like, this war has already started! And I don’t like it any more than you do—but you have crew! You have a division depending on you!”

      Frack. The words of her sergeant hit her like one of the shells to the chest. Of course.

      He was right, she knew, as her mind raced, but her body worked on autopilot, turning and swimming the Jay first one way and then the other as it wove through the battle.

      By not making a choice, I’m already making a choice, she thought. I’m risking the lives of my crew, Bastian and Rachel, by not defending them. By not allowing them to defend themselves.

      Recon Two, Four, and Seven had already taken fire, and her group command scanner could tell that Recon Two was in the worst way of all of the marine forces. They were doing their best to fire back against the Breaker ships—and they were outflying them, quite frankly—but it was only a matter of time before a marine was killed.

      And when that happens, the Inner System will show no mercy, Holly knew.

      Cropper was no fool. She knew full well that the Earth Alliance Marines were heavily biased towards the Inner System. She knew that the entire organization had been used predominantly as an Inner System police force for almost a generation now.

      She also knew that in wartime, many distasteful deals were made behind closed doors and out of official view on distant meeting planets and balls of rock. Deals between the EA Marine seniors and the megacorporations, the arms companies, even the mercenaries.

      But all of that goes out the window as soon as a marine gets killed in action, Holly knew. Then it was all gloves off. The Inner Worlds would want blood despite all the blood that had already been spilled against the Thaal. A strike against a marine was a strike against the Inner System itself.

      “They’ll wipe Hephaestus off the map,” Holly realized.

      There was only one way to end this war before it even began, and that was to win this battle decisively, wasn’t it?

      “All units, new orders. I want you all to cripple the Breaker vessels wherever possible, understand me?” Holly growled as she added some more thrusters to the Jay’s acceleration.

      “Yes, Commander!”

      “Aye!”

      “Sir—cripple?” This was from Recon Four, one of the already damaged craft. Holly could read the skepticism in his voice, and quite frankly, she might have agreed if she had heard a similar command from a senior officer.

      They were, after all, talking about firing burning hot rocket-propelled shells and target-seeking missiles at ships that were, in effect, tin cans with mini plasma reactors attached to their backs, with added loads of chemical fuel. A stray bullet could easily ignite the already very volatile structure . . . Holly grimaced.

      “You heard me, Marine. Incapacitate where you can. Destroy where you must,” she said and hoped that the marine pilots would do what she asked. She threw their own Jay into a spinning turn that rolled through the middle of the battle just as one of the Breaker merchant ships shot towards them.

      “Target guidance systems!” she demanded, knowing that the craft ahead should have a control system running between reactors and flight engines that modified how much thrust was needed and when . . . Every ship had one of these systems, but it was usually hidden behind many layers of armor.

      
        
        Calculating . . .

      

      

      Holly looked at the large, flat-nosed craft as it turned towards her, its own weapon ports opening. She could see three bulky thruster units on its back, and her fingers itched on the firing pins. She knew that she could shoot them out—but would that lead to a chain reaction? Would the fuel cell ignite the ship’s internal reactor too—or was it shielded as they should be?

      
        
        Target acquired! . . .

      

      

      Her screens flashed a single green light, and then the small triangle vector was zeroing in on a spot just in front of the topmost thruster chamber.

      Holly pulled the trigger for the Jay to jolt a little as it fired its own under-nose shells. The captain saw the tiny rockets on the shells flare as they raced forward, but her alarms were already flaring, so she pulled away in a violent turn.

      
        
        Target hit!

      

      

      Holly winced, but the screen did not show the sudden explosion of white light. The Breaker merchant was spinning, slower and slower, as its engines sputtered out.

      Yes! Holly almost whooped with joy.

      “Captain—I got targets!” Bastian said.

      “Incapacitate! Aim for guidance and external thrusters!” Holly said as there was a blip of alarm. Recon Four was in danger. It had just managed to incapacitate another vessel, but the faster Breaker prospector vessel was hot on its trail, taking advantage of its attack run to get behind the heavy scout.

      “No!” Holly hissed, grabbing a handful of holocontrols and pulling them towards her. She loaded the more serious armaments in her arsenal—the missiles.

      But the prospector craft was already firing. Captain Cropper could see the Breaker’s bullets racing ahead towards Recon Four.

      “Recon Four, pull up, pull up!” she hissed, and then, acting on instinct, she fired.

      The long, silver missile erupted from the weapons modules on the underside of the hull and sped forward on the burn of its own light, just as the prospector’s bullets found the back of the Recon Four.

      The heavy scout was already damaged by similar bullet fire. So maybe that was why, when it was engulfed in the first spray, Holly saw it spin, turning on its nose and careening to one side as the prospector deftly turned to follow it, firing again.

      But then, Holly’s missile slammed into the Breaker prospector’s rear thrusters, and it was lifted up from its course as if flicked by the hand of a vengeful god. Holly saw it skid forwards for several hundred yards, its nose gradually turning down—and then the entire craft erupted into a star of brilliant light. It held its radiance for a moment before fading into the surrounding broken pieces and trash vehicles.

      “Recon Four? Recon Four—report, over!” Holly was calling, turning into a fast swoop that gave the spinning recon vessel a wide berth in case they had to jettison crew.

      “We’re losing power. The reactor’s leaking!” she heard the desperate marine on the other side shout . . .

      And then she watched as the Recon Four was hit by something moving fast, something dartlike. A missile, and it bloomed into a matching star to its enemy.

      “No! Frack, no, no!” Holly snarled, hunting for who had fired such a fast-moving and precise missile—the Breakers have slower rockets, don’t they? Not military missiles—to see there, on the outskirts of the fight, was the Cortez pirate ship rising and pulling away.

      “Frackers!” Holly shouted, already pulling the Jay up to give chase.

      “Holly! All around!” Bastian was shouting. Holly heard the heavy pounding of his side Gatling guns and felt the reverberation run through the hulls as the heavy side guns started discharging shell after shell.

      He was right, of course, Holly knew as she saw that they had somehow managed to fly into the thick of the moving battle. There were Breaker ships all around them, and Bastian’s guns were whirling forward and back, laying down perfect shots that fired towards the enemies on both sides.

      “Dammit!” Holly snarled, realizing with a sharp intensity that if she didn’t fight back, then they would add to the list of marines used as justification for more war.

      With a growl, she threw the holos of the missile controls up, seized the firing pins, and started firing. She aimed for the thrusters of the Breaker vessels that encircled them, but there was no way to be able to accurately predict just where each shot would land. All she knew was that she had to fend them off or else her crew would suffer.

      She fired, pulling the triggers . . .

      “Right!” she shouted, kicking the Jay into a rightward spin and firing again, this time scattering shots across the side of a Breaker merchant vessel that blistered with small explosions.

      “Left!” she shouted for Bastian’s benefit, who was already whirling in the moving seat as he selected targets and chugged his heavy Gatling guns at them.

      And then, abruptly, the Breaker vessels were spinning or falling backward, some splintering bits of hull. The ones that weren’t incapacitated were desperately trying to get back. Recon Two and Three had joined her, adding their own firepower in fast, strafing action that broke the heart of the battle arrayed against them.

      The way was clear, and Holly took it.

      “Division, report!” she called, checking the screens.

      Of the original twelve Breaker vessels that had been opposing them, three had been completely destroyed either by the Undine or the other recon vessels. The Aurora and the Chrysophyte had been taken out, and a further four were spinning, floating wrecks that had no power to their engines.

      The marine forces had only lost one vessel, Recon Four, meaning that the last three Breaker merchants were still facing a total of six marine heavy scouts as well as the Undine.

      Wisely, the three remaining Breaker vessels decided to turn and flee back towards the Shallows.

      “Commander—give chase?” Recon Two was asking, but Holly shook her head.

      “Negatory. Let them go. Word of our victory will do more for us than—”

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      That was when one of the fleeing Breaker merchant vessels suddenly blew up as one of the Undine’s asteroid-breaking missiles slammed into it.

      “Dammit—ceasefire!” the commander shouted over all channels. “Hold your fire, Captain Rosen!” Holly screamed. But the Undine released another barrage of its asteroid-killing rockets at the fleeing group. The missiles were larger than the ones that the Breakers had, and they shot forward fast, crossing the space between them before one of the merchant vessels even had a chance to fully execute its own turn.

      To crash into the rear of one of the fleeing craft, causing it to petal open into a white flower of burning plasma.

      “Captain Rosen! One more shot, and I swear to high heaven, I will turn my guns on you! Firing on defeated forces is a criminal offense!” Holly demanded.

      “I didn’t hear any surrender, Commander.” The cruel tone of Rosen returned over the comms. Holly hit the screens with her fist before biting back her anger.

      “You have been warned, Rosen!” Holly hissed. I mean, the ship has turned tail and run. How is that NOT an admission of defeat?!

      The captain of the Undine had been difficult, but Holly was pleased when no more shots were fired from the vast water-carrying machine.

      And it’s all your fault, you sack of junk, Holly eyed the segmented snake that was the Undine with pure, unadulterated hatred. This single captain had heard about the Breaker Declaration of Independence, and so Rosen had decided that Hephaestus could survive without water and medicines.

      Hey, for all Holly knew, maybe Rosen had been told not to supply Hephaestus with their essential supplies. Instead of this becoming a place for negotiation between the two sides, it instead became the flash point for a war.

      “He was right,” Holly muttered as the rest of the recon forces reported in, a list of minor damages and a few superficial crew wounds, but only Recon Four had suffered casualties.

      “Captain?” Rachel said, the first words she had said since she shakily allowed herself to sit upright a little straighter.

      “Nothing,” Holly shook her head, at the same time thinking, Luchte Cortez. He said that the Inners would want a war.

      “Commander? What shall we do with the prisoners?” Recon Two was asking. Holly stared at the fast-accelerating Breaker ships and somewhere beyond them, Cortez.

      “Hold them until backup gets here,” Holly said. “Don’t let them off their ships unless it’s an emergency, and if so, split their crews between you. The same goes for you, Captain Rosen.”

      “What!?” the captain of the Undine demanded.

      “Your vessel is seriously damaged. You’re going to have to wait for repairs if you want to complete your circuit,” Holly growled, “and unfortunately, the best engineers and mechanics live right next door in Hephaestus. Since there is zero possibility that they are going to come out here and help you, then I suggest that you hang tight until my superiors send reinforcements,” Holly said. Captain Rosen’s voice started to rise in a diatribe of argument, but Holly just cut her off with a flick of her hand.

      “Holly?” Rachel said hesitantly, rising from her seat as Bastian thumped the firing harness back into the air above his seat. “Are you alright? That—that must have been tough.”

      “No. Yes. I don’t know, and yes, it was,” Holly admitted, sliding back in her seat for a moment and taking a deep breath, thinking through what she had to do.

      We’re about to be at war. There are marines dead, and we fired on a retreating vessel. Two retreating vessels, Holly thought. There was simply no way to square this, and she really didn’t want to be fighting this war at all.

      She put in a call to the new Combined Services Group asking for engineers and medical supplies for the prisoners. Space being space, she had to wait for the return transmission from the Dispatch Corps—but when it came back, it was not loaded with good news.

      “Acting Commander Cropper, we’re on our way already. We dispatched from Aries just as soon as we received the hostage recording.”

      What hostage recording? Holly wondered, as the message from CSG went on.

      “Which I am attaching to this message, as, ah, I think you’re going to want to see it. We’ve got the Aries Response Fleet and what we can spare from the Mars Defense Fleet heading direct to Hephaestus. But the Aries, being closer, will be able to detour to your location before moving on. It should even the odds if we both have prisoners,” the officer from Dispatch Corps was informing her.

      The Breakers have prisoners too? Holly thought. What hostages?

      “Your orders from the vice admiral are to hang tight until we get there and then progress to Hephaestus with the division.”

      Holly flickered her hand to the attached message. It opened at the same time that the dispatch officer concluded their message with the traditional “Glory to Earth.”

      “Holy frack!”

      To see a small video image of two men that she recognized very well.

      Sergeant Marshal Smith was kneeling down on a metal deck. Holly was sure it was Hephaestus. She would recognize its black iron metalwork and generations of rust anywhere, she thought. In front and center of the camera was none other than Max Holler, captain of the Mad Dogs, loudly spouting isolationist spew to the camera.

      “. . . and the  Free Breaker Republic will be on our knees no more!” Max Holler said.

      The crowd of assembled Breaker mercenaries and leaders smirked or cackled. The joke was clearly directed at the Earth Alliance Marine who was on his knees beside them, a symbol of their superiority, the member of the old Forward Recon Eight under Captain Holly Cropper.

      Sergeant Marshal Smith.

      “Sir?” It was Bastian, breathing behind her as he saw the footage too.

      “I know,” Holly hissed, opening a comms channel.

      “Forward Recon Division, this is your commander speaking. I’m placing Recon Two in local command. You are to stay and guard the prisoners and the Undine, understood?”

      “Sir!”

      “Commander, sir!”

      “Aye . . .”

      “Sir, yes, sir, but where are you going?” This came from Recon Two.

      “Personal business,” Holly breathed as rage burned in her heart. Bastian was already kicking back down to his seat, and the doctor was hurriedly strapping herself back in.

      Acting Commander Holly Cropper had clearly had enough. She was turning the Jay around in the direction of Hephaestus, and she fired the engines at full burn.
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      Hephaestus Station, Asteroid Belt (Breaker Group)

      

      “Sure, well, just in case—you are positively certain this is what you want to do?” Bastian asked. He looked at Holly, framed against the backdrop of a bright glitter of stars, rocks, and the giant architecture of Hephaestus.

      The Jay was stationed on the far side of Abe’s Rock—one of the largest of the asteroids that orbited the unofficial Breaker capital station and was as dark as the rocks around it. Flying in had taken all of Holly’s skill, turning all of her comms off to almost zero to avoid chances of scanners picking up their signals.

      It was almost a depressing thought to the Breaker captain that the Jay had far better technology on board than the Hephaestus did. As much as she was proud of her home and her entire region, she had to admit that they had a whole lot of catching up to do if they wanted to face the Inner System. Even a heavy scout like the Jay had digital camouflage good enough to avoid detection by the Breaker station’s archaic sensors. And the Jay was far below the larger vessels that the Earth Alliance Marines had at their disposal.

      We’re talking scanners, jammers, encryptors, military and intelligence-grade tech . . . Holly shook her head. It was a mad move by Max Holler—but deep down, she was also secretly proud of it too.

      The chance for a truly independent Breaker region. Holly couldn’t deny the excitement she felt at the thought, the call for justice that echoed down her blood for all of these long years.

      “Cap?” It was Bastian, prompting her to look up at the giant Breaker station above them and nod.

      “Marshal is in there, Bas,” she said in a soft voice. Both Bastian and the doctor nodded. There was no question about what they had to do.

      “And when the Martian Defense Fleet gets here, they’ll lay siege to Hephaestus. We’ll be lucky if Hephaestus survives at all.” Holly nodded at the giant X-shaped station that looked like it had been built out of multiple cruisers hastily welded together with external support structures. Each arm sprouted into more smaller units at every level, and each glittered with the endless lights of the furnaces and factories that made Hephaestus such a powerhouse of industry.

      Home, Holly thought before squaring her jaw and pointing out the route that they would take.

      “To Ruth, Old Chocky, and then we’re in . . .” She nodded, looking briefly at the doctor behind her.

      All three of them didn’t wear the usual heavy tactical encounter suits of the marines, and that was because Holly knew that Abe’s Rock was actually a Breaker waystation, a rock with an emergency locker stuffed full of spare equipment that every Breaker might need.

      Such as these mining suits, she thought, feeling ungainly in them. They were large, heavily armored things because of the hazardous work associated with mining. The geometric-styled, angular helmets almost entirely hid their faces inside. Each suit was a dark, ochre-and-brown color, stuffed full of insulation but without any of the increased strength or shock-absorbing qualities of a marine suit.

      But they should still take a bullet or two, I reckon. Holly adjusted one of the many pieces of gear that came with it, a cumbersome arc welder that was attached to the pack on her back. They all still had their marine rifles and weapons on them, loath to go into the Breaker home without some protection.

      And then there was the last feature: the assisted rocket packs. These mining suits were primarily used by Breakers who were sent out from their mother ships to break down the smaller rocks on the belt.

      “I think I can patch into the station’s mainframe if you get me to a terminal,” the genius and polymath Dr. Rachel Crow said.

      “Good, then.” Holly couldn’t see any more reason to wait, so she started forward at a loping run. She extended her stride dramatically so that she bounded high and then low over the surface of Abe’s Rock, gathering momentum as she did so.

      Rock hopping was second nature to a Breaker like her, who had spent many years doing just this, either for fun or as a part of various mining contracts. Abe’s Rock, too, was famous for it, with a spectacular point to one side that formed a natural diving board.

      One step, two, and . . .

      Holly’s bounding leaps were pushing her higher and faster along with everyone else. She was already on the “diving” ledge of rock as she prepared for her next landing stomp-kick.

      Three!

      Holly kicked off, and suddenly she was leaping through open space. She hit the rocketry fire button implanted in her gauntlet for the microrockets at her hip to fire. And she was thrown forward terrifyingly fast towards the next landing site: the rock called Ruth.

      Hephaestus had already swum a lot closer as Holly’s momentum started to run out, and she drew up her knees to ready for impact.

      “Ugh!”

      She hit Ruth with a heavy stomp, pushing out just as before to bound across the asteroid.

      One, two, and . . .

      She kicked out, this time diverting her flight so that she was heading straight for the last and final rock in the sequence, Old Chocky.

      Once again, the captain and ex-Breaker was flying through the air, raising her knees because she wouldn’t need her rockets this time. Old Chocky—really no more than a lozenge of space rock—was closer to Ruth than Ruth had been to Abe’s Rock.

      “Gotcha!” she hissed as she stamped down onto Old Chocky, throwing herself forwards to compensate for the bounce effect. She was now pushing herself forwards, once, twice, and again so that she was running right to the end of the lozenge. Up ahead was a gulf of space, and beyond it was the giant leg of Hephaestus itself.

      Holly reached the end of Old Chocky and leapt.

      Fire!

      She hit the burn on her suit’s microthrusters, and this time, held it for longer than she had the first time. She was thrown across the gap like a human missile, straight at the lower piers. A section of balconies and heavy, black iron railings girding the industrial portholes and bulkheads inside. It was a favored spot for rock jumpers and general service crews, and rock hoppers used these lower entrances and exits to return to the station all the time.

      Easy does it, Cropper, easy . . . Holly thought as she braced, flaring her arms out as the vast weight of Hephaestus rushed towards her.

      “Ugh!” She threw out an arm, grabbing at one of the outstretched pylons that sprouted here, and suddenly she was spinning, grabbing onto the pylon, and letting her momentum carry her towards the station. She raised her legs . . .

      WHUMP!

      She caught the edge of a railing with her heavy, metal-shod boots before leaping to the metal balcony on the other side, opposite one of the porthole airlocks.

      “Pheww-whee!” she whistled. She had forgotten what a rush it was! She turned around to see that Dr. Crow was already making her way across, landing on Ruth well but awkwardly correcting as she started the run and jump to Old Chocky.

      “Come on, come on!” Holly whispered. She saw the doctor make the jump, landing on Old Chocky well and then skidding slightly before continuing.

      You can do it, Rachel! I believe in you, Holly wished at her. She saw the doctor hit her rockets as soon as she had leapt and was surging across the space, straight towards her.

      “Yes, yes, that’s it!” Holly said. She moved to the railing to reach out her hand as wide as it went, looking at the doctor’s visor.

      To see Rachel’s face suddenly widen in shock as she looked at her.

      What!? Something had happened . . .

      The doctor was struggling and kicking her arms and feet as if to slow herself down, but Holly didn’t understand. She reached forwards some more to catch her.

      Just as a heavy gun prodded into her back, and the Breaker guards who had exited the unwatched airlock surrounded Holly and caught Rachel as she landed.
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      “Let us go! You have no right to do this!” Holly snarled as the Breaker guards dragged her and Rachel through the complicated body of Hephaestus, up stairs and through corridors packed with fellow Breakers. All of them looked at the screaming, shouting two women being dragged by an entire cohort of Breaker guards.

      Home, this was home, once . . . They had dragged the mining visors off of Holly and Rachel, and Holly couldn’t stop her eyes from darting around her to see the old halls that were so familiar, the vast factory machines in the background still thrumming and grinding over the makeshift stalls of the engine shops and vendors.

      I even recognize the sounds of this place, the feel of it . . . Holly was disoriented. Too much was happening all at once. There was a war against the Thaal. There was an Earth marine fleet coming for Hephaestus. This was enemy territory. This was home.

      “Janke?” She even swore that she saw faces that she recognized in the crowd before she was dragged up the next flight of stairs, and Rachel grunted painfully. One of the Breaker guards was holding her hand twisted behind her back.

      “Hey! Watch it—you’ll break her arm!” Holly yelled. In answer, she was thumped in the small of the back painfully with a gun.

      “Unff!” Holly groaned in pain. “I got it. You win,” she growled at her guard kidnapper. “Neither of us are fighting you, frackit.”

      “Shut it. Save it for the boss,” the guard snapped. The woman with an old scar right across her temple thumped Holly once again in the back with her gun and forced her up the stairs.

      “Breakers don’t have bosses,” Holly hissed. Which was technically untrue. Every Breaker was normally engaged in a variety of work contracts that gave each a whole plethora of bosses.

      But our bases were always run by committee, council, and union, Holly knew. It was one of the things that set them apart.

      But I guess that changed when Max Holler arrived, right? She grimaced.

      “And we could have taken the lifts, you know,” Holly breathed as she was shoved and dragged up the next flight of steel stairs. “I remember them being quite roomy, as I recall.”

      “Traitors like you don’t get to take it easy!” the guard growled, delivering another blow designed to inflict pain and shock, straight to her kidneys. Or it would have, except for the heavy mining suit armor that she wore. Cropper felt the shove and heard a brief intake of pain from the guard. Holly smiled to herself.

      But her satisfaction was short-lived. She was shoved and kicked up the stairs alongside the pained Dr. Crow, finally reaching the central and middle section of the X of Hephaestus and the broad lobby that led to an open metal arch—and the central control room.

      “Ah, the prodigal daughter returns!” A loud, brash voice boomed out of the busy, blinking lights and holoscreens ahead of them, and the short, stocky man with the cropped, blonde-and-salt hair appeared.

      “Welcome home, traitor!” said the captain of the Mad Dog Breaker mercenaries and now, apparently the leader of the  Free Breaker Republic.

      “Max,” Holly’s eyes were sparks of furnace fire as she glared at the man standing before them. “You’ve come a long way since being a two-credit trash runner across the belt, huh?”

      Her remark hit home as she saw Max grimace just slightly, but then the Breaker guard hit her—hard—across the side of the face.

      “Holly!” Rachel screamed.

      “Ack!” Holly hit the floor and sprawled, feeling her face hot and suddenly wet. When she blinked her eyes, she could see that the metal grillwork was wet with red. Her blood.

      “Feel better, champ?” Holly garbled the words, but not at the Breaker guard who had delivered the blow. Instead, she glared directly at Max Holler.

      “Feels nice to see women get hit, doesn’t it?” she coughed, sneezing back blood as she started to push herself up from the floor. The guard who had directed the blow was a sudden shadow over her, but the new leader of the  Free Breaker Republic gestured with his hand, staving off any blow that was about to fall.

      And then Max Holler himself was kneeling before her. Behind him, Holly could see the metal-shod boots of the other men and women on the control deck. There was the glow of the myriad array of giant holoscreens shining on her blood, she saw.

      “Don’t start, and don’t get up, Holly,” Holler snarled in a low, threatening whisper. “You’ve lost. You and your paymasters in the Inner System. It’s over.”

      “I’m not here as a marine!” Holly hissed back at him. She could see that the mercenary captain didn’t believe her. He merely squinted, and a silent sneer started to form on his face.

      “Do you really think I would have wandered into Hephaestus with just an academic with me if I wanted to do something?” Holly spat, her voice rising as she did so. “I could have come at you with a fleet. Or at the head of a special ops unit. But I’m not here as a marine, dammit!” Holly repeated. “I’m a Breaker,” she snarled, pushing herself up on her arms so that she was in a crouch before the captain, and no one around them dared to move.

      Max merely flickered an eyebrow at her. “You expect me to believe that you want to defect? That you’ve suddenly got a heart for your old home, Captain?” Holler sneered down at her.

      “I was born here. Right here.” Holly flickered a glance around at the others on the deck. There were a few faces she recognized, if not knew. Afira, Chemicals Worker Union. Liu Lee, Furnaceworkers United. Holly didn’t know them personally, but she knew that they were Hephaestus born.

      And that was just what she was banking on.

      “I’m station born. I deserve a right to have my say. Hasn’t that always been the Breaker way?” she spat. Holler opened his mouth to shout her down.

      “Let her speak!” This came from Liu Lee, an older man who held onto the railings with one metal hand. Legend was that he had lost it when a smelting pot broke, spewing molten metal across it.

      Holler made a face, but there was a murmur of agreement from the various elders and union leaders of Hephaestus standing around them.

      “Have your say then,” Max said dismissively, getting to his feet and turning his back to her derisively.

      Holly nodded, spluttered more blood on the floor as she slowly rose, very aware of the Breaker guards’ alert tenseness. Very slowly, she raised her hands in the air to show she meant them no harm.

      “There’s two battle groups coming for you,” she insisted.

      “Holly!” Rachel hissed. “You can’t!”

      “The Martian Defense Group, and much worse for you, a full response group from Aries Station.” Holly ignored Rachel, continuing. “And we’re talking heavy scouts, fighter ships, dropships, and whatever warships they’ve got left after they saw to the Thaal.”

      “Cropper, you can’t tell them that!” Rachel said then hissed in pain as the guard holding her arms twisted them violently.

      Holly hissed under her breath, her eyes checking the other Breakers around her—not just Max. They all had hard eyes too.

      “You’re going to have to stop hurting my friends if you want to know any more,” Holly said. “Let go of her. Now.”

      Max bristled, but it was plain to everyone in the room that neither Rachel nor Holly were about to overcome everyone in the room just by themselves. She saw the mercenary captain shrug as if it was no bother. The guards released the doctor, who stepped quickly away from her aggressor, rubbing her arms as she hissed Holly’s name.

      “What are you doing!”

      Once again, the Forward Response captain ignored her.

      Trust me, Rachel, she said silently as she continued staring at Max.

      “So, you want to defect? Is that why you’re here?” Holler raised his eyebrows, not buying any of it. Holly didn’t particularly blame him.

      “I’m a Breaker. I’m here for my friends,” she said, reiterating one of the core principles of anyone who lived out here in the dangerous stations and mining ships.

      You look after each other. Because no one else will.

      “What, your childhood friends who you turned your back on and never looked back, you mean?” Holler scoffed. “Give me a break!”

      Gladly, Holly thought.

      “You have one of my crew hostage. Marshal Smith.”

      “An Earther marine!” the Mad Dog captain spluttered in astonishment, as if she had just given proof of her treachery.

      Everything rides on making the other Breakers see what I see, Holly knew.

      “Yes. He is. But he is also mine. My crew mate, flying with me for years. He is also the man who flew and fought with you, as I recall, against the Thaal.”

      There was a slight mumble from the watching Breaker elders and peers. Yeah, Holly thought, Max had certainly omitted that from his recent story, hadn’t he?

      “He defended you, just as I did, against our common enemy: the Thaal,” Holly continued.

      “And now the Thaal are gone! And our true enemy has always been the same—the Inners!” Max said, bursting out the words quickly.

      Holly just shrugged. “I’m here for Marshal, who fought beside you and who you turned around and captured. I’m here because we look out for each other out here. It is what we do,” she said and felt the audience’s opinion start to shift.

      “And because I don’t want him to die when the Inners get here with their multiple attack fleets. Heck, I don’t want to be here when they get here. I just want my man, and then I’m gone,” she said as the Breakers started to mumble and grumble.

      “No chance,” Holler snapped—but his opinion did not appear to be uniformly respected by the others.

      “What harm does it do?” said Liu Lee with a shrug. “She’s just one woman. And if she runs back to the Inners, then she’ll meet the same fate too.”

      Gee, thanks for the support, Holly thought, but she’d take the vote anyway.

      “The Inners are coming,” Holly continued. “And they are going to launch everything they have at Hephaestus. The way I see it, I just want to keep my friends safe.”

      “Enough!” Max hissed with a stamp of his boot. Silence filled the room as he cocked his head to look at Holly.

      “Maybe you should care more about what is going to happen to your old home than some Earther marine,” he snarled. Holly could tell that the sentiment in the room was pretty divided on that. Half would agree with Max that she was a traitor—while the other half would be thinking that she had a right to protect her own out here in space . . . no matter who they were.

      “But it doesn’t matter now anyway,” Max said, nodding to the guards. “Marshal’s work is done. Bring him up here to join us.”

      “His work? What do you mean, his work?” Holly asked, but Max shook his head.

      “You’ll see soon enough, Captain.”

      They waited for what felt like a long time as Holly’s eyes scanned around the room. There was a frenetic air of activity up here, more so than usual, and Holly realized what was going on: they were battle planning. On the screens ahead of them, she saw that the First Republic had even changed the very geography of the region, bringing some of the larger rocks in front of the station and positioning old cruisers out there too.

      They’re preparing for a battle, Holly saw. Max WANTS a battle.

      “Holly! Captain!” There was a gasp from behind them. One of the lifts opened, and out was shoved a very bruised Marshal Smith, his face puffed around his eyes in various shades of purple and green.

      “What have you done to him?!” Holly’s heart thumped in her chest as she spun on her heel to confront Max, who merely shrugged. But she saw the uncomfortable glances from the others around him.

      “He needed some persuasion . . .” Max started to say, but Holly shut him down.

      “And this is what your Free Breaker Republic is going to be like? Beating your prisoners into submission? What about when the workers come to you with complaints—what are you going to do, have them beaten as well!?” she hissed. The awkward shifting of feet told her that she had voiced some of their concerns. She kept her chin high, making sure that everyone in the room could see the ugly gash and the dried blood on the side of her face where they’d just seen her get hit by his mercenaries too.

      “This is a war, Holly—as you well know! We gotta protect ourselves!” Holler yelled.

      “Just let me take my people out of here, and you’re welcome to it,” Holly said. To her surprise, Max looked at her for a long moment before he nodded with a theatrical sigh.

      “Well, really—what does it matter anyway? You’re done, aren’t you, Marshal?” the Mad Dog leader said with a gloating smile. Marshal did his best to spit on the floor at him. Max merely chuckled, turning as he raised his hand to his ear, checking some comms module that he had on him the entire time.

      “Because it makes no difference whether you stay or go—now that I have this!” he said, turning to the view screens and gesturing with his hands. They flickered, and something large and vast appeared from the left-hand view, steadily getting larger and larger as it drew closer to the proposed battle site.

      It had eight barbed points, white and starlike, and when the ship light caught it, it glittered like crystal.

      It was the captured Thaal starcraft. They had gotten it working.
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      They’ve gotten it working, Holly realized. Max Holler is now in charge of a Thaal starcraft. He’ll be unstoppable . . .

      She looked in horror at what they had done, and then a second urgent thought struck her: what if there was another of those Thaal monsters hidden inside of this one too? More of the frozen Thaal warriors like the one orbiting Mars? Secreted inside of it like a bug in a cocoon, just waiting to emerge?

      “You can’t do this. You have to stop,” Holly said. The forward screens glitched, and there was a distant thundering sound.

      “What?” Max frowned, as he, Holly, and all the other Breakers looked distinctly uneasy.

      They could feel the minute vibration running through the station. It was a feeling that any Breaker knew and dreaded.

      Hephaestus is in danger, Holly thought, just as the first raft of alarms started to sound.

      
        
        WARNING! Fire on Level 12, Section 3 . . .

      

      

      “That’s the lower engine blocks!” Liu Lee said, gasping. “We need to get that area quarantined. Now!”

      And there was a sudden new shudder and a distant groaning.

      
        
        WARNING! Fire on Level 8, section 7 . . .

      

      

      Then there were alarms hitting across the screens as Holly recognized a station in distress. Any fire on a station was bad news. It sucked out oxygen and spread so quickly that it could take out entire levels in minutes.

      Just as any explosion on a station was bad too. If it impacted the hull or broke the air seal, then entire levels could be decompressed in just as short a time.

      “Hyurk!”

      “Ur-k!”

      But the warning signs and the alarms were not all that was happening. Now, the sound of shouts and screams were heard in the stairwell outside.

      As a shape appeared looming through the archway, and one of the Breaker guards left the floor, accelerating into the room at a rate of knots.

      It was Sergeant Bastian Li in full close combat heavy tactical gear.

      “Captain! Down!”

      Holly heard the sergeant’s shout just before he threw the trio of small cannisters.

      Well, actually—everyone could hear Bastian’s shout as it blared out of his suit speakers.

      “Grenades!” Holly heard Max Holler shouting, and the mercenary captain jumped.

      Holly was already rolling, dragging Rachel with her as the small cannisters hit the metal grill with a light clunk and exploded.

      Smoke grenades, Holly knew in the next second. The entire control room suddenly filled with biting white clouds of smoke.

      “Doctor! Marshal!” Holly was hissing before erupting into coughing fits. Over their heads, there came shouts, snarls, and the sudden report of semiautomatic fire.

      Frack. Frack. Frack. Holly had no idea what Bastian’s plan was. It was insane to conduct an assault on the command deck of the entire Breaker station. Bastian hadn’t been captured at the same time as they had been. He must have seen what was happening and gone back for his suit and a variety of explosives—before he followed them.

      “Captain!” she heard Marshal shout before he, too, was coughing right beside them.

      “Low. Stay low!” Holly coughed, her eyes starting to water as she crouched, hobbling—and saw the next pair of legs right there. The guard who had been holding a gun to Marshal’s head . . .

      “Urgh!” Holly launched a low tackle that hit the man in the back of the knees and sent him flying to the edge of the metal door that they had just come out of. She heard a pained grunt, and then the body was still. Dead or unconscious, she wasn’t sure. Her hands moved up his legs to his belt to find two ammo magazines and then the rifle, still with its strap over his shoulder.

      “Link hands!” Holly hissed, spinning in a crouch to aim back behind her—but her eyes were bleeding tears from the smoke, and she could only see indistinct leaping or running shapes.

      And hear screams. The people on the bridge were panicking, hiding under their control desks and beside their chairs as there was the sudden flare of fire from the main doorway.

      Bastian! It had to be, a sustained burst that flared yellow and crimson, but Holly could see that he was aiming high, causing screens and computers in the gallery around them to burst and explode.

      He isn’t firing indiscriminately, Holly knew. He probably didn’t want to kill the very people he was trying to save.

      Ping! Fth-T!

      But there were more sparks of light as rounds hit the back of the sergeant’s heavy tactical suit and fractured.

      He’s taking fire from Breakers behind him, Holly thought, turning to aim behind the sergeant. She pointed towards the ceiling and then committed two fast burst shots to keep his attackers down.

      Then move, she knew, seizing Marshal’s arm and throwing him to skid across the metal floor before anyone could return fire at their position.

      There’s no way we make it out of here alive, Holly’s mind was racing as she smacked against a chair, realizing that they must be at one end of the gallery. Bastian was still firing at the screens, holding the entrance for them. She knew that his heavy tactical suit could take an awful lot of battering, maybe even enough to make it all the way to the nearest airlocks.

      But the rest of us need suits. And we need to make it back to the Jay without getting shot.

      That was when, through the screams, grunts, and shouts, she heard a familiar voice.

      “Concentrate fire! Don’t let them get away!”

      It was Max, and it wasn’t coming from very far away. In fact, the captain of the Mad Dogs was only on the other side of the command terminal.

      “Wait!” she hissed in Marshal’s ear, pressing his shoulder down so that he knew to lie on the floor. Rachel lay beside him as she skidded and turned, edging around the far end of the control desk and back.

      The white smoke was everywhere, thick and heavy and cloying. Holly could hear people hacking and coughing, and the fact that the mercenary captain ahead of her was managing to stay focused, shouting out commands, was testament to his strength.

      Strong, but not good enough, Holly growled, her eyes running as she edged towards him. Bastian released volley after volley against the screens and exploding data centers of the command bridge.

      There he was. She could see his shadow now through the smoke, kneeling against the rear of the control bank, carefully taking aim.

      “Time’s up, Holler!” Holly yelled, shoving her stolen rifle into the back of his neck.

      “CEASEFIRE! Ceasefire!” Max was shouting as Holly pushed and shoved him back towards the entrance door.

      “This is Holly Cropper. I have your captain, so lay down your arms!” Holly managed to yell. She waited, half kneeling, with her rifle against Holler’s trapped form underneath her.

      “Max!?”

      “Captain!?”

      The shouts of the other Breakers in the room were worried, insistent.

      “It’s true,” Max managed to gasp before breaking into a coughing fit. “Ceasefire!” he hoarsely yelled. The shooting stuttered to a halt.

      A second later, and a shape loomed out of the murk, his suit lights suddenly flaring. Bastian was there, looking impregnable above them in his heavy tactical suit.

      “You got him?” the voice of the sergeant boomed as Holly grabbed the collar of the Hephaestus leader, dragging him to his feet as she shoved the man in front of her.

      “Lead the way, Sergeant,” she coughed as she held Max at gunpoint, and Rachel helped Marshal stagger behind her.

      “Stay back! We have your captain!” Bastian was announcing. He thundered forward through the last drifts of the smoke grenade and out to the stairs, where there were more Breaker guards with guns pointed at them—but none of them firing.

      “Lower your guns! I swear to the stars, I’ll shoot him!” Holly cried out in an angry snarl as Bastian jogged down the stairs and then followed.

      “Ughrr! You’ll never get away with this!” Max hissed as they passed the next level, occasionally attempting to struggle, but Holly kept one hand on his shoulder, the other on her gun jammed into his back.

      “Maybe taking you out is all I want,” Holly snarled back as they passed another level, another collection of Breaker guards and then the next.

      “And you won’t stop the war, you know!” Max hissed. “It’s time now. The Breakers have finally had enough, and we won’t go back to the way it was. Not anymore!”

      “I never said I wanted to go back,” Holly growled. “Like I said, I just wanted my man, because that is what I believe in. We’re supposed to look out for each other out here.”

      “You’re naive. Space is conquest. Always has been, always will be,” Max argued as they travelled through the levels of the Breaker station, passing some guards and some freaked-out civilians who were racing to contain the explosions that Bastian had set.

      “Ahead. There’s a fast clipper,” Bastian said as he casually tore open a door to one of the upper docking bays, where the Breakers inside were panicked about the station alarms that the sergeant had set off. But they hadn’t heard about the hostage-taking as yet. There were shouts as Bastian bawled at them.

      “Clear! Clear the way! Do it, now!”

      The small group marched through the scrabbling crowds, past the wreckage of craft being taken apart or serviced, to where an airlock led to a small but fast Breaker vessel. Bastian had done his research well. Holly was amazed at how little time he’d had, but how he had managed to cause a sizeable distraction as well as find out where a suitable ship was.

      “We can use it to get to the Jay,” Bastian growled as he stood at the door to the airlock. Holly gestured for Rachel and Marshal to go first, and then she shoved Max in after.

      “So, this is your plan, is it? Arrest me and take me back to the Inner System? Hope that makes the others forget they have a starcraft to protect them now!?” Max hissed.

      “Oh no, Max Holler,” Holly whispered into his ear as she forced him into one of the chairs, giving the gun to Dr. Crow to hold as she took the pilot’s seat, and Marshal collapsed in the chairs opposite the smuggler.

      “I’ve got something special in mind for you,” Holly growled. Bastian got in, and he slammed the airlock behind them to cycle the air pressure as Holly started the launch sequence.

      Alarms and warnings flared across the clipper’s holoscreens, but Holly ignored them. She disengaged from Hephaestus, from her home, to throw them around and back into the asteroid belt.

      The runaway crew made only one stop on Abe’s Rock, where they transferred to the Jay, still holding Captain Holler at gunpoint in their borrowed Breaker service suits. Their last act before they disappeared into the belt was for Holly to turn and leave Captain Holler at the way station on Abe’s Rock.

      “You’re just going to leave me out here?” Max cried out, his suit comms connecting with hers.

      “Oh, as much as I would love your last sight to be my thrusters, I fear we will see each other again,” Holly said, slapping into his hands the emergency beacon that would alert Hephaestus to his whereabouts.

      “Wait, you mean—you’re not going to kill me?” he said, confused. He held the long cylinder in his hands, its top cone flashing a yellow light.

      “No, I’m not going to kill you.” Holly looked at him. “Like I said, we’re supposed to look after each other out here in space. Space is about collaboration, exploration, Max, not conquest,” she said. “Maybe one day, you will realize that.”

      And Captain Cropper of the Forward Recon Division and Breaker of Hephaestus turned and left—as the forces of war gathered behind them.
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      The Jay, Asteroid Belt (Free Breaker Republic)

      

      “They’re coming back around!” Holly heard the hiss of Sergeant Marshal Smith issue from where he sat in the hold of the Earth Alliance heavy scout fighter, the Jay.

      Normally, the Earth Alliance Marine Marshal Smith would be in the cockpit, flying the heavy wedge of polysteels and gilded titanium. But that duty had been handed over to Captain Holly Cropper since Marshal was not in a fit state to be flying anything.

      Max really did a job on him. Holly managed to suppress a growl as she scanned the screens before her for what Smith was referring to. She was glad to be back to the simplicity of being a captain, rather than Acting Commander, but that didn’t mean her responsibilities were easy.

      There. Her sergeant had been right, there was a small blinking red dot accelerating rapidly across her left screen, racing high and fast in the same trajectory as them.

      Breaker mercenaries, Holly thought. This time she did growl, her upper lip curling into a snarl of contempt for the small blip. It wasn’t contempt borne out of any prejudice. After all, Holly herself was a Breaker—one of the community of off-planet humans living on asteroids and deep space stations who mined rare earth minerals and metals for the inner worlds of the Earth Alliance.

      In fact, the asteroid belt which they were traveling through right now was her old stomping ground when she had been a kid. She had been a resident of the embattled Hephaestus Station that lay somewhere behind them until she was twenty-one years old. That was the youngest that she could enlist as an Earth Alliance Marine. She had worked as a Breaker for a full seven years before she got herself shipped off to Mars Marine Training.

      No, Holly wasn’t angry at that small dot racing towards them on the other side of the space rocks because of who they were. It was more because of the fact that she was going to be forced to blow them out of space if they kept coming.

      “They’re in a small corvette—we can take them!” Marshal called out. He was still strapped into one of the combat chairs in the main hold. Next to him sat the monolithic Combat Marine Bastian Li and Special Consultant Dr. Rachel Crow.

      Of course, we can take them, Holly knew as her snarl grew just a little wider. We’re in a military grade ship. Their Jay was a heavy scout fighter. It was at least ten years newer than the Breaker mercenary corvette and stuffed full of defensive and offensive armaments. Missiles that actually worked. Laser-focusing target systems. Multithreaded sensor arrays. Triple layers of armor and early defense systems.

      The Breaker mercenaries have none of that, Holly knew. They were probably still using point-and-shoot triggers for their stolen and retrofitted black-market weapons. It was amazing that their weapons pods didn’t malfunction and explode as soon as they dared to fire them.

      
        
        Proximity alert!

      

      

      The screen directly ahead of Holly flashed a bright orange before the colors collapsed around the slowly-spinning giant rocks that were coming straight for them.

      The Jay was surrounded by asteroids. It was the only way that Holly could think to escape the mercenary-controlled Hephaestus Station—but it did mean that she couldn’t take her eyes off the proximity sensors.

      “Frack!”

      She threw the flight controllers to the side, pulling back on one of the foot levers so that the rear left primary thruster cut power. This sent the Jay into a spin as it shot towards the three spinning rocks.

      It’s too tight! Holly saw the gap between the largest of the rocks slowly closing as she rushed towards it.

      She could make it.

      She wouldn’t make it.

      She had to.

      With a snarl, Holly held the turn of the Jay as she felt the resistance of her craft through the flight handles. For just a second, she felt as though she and the heavy scout were one body, one mind. She was fighting her own inertia. Her own will to survive matched by the heavy pull of space.

      
        
        Warning! Impact . . .

      

      

      And then, suddenly they were screaming through the gap between the two asteroid rocks, and there was a flash of red on her damage screen. One of the rear sensor antennas had been shorn off.

      “It’s okay. Nothing too serious,” she mumbled. They shot out the other side, straight towards the map of asteroids that her computers had already planned out.

      There was the wall of rock that was known affectionately as El Capitan after some ancient Earth cliff, she had been told. As if that had any bearing on whatever was out here, so many, many miles away from humanity’s birthplace. And there, aggregating to its left, were the smaller rocks known as the Attendants: each one sharper than the next and glittering with laces of quartz and pyrite and a hundred other precious metals.

      The other side of El Capitan was clear though. Holly directed the Jay towards this, kicking out with her feet to engage both of the primary thrusters once again, so that they punched forward.

      On the other side was the Soup Bowl—a wide, almost completely circular area of open space inside the asteroid belt which, through some trick of rotation and gravity, was always clear.

      The large monstrosity of El Capitan loomed on their left as Holly hugged its contours, momentarily catching glimpses of pocked craters and striated, ice-encrusted ridges. The asteroids were kind of beautiful, she managed to think in a momentary flash. Beautiful in a terrible, monstrous sort of way.

      “Why are we hiding?” Marshal snapped from the hold behind them. Holly could understand his frustration. Max Holler—who had once led the Mad Dog mercenary outfit and was now the de facto leader of the Breaker Group—calling it the Breaker Republic—had kidnapped the Earther marine. He had spent almost four days beating ten shades of hell out of Marshal.

      No wonder the marine wasn’t inclined to sympathy towards the Breaker mercenaries.

      But something was stopping Holly from activating their targeting systems. Maybe they could make it all the way out of the belt and back to safer marine space without shooting any Breakers down, she was telling herself.

      I know people on Hephaestus, Holly thought. She had allies, neighbors, friends there. What if any of them had signed on to Mad Dog’s insane mercenary force? What if, on that corvette right now—there was someone she knew, had worked alongside—drank with?

      “They’ll radio our location! We won’t be able to get out of this fracking . . .” Marshal was snarling from his seat harness.

      “Fracking belt?” Holly hissed under her breath, her own tone low and menacing, harsh enough for the sergeant to shut up.

      This place is my home, Holly thought, one eye moving to the sensor screen to keep track of the mercenary corvette and then back to the rocks ahead of her. She rounded the bottom of El Capitan and pulled up to the relative safety of the openness of the Soup Bowl. Her eyes flickered back to where the corvette was . . .

      It was gone.

      Huh?

      “Where—” she managed to whisper.

      
        
        Enemy detected!

      

      

      Just as the computer systems of the Jay suddenly burst back into life, this time detecting the mercenary Breaker corvette once again.

      Only it was much closer. It had changed course and was heading straight for them.

      “What are they doing!?” Holly had a moment to ask. Then Bastian’s voice sounded in her suit speakers.

      “I’ve got them on the railguns. I can take them out from here.”

      “No!” Holly snapped, just as the mercenary corvette made its own choice. It fired, but it was still such a long ways off from them. Surely, they knew that Holly, in the faster heavy marine scout, would be able to evade their missiles and rocket projectiles.

      
        
        Weapons systems detected!

      

      

      The computer systems blared as a spray of smaller missiles was released on either side of the fat disk of the corvette, fanning out like a pair of angel wings . . .

      And abruptly shot away from the attack line that led to the Jay.

      What?

      The Jay did not immediately scream with targeting tracks and alarms because none of the missiles fired by the corvette were targeting them. Instead, Holly watched them swerve and sweep to the left in front of the mercenary corvette.

      And hit the cloud of the Attendants off the shoulder of El Capitan.

      “What are they doing!?” Marshal asked. “Are they really terrible shots, or . . .”

      Oh no, Holly thought as she realized what was going on. It was an old mercenary trick—but it was only used when they really, really didn’t like you.

      Get the asteroids to do your work for you.

      She spun the flight control handles once more, kicking at the thrusters as she wheeled the Jay around, desperately searching for a gap out of the Soup Bowl.

      “What? What is it? What’s wrong!?” Bastian was calling as the distant explosions found the Attendants, glittering into expanding white orbs before winking out.

      But that wasn’t the danger, Holly knew. The great cloud of the Attendant rocks started to tumble and break apart, each one hitting the next, crashing and spinning away from the force of the explosion as they sprayed across the face of El Capitan—and into the Soup Bowl itself.

      “Oh, frack!” The doctor got it and suddenly gasped.

      The Attendants started to spin and shoot into the upper Soup Bowl like a haze of small but no less deadly rockets. Each of them was tumbling and spinning, revolving over and over, their sharpened and newly-sheared edges shining with gold and metals. It was like the Jay was about to be caught in the crossfires of an entire fleet barrage. The rocks that weren’t cast down and spinning towards them struck the sides and shoulders of El Capitan itself, breaking apart into shining clouds of rock-and-metal fragments.

      “BRACE!” Holly screamed. She kicked at the levers by her feet, demanding that the heavy scout surge forward. She twisted and turned it in its flight towards the only gap that she could see possible for them.

      “It’s a trap!” Bastian gasped, which was true. Double true, in fact, since the Breaker mercenaries had ambushed them here, in the Soup Bowl, and would be ready to fire on them as soon as they got out.

      “What can I do!?” Holly grimaced as the small gap in the rocky walls grew larger—but not large enough, and their escape was not swift enough either.

      
        
        Warning! Impact detected on outer hull plate (Rear 3) . . .

      

      

      The Jay rocked violently as the first of the wave of Attendants struck it with a resounding boom like it had been hit by a hammer blow.

      
        
        Warning! (Rear 2) . . .

        (Side 1) . . .

      

      

      All at once, the Jay was turning and twisting in Holly’s hands, and the rocks—most no larger than a chair, but some larger still—struck it. She saw the wall of spinning rocks that created the Soup Bowl jump towards them as she momentarily lost control.

      “Stars!” Dr. Crow was shouting.

      Holly wrestled the flight control levers, cutting the primary thrusters as alarms and warning signals blurted and flared all around her in the cockpit. She could feel the tremors of the ship surging up through her arms as she attempted to angle them away from crashing.

      “Come on!” she snarled, twisting the flight handles the other way and kicking the thrusters once more. The Jay half spun, turned—and shot upwards through the small gap in the asteroids, clear out the top of the Soup Bowl itself.

      
        
        Warning! Outer plate compromised in (Rear Plate 3, 1)

        Weapons systems detected!

      

      

      The Breaker mercenary corvette had been waiting for them above the asteroid belt, and it already had its own weapons systems active and scanning, waiting for the first chance to . . .

      Oh, it turns out they do have a tracking system, Holly thought as the Breaker corvette fired its remaining missiles. Two superfast hellfires that must have been stolen from the Earth Alliance Marines somehow.

      
        
        Weapons systems locked . . .

      

      

      The computer of the Jay informed her in flashes of warning red holo text sliding down her suit screens and flashing before her eyes. Holly pulled the Jay into a tight turn.

      “Give me firing controls!” Sergeant Marshal Smith demanded as the heavy scout spun and rolled through space. The Great Asteroid Belt, the largest in the human system between Jupiter and Mars, rolled before Holly’s vision.

      The small targeting window that tracked the marine corvette appeared and disappeared as they rolled, and the warning orange triangles of the fast-approaching missiles did the same. But every time that the sensors picked them back up, they appeared a lot closer.

      “Double frack and damn and . . .”

      
        
        HVY SCOUT / Countermeasures / Deploying flack system . . .

      

      

      Holly waved a hand through a flashing holo for the commands to be sent racing through the skin of the Jay. At four points, tiny ports no bigger than a fist opened with an explosive burst. Sudden streamers of shining foil were cast into the void around them, as well as clouds of gasses laden with tiny electric conductor cells.

      The metallic cloud expanded around the Jay like a weird machine halo for an instant. Holly was once again kicking the thruster pedals, and the heavy scout was surging forward.

      In their wake, the conductor cells activated, emitting small electric charges that lit up the foil streamers, all of this happening before . . .

      
        
        Impact detected!

      

      

      One of the corvette’s missiles was confused, striking the cloud of charged foil and detonating, momentarily fooled into thinking it was striking the metal hull of a ship complete with an internal electronics system.

      “Yes!” Holly hissed. She added power to the thrusters, upping the energy output from the heavy scout’s reactors.

      
        
        Weapons lock detected . . .

      

      

      But the flack only worked once, and there was still a missile driving through the expanding plasma explosion of the other, and it was coming straight for the Earth Alliance Marine craft.

      No-no-no-no! Holly gritted her teeth.

      “Let me fire!” both Bastian and Marshal were yelling.

      Okay. Holly flashed her hand through command lock as she threw the Jay into another tight swerve, this time back towards the belt. She heard Bastian snarl in an animal victory. Behind her, she knew that he had to be pulling down the overhead firing handles that led to the railguns outside.

      “Take out the missile!” Holly demanded as she set the heavy marine scout through another twist, angling them once again underneath an asteroid in a tight turn.

      There were alarm systems running throughout their ship from the damage that the flung Attendants had caused. She didn’t know how bad it was, but right now, she had bigger problems.

      “Tracking, tracking . . .” she heard Bastian’s voice murmur. The large man was glued to his own holoscreen, both gloved hands tight around the pair of fire controls.

      The mercenary missile perfectly twisted and followed them down the asteroid. It appeared smarter than its predecessor. It also had faster engines: clear and easy computer-controlled, single-burn plasma reactors with no concern for resistance or momentum or not turning passengers into soup. It flung itself closer, a deadly, accusatory finger . . .

      “Got it!” Bastian was yelling, pulling the firing triggers of the overhead railguns as the long, hull-mounted gun raised, swiveled, and fired.

      Bolts of plasma flung from their distant muzzles, scattering outwards in a tightly controlled burst. The bolts of glowing, dazzling purple energy struck the missile, and in seconds, it was destroyed in an expanding bulb of fire.

      “Okay, I got eyes on the target,” Bastian breathed, and Holly swept them underneath the nearest asteroid, effectively putting it between them and the corvette.

      “Captain!” Bastian hissed. “I could’ve taken the shot!”

      “What good is a dogfight out here in the middle of nowhere!?” Holly was shouting as she angled the Jay around the side of this asteroid and then twisted once again to avoid the next. She cut their power to a fraction of what it had been, giving her time to make the maneuvering choices that she needed to make.

      “The Jay is damaged. We need to get to safety so that we can repair,” Holly said while she twisted the Jay once more between rocks. She was acutely aware of the sudden blip of the chasing Breaker mercenaries, heading towards them.

      “We’re at war, Captain!” Bastian called out.

      “Not yet!” Holly returned just as hotly. “The Breakers tried to take a water vessel, that’s all. That’s nothing. There has been no official declaration of war.”

      Even to her own ears, her excuses were somehow sounding thin.

      “Oh, come on, Holly!” Bastian roared. “You saw what they did to Marshal. You were there! You heard what Max Holler said—he wants a war with Earth. You saw them fortifying Hephaestus while we were there. And now there’s an actual ship, probably been sent to hunt us down, and she’s going to keep firing at us until we do something about it.”

      “No, Sergeant!” Holly snarled. “Just because one man in charge is being an idiot, that doesn’t mean we all have to join in!”

      Maybe I should have taken out Max when I had the chance, she was telling herself. She hadn’t because he had been unarmed, and there had been no hope of capturing him to bring him back to the Earth marines.

      And what—turn him into a martyr?!

      Holly was suddenly struck by a wave of nausea as she flew, turning around the next asteroid and the next after that too. The mercenary corvette behind them still followed, although it had slowed its mad pursuit. She knew it was keeping them in range, waiting for them to pop back up out of the belt once again.

      The truth wass, she didn’t want to admit she was scared. She was terrified of what was about to happen if either Max Holler got his way and the Free Breaker Republic started firing shots, or if the Earth Alliance Marines got their way and they started firing . . .

      It was going to be an all-out war. It was going to be a bloodbath—and she was sure that the Breaker Group would lose.

      But would they really? What if . . . Holly blinked for a moment. The thought of the out-of-date asteroid miners, refiners, and builders managing to gain victory over the vastly more advanced, superior, and corporate-backed Earth Alliance Marines would have seemed ridiculous just a few hours ago.

      But the Breakers of Hephaestus had one of the Thaal starcraft now, didn’t they? The Earth system was littered with four of them in total, and somehow—with Sergeant Marshal Smith’s forced help—Max had discovered a way to wake one up.

      Earth, Mars, Venus—even the Jupiter stations were all reeling from the recent war against the alien Thaal. Some estimates were that the Earth Alliance Marines had lost anywhere from forty to seventy percent of its fighting forces.

      Maybe the Free Breaker Republic could do it . . . the treacherous thought slid through Holly’s mind, and her hands shook on the flight handles. That thought was treasonous. If she voiced it, that alone would be enough for a suspension from active service, and, far more likely in current times—a prison sentence.

      “Captain, please—you can’t hide inside the asteroid belt forever,” Sergeant Bastian Li pointed out.

      “We can make it to the outer spur, and then it’s just a clear burn to—” Holly said before she stopped.

      To what, exactly? Was she about to fly them back towards the relative safety of the Inner System and the worlds of Mars, Venus, Earth, and Mercury?

      She was struck by the thought that even considering those places as home was almost revolting to her. She couldn’t anymore. Not ever, in truth. Siding with the Inner System—Inners, as the Breakers called them—felt just as treacherous to her as siding with the Breakers.

      Both of these parts of me are something that I cannot renounce, she thought as she surged and rolled and turned underneath the next set of asteroids. The mercenary corvette far above them was keeping pace, but for some reason, it wasn’t closing on their position. Even though it easily could, at the reduced speed Holly was moving at.

      “Stars damn it!” she heard Bastian hiss under his breath as he slammed himself back into his seat. She wondered if she should reprimand him for that but thought better of it. It wasn’t going to help them anyway.

      But did she have a right to inflict her confusions on her crew? The part of Holly that was a trained military officer worried. She knew that any conflict between the two factions of humanity would be a terrible idea. At the same time, there was another part of her that pined for the notion of a Breaker Republic. They had barely stopped the Thaal when Holly programmed and sent back one of their own starcraft to warp and crash into their distant Dyson sphere.

      Ever since she had done that, there had been silence from the edges of space. Had she managed to send the Thaal civilization back ten thousand years? Was the war over?

      The captain couldn’t be sure of it. The Thaal had appeared so suddenly and had stopped just as quickly too. Maybe this was the way of interstellar conflict—the vast distances leaving such a gap between civilizations that wars were conducted not across hours or months or even years but perhaps across centuries.

      
        
        Proximity alert! . . .

      

      

      Holly’s attention snapped forward as the holo controls of the Jay blurted an alarm at them. They were approaching the Blue Lites, as this area of the asteroid belt was known. The rocks here were mostly smaller, denser, and often shot through with a metallic blue sheen of some rare form of metal.

      
        
        Warning, forward sensor systems compromised! . . .

      

      

      Oh yeah. She remembered the Blue Lites were the ones that messed with the deep and forward frequency arrays, didn’t they? Holly took a deep breath as she angled the heavy marine craft down instead, hoping to fly out the far side of the asteroid belt and away from the corvette.

      You see, I can still be a good captain, she was telling herself. Her screens ahead of her glitched and started to scrawl with static, and the ship’s scanners hit and bounced and made fractal patterns, reflected off of the rare blue metals ahead.

      I can still be a good captain even if I don’t think that either side is right, can’t I? she thought as she flew out the far side of the asteroid belt.

      And straight into the Breaker mercenary trap.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons systems detected (multiple) . . .
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      Fraaaack, Holly hissed as she saw her console light up with enemy signatures, and then she was desperately turning and rolling the craft, and the two waiting Breaker mercenary craft opened fire.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected . . .

      

      

      The Jay spun and turned, racing not away from the two mercenary craft but towards them. This, at least, was one skill that Holly knew. If you had your back against a wall, better to fight on your own terms than let them come to you..

      Right now, she couldn’t recall if that piece of wisdom had come from the Earth Alliance Marines or the Breakers. Either way, she was piloting an already damaged metal box, screaming towards two mercenary craft at full thrust.

      The captain got a brief glimpse of the two crafts before them. One was of the same “disk” class as the corvette that had been chasing them and indicated a more simplistic version of mercenary ship. The second, however, looked like a smaller version of the Jay. It was segmented, a hornet shape painted a lurid orange-red and dark midnight blue. She guessed that it was an old patrol vessel that some corporation had sold off cheap—or that the Mad Dogs had stolen.

      Both of the vessels peeled away to either side as Holly burned her way straight for them, but not before the red-and-blue patrol vessel got off a few shots. At the same time that it was peeling away, Holly could see the railgun on its side engage, swiveling on its independent mount to start pumping a barrage of burning spheres of plasma at the target.

      “Bastian!” Holly shouted. She turned the Jay to attempt to swerve out of the way.

      The large marine knew precisely what she was referring to, of course. He once again grabbed the firing triggers of their own railguns and spun in his seat to blast a burst of barrage fire all around them. It was wild shooting, but at that stage, it was all that they had . . .

      And it worked, Holly was amazed to see. The barrage of shots fired by Bastian caught dozens of the near asteroids and burst them apart, causing flashes of brilliant white amid the black backdrop of space, and the Jay surged past, clear of the strafing fire. In their wake, the Blue Lites behind them were struck by the majority of the mercenary fire, causing small eruptions and asteroid quakes, sending them flinging against each other in a cosmic game of ruined Jenga.

      “You still want me to hold back now, Cap?” Bastian growled, pivoting in his seat as they raced down the underside of the asteroid belt, the two mercenary craft making the wide turn towards them.

      Two against one. Maybe three against one, Holly thought. And they were already damaged. There was no way that they could get out of those odds unscathed if they didn’t fight back, was there?

      Holly grabbed the triggers on her own flight handles.

      “Fire at will,” she said grimly, hating herself for saying it. She didn’t want to ever be the one to bring down a ship with Breakers aboard—but she had no choice. It was them or her crew.

      “Yah!” Sergeant Marshal Smith fist pumped the air at the order. Sergeant Li calmly slid his chair out, turning as he did so. The entire chair started turning in place as he looked through the small holo-projected targeting screens.

      “Acquiring, acquiring . . .” Holly heard Bastian whispering. She brought the heavy marine scout towards her enemy as they were screaming towards her too. It was like one of those ancient jousting matches from the movies, Holly thought.

      “Two-play dodge?” Bastian hissed his game plan.

      “Agreed,” Holly said, instantly hitting the pedals that would max out their reactor, injecting more power into their thrusters than could ever be safe or rational, and throwing them forward.

      At the same time, Bastian pulled the triggers, sending a scattering of plasma blasts ahead of them in a wide spray. They knew that this would be a fearsome sight for their enemy. They had already charged them headlong as a first move, and now, they were doing it again—only firing at the same time.

      Once again, the two mercenary vessels started to wildly veer apart. They were unable to get a clear tracked shot on them while they were terrified of this charging vehicle heading straight for them.

      “Bastian, three . . . two . . . and now!” Holly called. She suddenly cut one of the engines and twisted the flight handles. The result was that the Jay corkscrewed, spinning wildly as it jumped to one side.

      And now it was clearly chasing the red-and-blue mercenary vessel.

      “Fire!” Holly shouted as their path intersected the mercenary craft’s path. Bastian snarled, pulling the triggers for bolts of blazing, burning starlight to hammer the hull of the Breaker craft.

      Holly looked up, gasped. She saw the metal of the red and blue convulse like it was made of water, and then the vessel was spinning and tumbling. First its rear hull sparkled with burning plasma when its fuel lines caught—and then the entire rear half of the vessel erupted into a burning white light as its reactors blew.

      And Holly was pulling the Jay through the edges of that exploding plasma, twisting her flight handles as she purposefully rolled and spun the craft. She felt her stomach lurch and her ears pop—but this was precisely the sort of thing she had trained for. When fighting in space, she didn’t have to come at the enemy with any sensible or level approach. Perhaps being born a Breaker, out here among the stars where there is no natural horizon and always thinking in limitless dimensions—maybe that helped her combat training. She bottomed out of her wild, spinning roll almost underneath the second mercenary craft.

      It was shaped like a disk, and Holly seized the firing triggers.

      And hesitated. She couldn’t do it. Even when they had so nearly killed her.

      This isn’t a mercenary vessel like the other one was, her own doubts hammered into her. This could be raw recruits, people Max ordered here.

      “Holly!” Bastian hissed and pulled his own triggers. Holly looked up at the racing underside of the Breaker disk, saw it flash as it passed their lights.

      And then saw it light up for an entirely different reason as it was struck by the hammer of plasma blasts hitting and rupturing its hull. Once again, they made the metal convulse and shiver as an internal earthquake shook through it.

      Holly saw the ship blow in awful, dreadful detail. She noticed the tremors that ran its length before the fuel cells blew, and then the largest explosion almost broke it in half.

      For a brief period, it became a bright, shining star of light and fire—and then it was completely dark, and its constituent parts were scattered to the uncaring void.

      That’s it. I’ve chosen sides, Holly realized dumbly as she let the Jay slowly rock in place.

      “Captain?” This was from Marshal Smith. “Captain—the other corvette? The third mercenary? We got their patrol, but if the third manages to get word back about where we are . . .”

      “Right, yeah.” Holly shook her head, looking up to see that her control holoscreens were flaring with small alarms and warnings—nothing critical or incredibly dangerous yet, but things that would require repairs. They had just taken out two ships in quick succession. Did they have it in them to hunt a third?

      “Oh,” she said, confused when she realized that her near sensors couldn’t even find it. She had assumed that it would either be making its way through the asteroid belt, or they would have flown around the near side, eager to be at Holly’s demise.

      But no. When she expanded her sensors to their long range, she saw that the Breaker mercenary corvette was currently hightailing it out of range, screaming back towards Hephaestus as fast as its engines could carry it.

      “It’s retreating. It saw what we are capable of,” Holly said.

      “We have to go after it!” Marshal was insistent. “They might . . .”

      “We’ll be long gone by the time they raise the hue and cry.” Holly shook her head. “That is, if they even do.”

      Max now has an entire Republic to manage, after all, Holly thought. And a war to fight.

      “So, this is it—back to Mars? Aries Station?” Dr. Rachel Crow said with a slightly sharp tone to her voice that made Holly think that the highly intelligent, genius-level polymath realized that Holly had concerns.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” Holly said uneasily—just as the comms systems of the Jay blared.

      Holly didn’t realize it—but she and her crew weren’t going home yet.
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        FORWARD EA MARINE BASE (Mobile Unit “Dragon”) //:

        Relay Message: Aries Station—Outer Satellite Network:

        CODE: Alpha-Black-Black (Authorized Personnel Only) . . .

      

        

      
        ENCRYPTED MESSAGE BEGINS . . .

        AUTHENTICATION: Adm SILAS (Acting Fleet Controller)

      

      

      Captain Cropper, this is Admiral Silas.

      Given the situation developing at Hephaestus Station, you are being immediately redeployed on an Alpha-Black Mission (full mission parameters contained within this message).

      It is imperative that we neutralize this ridiculous Breaker threat. The Acting Council of Earth and the Inner Systems have declared that this “Free Breaker Republic” is illegal, and worse, it is a direct act of treason against the Earth Alliance. It is a sham allowing rogue actors, mercenaries, smugglers, etc. to take control of the Outer System and directly threaten the way of life for all Earth peoples.

      The threat that they pose to industry, shipping, transport, and security throughout the Earth System cannot go unchecked.

      As of 08:40 hours relative Earth CDT Time, the Acting Council of Earth has declared that we are at war with this rogue state unless an offer of immediate surrender is received.

      The Earth Alliance Marines will be mounting a blockade against Hephaestus to enforce their surrender.

      As some of our most experienced and trusted personnel, the EA Marine Recon Eight under your command will play a key part in securing their surrender.

      For the glory of Earth,

      [SIGNED] Admiral Silas, Acting Fleet Commander, Earth Alliance Marines.
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      Hephaestus Station (Free Breaker Republic)

      

      Hephaestus Station hung against the sea of floating rock like a giant ladder, an iron girder and grid work behemoth, its spars vaguely molded into the shape of a giant H.

      The oldest and first of the Breaker Group stations, the first of its kind to act as a permanent home to the migrant Earthlings who took to the stars many centuries ago—Hephaestus stood tall and shouted its name to the rest of the Inner System through its pocked and ancient architecture.

      The giant H was made of interlocking and bolted spars and levels, some sprouting smaller containment units and docking ports or small reefs of docked vessels. It floated against the backdrop of stilled asteroids behind it, turning its austere face back towards the Inner System—and it snarled.

      For almost a hundred and fifty years, Hephaestus had been the main conduit of processing and refining the rare asteroid metals, minerals, and ice. Generations of people had grown up in its corridors and housing units, following their parents in their various, guild-like careers of asteroid breaker, refiner, smelter, or engineer. Or they could accept the low-paid contracts offered by the corporations when they came to offer new “highly skilled work packages” to the outcast and distant branch of humanity.

      It was here, the mighty Hephaestus—once talked about in glowing terms by the distant inner planets as one of their greatest achievements—that the flow of resources and engineering skills began.

      And it was here where that legacy was forgotten too.

      As the corporations of Venus grew ever richer and more powerful, thanks to the cheap labor of the Breakers, it had to be said—then the Breaker Group workers, those who lived on stations like Hephaestus or distant Kronos or the constantly moving mining ships—all those were soon superseded. Regarded as little better than space mechanics, smugglers, and thieves.

      In truth, it was the Breaker Group and the asteroid belt that all of those humans fled to. They came here for as many reasons as there were thruster drives, but they all wanted a freer way of life. It became the natural breeding place of thieves and the libertarian-minded. Of scavengers and yes, mercenaries.

      And isn’t it all so glorious! thought the stocky form of Max Holler, leader of the Mad Dog mercenary crew, and now the spokesperson and unofficial leader of the Free Breaker Republic.

      The man stood on the bridge of the Hephaestus Station with the galleries of control desks and boards arrayed below and to either side of him, looking out at the giant screens that covered almost five floors. Directly ahead was the view straight out of the center of the cross of the station, showing the waiting flotillas of Breaker craft in small, diamond-shaped units. Each of them had their guns trained outwards at the expanse of stars, and, in the distance—at the small red orb of Mars itself.

      They were a mongrel and mismatched fleet, the man with the crew cut of salty hair had to admit. The flotillas nearest the front were the larger, ex-mining ships—each a large tube or anvil-shaped wedge, with hull plates that were as thick as most marine battleships, designed as they were for taking asteroid hits.

      Nearby and further back from the front were the smaller, faster transport vessels hurriedly retrofitted with black-market weapons: rocket-propelled guns, missiles, and even a few pulse beams.

      And then there’s you. The man’s cold blue eyes flickered to the extreme edges of the screen where the giant curve of the asteroid belt itself could be seen extending outwards on either side.

      His screens blinked with the green vector marks of waiting but hidden ships. The mercenary battle groups, all of them comprised of ex-military or corporate defense craft, the best vessels that the Breakers had. All of them belonged to the various mercenary units who had so far chosen to side with the Free Republic.

      The Mad Dogs, of course, he listed off their largest gangs and units, the Sons of Thor, 303 Crew, the Jackhammers, the Sisters of Artemis . . .

      Each of these mercenary groups had been running for a long time, some of them even into their second and third generations by now. They knew what they were doing, and they had terrorized the space lanes for a long time.

      But now, our game is going to be organized. And tougher, Max thought, his eyes narrowing into a tight glare as he returned his gaze back at that distant red dot of Mars.

      The Earth Alliance Marines themselves.

      Oh, of course, the mercenaries of the Breaker Group had fought the marines before—usually Forward Recon squads when their smuggling operations, kidnaps, or heists were disturbed by the isolated police force left out here to “pacify” the Belt.

      Usually, Max knew from bitter firsthand experience, the mercenaries would have to flee when the marines showed up. Their out-of-date vessels just couldn’t contend against the superior, well-armed, and well-equipped marine ships.

      But sometimes we won, he remembered. Sometimes they had been lucky . . .

      His gaze moved over to the last and best of the fleet. They were hanging dead center in front of the mining flotillas and in front of the large chunks of space rock that had been left scattered across the intended battle site as cover and disruption.

      “My beauty,” he whispered, raising a hand to signal the comms Breakers to open a hailing frequency to the ship in question.

      It glittered where it sat, serene and still and with none of the slight wobble or shift of human-made craft. Sixteen shining points emerged from its small central hub, each one white, but if a ship light caught it, dazzling with an iridescent, crystalline glow.

      It was the captured Thaal starcraft, seized from outside Jupiter by Max’s Mad Dogs and finally reawakened. At least three of its spiked arms were blackened and patched with ugly, heavy iron plates covering the damage it had sustained in the Human-Thaal War. But it flew—and it was theirs.

      “Hephaestus Command to Breaker Star, come in and report. Repeat: Report, Breaker Star!” Max said, leaning forward. He grabbed the black metal railing before him and stared intently at the captured alien craft.

      “Hephaestus Command, this is the Breaker Star. We are operational and ready!” There was a crackle over the sensor array, and the voice of the starcraft crew returned to him, sounding giddy and excited.

      “We can report that all systems are operational! Main engines, life support, propulsion, defense . . .”

      “And offense!?” Max said eagerly, the others on the list sliding past his attention. He remembered seeing the videos of the giant starcraft—itself almost a quarter of Hephaestus’ size.

      “Test firing!” Max announced. “Use one of the decoy rocks. Your choice which one!”

      “Commander?” There was a note of alarm from another voice on the bridge, this coming from Afira Dalston, leader of the Chemical Workers Union. When Max turned, he saw the tall black woman standing behind him with a skeptical look on her face. Long cornrows ran over her skull, turning into braids. She fixed their unofficial commander with a glare.

      “Are you telling me that you haven’t checked the weapons systems before now? You have no idea what will happen—what if that thing blows up?” she asserted.

      “It won’t,” Max stated. “I have my best people on it,” the mercenary commander insisted before the woman interrupted him sharply.

      “Actually, you had a captured Earth Alliance Marine working on it. I remember because I was there. And now he’s gone. How do you know he didn’t manage to booby trap the damn thing!?” she pointed out.

      I can’t have this insubordination! Max thought. He had already noticed a couple of the nearest Breaker technicians, working before their boards, wince. They looked up warily at the Breaker Star on the screens in front of Hephaestus. Fear was evident in their eyes.

      If this was back on my own ship, I’d have her voided, he thought with a snarl, referring to the practice of throwing any troublesome, treacherous people, or pretty much anyone that the captain didn’t like, out of the nearest air lock.

      But things were different now that he was the Commander of Hephaestus and the “acting spokesperson” of the Free Breaker Republic.

      Max Holler wasn’t stupid. He knew that so far he had managed to maintain his control of the disparate Breakers through his charm, vision, and audacity—and the threat of his mercenaries. But that mixture of awe and fear was a heady, manic mix for anyone, and he knew that it wouldn’t last forever. Even now, Holler realized that the various Breaker unions and stations were grumbling over his apparent single-handed control of the fledgling Republic.

      I need to give them a victory. A competent, devastating victory over the inners, Max thought—and then his place would be secured. They would be a republic in more than name, for sure. With all of the various stations and ships that made up the Breaker Group, it was inevitable.

      But he would be at its head. Max turned back to the screen with a vicious, victorious snarl.

      He would make sure of that.

      “Fire at will, Breaker Star,” he announced in a loud, brave voice as he pointed at the screen.

      There was a moment of silence, and then the newly named Breaker Star, what was once an alien invader’s vessel—fired.

      There was a small flash at one of the foremost of the giant crystalline spikes or arms. From its tip, there exploded into existence a running river of burning purple plasma, a beam shooting forward to strike one of the giant pieces of asteroid rock hauled into the battle site before the station.

      Max and the entirety of the control deck watched as the beam of alien pulsar energy slammed into the rock that was some sixty-five feet high and wide, and the rock suddenly burst in a globe of expanding, burning white light. A ripple of gasps and cries of alarm ran through the crowd as the expanding orb of destruction widened, totally encompassing the rock—and then collapsed back inwards. It left nothing but a glittering field of particles and crystal fragments.

      “I’d say that’s a winner, wouldn’t you, Afira?” Max chuckled as he raised both hands into the air. “Behold, friends! I will bring you victory over the Earthers! The inner planets will rue the day they ever dared to test the Free Breaker Republic!”

      And his words were immediately met by the cheers and shouts of ardent, battle-hungry supporters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The Jay, Asteroid Belt (Free Breaker Republic)

      
        
        Forward Recon 8: Mission parameters . . .

        Mission: BLACKOUT

        Sr Comms Officer: (Adm) SILAS

        Group Cdr: (Capt) CROPPER, H

        Team: (Sgt) LI, B (Sgt) SMITH, M (Ast) CROW, R

      

        

      
        Mission parameters:

        1. Disable dissident Breaker Group communications.

        2. Engage and dismantle Breaker Large Antenna Array (Oster asteroid, Great Asteroid Belt).

        3. Report and rendezvous with main DRAGON EA Marine Battle Group.

      

      

      “Okay . . .” Holly breathed as she swiveled in her chair to look back at her crew.

      “Are we all on the same page with this?” she asked warily. The thoughts of her battle were high in her mind. She could feel a heavy potential like a haze of feeling around her fingers as she fidgeted, tapping the armrests of her control chair. She kept feeling the firing triggers underneath them, ghost impressions of them as she had fired.

      And killed Breaker mercenaries.

      “Those are our orders,” Marshal said, his face still a collection of purples and blues from his multiple beatings at the hands of Max Holler. The heavy marine scout did not have any of the superfast regenerative healing procedures in place, as one would find on the larger battleships. Holly winced at the bruising and swelling, and a river of shame and guilt ran through her at somehow letting it happen.

      I should have been quicker. I should never have let him get into that position . . . she thought, even though the rational part of her mind pointed out that it was impossible. She had been on board a Thaal starcraft during the time of his capture.

      “The Breakers are trying to divide humanity right in the middle of an alien war!” Marshal went on to say. “Earth needs those metals and resources in the asteroids. The Breakers and that sociopath Max Holler are going to try and kill good Earth Alliance Marines—all because of his megalomania!”

      “Well, I think it’s a little bit more complicated than that . . .” Holly started to say. Marshal coughed in surprise.

      “What? Captain—Holly, I knew that there was something going on back there. With the Breakers.” Marshal started to scowl at her. “Now, I respect you, Holly. I like you, and I’ve followed you into battle many, many times, and it’s an honor to serve beside you, but . . .” Holly saw his look harden. “I think you need to get your head screwed on right, Captain. No disrespect—”

      “No disrespect!?” Holly burst out. “Do I need to remind you I am your commanding officer!? Just because I don’t think that a war between the two largest factions of humanity is going to do anything for the war effort against the Thaal doesn’t instantly mean I’m a traitor!”

      Holly felt herself grab the armrests of her chair and start to push herself upwards. Marshal looked ready to do the same.

      And they were both interrupted by Bastian’s booming voice.

      “Enough!” He shot looks at both of them before settling on Marshal.

      “Sergeant Smith, back down,” Bastian growled, and the tone in his voice couldn’t be argued with. Marshal did so with a grumble, but Holly felt no victory. She only felt a queasy sorrow that it had come to this.

      Sergeant Li then turned his attention to Holly, who braced to shout him down as well. They had been friends for a long time, so she could tolerate a more relaxed working style—but she couldn’t and wouldn’t tolerate direct questioning of her position. That way led to uncertainty, which, in a battle situation, was death.

      “Sergeant—” she started to say.

      “Hear me out, Captain, please,” Bastian said in a lower voice and waited for Holly’s nod.

      “The way I see it is this.” He shot her a quick look. “It’s obvious that you’re uneasy with the war. Look, I’m from the generation caravans. I know that there’s long been rivalry between the outer planets and the inner ones—and for good reason.” He said this last part heavily, looking at both Marshal and Rachel as he did so.

      “I won’t debate it, but the inner worlds are rich beyond imagining compared to the belt, Neptune, Pluto. The corporations have made sure of that. And life out here in the Outer System is harsh. We all know that—we’ve been working it for almost a decade, right?” Bastian said, insisting that Rachel and Marshal agree with him.

      “Right? Exactly,” he said, his tone growing progressively calmer as he spoke.

      “So, we’re all agreed on that. And none of us, I reckon, are even starting to think about insubordination to Commander Silas—”

      “Admiral,” Holly corrected.

      “Yeah, Admiral Silas now,” Bastian said. “So here is what I suggest. We get going. We take the Breaker Large Antenna Array. We disrupt their communications so they can’t escalate this war any higher,” Bastian pointed out. “Imagine it: suddenly, Hephaestus goes dark. They have no idea who they can communicate with across the belt. They can’t even communicate with many of their own ships. Are they really going to launch an assault at that point? Maybe then, the Breakers will decide to negotiate, right? Maybe we’ll be doing the Breakers a favor.”

      “They still have the captured starship,” Dr. Crow murmured. “They have a powerful bargaining chip. One that might make the Inner System think twice about attacking. Previous historic conflicts make it evident that a prolonged stalemate usually results in both sides reaching a measured agreement,” Rachel went on to say.

      A truly free Breaker republic, Holly’s heart suddenly leapt. Without the bloodletting. She started to nod.

      “Yes,” she said softly, almost to herself. “Take the advantage away. Make both sides see that they need each other.” Her mind was racing as she tried to think of a way that the humans wouldn’t end up killing each other.

      “Well, they’re going to get a surprise from the starcraft,” Marshal said with a grumble. “I disabled the field generators. You remember that it had some kind of protective shield that it could deploy? When they made me work on it, I found a way to stop it. I don’t know if the Breakers will have it fixed by now, but I couldn’t leave them with that.”

      “Okay,” Holly said, a grin starting to crack her features. Even though Marshal had presumably been trying to give the Earth Alliance an advantage by crippling the starcraft’s force field, he might have just played into her own plans.

      “The Breaker starcraft is vulnerable, but still very, very powerful. We take their communications. We can force them to the bargaining table,” Holly agreed with Bastian. She turned in her chair to seize the flight handles once again, this time turning the craft around and plotting a course for the large asteroid in the belt known as Oster. It was home to the Breaker Large Antenna Array and responsible for most of the Breaker Group transmissions across the belt.

      And maybe we can force the Breakers to oust Max Holler, Holly thought as Bastian and the others reseated themselves and strapped in to the webbing.

      Without Holler, the Breakers won’t be led down a path towards war and bloodshed. They’ll be able to negotiate, Holly agreed.

      And there was a chance—just a slim chance, but still a chance—that without Holler’s saber rattling, Earth would be willing to negotiate with the Breakers for a genuinely free republic.

      “Get ready, folks!” Holly said. She opened up the reactor ports to flood the particle generators at the back of their ship. The entire heavy scout started to shake and tremble as she kicked power into it before signaling the three . . . two . . . and . . .

      She hit the release and kicked her foot pedals for the heavy scout to be flung forward in a screaming race over the asteroid belt. Holly was thrown against the back of her piloting chair, and she felt her stomach lurch. She knew that the same would be happening for the others too.

      They had to get out of their location. And the sooner that they broke that Breaker antenna, Holly was convinced, the sooner they could end the war.
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      Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle, near Aries Station (Martian Space, Earth Alliance controlled)

      

      “Is it ready?” The words of Admiral Silas cut through the hurried murmur of work, the clanks and small, curt words and gasps and stomp of military boots on the metal gantries.

      Ahead of the admiral was one of the loading bays of the “Dragon” MCV, itself a medium-small battleship but one of very few of its kind.

      Built by the military intelligence services of Mars, the Dragon MCV looked vaguely like a snarling ram’s head in contour. It had a protruding wedge for a body and prow and two large side horns which housed sensitive receivers and scanners—and of course, the weapons bays, such as this one.

      Each MCV was designed to be a mobile base for any fleet and was stuffed full of state-of-the-art communications technologies, defenses, and equipment.

      The Dragon MCV, however, under the command of the newly minted admiral of the Earth Alliance fleet, Admiral Silas, held within its belly something very dreadful and unique. Something held in the very place where Silas was stalking right now.

      “Well! Where’s the petty officer here? Aren’t any of you going to listen to me!?” Silas snapped. His belly rumbled once more with a distant ache.

      The new Admiral of the Earth Alliance Fleet and Acting Commander had something resembling terrible acid reflux ever since his hasty inauguration back on Mars not a week ago. It had struck during the very middle of the ceremony, a sudden cramping sensation that felt as though he had been shot—but turned out to be unexplainable and untreatable according to the best Earth Alliance Marine doctors.

      Luckily, perhaps, the ceremony had only been as grand as the current reality could afford. It took place in an austere room on one of the emergency habitat domes set up by the marines since all the other giant Martian domes had been destroyed by the dormant Thaal starcraft. They had managed to put a large crystal spar on the table as a gesture towards dignity, and someone had found a dress flag to hang on the back of the wall. The admiral had stood there feeling mildly awkward, a screen showing the Acting Council of Earth on the other end. Several rules had been broken in order to get Silas—literally the last senior officer standing—promoted to the role of admiral of the fleet, which was a ceremony that should happen in person.

      But it was agreed. The stars were found—salvaged off of the dead bodies of the previous admirals—and Silas was now the leading military in-the-field commander of the entire Earth Alliance Marine force.

      “Sir!” There was a sudden bark from deeper in the hangar bay. Steps hurried towards him, and a man almost as old as Silas was himself appeared, dressed in regulation grays and blues, throwing a salute.

      “Admiral on the deck! Attention!” the petty officer shouted, for every marine technician nearby to instantly stand to attention and salute.

      Silas savored the moment for a fraction longer than he had intended before nodding.

      “Back to your duties, people,” the man said with all the thin-lipped self-satisfaction of a cat. Admiral Silas generally had a very drawn, ascetic sort of look, the skin pulled tight over his face, making it appear thin and papery. When he looked satisfied, it was vaguely disconcerting to all those around him as it brought up images of a skeleton looking happy, like it knew something that you didn’t.

      “Is the device ready, Petty Officer?” Admiral Silas focused his sole attention on the man before him. He noticed a shadow of fear in the back of the man’s eyes as they withered under the admiral’s gaze.

      “Please, look . . .” the petty officer said, turning to raise a hand towards one side of the loading bay. The admiral’s eyes followed him.

      The loading bay itself was a mess of ceramic and metal tubes forming floor-to-ceiling units. Through it marched narrow access gantries, stopping at many small points where levers could be pulled and control boards accessed. The petty officer led the admiral through a maze of such areas until they opened out into a much larger space primarily occupied by a vast, metal cylinder. It was held in place by giant clamps, and several technicians were consulting control panels before it.

      “At ease, people,” Admiral Silas said immediately. The work on this device was not something that he wanted to interrupt.

      The large cylinder led straight into the far bulkhead wall where a series of metal rings locked its end in place. At various points along the tube, there were small vents that let off periodic spurts of pressurized gasses, extracting all heat from the mechanisms inside.

      “Stability?” Silas asked, for the petty officer to flash a hand through the air. He threw into the air between them a schematic of what the gigantic tube contained along with a series of fluctuating graphs.

      The tube itself contained what appeared to be a missile, but this was longer than almost any other that the Earth Alliance Marines and the MCV would normally house. It was larger than a missile. It was the size of an independent rocket, in fact.

      The holo also showed the internals of the rocket, multiple vector lines drawing a crazed array of green, yellow, orange, and brown lines that formed nests, conduits, and smaller units. There were three central units that pulsed with waves of digital power, each one syncing so that they appeared to be a trio of syncopated heartbeats.

      The Dragonfire Missile, Silas thought as he looked at it. He did not have the technical ability to ascertain whether what the petty officer was showing him was stable or not. However, he trusted the man’s tight, controlled optimism.

      “The Dragonfire is functioning perfectly well. We have run tests on her triple containment units, and they will hold, certainly. Their remote guidance systems are good, double-secured, and it has an automated guidance system for the last few miles as well.”

      “Good,” Silas said. “Payload?”

      “Triple fusion-linked devices with a payload comparable to eighty megatons of TNT,” the petty officer said quickly and immediately.

      “Eighty megatons . . .” Silas considered. It was impossible to think about. Some of the largest bombs ever developed on Old Earth got up to fifty megatons. The largest ever used in war was only about twenty-five to thirty megatons, and that was a city killer.

      And Hephaestus is a city, Silas thought. If anything, it was an entire nation inside a vast citadel structure.

      “And the Breaker starcraft?” Silas said. “You are confident it will destroy it?” Silas had already run through the action reports of this scenario, of course. He had heard every majority and minority report of the possible outcomes, so he knew the answer—but he wanted to hear it directly from the petty officer’s lips.

      “Admiral, sir.” The petty officer straightened up. “Even if the captured starcraft has force fields, we know that these force fields are not impregnable. That they can be breached with successive force. With such a weapon as the Dragonfire, I can confidently say that it will take out both the Breaker starcraft and the Hephaestus Station.”

      “And our ships of the line?” Silas said. The rest of the Earth Alliance Marine fleet was already making its way to the asteroid belt. He didn’t want to inadvertently destroy his own fleet at the same time as taking out the enemy!

      “Just so long as they go no closer than the official strategic line, sir, then the natural vacuum of space will act as a buffer for our ships, sir,” the petty officer said.

      “The Dragonfire will take out the Breaker starcraft, Hephaestus Station, and most of their fleet?” Silas confirmed.

      “It is my utmost belief, sir,” the petty officer said with a firm nod.

      “Then prepare the transfer,” Silas said firmly, nodding to the holo schematics. They showed the Dragonfire exiting the Dragon MCV and rendezvousing with a smaller missile ship, which would transport it the rest of the way to its final launch site.

      “The crew of the Bombardier is ready and waiting, sir,” the petty officer stated. “All we need is your go order.”

      Silas paused, relishing the moment once again. “Then you have it—go!” he announced after a breath. The petty officer immediately turned and started barking orders at the rest of the technicians, leaving the admiral to observe the process.

      The Bombardier will transport the Dragonfire rapidly and discretely, Silas thought as he watched the technicians perform their final checks. No one will be expecting it, and by the time that they fire, it will be too late . . .

      Silas imagined the scene in his mind. They would arrive at Hephaestus. They would make their demands—and then the entire station, their stolen ship, and the near belt would be evaporated from the face of the universe itself.

      It would send a message to the rest of the Breakers across the belt and further out, in the Outer System. Any station or ship out there that had thoughts of succeeding at treason against the Earth Alliance would think twice after the destruction of Hephaestus.

      And we will never have to worry about the Breakers again! Silas looked at the tube carrying the Dragonfire missile just as the petty officer gave the command.

      “Begin transfer!” the man called. A groaning and a deep whooshing sound filled the loading bay. The roar intensified, sounding just like a dragon’s hiss, Silas thought appreciatively. It then subsided as the contents moved out through the bulkhead and beyond the ship itself—to rendezvous with the Bombardier and begin its journey.

      The Breakers of Hephaestus would have no idea what hit them.
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      Breaker Large Antenna Array, Oster Asteroid (Free Breaker Republic)

      

      “Eyes up!” Holly hissed to her crew as she tensed and then kicked out with her boots on the frozen space rock.

      One bounding step, two . . .

      Leap!

      She kicked out for the starry vault of the solar system to reveal itself past the slowly spinning rocks of the asteroid belt above. And then she hit her suit’s microthrusters to feel the small plasma jets at her hips, heels, and wrists firing as she flared her arms on either side of her like wings.

      The captain was thrown forward quickly through the void and across the gulf of space between their rock and the next. It was a large jump by general Breaker standards, but not one that Holly couldn’t do. She had faith in the others, too, that this was well within their capabilities.

      For a brief instant, Holly felt like she hung in the space between the giant, slowly revolving rocks. She caught a glimpse of the distant reaches of the Outer System above, and below, the grinding gulf of the asteroid belt. She felt so incredibly small, a tiny organic being in the middle of the vast machineries of night.

      
        
        Proximity warning! . . .

      

      

      And then the holoscreen on the inside of her suit visor flared a warning, highlighting the rising edge of the next asteroid in a vivid, flashing orange as Holly killed her suit thrusters, pulled her knees up, and . . .

      Whump. She hit the edge of the asteroid and immediately kicked out. She reached out her arms as she extended into a roll that spun through the zero gravity before coming back down to slide across the asteroid floor, stumbling a little as she came to a slowing halt.

      “There. Easy, right?” she gasped, turning back to see the others already making their jump.

      “Sure thing. Whatever you say, boss.” Marshal Smith was the next, his usual sarcastic tone returned. Holly guessed that he must be feeling better now that he was actually committed to doing something.

      The crew of the heavy scout Jay had made their way through the asteroid belt to the Oster asteroid, home of the Breaker Large Antenna Array. So far, their journey had been uneventful. Their ship’s deep range scanners hadn’t picked up on any Breaker or marine movement, which was unusual, Holly had to consider—for normal times, anyway.

      But these were not normal times.

      I guess Max has pulled all Breaker ships back to Hephaestus, Holly thought. She watched Marshal perform the jump, hitting his own suit microthrusters almost halfway across the space and then surging over the gap to kill his controlled burn on the descent. He performed the same awkward hopping roll when he got to the other side.

      “Perfect.” Holly congratulated him as the sergeant slid to a halt a little way from her, smoothly turning as he brought up his heavy marine rifle and scanned the asteroid horizon. The Oster sat on one of the outermost spurs of the asteroid belt itself, a site specifically chosen because it commanded a clear transmission back across a large swathe of the belt, and it also looked across to the Outer System and inwards towards Earth too.

      “Eyes on target,” Marshal breathed. Dr. Crow made her controlled jump, and Holly lifted her gaze to where Marshal was pointing his rifle at the next rock adjacent to theirs. A long spur which ended in a gray-white dome stood there, a forest of standing antennas around a giant dish.

      The end of the dish blinked every few moments, a deep, muted red.

      “She’s operational,” Holly breathed. She heard a hitch of breath coming from the doctor’s comms—just in time to see her already tumbling through the void towards her.

      Frack!

      Holly moved, lightly dancing to one side as Rachel landed a little more awkwardly than she had, and Holly managed to catch her hand before she rebounded back up.

      “Dammit! I told you I’m no good at these zero-G things!” the doctor said. Holly slowly pulled her down beside her while Sergeant Bastian Li was the last to make the jump.

      “You got the job done. I’d say that’s just about perfect,” Holly said. Bastian made the leap—and ignited his suit thrusters perfectly.

      Blip!

      There was a warning light on Holly’s internal holoscreen.

      
        
        Movement detected . . .

        Electronic signals detected . . .

      

      

      What? Holly turned, zeroing in on the location of the warning vectors that seemed to be coming from behind them on their own rock. She saw multiple circles zeroing in on locations to their right and left, towards the Oster.

      “Cap—you getting that?” Marshal asked, aiming between them.

      Just as there was a sudden flare in the dark, and something zipped over Holly’s head.

      
        
        Warning! Targeting systems detected . . .

      

      

      “Urk!”

      There was a grunt and a snarl of shock and pain, and it was coming from Bastian’s suit. Holly turned back around to see that Sergeant Li was flailing as he spun in the air, turning feet over head, a glitter of fading sparks and suit shrapnel where he had been hit by something.

      “Incoming!” Marshal yelled. There was another flash in the night.

      “Down!” Holly hissed, pushing Rachel towards the floor as she turned to track Bastian’s tumble. Whatever had struck him had sent him off course, and he was now rolling through the air some thirty feet above them, heading off into space.

      He has his suit. If it works . . . Holly thought, just as there were more zips of some sort of projectiles over the surface of the asteroid. One screamed past her shoulder as she ducked beside the doctor, while another hit the obsidian wall of rock nearby. There was a sudden crack of sparks and a brief flash of plasma.

      Plasma projectiles, Holly thought. Marshal had already rolled out of the way to the other side of an outcrop.

      “Sergeant Li! Report—you need to get down!” she cried. Bastian appeared to be flailing, one of his microthrusters firing intermittently, further sending him out, off of the horizon of the belt.

      And there were more of those plasma projectiles zipping through space towards him. One missed. Two missed . . . his flight was so erratic.

      “Frackit!” Holly swore, slapping her heavy marine rifle into its magnet lock against her hip and thigh before kicking into a lunging run.

      One foot hit the asteroid floor. A second.

      
        
        Warning! Incoming projectile . . .

      

      

      Her suit warned her of the rapid deadly approach. Something small flashed past her ankle, disappearing into the belt to explode with a flash of white.

      “Augh!” Holly kicked out as another of the plasma projectiles hit the rock before her, and she felt the impact against her legs and calves.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact . . .

        Lower right leg plate (20% damage) . . .

      

      

      Holly activated her suit’s microthrusters at the same time that she felt the impact wave of the projectile hit her. She was suddenly spinning head over heels and fast—but moving faster towards Bastian than she would have otherwise.

      “Captain—you’re both sitting ducks!” Marshal was calling at her over their suit comms. She heard his return staccato of fire at whatever was aiming at them.

      More Breaker mercenaries? The thought flashed through her mind—but she was already spinning, the belt below replaced with the expanse of the Outer planets and back again in a dizzying blur.

      Bastian! She saw him swimming into view. His suit thrusters were firing at odds with each other, meaning that he was being thrown this way and that.

      “Bastian—cut your thrusters!” Holly hissed. She threw one wrist down, the other up.

      The form of Captain Cropper performed a swooping turn through space as she careened, fast as a torpedo, straight for her sergeant. The space was alive with the zip of projectiles.

      Suddenly, the small glares of thruster fire extinguished all over Bastian’s suit, and he tumbled far slower than before . . .

      Just as Holly careened into him, one gloved hand scooping under his belly as she let her own momentum drive them in a wider, slower loop.

      Zip!

      Zip!

      More of the projectiles were following them, firing through space as they tried to catch up. Holly angled her legs and one outstretched arm, turning them in a tight spin, and the asteroid below rolled into view.

      “Go!” Holly demanded, releasing Bastian at the apex of their turn. The sergeant was thrown back towards an outcrop of onyx-dark rock, and she was flung further out.

      Zip!

      
        
        Warning . . .

      

      

      Holly felt a sudden smash against her side as something hit and exploded. For a second, she was engulfed in a widening orb of burning white light as one of the projectiles hit her. Her suit cascaded with warnings, and she felt pain explode across her ribs while she recoiled and convulsed.

      Please don’t breach, don’t breach! she prayed in panic to whatever gods and spirits might be responsible for a space suit. She was lucky. There was no sudden dip in pressure or atmosphere. The internal seals and membranes of her suit had held against the strike.

      
        
        Lower rib plate compromised (50% damage) . . .

      

      

      She couldn’t afford to be hit again, she knew. She threw her arms apart as her suit microthrusters fired, flinging her into a barrel roll and away from the reaching projectiles.

      Down on the surface of the rock, both Marshal and the doctor were engaging with whatever was firing at them, and all at once, Holly was in the clear. No one was firing up at her as she saw a fierce explosion of gleaming white-and-red fire and plasma.

      Looking down from this high point, she could see that there were shapes rising in the air. There would have been three of them—were it not for the sudden explosion as Marshal and Rachel took out one.

      They weren’t human. They weren’t even humanoid.

      The two shapes looked like four-legged metal beetles, their black iron legs overly long and triple jointed, pushing the small black boxes of their bodies up and up.

      “Defense drones!” Holly breathed. They were old ones, too, and had probably been in place for a long time. She reckoned they had to be the old Mark III types, not used by the corporations or Earth for almost thirty years now. They must have been installed here to protect the Breaker Large Array.

      On the tops of each of their bodies was a rotary gun. Even now, Holly saw them spinning as they fired a stream of projectiles back at Marshal and Rachel.

      No! Holly gasped. Her teammates hit the floor and scrabbled behind rocks as their exteriors shone with the white globes and darting sparks of exploding shells.

      No way. Holly’s face hardened as she kicked out with her legs and flared her arms once more, calling the microthrusters of her suit to send her flying in an arc towards the nearest drone.

      No way these hunks of junk are going to take out my team! She growled, only drawing in her arms as a large defense drone rapidly grew larger and larger in her sight.

      The thrusters at her wrists blinked out in an instant, leaving just the ones at her hips and ankles. She pulled up her rifle as she shot over the head of the nearest.

      
        
        EA HEAVY TACTICAL SUIT: // (Capt) CROPPER, H . . .

        Syncing weapons: heavy marine rifle . . . SYNCED

      

      

      Her own holoscreen scrolled with commands as she saw the small targeting vector break into existence directly in front of her. She fired into the small neon triangle.

      She saw her bullets hit the top carapace and the rotary gun secured there. The Mark III defense drone was eclipsed by small florets of explosions as the flying Holly screamed overhead.

      And then there was a brilliant flash of white as the weapons magazine must have caught, and the entire defense drone tottered to one side.

      “Yaargh!” She heard a victorious shout from Marshal below. The defense drone came toppling down, its legs flailing to one side.

      Yeah, but not very discrete, she thought as she angled in her flight and started to turn back—in time to see the second defense drone leaping forward. Its jointed legs moved like a spider’s might as it pounced.

      Almost straight onto Marshal and Rachel’s position.
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        * * *

      

      Marshal saw the large drone, easily twice their height, toppling to one side as its top unit burst into a ball of exploding munitions.

      “Yaaargh!” he shouted victoriously, and he suddenly realized what they had to do.

      “Aim for the hub! The munitions load!” he hissed as he turned back to the next Mark III defense drone. He saw it flinging itself through space in a four-legged leap, appearing in the air almost directly over them as it slammed its large, girder-like metal legs down.

      “Jump!” Marshal panicked, throwing himself to one side as he reached out with a hand to try and grab the doctor by the shoulder too.

      He missed, but she was also flinging herself out of the way in a different direction as the legs of the beast slammed into the rocks around them. Marshal, of course, couldn’t hear the sound of cracking rock and grating metal in the void of space. But his panicked mind could feel the awesome power held by those automated legs as they hammered home, and he was spinning back to the ground to bounce and glide across the surface of the asteroid.

      “Urk!” Sergeant Marshal Smith coughed and turned over on his back, bringing his rifle up once again and swiveling around—

      
        
        Proximity alert! . . .

      

      

      Just as one of the legs crushed down at him once more.

      “Ack!” Marshal pushed himself into a roll across the surface of the rock. Suddenly, he was half under the robot creature as it stamped down with its iron legs—each one almost as thick as he was wide.

      The sergeant gasped and dove. Another leg of the large creature hammered down. It was quick, insanely quick for something so large, he thought. He skidded as another foot slammed into the floor right in front of him.

      “Marshal!” He heard a roar as his own boots slipped, and he was starting to fall over in the zero-G.

      A large shape flung itself at one of the legs, wrapping suited arms in a bear hug around the metal.

      It was Sergeant Bastian Li, one of the largest Earth Alliance Marines that Marshal had yet met, and who had to have a specifically modified heavy tactical suit just to accommodate his shoulders. Bastian struck the leg of the defense drone, and Marshal saw him ignite his suit thrusters—but none of them were firing at the same time. First one hip and both ankles, then the other hip and one ankle, both hips and no ankles whatsoever.

      The effect on the defense drone was that the leg got suddenly wrested and wrenched one way and the next. The drone stumbled to one side against the rock.

      “Rargh!” There was another shout over their shared comms, and here came Dr. Rachel Crow, rising from her crouch to fire a quick burst of fire at the underside of the drone’s carapace. There were no weapons pods here, but Marshal saw the bullets strike and hammer home, releasing a spray of sparks as one of its four legs seized up and another started to shake.

      “Bastian—let go!” Marshal cried as he jumped out of the way, turned to raise his rifle.

      The sergeant did, cutting his own thrusters as he was flung, turning and somersaulting, over the asteroid that they fought on. With his line of fire now clear, Marshal joined his own shooting to the doctor’s efforts. Both of them concentrated their fire on the underside carapace of the drone. He had only pulled the trigger for a short while before suddenly—

      
        
        Warning! High energy reading . . .

      

      

      Marshal’s suit visor glitched with intense white, and then he felt the pulse wave of power hit his suit and shove him backwards as the defense drone exploded. Its legs struggled in the air as it was thrown off of the asteroid itself, leaking metal and sparks as it tumbled and turned, flung into space.

      “Ugh,” Marshal groaned, sliding to the edge of the onyx backdrops. “Please tell me that is the last of those,” he said as he struggled to his feet.

      The other defense drone was still twitching but down, too, and Bastian had already landed on the surface of the asteroid, grabbing his rifle to scan the horizon. There was no other sudden movement from the surface. No hidden defense mechanisms suddenly activated.

      “Uh, people?” came Holly’s voice over their shared suit-to-suit comms.

      “I’m at the Breaker Large Antenna Array,” Marshal heard his captain saying. “And I don’t think that we’re the first people to get here,” she said in a voice that was loaded with worry.
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      “Look,” Holly breathed as the others, Marshal, Rachel, and Bastian, reached her. To their right was a thicket of metal antennas, spearing upwards towards the distant stars like ancient telephone poles, each with strange hubs and metal orbs encrusted along their length.

      And directly ahead of them was the dome and the giant array dish itself. This close, Holly could see the vast semicircular dish in detail. How it was made of interlocking sections of matte orange material, and in its center, there was another antenna that was held in place with thick metal cables.

      The dish sat next to the larger matte gray dome of the array building itself and connected through an interlocking air lock system.

      “What am I looking at?” Bastian breathed, keeping his rifle pointed down as he warily scanned from the thicket of antennas to the sides of the array building itself.

      “The air lock!” Holly gasped, nodding forward as she kept her rifle aimed at it.

      It was closed, Holly could clearly see, but it also had a dirty line of black scorch and burn running along its opening edge. This was where it would petal open and allow access to the decompression chamber inside—if it had one.

      “Ah,” Bastian groaned, and Holly heard Marshal issue a low whistle over their shared suit comms.

      “What is it?” Rachel asked, stepping closer to Holly with those graceful, almost balletic slow-motion movements in the zero-G.

      “That’s a blast pattern,” Marshal said. “It’s a classic sign that the door has been forced, usually with miniature explosives used to blow the seal and allow access.” Holly listened to him as she took a step towards the building, her rifle up and ready.

      “But—why would anyone do that?” the doctor asked. “Wouldn’t that just decompress the entire inner station?”

      “Only if there was no decompression room on the inside,” Holly pointed out. She neared the air lock to the gray dome and could now see the black marks of scorch running out from one edge, right around where the door locking mechanism would be.

      “And every station should have one,” Holly continued. “This is a classic tactic used by mercenaries,” she added, her mind leaping to the easiest conclusion.

      “Max and his Mad Dogs?” Bastian voiced it out loud for Holly to shrug.

      “Maybe. But I don’t really see why. He’s the leader of the Breaker republic now, anyway, isn’t he?” Holly pointed out. “He should have the command codes and the repair crews and everything else for the antenna by now.”

      Holly moved to the edge of the door and placed a hand on its outside. It was solid, no vibration. And obviously, no heat was coming through the metal.

      “Sensor sweep,” she breathed. The holo overlay on the inside of her suit visor flashed a wash of blue, then red, in interconnecting waves that spread over her vision. The captain wished that she hadn’t parked the Jay two asteroids over and instead could use its own more advanced sensors.

      
        
        Suit sensors activated . . .

        Thermal . . .

        Radionic . . .

        Electromagnetic . . .

        Electrofrequency . . .

        Subfrequency . . .

        Biological . . .

        RESULTS:

        —No biological life. No movement recorded. Large outlays of EF (electrofrequency) waves . . .

      

      

      “Well, that’s all rather unsurprising, right?” Holly groaned as she shared the details with the others. It was a vast transmitter/receiver, after all, wasn’t it? Surely it was normal for the antenna array to put off large amounts of EF energy.

      “Wait a minute,” the doctor said. “I checked the technical schematics for the Breaker array in the Global Systems Manual,” she continued, referring to a family of technical and historical databases of knowledge that were freely available to all colonists and captains. Inside it, there were details and schematics of many basic stations, structures, and different types of ships, allowing humans in far-flung, often isolated parts of the solar system to help themselves out in the event of technical problems.

      “This type of Breaker array is modeled on an old colonial main transmitter and receiver setup. Obviously, I have no idea how the Breaker Group might have modified it, but it looks quite similar to that model,” the doctor said.

      “And that main transmitter/receiver requires a constant four-person team to staff it, with a suggested rotating team of fifteen stationed on site. Look . . .” The doctor turned to point along the sides of the dome where they could see the smaller style of porthole windows usually associated with bunks and berths.

      “And there!” She pointed off to the distance. There was a series of obvious landing lights over a cleared space.

      “That is a space for the people’s provisions to be supplied, dropped, or taken, isn’t it?” she said, her tone full of wonder.

      “And we’re not reading any biological signs at all,” Holly agreed. “Then where did all of these people go?”

      Her eyes moved back to the blasted door. This time, she noticed that it was minimally open just a crack. Whoever had broken in hadn’t even bothered to reseal the door behind them.

      “Bastian, with me,” Holly said quickly. She raised her rifle, pointing it at the crack—as Bastian floated to the other side, grabbed the outside door handles, and . . .

      Bastian hauled the blasted air lock door open with one strong heave.

      Holly leaned forward, rifle up and ready, seeing a wide, silver room inside that was partly scarred with black soot and burn marks.

      And there, coming right towards her, was a floating figure.

      A dead floating figure.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, he’s been dead for some time, by the looks of it,” the doctor said when they had hauled the body of the man back to the floor. They used one of the tethering straps in the zero-G environment to attach him to the wall. It was ugly, grotesque work, and Holly was surprised at how the doctor seemed unfazed by it.

      “He’s a Breaker,” Holly said with a growl of certainty in her voice. It wasn’t only evident by the uniform: a fairly standard gray-brown suit favored by many of the asteroid belt miners. But it was also the Hephaestus H logo embroidered over the left breast and the spreading neck tattoo that was visible past the broken visor and helmet which had once protected his head. The tattoo swept up the right side of his neck and almost to the cheek, an image of interconnecting cogs and gears.

      “Breakers typically go for that type of tattoo,” Holly said. She herself had a tattoo on her shoulder of a series of cog parts, interlocking in an illusion of endless movement.

      “It’s a symbol of our loyalty to the station, to this way of life,” Holly said.

      Because what we make keeps us alive. No one else is going to save us apart from our own hands and each other, she thought. That was the Breaker credo. Out here, Breakers had only each other to rely on. Everything else was the void of space.

      “His helmet was smashed, which would have resulted in death pretty quickly,” the doctor went on, slowly turning the zero-G body.

      “But I think he was attacked too.” She pointed to where one of the gloved hands appeared bent and crooked, as if it had been smashed.

      “He wasn’t shot, but it would take a pretty powerful blow to do that,” Bastian grunted, looking from the body to Holly and clearly asking for answers.

      Holly shrugged at first. It wasn’t unheard of for those who were holding some outpost or station to go space crazy, all of their frustrations and claustrophobia boiling up into desperate acts of violence—but it was also extremely rare for such a thing to happen to a Breaker.

      We were born out here. We have the credo, she thought.

      “And then there is the door,” Marshal pointed out. He had moved to examine it. “I think it was blown from the inside. Someone broke out, not in.”

      Holly murmured her agreement. Someone—or some people—had broken out, and they had killed this person in the process. Perhaps killed everyone in here. But she didn’t see any signs of weapons. Wouldn’t the Breakers here have weapons?

      “Get a seal on that door,” Holly grunted, and Marshal and Bastian moved quickly to pull from their suits a series of thin tubes and cannisters. First, they closed the ruined door the best they were able, then fixed it with a type of spray cement around the seal before pulling from the tubes a thin, opaque sheet of high-strength stretch material, layers of graphene, and a compound of flexible silicates. When they had pulled it the entire length of the air lock, they affixed that with a rough and globby ring of the spray cement.

      That was one of the few good things about hurtling around in pressurized air containers, Holly considered. All you had to do was make a seal strong enough for the atmosphere you needed. And some three hundred or more years in space had given humanity the skills to achieve that.

      “Let’s see if this chamber still works,” Holly said, pushing herself off to float to the other side of the room. A standard air lock door, human-shaped, sat in the silvered walls with a wall panel for the pressurization controls. She paused before grabbing the manual lever and prayed that the rest of the station inside was still sealed.

      She pulled the lever for a series of three orange lights to blink on over the control panel. They gradually turned green one at a time, jets of steam and gasses filling the room.

      “She’s taking!” Marshal announced, as the opaque sheet suddenly belled, then stiffened.

      All three atmospheric lights were blinking red, indicating that the air lock was good for breathable oxygen, but Holly wouldn’t let them take off their suit helmets. Not yet, anyway.

      “Okey-doke. Let’s see what the rest of the station has in store for us,” she said. She nodded for Bastian and Marshal to take aim at the door while she hit the open button.

      Blip!

      The door popped out with the smallest hiss. Not the sudden blowout of a zero-atmosphere station, Holly thought thankfully. Then it rolled up towards the ceiling, revealing:

      A corridor with a whole lot of other dead bodies of Breaker engineers and technicians.

      Frack! Holly thought.
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        * * *

      

      “Careful,” Holly warned as she moved around the bodies, each one curled in some macabre posture of their final acts.

      “They were shot.” The doctor stated the obvious, as the evidence for the reason for their demise was everywhere.

      Holly moved over the bodies. None of them had weapons, which was a little odd—especially since further down the corridor was an open wall panel with what was clearly an emptied weapons rack. There were even spent casings on the floor. Bastian knelt down to pick one up.

      “Twelve millimeter,” she heard him say with a grunt, holding the large, emptied case. “Standard projectile weapon, not rocket-fired.”

      Hmm. Holly frowned. Rocket projectiles were the arms of choice for the Earth Alliance Marines, generally. Each bullet was designed to be used in zero-G and even space conditions, so that they required not only the weapons firing mechanism but also their own tiny propulsive thrusters to give speed and momentum.

      Standard projectiles are pretty old, Holly knew. And they were generally the choice of poorer fighters.

      Like Breaker mercenaries and guards.

      “This was their weapons locker, but whoever came through here cleaned out the weapons too,” Marshal pointed out. “Do you think it was some rival Breaker mercenary gang?”

      Holly slowly stood up, surveying the dead all around her, the two doors on either side of the corridor, and the one main larger door at the end.

      “It is entirely feasible,” she said. “But there just isn’t anything here worth it for a mercenary,” she pointed out. Holly Cropper spoke with the certainty that came with her upbringing. Mercenaries and smugglers, pirates and “freelance operators” had been a regular fixture in the various Hephaestus bars where she, too, had hung out when younger. You didn’t grow up a Breaker and not pick up some of their lingo and hear all about their operations.

      “And the Breaker Large Antenna Array serves the entire belt. It connects the ships that are freelance and independent just as much as it does the stations and mining vessels,” Holly went on.

      “It makes no sense for the mercenaries to try to rob it or dismantle it. They would only be making themselves blind out in the dark.”

      “But,” Rachel pointed out. “They didn’t turn off the array, did they? It’s still functioning, right?”

      It was, Holly had to agree. Which made the whole mystery even more infuriating. If whoever had come here had meant to destroy it—like we did, she thought—then why did they leave it operational and just kill the crew?

      The other two doors weren’t locked and led to mess rooms and technical rooms—all of them pristine and untouched as far as she could tell. The cupboards and wall units were still in place. There were no signs of people hunting for anything valuable.

      “Really, really terrible thieves then,” Marshal murmured, as they congregated back in the central morgue-like corridor. Each turned to face the main door into the array control room itself.

      The doctor was clearly thinking along the same lines as Holly was.

      “They didn’t steal anything. But they did kill everyone inside,” Rachel pointed out.

      “They also blew the air lock getting out, not getting in, right?” She gestured to the fact that the rest of the array seemed to have intact atmospheres.

      “All of this would only happen if people inside were the shooters—and their targets were the antenna engineers, not the antenna itself,” the doctor said.

      “And they had to blow their way out because someone triggered the station lockdown?” Holly added, seeing a glimmer of truth to what she was saying. It made sense.

      “So, what are we looking at—disgruntled engineers?” Marshal pointed out. “Some kind of inside agent?”

      “Or they at first let the killers in, thinking them to be friends,” the doctor pointed out. “Which you would only do if you knew them or if they were on the same side as you.”

      Max, the thought struck Holly once again, and this time she couldn’t deny that it made sense.

      Or his Mad Dogs, anyway, if not actually the captain himself, Cropper thought. She could even imagine the scene now. The man sent a team of his men here to do something—to seize control of the array? But what would be the point in that?

      “And then,” the doctor was continuing. “They set the defense drones outside to stop anyone else from getting in.”

      It was all entirely plausible, Holly realized. Apart from the question of why under the stars would Max Holler order the execution of all of these Breakers?

      There was only one way to find out and that lay ahead of them—in the main door to the central control room.

      “Be ready,” she said, and Holly stepped up to hit the main door release button.
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      Holly tensed. She swept up her rifle, pointing it straight ahead into the room that was slowly being revealed.

      There were no more bodies this time.

      But there was a very large, strange collection of bulky black units connected by glittering and glowing wires attached to the control board itself.

      “What is that!?” Holly rushed into the room. Bastian and Marshal sprang in behind her, each one landing in a crouch and sweeping their side of the room with their rifles, to find nothing about to attack them.

      The control room was large, easily occupying the majority of the central space of the entire dome, Holly thought. There were banks of computer servers racing up the walls to the ceiling, interspersed with ceramic and polymer pipes with hundreds of diodes and gauges flickering and clicking all across their surface. All of these computers ended with larger, more industrial-looking machines with silver and clear crystal tubes through which arced zips of neon-blue color.

      And they all converged through giant pipes into the central command board in the middle of the room—where this strange black series of boxes were connected.

      “It has clearly been installed on top of the existing architecture,” the doctor said. She and Marshal moved to its sides to examine it.

      “Mobile control board?” Marshal said.

      “With external access controls,” The doctor nodded.

      “Extra server capacity. Isn’t that a quantum processor switch right there?” Marshal said as Holly lifted up her hand in exasperation.

      “I really have no idea what you both are talking about!” she said before looking around the room for more mundane clues. No bullet casings. No blood. No bodies. Whoever had done this had done so without a fight.

      “It’s basically a super powerful processor or a set of them,” Marshal replied, pointing to the different black boxes.

      “It has been attached at the source as a way to override the array’s natural computing protocols.”

      “What does that mean?” Holly looked baffled.

      “It means that whoever did this has access to controlling the Breaker Large Antenna Array, and they could supercharge what it does too,” the doctor said.

      “They made it more powerful.” Holly nodded. Okay, that sounds like something that a new despot of a breakaway republic might want to do.

      “But why? Can you figure out what they were doing?” Holly asked.

      “Sure.” Marshal threw her a grin. “This whole setup means the control board is now pretty open. We just log in and start to analyze the data.”

      “Nothing screams excitement more than ‘analyze the data,’” Holly grumbled, turning back to find Bastian just as baffled as she was.

      The big man was standing warily by the door, keeping them covered as the doctor and Marshal worked. Holly moved to the other side of the door to thump her back against the jamb with a heavy sigh.

      “It doesn’t get any clearer, right?” Bastian said in a low tone, and she noted that he had set their conversation to direct suit-to-suit only.

      “Hmm, you could say that.” Holly darted a look back at the dead Breaker engineers outside. Was there any need for them to die? she thought. Why!?

      “Look, Captain,” she heard Bastian breathe. When she looked up at him, she could see how worried and hesitant he appeared.

      “Spit it out, Sergeant.” Holly shrugged. “Believe me, this whole day could not get more complicated for me.”

      “I was just going to say that I’m with you. In feeling, at least,” the big man said. “I know you don’t want there to be a war between Breaker and Inner System and—heck—if it were up to me? If I could wave a magic wand? Then yeah, I’d want there to be a truly free Outer System as well. One that didn’t send all its money off to the inner worlds,” he surprised her by saying. “It’s just . . . I don’t know how we stop it from here.”

      Holly paused then said. “A lot of people are going to die in this, Bastian. A lot. I might hate Max and his Mad Dogs, too, but there are thousands of Breakers who will gladly bleed for the idea of their own nation. A lot. But what I am most scared of is what comes after. Let’s say the Earth Alliance wins . . . Or if any side wins, really . . . These two factions, the Breakers and the inners, will hate each other for generations. Maybe forever,” Holly said passionately. “And it’s not exactly like they’re already close buddies, right?”

      “Well,” Bastian grumbled, straightening up as he looked over at where the doctor and Marshal were working, both of them inners and Earthers too. Holly saw a glimmer of a fond smile flicker over the big man’s features.

      “Well, we’re close buddies,” Bastian pointed out, indicating all of them here, both inner and outer. “That’s gotta say something, right?”

      Yes, Holly felt a sudden surge of loyalty towards this big man and her crew beyond too.

      “Yes, Bastian. It does say something,” she said—just as the doctor let out a gasp, and Marshal looked up at the pair of them by the door, his face pale.

      “What is it!?” both Holly and Bastian asked.

      “You won’t like it,” Marshal said.

      “You really won’t like it,” Dr. Crow added.
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        * * *

      

      “THEY WERE TRYING TO WHAT!?” Holly almost screamed as the doctor activated the central control board’s holocontrols, and threw into the air above them a large energy schematic.

      It showed what appeared to be the rising top of a wave of blue energy growing higher and higher until it reached the end of the graph—as well as a smaller and tighter red rolling wave underneath it. Each wave was actually made of many different streamers of energy lines forming two tight torrents.

      “Two things,” Marshal said, wincing. He could clearly see how incensed his captain was.

      “The first is this tight red wave here, at the bottom. It’s a decryption software, and it’s hitting the Earth Alliance Marine servers of the Aries Station,” the man said.

      “They were trying to decrypt marine communications. That makes sense,” Bastian growled. It was, after all, a fairly standard move during wartime.

      It wasn’t anywhere near as crazy as the first thing that the doctor had said and now repeated as she took over from Marshal.

      “And this top wave up here? The blue one?” She pointed it out. It appeared larger, higher, and more powerful.

      “It’s syncing with the captured Breaker starcraft and is on broad beam to every other destroyed Thaal starcraft in our system,” she explained.

      “Just like the signal that started this whole mess?” Holly snarled. The one that they had found inside the asteroid, a piece of ancient alien technology, mistakenly activated and used as a homing beacon for the entire Thaal fleet. It had taken Holly and this very team a lot of effort to stamp out that signal wherever it occurred.

      “Yes, pretty much,” the doctor said. “But what I think that this software is trying to do is to reactivate and take control of the deserted starcraft.”

      “It has to be Max.” Holly shook her head for Marshal to nod. There was no other person crazy enough, and all of the signs and signals fit perfectly.

      He wants to awaken the three other deserted craft and use them against the inners, she thought in horror. Despite the fact that doing so might summon any remaining Thaal fleet!

      “Can we turn it off!?” Holly said. The doctor and her sergeant looked at each other and winced.

      “It will take time,” Marshal said. “It’s one hefty piece of code.”

      Bing!

      There was a flash in the air over the command as the array computers blinked.

      
        
        DECRYPTION COMPLETE. ANALYSIS COMPLETE.

        URGENT THREAT LEVEL: IMMEDIATE.

      

        

      
        Intelligent analysis results: . . .

      

      

      “What are we looking at!?” Holly gasped at the holographic controls that rolled down through the air.

      “It seems to be some sort of automated program installed into the code breaker,” Marshal said, looking up too.

      “The machine has managed to decrypt the Earth Alliance Marine servers. Whoever built this installed an intelligent analysis software to scan for imminent and dangerous threats,” Marshal pointed out.

      
        
        Multiple threats detected.

        —Dragon Earth Alliance Marine fleet approaching Hephaestus . . .

        —EA Marine fleet comprised of 62 vessels, three battle groups . . .

        —Offensive capability of Dragon fleet: overwhelming . . .

        —Prime threat: Dragonfire Bombardier on route to final firing location. Target: Hephaestus Station . . .

      

      

      “Dragonfire missile!?” Holly felt the metal floor underneath her rock as if the asteroid below had suddenly disappeared and she was once again floating in space.

      “A Dragonfire . . . Silas is about to launch a Dragonfire!?” She felt pale and sick and nauseous.

      “What? What is it? What is so bad about a Dragonfire!?” Dr. Crow, the only one in the room who had never heard of them, asked desperately. Each of the three marines turned to her, all of their faces the same look of terror and despair.

      “It’s only the most powerful nuke that the Earth Alliance has ever built,” Holly heard herself say.

      “It will wipe Hephaestus and possibly half the belt itself off the map.”
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      Unknown Location between Hephaestus and Aries Station

      

      Captain Holly’s plan was as immediate as it was simple.

      Get to the Bombardier. Stop the nuke.

      “We’ve got the location. They should be dead ahead,” murmured the doctor. She was in the main hold of the Jay along with Marshal, crouched over a DIY collection of screens and wires that they had hastily rigged in the heavy scout vessel.

      “You still got a good connection to the Breaker array?” Holly muttered as she sat in the cockpit controlling the burn of their thrusters. It was going to be a tight operation, and there was no certainty that they would be able to make it work.

      Check the scanners. Her eyes flickered to the screens, but apart from a few vectors of drones and infrastructure satellites pinging back and forth across the deep-range sensors, there was no sign of the Bombardier itself.

      Hardly surprising, she thought. The Bombardier was probably operating under deep-black conditions. That would mean maximum stealth and radio blackouts, making them virtually impossible to detect by even her military ship.

      “Yes, the remote connection is stable,” the doctor stated. “We’re in charge of the Breaker array from here, and we’ve killed the feedback connection between it and Hephaestus.”

      Good, Holly thought. There was no way that Max would know that they had taken over the Breaker Large Antenna Array. Not unless he actually got eyes on it.

      “Get ready to break the connection and then begin phase two,” Holly murmured. She started to feather the thrusters a little, slowing them down as they approached the decrypted path of the missile ship. She was sure that they would be able to sense her even if she couldn’t see them. Even though she knew it was impossible, she found her eyes scanning the horizon of space, wondering if any one of those tiny, bright stars was going to be the burning thrusters of the missile ship.

      “T-minus ten . . .” Bastian murmured from where he sat. He already had the manual weapons controls pulled down from the ceiling, just in case.

      “Systems ready,” the doctor said.

      This is it, Holly thought. “Go!”

      There was a sudden flare of electronic static across Holly’s screens as the computers that Rachel and Marshal were in charge of sent a tight burst of information to the distant Breaker Large Antenna Array.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Racing through space and the subatomic frequencies lanced through the underlayers of space in a heartbeat, unseen to the crew of the Jay, the tight beam of code and data surged. Past all the long miles of empty void, heading back towards the asteroid belt, back to the place they had just come from.

      The beam of code traversed along the shortest and quickest route, replicating itself as it traveled in preatomic wave functions, crossing as fast as the celestial machineries of the universe allowed.

      They hit distant Oster asteroid, hammering home on the main dish of the Breaker Large Antenna Array.

      For a brief second, nothing appeared to happen. The main Breaker antenna continued to blip its baleful red eye into space. Internally, lights and diodes flickered on and off in the black boxes inside the building. It was ironic that it was the very technology that Max had installed that was about to be his undoing.

      The message beam replicated lines of cascading code, flooding the system until it engaged with the main array itself, finding the connection between Hephaestus Station and the Breaker antenna.

      And it flickered off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It’s done!” Marshal breathed. “There’s no connection between Hephaestus and the antenna array. As far as they’re concerned, the antenna has gone off-line.”

      “Then we haven’t got a lot of time,” Holly said. Right now, there would be alarm bells ringing across the control room of Hephaestus, and Max would be wondering about his comms network. He would have effectively gone dark.

      “Begin phase two,” she said. Marshal’s hands flickered over his controls, sending authentication codes to Holly’s console.

      
        
        PACKAGE RECEIVED! Downloading . . .

      

        

      
        HEAVY MARINE SCOUT “JAY”: // . . .

        Previous designation: Alpha-Black-Black.

        New designation: Alpha-Gold-Gold.

      

      

      It worked! Holly thought. Marshal and the doctor had used the Breaker decryption software on their own vessel, changing its security status to the highest level known for the Earth Alliance Marines.

      Which means the missile ship will have to listen to us, she thought. She opened a tight Alpha-Gold-Gold hailing frequency and hit transmit.

      “Bombardier. This is Captain Holly Cropper of the Jay. We are under immediate orders to halt your operation. Please check our security confirmation and rendezvous with our location immediately! Captain Cropper out,” she said as she felt the palms of her hands start to sweat.

      It would either work, or it wouldn’t. They would either be fooled, or they wouldn’t.

      “Captain?” Bastian breathed as Holly gave the thumbs-up. Moving quickly, Bastian restowed the railgun controls, standing up and tightening his heavy tactical suit around him. He picked up two of the heavy marine rifles and slammed home the heavy taser modifications.

      “Ready at the door,” he stated after moving through the main hold to the small air lock chamber and waiting for her.

      Holly held on at the flight chair, her eyes scanning the night.

      Come on! She silently urged. Take the bait!

      As if summoned by her thoughts, there was a flare in the night ahead. One of the stars was twinkling and shining faster and stronger, growing larger as its light wavered and shook.

      Thruster tail, Holly thought as a bloom of relief swept over her. It was the Bombardier, it had to be.

      “Captain,” Bastian muttered urgently.

      “One minute!” Holly said, her eyes fixed on the approaching vessel.

      As she watched, the flare of white-and-green light pulsed and started to fade, but there was a shape cutting across the darkness towards them, growing bigger by the second. It was elongated, a glorified giant tube with fattened middles. Its hulls appeared to be made of matte geometric shapes, interlocking with each other and faintly dizzying to look at. It was one of the most advanced forms of camouflage that the Earth Alliance Marines had to offer.

      But for all of its expensive hulls and added technology, Holly saw that it was really only a missile ship—albeit a very advanced one. It was a giant firing tube designed for one purpose alone. Destroy Hephaestus and tens of thousands of Breakers.

      
        
        Incoming hail: BOMBARDIER . . .

      

      

      “Marshal—you’re up!” Holly hissed. She sprang from her chair and raced through the hold, grabbing the rifle that Bastian offered as she slid into the air lock room beside him. Behind her, Marshal smoothly took her place on the piloting chair, and she could hear his voice trying to calm down the irate missile ship officers on the other end.

      “Yes, repeat. This is an Alpha-Gold-Gold operation. You see, I have orders here to hold you at this location. No, I don’t know why either,” Holly heard the sergeant saying. She turned back to nod at Bastian, who slammed the door to the small room behind them.

      The room was tiny, barely big enough to fit half a dozen people standing up. Holly and Bastian readied themselves above a porthole in the floor.

      “Beginning depressurization sequence,” Bastian said as the air lock controls flickered from red to green, and Holly felt herself rise in the air. She held onto the grab handles.

      “Tasers on?” Holly said. Bastian grunted an affirmative, swimming to the round porthole in the floor, and starting the release mechanism. It was going to be one at a time, but it was a procedure that Holly and Bastian knew well: designed to shoot very angry and capable marines out toward the nearest ship at a high rate of speed.

      “I’ve got the cutting equipment too,” the big man said, thumping the large gun-like device strapped to his side, stubby and black.

      “Then good to go,” Holly said. Bastian opened the round door with a slight pop to reveal a large tube on the other side. He folded himself into it and closed the door behind him. Holly felt the small shudder as the external port opened, and he was shot out of the belly of the Jay like a living missile.

      And then it was Holly’s turn, and she opened the external port just as Bastian did, folding herself inside the tube and slamming the door closed behind her. The door under her feet blinked red, orange, green . . .

      No matter how many times she did this, it was always a surprise to feel the slight push of escaping gasses as she was thrown out of the belly of the Jay.

      Ahead of her, she saw the blanket of distant stars, an endless vault below her that stretched all the way back to the Inner System. One of those stars was Mars. One was Venus, Earth . . .

      And then, the appreciation of the giant weight of the Jay compared to her own small body. It was a whale, and she was a mere diver, and now she was cut loose and untethered, free and alone amid the terrifying vastness of space.

      Not alone. There was a movement ahead, a sudden flare of microthrusters as Bastian swept into view, raising one hand to signal to her as he turned, his suit fixed and working perfectly now. He executed a curving flight under the bulk of the heavy marine scout and towards the missile ship itself.

      Holly followed suit, not daring to say anything over their comms in case the Bombardier could read them.

      They shouldn’t be able to detect our two small bodies against the Jay, Holly thought. She followed Bastian under the curve of the pocked and gunmetal-gray Jay, past the weapons ports and the scorch and scratches where it had been hit in battle.

      To see the Bombardier hovering near to them, its long form facing away and presenting a flank.

      Quick! The captain thought. She didn’t have to tell Bastian.

      She saw him hitting his suit thrusters. Suddenly, the marine was spearing forward faster, crossing the distance between their two craft in the blink of an eye as Holly followed him.

      Let’s just hope no one looks out of their portholes at the worst moment, she thought. The Bombardier filled her view, and she was looking at a landscape of geometric panels forming ridges and gullies as far as the eye could see.

      Bastian was the first to make shipfall, killing his suit microthrusters so that he drifted to the surface of the missile ship, his boots magnet locking to the side as he turned around.

      They had studied the schematics for a regular missile ship. That meant there should be access ports in the rear third of the vessel ahead of them. But the regular ships weren’t also covered with this layer of graphene camouflage either.

      I hope they’re still there! Holly thought as she landed, too, seeing just to her right the very large shapes of two side-mounted railguns. Each barrel was big enough for her to fit her entire head into it if she chose, and the gun itself—even though it wasn’t considered large by marine standards, it was as long as three Hollys lying head to foot.

      The captain felt a shiver go through her. She really didn’t want to be standing here if a fight erupted between them, and she pushed off, jogging lightly along the top hull of the missile ship after Bastian.

      He had his fist clenched and raised in the air over where he squatted on the hull. He had found it, she could see, and when she drew closer, she could make out the raised rondel of the access port itself. Her sergeant waited for her to get into position beside him before he took out the cutting equipment and pressed it to one of the connecting latches.

      It was a tricky move, Holly knew, and she felt her stomach twist in alarm at what Bastian was about to do. Any Breaker would have felt the same. The willful blowing of a ship seal—even if, on the other side, there should be an air lock with backup safety measures in place—was still an anathema to many of those who had been born and lived their lives in space.

      But if I don’t do this, the largest number of Breakers in all of history will be killed, she thought. She readied her taser and crouched beside him.

      With a press of his finger, there was a sudden burst of hissing sparks and melting gobbets of metal as Bastian put the heavy laser cutter to the latch. A brilliant arc of sparks splayed out into the night sky around them, slowing and fading as soon as they hit the void.

      She could see the frustration and grunt of annoyance on Bastian’s face as he pressed the laser cutter closer and deeper, and Holly saw the strange, graphene material below the nozzle start to melt and merge, then run, and then—

      PFFFT!

      There was an abrupt hiss of escaping gasses, and Bastian seized the access port handle and prized it open with just his gloved hands and the assisted strength of the suit. Wire cords and metal plates up and down Bastian’s back locked and readjusted themselves together, adding strength to the sergeant. He hauled on the metal disk, revealing a small but still spacious round room on the inside with dark walls and filled with the glimmer of orange lights.

      “We’re in!” Holly said, breaking radio silence between the two suits because, at this point—when she knew that the cockpit of the missile ship would be alive with decompression alarms—their cover was blown already.

      “Let’s go.” She jumped forward, her heavy taser held ready.
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      Hephaestus Station (Free Breaker Republic)

      

      They came like a ripple in the night: a blur in the distant canopy of stars—a fire in the heavens.

      “Sensors!” hissed the voice of Commander Max Holler, First War Chief and Acting Commander of the Free Breaker Republic. His eyes scanned the disturbances appearing across space, all across his vision.

      The commander still stood in the safety of the command and control deck of the massive Hephaestus Station, but the screens before him, that fully occupied almost four floors of wall space, showed a variety of viewpoints and angles.

      The largest central screen showed directly in front of the station itself. There were the large Breaker tankers and transport ships hovering in their tight groups and diamond formations before the giant orbs of stationary asteroids.

      Further out could be seen the giant Breaker starcraft, a little off to the right to allow it a greater field of fire, hanging like a giant, starry omen before them. The light of a hundred ships and the station’s own floodlights caught the Breaker starcraft’s crystal points, highlighting their shimmering iridescence. Further out, a scattering of a few giant asteroids hung in the void between the Breaker starcraft and the distant expanse of the Inner System.

      But it was out there, out in the gloom of the night, where something was happening. The stars were starting to shimmer and swirl, as many—many—ship’s thrusters disturbed the waves of light. Max knew what that ripple and gassy blur meant. He had been a mercenary for a long time. The Mad Dogs had even served their time as an unofficial unit for the Earth Alliance Marines, paid to take actions against other mercenary groups or corporations when the Earth Alliance couldn’t be seen getting involved.

      He had seen that sort of light blur before. He knew that it was the sign of many ships, the break and burn of a whole ripple of light waves as a company of ships was heading his way.

      But why didn’t the long-range scanners picked up on it? Max was confused. The Breaker Large Antenna Array. It should have picked up on their arrival an hour or more before it ever got to this point.

      “Technician! Ping the Breaker Large Antenna Array,” Max Holler hissed as he flared a hand at one of the figures seated nearby at one of the control boards.

      This should not have happened, Max knew. He should have been aware of the arrival of the Earth Alliance battle group hours before this. He could have prepared space mines, slow-moving torpedoes, fireships . . .

      “Commander, sir, I’m not getting any signal. None at all!” the Breaker technician grunted. “In fact, I’m getting an error message every time I try to communicate with it.”

      “What!?” This, at least, dragged Max’s attention away from the coming ships as he turned to glare at the technician. “Do it again! Run a diagnostics check—is there something wrong with the station main transmitter!?”

      There was a small part of the commander’s mind that knew, even at this point, what had to be going on. But he didn’t want to admit it. No, even the Earth Alliance wouldn’t destroy all Breaker communications.

      
        
        ALERT!

        ALERT!

      

      

      Suddenly, several of the smaller screens that ran down the side of the larger started to scroll with rapidly blinking warning messages.

      
        
        ALERT! Network communications lost to Kronos Station . . .

        ALERT! Network communications lost to Cephas Station . . .

      

      

      “What is going on?” Max snarled as the technician’s hands blurred over the control boards before them, dipping in and out of the shining neon holographic controls that flickered all around.

      No, they couldn’t have, Max thought, unwilling to let himself believe that they, in fact, had.

      The Earth Alliance destroyed our Large Antenna Array? Do they realize how many lives that puts in danger all across the asteroid belt?! Max felt the burn of righteous indignation in his belly. The Breaker Large Antenna Array was out of date, yes, but it was also the main network connection point for the entire asteroid belt. There would be hundreds if not thousands of ships out there that relied on it to ping their location and direction. Hundreds of personal messages of loss and homesickness as well as strategic and important messages of location and navigation. Had the Inner System just destroyed it!?

      The commander’s eyes narrowed just a little. Even he could feel the shadow of the guilt at what had happened. He knew why the Earth Alliance would destroy it—but he was more worried about the fact that he might have lost his other weapon . . . the signal to the other starcraft!

      With a growl, he tapped the control unit on his wrist, dragging up his own personal holofield. No one else could see it thanks to the bio-implants on his temples.

      
        
        User: HOLLER, M

        Personal holocloud interface . . .

        Activating secure folder: SIGNAL . . .

      

      

      It wasn’t there. He couldn’t find the live link to the signal that he had installed at the Breaker Large Array—the signal that was supposed to wake up the other starcraft, according to the best minds across the Breaker Group.

      The Earth Alliance must have destroyed the array itself, and that meant that he only had one starcraft at his disposal.

      But it’ll be enough. He narrowed his eyes.

      “I’m still getting no response from the Breaker Large Antenna Array, sir, and we’re getting distress calls from the local ships coming in, just trying to figure out what’s going on!” the technician responded.

      Ahead of Max, the glow was starting to grow stronger, turning into definable plumes of thruster fire.

      There are a lot of them, Max’s mind raced.

      An awful lot. There had never been a bigger line, he didn’t think, since the marines had scrambled to defend Earth from the starcraft.

      “Tell all battleships to reroute communications to Hephaestus directly,” Max snarled. “And tell the Breaker starcraft to activate all weapons systems and be ready to fire.”

      “Yes, boss,” the technician nearest to him said, his voice wavering in anxiety.

      This was it, everyone on the control bridge knew. This was the moment when their fate would be decided. There was no going back now.

      Out in the middle distance, beyond the battle groups and the Breaker starcrafts, the distant shine of thruster fires bloomed and sparkled a little, flushing purple, orange, red as the Earth Alliance ships slowed down.

      In groups of twos and threes, the war ships of the Inner System slammed into their positions. All of a sudden, they were there—battleships and warships of all sizes and shapes, stretched out across space in a rough line.

      “Dear stars!” Max heard the nearest technician say under his breath as the side screens magnified up and down the wall in front of them, offering different viewpoints from the stations, drones, and ships.

      And there you are, Max felt a small shiver of apprehension.

      He was looking at entire battle groups. The large, long-nosed battleships that were also sleek and deadly, bedecked with torpedo-like weapons ports. They sat waiting like hungry sharks while their attendant smaller attack ships—smaller versions of their parents—swam and hung in the space around them.

      A little way off were the even larger, blockier marine dropships looking like giant blocks but with angled, sculpted, shovel-like mouths. There were the tiny, narrow cylinders of missile ships whose only function was to launch ship-busting missiles, and the heavier, rhomboid-shaped troop carriers whose main job was to deliver Earth Alliance Marines to their battle zones—and presumably to storm the halls of Hephaestus Station itself, Max realized.

      The ships were all a uniform midnight blue-gray, and the only colors that differentiated them were the occasional splashes of white that might indicate hospital ships.

      Twenty, thirty, fifty . . . Max tried to roughly count how many there were but gave up after he got to about eighty or so. He wasn’t sure if it was such good news when the Hephaestus main scanners informed him themselves through the words of the scared technician.

      “Boss? I’m reading one hundred and twenty Inner System warships of varying classes and weights before us,” the man said. “And, uh, if we count the fighter ships . . .”

      “Triple that, maybe.” Max nodded. He knew that each one of those battleships could house up to four smaller fighter craft, either in scout or single-person vessels.

      And our forces are one hundred and fifty, all told, Max thought.

      “Four to one, maybe five,” Max was whispering. It was terrible odds. Truly terrible. At least they had a defensible position.

      And they had a Breaker starcraft.

      “All ships at battle stations,” Max breathed as the technician sent the signal out across the fleets.

      “Await my command.”
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      Bombardier

      

      “Door!” Holly hissed the moment her boots lightly thumped on the metals of the decompression chamber inside the missile ship. Behind her, Bastian was already folding himself through the broken seal and was hauling the door disk down again before adding a line of sealant to it to ensure a connection.

      It was a small room that they were in, barely big enough for three people, and the only lights came from the warning orange flicker over the doors.

      “Atmospheric controls, door tampers,” Holly was muttering as she pushed herself through the zero-G to the side of the door, looking down the line of small, machine-plate writing and the associated levers and buttons.

      Luckily, a place like this is designed to be self-sealing, Holly thought. She waited for Bastian’s affirmative grunt and then pulled the atmospheric control lever. There was a high-pitched noise followed by a deeper grinding sound as gasses were repumped into the small room. She heard the grate and scrape of metal plates somewhere above—the ship initiating its self-repair mechanisms.

      “Come on, come on, come on . . .” she was hissing as the small pressure dial slowly raised itself back up to human normal. It was taking too long. Why wasn’t it faster!? Holly was frustrated, knowing that even in these twenty seconds, there could be some very skilled, very angry, and very freaked out Earth Alliance Marines outside.

      “Get ready,” Holly hissed as the pressure and atmosphere flickered green, and she pulled the door release handle.

      
        
        Magnet clamps activated . . .

      

      

      Her boots thumped to the floor of the chamber just as the door hissed open, and she immediately threw herself forward, shoulder barging it heavily.

      “Urk!”

      There was a groan and a thump as the outwards-hinged metal door solidly hit something, and Holly saw a glimpse of a steel-gray corridor, a shape being thrown backwards by the door . . .

      And another figure on the other side of the door bringing a heavy marine rifle to bear.

      TZZT!

      Bastian barged halfway through the open door, jamming his rifle with its taser attachment into the chest of the marine about to sink a heavy, rocket-propelled round into Holly’s chest.

      Holly heard herself gasp, and her heart skipped a beat as there was a sudden explosion of blue-and-white lightning from the end of Bastian’s weapon, playing out all over the chest, neck, and visor of the man’s suit. The massive dose of electricity was only enhanced by the suit, and even though all Earth Alliance Marine suits should have shock suppressors and dampers, the military-grade tasers were designed to overcome even these.

      “Bastian—get his weapon!” Holly hissed as Bastian jumped out of the decompression chamber and the marine fell backwards to the floor.

      Holly could hear a garbled cry from the other side of the door. Whomever she had sent flying was grumbling, getting back up to their feet.

      And now Holly was pulling the door back to see another marine struggling to stand up, one hand on a dent on their helmet visor, the other reaching for their dropped marine heavy rifle—

      “Oh no, you don’t!” Holly slammed the port door into them once again. It was a heavy door, made of solid metal.

      “Unf!” The marine sprawled backwards with a light groan as Holly slammed the port door closed, raised her taser, and leveled it—to find that the marine was already knocked unconscious.

      “Thank the stars for that,” she breathed, kicking their rifle aside, then quickly pulling some restraints from one of her suit belt’s utility pouches and binding his wrists together. Bastian did the same with the other. After that, she emptied the rifle of its magazine, stuffed the magazine into her own thigh-mounted utility component, and pulled up her suit scanners.

      
        
        Suit ID: (Capt) CROPPER, H: EA HVY TACTICAL SUIT //:

        Sensor ping . . .

        Thermal sensor active . . .

        Movement sensor active . . .

        Radionic sensor active . . .

      

      

      The corridor ahead of her was washed with green-and-blue hazes as the holocontrols of her suit flashed and lit up, running over the surface of everything with either a red, green, or orange light.

      “We don’t have the map of the ship,” Holly snarled to herself as she studied the multiple waves of sensor sweeps rolling out around her from her suit.

      “We’ll have to trust the radionic will lead us to . . .” she murmured as the orange light abruptly flashed, showing a stronger orange glow ahead of her.

      To the multi-warhead nuclear fission doom weapon, Holly finished silently as a terrible stillness filled her.

      The Dragonfire.

      Her mind and body concentrated, she raised her taser, and she started moving ahead.

      “Eyes up,” Holly breathed as they jogged down the narrow metal corridor, her on point and Bastian behind. Every few steps, Bastian would half turn, sweeping behind them to make sure that no one was approaching from the rear.

      “Cameras,” Holly breathed, seeing a sudden movement in the ceiling of the tunnel. A small, rounded module turned in the center of the gunmetal-gray ceiling and blinked a red light at them.

      TZZT! She fired the taser at it, hitting the camera with a staggered, surging bolt of lightning that exploded the module into a shower of sparks. Holly knew that it was already too late, that the Bombardier’s internal sensors probably had them perfectly tracked—but she didn’t want to give the watcher any more advantage.

      They were coming up to the T-junction at the end of the passage. With two doors, one on either side of them.

      “The radionic is still up ahead,” Holly said as she jogged forward.

      One of the doors hissed open right as she was passing.

      Frack!

      Holly saw a sudden shadow in the right-hand side of her vision as her suit blipped the green friendly signature of a fellow Earth Alliance Marine.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      “Agh!”

      Just as the missile ship marine instantly arm slammed her, throwing her to the side as she stumbled, dropping her rifle taser.

      Yeah, very friendly. Holly heard a grunt of alarm from Bastian as the door on the other side was also opening with a sudden hiss. There was the shape of another marine appearing, stepping out of the opening and sweeping his rifle across the scene.

      “Bastian!” Holly managed to gasp as her suit microphones opened up with the RATTATAT of heavy marine rifle fire.

      Holly’s visor was alive with holo reports as the bullets flared over her head, and she stumbled. She threw herself to the side—away from the marine who had barged her—and slammed into the chest of the next one with the gun. All of a sudden, there was a tumble of limbs, and then Holly and the shooter were hitting the floor of the room on the other side of the corridor as she heard a grunt of pain.

      Bastian! Holly felt panic run through her. He would have been hit almost at point-blank range. The rocket-propelled bullets could go through someone like that . . .

      “Augh!” Captain Cropper snarled. She felt the heavy smash of a metal gauntlet against the side of her helmet. She pulled up her knees, kicking outwards as she rolled, to feel it connect with the heavy weight of the other marine’s suit, driving him backwards.

      But don’t disengage! her training told her. He could use his guns.

      But as she turned, she saw that she was in a white room with a table in its center and lockers all around the sides. She wasn’t sure if this was some sort of monitoring laboratory for the deadly warhead that the ship contained or a crew hall. Either way, the other marine was kicking to scoot backwards across the floor on the other side of the table, pulling up his rifle . . .

      No! Holly lunged forward, reaching out to grab the man by the metal ankles of his magnet-lock boots just as he was seizing the weapon. She pulled hard as the man swiveled, letting off a hail of bullets to crunch into the ceiling above.

      With a snarl, Holly threw herself on top of him, delivering a solid punch to his helmet visor as she sought to wrestle the rifle out of his hands. The man was bigger than she was, and the only advantages she had were surprise and training.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      He kneed her hard in the solar plexus. Even though her suit took most of the impact, the strike was hard enough to wind her for a moment as her grip temporarily relaxed.

      
        
        Warning! Suit impact!

      

      

      She was hammered against the side of the visor again as the man used the butt of his rifle to try to drive her away.

      But that was the thing with the heavy tactical marine suits. They could withstand a lot of beating and were virtually impregnable in hand-to-hand combat. If she wasn’t careful, this was going to become a war of attrition—and she really had no time to slug it out for hours against another armored marine.

      “Captain!” she heard Bastian call out, and another burst of gunfire came from the corridor. That had to be the other Bombardier marine—but she had no idea if Bastian had been calling for help or offering it.

      Slam!

      Another heavy punch to her plate, and this time Holly ignored it, letting her suit get pummeled as she concentrated on seizing the marine’s rifle.

      But she didn’t try to pull it out of his hands. Instead, she hit the magazine release catch. The magazine fell out and clanged against the floor.

      “Traitor!” the other marine was yelling as Holly threw herself on top of him again, clamping her hand over his firing trigger as she squeezed. The rifle rattled off the last of its bullets already in the chamber and then clicked uselessly.

      “You’re out, bucko!” she hissed gleefully. She saw the man’s face on the inside of his visor contort with worry. She moved, slamming the rifle down against the man’s chest with all of the force she had, hearing his gasp as his back and head rebounded against the floor momentarily.

      And then Holly was pulling back, grabbing her own service revolver from her hip and pressing it to the side of the man’s visor. At this range, it would go through the triple reinforced plastic in a nanosecond.

      “Don’t move!” she yelled at him. “Surrender—tell your man to surrender, or I’ll put a bullet in you!” she was yelling. The marine she fought suddenly went deadly still. She could see his worried face on the inside of the visor, the perspiration on his brow as he struggled with this turn of events for a moment.

      And then she saw the marine’s small look of resignation as he looked down and away.

      “Good. Tell them!” Holly gave him no time whatsoever to change their mind as there were thumps and grunts coming from the corridor outside.

      “Corporal!” the marine shouted. “Corporal—weapons down! Weapons down!” the man shouted. A startled grunt sounded on the other side of the room, and Holly blew a sigh of relief.

      Good. This ship is small. There can’t be that many more here.

      Acting fast, she flipped the marine over, tying his arms behind his back and sliding him into the corner of the room before she turned and moved back into the corridor. She found that Bastian already had the second marine tied and seated in the doorway, glaring balefully up at them.

      “What have you done with the lieutenant!?” the corporal snarled up at her. Holly holstered her pistol and moved to pick up her rifle taser instead.

      “Easy there, champ,” Holly snarled back. “Your lieutenant is fine. Just got a bruised ego,” she said before nodding once to Bastian.

      To see that Bastian was leaning heavily against the wall, blood streaked down one side of his suit.

      “Bastian!” Holly said, moving to his side in an instant.

      “I’m fine, it’s fine!” he said quickly, half turning away to shield his side, which he was obviously protecting, Holly now noticed.

      “My suit has already sealed the wound. It was just a stray,” he shrugged, meaning the term for wild bullets that were often the deadliest in a firefight.

      “A stray! Well—can you walk? Internal bleeding!?” Holly demanded. Sergeant Li groaned and shook his hands at her, waving her off.

      “My suit says I’m fine. Condition stabilized,” he said, but Holly heard his pained hiss as he moved forward down the passage. She opened her mouth, about to say something—but then didn’t. What was she going to say? They were on an enemy boat with unknown enemy soldiers left on board, and they had to stop the delivery of the worst weapon ever created in human history.

      She knew that every heavy tactical suit came complete with its own painkillers and stimulants, as well as wound-sealing sprays. If his suit told him that his condition was stable enough to fight, then it was—but Holly also knew it was a long way from stable to “doing alright.”

      But what can I do? Holly growled to herself in frustration. She took up her taser to hurry past Bastian instead.

      “After me. Follow my lead!” she said furiously. She got to the T-junction to find that there were two alcoves with lift doors, one on either side of her.

      “Okay, fine.” Both ways seemed to go up or down, and the readings on Holly’s sensors suggested that the device was down.

      “One in each?” Bastian grunted, nodding to both of the elevators. “That way, if they’re covering one . . .”

      “I see what you’re getting at,” Holly said, “But I’m not risking you getting even more injured and not completing the mission, Marine.” She hurried to hit the first elevator button on the right and then the left. She waited for both doors to slide open before hitting the lower floor on the right, then forcing Bastian ahead of her to do the same on the left.

      “What?” Bastian said as their elevator hissed downwards, traveling the thin space between the levels in moments.

      “Weapons up!” Holly hissed as their lift hit the missile floor a fraction of a second after the first.

      “Huh?”

      Their elevator door slid open, and Holly could hear confused voices on the other side.

      “Where are they?”

      Holly jumped. The two remaining marines of the Bombardier had turned to face the open, empty elevator, giving Holly a fraction of a moment to surprise them as she pulled the trigger of her rifle taser.

      FZZT!

      She hit the first with a storm of lightning, throwing them forward and to the floor in an instant, but the other was already turning, rifle at the ready. Holly struck out with the butt of her rifle, hitting the man across the visor.

      “FREEZE! DOWN!” Holly was demanding, using her captaincy commanding yell, knowing that it would confuse the man as he tried to use his own rifle to strike her.

      Holly batted it, caught it with her own gun, and forced it aside in a parry before jabbing the muzzle into the man’s breastplate at point-blank range and discharging the taser.

      FZZZZT!

      Maybe she kept her finger on the trigger for a moment longer than she should have, but the marine shook in place for a brief second before being flung backwards over the metal floor, slamming into the opposite wall, and causing a small shower of sparks.

      “You heard the captain! Freeze! No one think about moving!” Bastian was following Holly’s lead up. Suddenly, it was over.

      “Ugh.” There was a groan from one of the marines as Bastian leaned over him.

      “Tell your pilot to cut all comms and engines. Tell him to hold tight and do nothing, or else he’s going to have a very, very small crew going back home,” he growled.

      Holly, on the other hand, was slowly turning around to survey the missile room. It was long, running what appeared to be most of the length of the ship, and it was cramped. It had two small walkways on either side of a large cylindrical device in the center of the room.

      The long cylinder was painted a general white with orange-and-red flashes. It sat on a loading bay, clamped in place, with automated winches and arms ready to raise it to a distant firing tube.

      “Oh, my stars . . .” Holly breathed. She realized that she was looking at the city killer itself, the Dragonfire missile.

      “One missile successfully intercepted, Captain?” Bastian joined her a moment later once he had tied the hands of the two marines.

      “Yeah,” Holly said. Now, she just had to figure out what to do with it.
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      Yeah, Dr. Rachel Crow thought as she studied the graph flickering up and down, up and down . . .

      “There is something most definitely, most certainly wrong about this,” she muttered. She hunched over the holocontrols of her mobile set of servers, looking at the low, rolling sine wave of green-and-blue energy. Ahead of her in the cockpit of the Jay sat Marshal, who had finally given up the pretense of being anything other than a pirate with the Bombardier and had instead opened up all of the weapons ports of the Jay and trained them all on the ship.

      At first, rather understandably, the marine pilot of the missile ship had been somewhat perplexed. Upset, even. But in the following few seconds, as Holly and Bastian had quickly and efficiently dismantled the small crew on board, the pilot had come to realize just what was going on.

      “But . . . you’re marines. Your call signs . . .” the pilot of the missile ship said somewhat belatedly over the comms.

      “And yes, you are under emergency orders to stand down,” Sergeant Marshal Smith repeated. “I am afraid, given the nature of the threat you are carrying, we simply cannot do this any other way,” he repeated once again. The pilot fell into stony silence.

      “Monitor their transmissions. Keep the jamming up,” the doctor said distractedly. Half of her brain listened to what was going on in the cockpit while the other half tried to work out what was wrong with the starcraft signal detected in the Breaker Large Antenna Array.

      “Already doing it,” Marshal announced happily. “I turned on the jammers as soon as the Cap and Bastian’s boots hit their hull. They haven’t been able to get any word out, I promise you.”

      “Don’t promise what you can’t deliver,” Rachel murmured absentmindedly, still puzzling.

      The graph shouldn’t look like this. The starcraft signal—the one that the Breakers were using to try and activate the other starcraft—it should be off. We killed the signals, didn’t we?

      “We got the okay!” Marshal called out, breaking Rachel’s train of thought.

      “The captain says that they’ve got the missile, and they’ve taken care of the marines.” There was a slight tremor in his voice when he said that. The doctor looked up.

      To see, out of the cockpit of the Jay, that there was movement from the missile ship opposite, and it wasn’t the captain and sergeant coming back. From the side of the craft, there was a sudden burst of gasses as the emergency escape vessel was launched. It looked like a vague disk with a bobbled top spinning gently in the night. They watched as it spun slowly above them and turned on its positional rockets before its main thrusters fired, and it started to speed off into the night.

      “Attention Jay. This is Captain Cropper.” The voice of their captain sounded, booming from the Jay’s internal speakers.

      “I’ve sent the crew on an automated journey back to Aries Station. They have enough fuel, water, and food, and their emergency beacon will start in approximately an hour. They’ll be safe.”

      There was a sigh of relief from Marshal in the cockpit.

      “What are you going to do with the Dragonfire?” Rachel heard Marshal Smith ask.

      “We’re going to autopilot this ship somewhere in the belt. Somewhere no one but us will know about it,” Holly said. “We simply cannot allow a weapon of this magnitude to be used. Not against the Breakers. Not by anyone.”

      “Uh . . . Captain?” Rachel cleared her throat. “You might want to rethink that. I think we have a problem . . .”

      “Speak up, Doctor—what is it?” The voice of the captain was stern.

      Rachel looked down at her charts once more just to be sure that what she was about to say was indeed right. It was. She felt queasy. She felt sick.

      “Captain, everyone,” Rachel spoke in a hushed tone. “I’ve been monitoring that data from the Breaker array, just as you said—and yes, the asteroid belt comms have all gone down, but there’s something weird happening to the starcraft signal. It should have stopped, but it hasn’t.”

      “What? But I thought you had the master controls? I thought you knew a way to turn it off!” Holly’s voice was tense and taut.

      “I did. And I do. We do.” Rachel’s voice floundered a little. “But what I’m seeing is also undeniable. The starcraft signal—the Thaal signal has started up again. But it doesn’t seem to be coming from the Breaker array. It’s coming from the Breaker starcraft!”

      Rachel’s voice stuttered to a halt. She saw Marshal turning around to look at her in shock and awe.

      “The Thaal signal is self-activating,” Holly said quickly. “That was the lesson that we learned from the killbots and the Thaal beacons. As soon as that alien signal is activated, it will keep on signaling, calling to their homeworld and fleet.”

      It was the Thaal. They were coming back.

      “We have to stop the Breaker starcraft,” Marshal muttered from the cockpit.

      “Yes,” Rachel agreed. “It is my best guess that the starcraft inside our system are about to be joined by others.”

      “I’m reprogramming the missile ship,” Holly said quickly. “Send me the coordinates of that signal location and trajectory. I won’t take the Dragonfire missile into the Breaker-Alliance war, but I have no qualms about throwing it at the Thaal!”
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      Outside Hephaestus Station (Contested Space)

      

      The ships of the Dragon Battle Fleet of the Earth Alliance hung in the void in front of the long, curving arm of the asteroid belt. Ahead of them were a few scattered asteroids, the giant H of Hephaestus Station itself—and the assembled small battle groups.

      “Targeting locations activated,” sounded the words of one of the senior firing officers aboard the Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle at the heart of the Earth Alliance Fleet.

      In the screens in front of Commander Silas, a forest of warning orange-and-red vectors flashed and zeroed in, forming tiny triangles over the Breaker ships.

      There are so many of them, Silas thought, as he saw the sheer amount of targeting warnings spread before him.

      But we outnumber them, he thought. His eyes narrowed as he stared straight at the center of Hephaestus. He wondered if there, standing in the center of the Breaker station, there was another man or woman just like himself, waiting and watching.

      If it had been just a normal battle, Silas wouldn’t have been worried. He knew that he had the greater forces, the greater firepower. But this would be no normal battle at all.

      There was another blink of alarms, and the largest cluster of warning targets centered around the largest enemy battleship. The Breaker starcraft.

      “I’m not detecting any shield generators, Admiral, sir,” the senior firing officer stated, for Silas to nod accordingly.

      Good. The Dragonfire would take it out.

      Which was a good point, he thought, hitting the controls on his wrist to activate his personal holocloud to send a tight message to the waiting Bombardier.

      “Bombardier—are you in position? Where are you?”

      He hissed into the air but heard nothing in return at all.

      What is wrong with it!? he thought. There was absolutely no sound in response to his call. He waited a moment, then collapsed the field once more, instead using the main fleet network.

      “Command request to the Bombardier,” Silas hissed. “Voice authorization: Admiral Silas . . .”

      “Sir?” asked another of the crew, a senior comms lieutenant.

      Nothing. Absolutely nothing in response.

      “Where are they!?” Silas demanded. “Open the secure network scan. Find them!” he demanded. He looked at the waiting Breaker starcraft, his sense of alarm and anxiety growing with every passing moment.

      Minutes passed. Still nothing.

      “Sir—it seems that they are offline. I’ve got their signature recorded a few hours ago, halfway between Aries Station and Hephaestus—but then they went completely dark!” the comms lieutenant said out loud.

      Have the Breakers gotten to them somehow? Silas suddenly thought. It was unthinkable, but then—that was precisely what war was all about. The unthinkable happening.

      He couldn’t go ahead with his plan if he didn’t know where the Bombardier was. He couldn’t take out the Breakers and the starcraft in one blow.

      I could wait, he thought. But what if the wait is too long? What if he put his own ships at risk?

      “Comms—broadcast the message!” Silas said with an angry roar as the officer confirmed. The monitors overhead were filled with the prerecorded sound of Silas’s own voice.

      “People of the Breaker Republic. You have taken violent action against the interests of the Earth Alliance. You are choosing to endanger the lives of all humanity with your reckless, aggressive actions. You are in direct contravention of law, namely—you will hand over all arms and armaments, including military assets such as the starcraft, immediately. You have an hour to fully comply or else you will face the consequences.”

      The message went out, and for a long moment, there was silence.

      “Keep trying to hail the Bombardier!” Silas demanded as he stood, his eyes glued to the comms screens—and waited.

      “Sir, we have a message coming back from Hephaestus,” the senior comms lieutenant said.

      “On the screens, Lieutenant,” Silas said.

      In response to his own, there appeared a flickering image of Captain Max Holler, the leader of the Mad Dog mercenaries, standing in the center of the Hephaestus control room with rows of seated Breakers manning screens around him.

      The man didn’t wear a uniform, Admiral Silas noted immediately with a grim leer of disdain. Instead, Captain Holler appeared to be in a mismatch of engineering and regular clothing, toughened canvas. He looked every bit like the mercenary he was.

      “Dear inner fleet,” Max Holler gleefully said. “I suggest you turn around and go back home. You are trespassing in Free Breaker Republic space. You have an hour to make up your mind—and if you’re not gone in the next hour, well then—I guess we’re going to have an awful lot more Alliance Marine spare parts to add to our fleet!”

      “Gaah!” Silas roared in contempt and rage as the message flicked off.
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      We have to stop that Breaker craft. We have to stop that.

      The thoughts ran through Holly Cropper’s mind on repeat as she hit the maximum burn possible for the heavy marine scout, the Jay.

      The Breaker starcraft was transmitting the Thaal signal. How long before the rest of the remaining Thaal fleet showed up!? This was exactly the same problem that had caused this entire mess in the first place, Holly knew. The ancient, buried Thaal beacon that was accidentally activated—summoning the first Thaal starcraft.

      They had learned that the Thaal species seeded the entire galaxy with such beacons and that their technology worked on vibrations. Harmonic frequencies that they could detect surged back to their distant home star, letting them know when there was a civilization ripe for plunder.

      But I sent a starcraft into their sun, Holly told herself. Destroying their energy-producing Dyson sphere. It was the thing that made the energy that powered their civilization. She had thought that had done it. That had halted their invasion—but what if it hadn’t? What if they followed the signal once more . . . and found humanity at each other’s throats?

      Behind her, the main crew hold of the Jay was tense and quiet as the others worked. Sergeant Bastian Li wasn’t there but was at the ammo stores, making sure that the feeds were lined up and that everything was operational. Sergeant Marshal Smith was in the engine rooms, working on the power relays—and the doctor was strapped into her chair with a collection of holofields all around her as she worked to decipher the Thaal signal.

      
        
        Alert! Target approaching . . .

      

      

      Holly’s screen lit up with the approaching warning from the main Jay computers.

      “We’re close,” she announced over the ship comms. “Whatever you’re doing, I need you ready very, very soon.” Rachel grimaced where she sat.

      “I can’t decipher it or jam it,” she told Holly. “The Breaker starcraft is broadcasting that signal again, and it’s resisting every attempt I have made to decode it.”

      “But it’s not being answered. Tell me that it isn’t being answered, at least,” Holly said.

      “No. Not currently,” Rachel said, although her voice did not sound confident at all.

      Wonderful. Just wonderful, Holly thought as she checked the stats for the Jay. The self-healing protocols had finished. The outer hull was repaired from its last battle against the mercenaries, and it was flying as well as it possibly could.

      But she’s still only a heavy scout, Holly thought. And in that battlefield, there would be entire battleships, some of which fired shells that were as large as the main crew hold.

      
        
        Alert! Target vector imminent. Preparing for deceleration . . .

      

      

      “Okay team, everyone back in position. We gotta be tight!” Holly called. The engines started to decrease their burn as they neared the asteroid belt. Through the cockpit, Holly could even see the glittering line of rock up ahead, and the computer started to blare with multiple alerts of vehicles.

      A whole heap of craft, she thought as she saw the wide line of the Earth Alliance Dragon Fleet arrayed against Hephaestus.

      “We got three hundred Alliance vessels,” Holly called out. The door to the main crew hold hissed open for Bastian and Marshal to jog in and throw themselves into their seats.

      “Ready to rock and roll, boss!” Marshal called out as he thumped home, instinctively reaching up for the overhead gun controls, just like Bastian was doing opposite of him.

      “And about one-fifty Breaker vessels, including the starcraft,” Holly said.

      “No one’s shooting at each other yet?” Bastian grunted.

      “Thankfully, no,” Holly hissed before swiping her hands through the holocommands in front of her.

      “Attention, Dragon MCV!” she called out. “Attention, Dragon MC unit—this is Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon. Hold your fire! We have an urgent message for Admiral Silas. Repeat, hold your fire!” Holly was calling over the comms channel—just as her screens started to light up.

      
        
        Warning! Targeting systems detected!
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        * * *

      

      On board the Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle, the hour was almost up for the Breakers and the Earth Alliance fleet. Neither side had budged, and neither side had offered any indication that they were willing to surrender.

      And still, Admiral Silas couldn’t seem to hail the Bombardier. Whatever had happened to it, it was clearly off the table now.

      Instead, Silas had consoled himself that they had more than double the craft than the Breakers had. They would be prepared. They would even be able to take out the Breaker starcraft, he was sure of it.

      “Ready our own missile ships,” Silas hissed. “I want every one of them targeting the Breaker starcraft. At my command, they are all to fire their largest arms at it. You got that!?”

      “Aye-aye, Admiral, sir!” The senior comms officer said, already flinging the order through space. Every one of their own fleet’s missile ships, a full ten of them all told, subtly shifted their position and readied their targeting computers.

      “Admiral, sir! I’ve got an incoming message, priority one!” the comms officer interrupted him.

      “Well, patch it through then!” the admiral hissed.

      He knew it was either the Bombardier or news about the rebel antenna array, which Holly was supposed to have disabled.

      Silas waited with bated breath. Either would give him a great advantage right now.

      “This is a fast-beam message for Admiral Silas of the Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle, voice code: Alpha-Black-Gold. Admiral, this is Lieutenant Sorisky of the Bombardier, currently at Aries Station.”

      “Aries Station!” Admiral Silas spat. “What are they doing there!?” By now, the Bombardier should be in place, just out of radar distance, and ready to fire.”

      “Approximately three hours ago, we were attacked by Earth Alliance Marines. Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon Eight, who had sophisticated technology to decode our transmissions and locations and mimic senior command codes. They kidnapped our vessel and took control of the Dragonfire missile for reasons unknown—”

      No. Silas couldn’t believe it as he rocked on his heels for a moment.

      He couldn’t—and then he could. Captain Holly Cropper was a Breaker by birth after all, wasn’t she? That was entirely what she was capable of. He should never have promoted her so far up the ranks. He had always had his doubts about her loyalty.

      “Dammit!” the admiral screamed.
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        * * *

      

      “Dragon MCV! This is Captain Holly Cropper with an urgent message—” Holly was in the middle of saying—just as there was a snarl of static across her screen.

      “What was that!?” Holly shouted. She had never seen her computer holos do anything like that. “Doctor!? Are you picking up on this!?”

      Behind her, Rachel’s eyes were scanning her own holos.

      “It’s an energy burst of immense proportions—and it’s coming from the Breaker starcraft!” the doctor said as there was a sudden flicker of light in front of Holly.

      Oh no, oh no oh no oh . . . Holly felt her heart plummet in her chest as she realized what was happening.

      There was a flicker of purple-and-blue light from around the starcraft. A flicker of light that Holly had seen before.

      “Marshal!?” Holly called. “I thought you said that you disabled the starcraft’s force field!?”

      “I did!” Sergeant Marshal Smith announced. “There’s no way that any of their Breaker engineers figured it out. I destroyed the components!”

      “Then it’s the ship,” Holly muttered to herself. “The ship itself is waking up.”

      And just as she said that, there was an explosion of purple-and-static light as a line of burning plasma fire cut its way from one of the spines of the Breaker starcraft and cut across the nearest Breaker battle group—and then the nearest cluster of Earth Alliance vessels as well.

      Frack! Holly’s heart hammered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The line of purple-and-crimson fire, almost as wide as the entire heavy marine scout itself, cut a burning trail through the void. It smashed into two Breaker ships decked with outboard weapons, causing them to break apart instantly in a blossom of deadly red plasma fire. The Breaker ships tumbled, flinging parts against the rest of their small battle group as there were additional white flares of plasma light.

      And still, the deadly line of burning light shot through the destruction like a knife, lancing out to the nearest Alliance ships of the line. It neatly severed the pronounced nose cone of an Alliance warship, leaving its innards exposed and burning red for an instant before the entire ship convulsed, exploding into twin balls of burning light and engulfing the smaller cloud of Alliance single-fighter craft with it.

      After this, either at the furthest extent of its power, or perhaps just content with its first strike, the burning plasma beam blinked out as suddenly as it had come. It left carnage behind in its wake and burning afterimages in the eyes of every horrified Breaker and Alliance pilot there.

      
        
        Incoming! Alert! Incoming debris . . .

      

      

      The small flight computer of Holly’s Jay convulsed with alerts and alarms. But that wasn’t all the warnings that her computer was announcing. A crowd of weapons fixed on her craft—from both sides.

      
        
        Warning! Multiple targeting systems detected . . .

      

      

      “What!? But we didn’t do anything!” Holly shouted—as she saw the glitter of weapons ports activating across both Alliance and Breaker ships.

      The Jay had been racing towards the no-man’s-land between the two sides, but now, Holly realized that would put her straight in the firing line as each side reacted.

      “They each think the other did it—they don’t realize!” Holly gasped. Suddenly, there were the flares of weapons bursting from their pods.

      Instantly, Holly knew that both sides were panicked. The Earth Alliance fired first and fast, surely seeing any action from the Breaker starcraft as an attack on them. While the Breaker fleet—the first of its kind and mostly staffed with inexperienced security guards or mercenaries—reacted out of panic and fear: hitting their firing triggers and giving the Alliance everything they had.

      
        
        Warning! Incoming missiles . . .

      

      

      The first to fire were the Alliance missile ships, ten elongated tubular craft that fired one missile at a time, each one a ship killer. Their attacks must have been preplanned, Holly thought. All at once, there were ten missiles screaming through the middle space, leading the charge of burning ammunitions, and each one arcing towards the Breaker starcraft.

      
        
        Warning! Targeting systems detected . . .

      

      

      Holly kicked with her foot pedals, throwing the Jay into a quick spin as the opportunistic Breaker craft took their potshots at her, the nearest Alliance vessel.

      The Jay tumbled, sweeping to one side as it rolled and spun, turning on its end and heading down towards the nearest of the giant asteroids that the Breakers had hauled into the space as obstacles.

      Lines of rocket-propelled shot surged past her, a barrage of blasts that exploded in the void where she had been. Then they hit the side of the asteroid as Holly hid behind it, executing a turn that made her stomach lurch and drag. Even though she was in the protected environment of her suit and her ship, only her training stopped Holly from losing her lunch.

      “Urgh . . .” There was a moan from behind where Dr. Crow clung onto the seat webbing for dear life and sanity.

      The Jay twisted in flight and then kicked forward and upwards. There was a flare of light across their sensors.

      And the first of the missile ship’s giant fifteen-foot missiles surged past, heading straight for the Breaker starcraft.

      “Get out of here, Holly!” Bastian roared.

      “What do you think I’m trying to do!?” Holly shouted back as the other missiles flashed underneath her, racing towards the Breaker starcraft. The Jay rose, crossing the plane of battle.

      And the Earth Alliance missiles struck.

      Or rather, they didn’t strike.

      As Holly kicked the thruster assists to send them flying further and faster ahead, there was a sudden convulsion of energy from behind them, a flash of glittering blue outside the starcraft. The missiles had hit the force field and exploded. The first four missiles struck at roughly the same time, erupting into a glowing dome of white energy as the fifth, sixth, seventh, and up to the tenth missiles struck the energy field.

      Each of those missiles should have been enough to take out an entire warship on their own, and two or three could sink a cruiser—but it still wasn’t enough. The exploding globe of white held for a moment before the shock wave expanded in all directions, racing ahead in a burning, ethereal white glow.

      With the heavy marine scout racing right ahead of it.
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        * * *

      

      Fly! Fly, damn you—fly!

      Holly kicked her thrusters as hard as she could, holding the juddering flight sticks as steady as she was able to. The Jay shook and roared.

      The shockwave of multiple ship-killer missiles was racing towards her, racing fast—too fast.

      “Brace!” Holly screamed in the moments before the shockwave hit.

      It struck the heavy scout’s thrusters first, kicking the back of the Jay forward and lifting their nose as suddenly the engines cut out. A wave of burning plasma engulfed the Jay. It started to tumble, jets of liquid flame racing over its outer hull plate for a brief moment.

      And then they were tumbling and falling clear, and the shock wave had extended beyond and past them, flinging them behind it while they rolled and rolled through the stellar night.

      Inside the craft, Holly and the others were incapable of doing anything except clinging miserably onto their seat webbing as they turned and rolled over. Sparks blew from wall panels, and there was a terrible grinding noise from the hull of the Jay itself.

      “Please don’t blow up, please don’t blow up, please don’t—” Holly heard someone’s voice and realized it was Marshal’s over their suit-to-suit comms. At least one crew member was still alive, she thought grimly.

      
        
        System reboot!

        Squad:

        —(Sgt) SMITH, M . . . GOOD

        —(Sgt) LI, B . . . GOOD

        —(Ast) CROW, R . . . UNCONSCIOUS

      

      

      “Doctor!” Holly called out as the Jay finally righted itself and stopped spinning. The emergency lighting was on, which was a bad sign. It was on a reserve, protected circuit system, meaning that it would turn on if the main engines were ever out.

      “Someone get eyes on the doctor!” Holly said. She looked ahead to see that all her holoscreens had vanished, but her main console screens were still flickering with basic controls.

      
        
        Life support . . . Active.

        Defense . . . Active.

        Reactor . . . Off-line

      

      

      “We’ve lost power!” Holly called, unclipping her seat webbing and turning to look back into the main crew hold. She could see that Bastian was already unclipped from his seat and at the doctor’s side, gingerly holding her helmet visor up and checking the woman inside.

      “She’s breathing. I think she just passed out from the g-force,” Bastian commented.

      “I’m on the engines. I think that blast must have knocked the magnetic conductor plates,” Marshal said, already out of his seat and racing through the open port door to the belly of the ship beyond. Holly had no idea what he was referring to, but she knew that if Marshal thought it was fixable, then he could probably fix it.

      Right now, we have more problems . . . Holly was thinking, turning back to her seat to find that—still—her targeting computers were just now rebooting. But she could see the battle below them through the cockpit windows.

      The blast wave of ten giant missiles had flung them further and higher over the plane of the battle, she noticed, and in its wake, it had left a scattered mess of ships—mostly Breakers.

      The twin lines of facing fleets had also broken apart in the sudden overflow of firepower. She could see three Breaker flight groups traveling in very rough clouds, racing forward and firing everything they had. Against them, there was the Alliance fleet, broken off into a whirl of smaller vessels darting forward in fast, tight diamond formation, while the majority of the Alliance ships hung back.

      Classic Alliance strategy, Holly cursed. Send in the first wave of attack ships, hold back the bigger, more valuable ships.

      The Alliance easily dominated the scene with their larger numbers and faster craft—were it not for the one giant elephant in the room.

      The Breaker starcraft.

      It was turning erratically to one side with three of its starlike points blackened, but it was rising over the battle. The blasts had damaged its force field, and the craft inside of it—but the damage looked merely cosmetic compared to the size of it.

      “Frack!” Holly whispered in horror. Suddenly, the Breaker starcraft fired again. This time, the burning beam of light was a lot thinner than the pillar of before. It cut through one attack group of Earth Alliance attack vessels as easily as if they were butter before suddenly blinking off.

      Then, another small beam of light flared, and this time, it cut in half the nearest of the Breaker heavy tanker ships. Holly watched in horror as the rear of the vessel started to tip and upend as it shook with internal explosions—before slamming into the front half and sending it scattering.

      “Have I got comms!?” she demanded. Marshal’s voice came back over the suit-to-suit network.

      “You’ve got emergency broadcast comms. It’s on a different transmitter. Hasn’t got the range, but it’ll reach everyone on the battlefield.”

      “Good!” Holly’s hands flickered over the control board.

      
        
        Emergency Broadcast Mode:

        Security authorization: Code Alpha-Black-Gold.

        Target: DRAGON MCV . . .

      

      

      Holly hit the controls and waited for the small blinking connection cursor to light up.

      “Dragon MCV, this is Captain Cropper of the Jay, Forward Recon Eight. The Breaker starcraft is no longer under the control of the Free Breaker Republic. Repeat: The Breaker starcraft is rogue, and I believe is in contact with the Thaal empire.” Holly said the words quickly, hitting the send button before she gripped the flight sticks again.

      “Marshal? I really need to hear what’s going on down there!”

      “Almost got it, Cap! One more minute!”

      Holly looked at the battle that was spilling before them and quickly becoming a maelstrom of violence. At the moment, the admiral had committed most forces against the Breaker starcraft, but there were also a sizeable number of Alliance warships targeting and firing against the Breaker mercenary ships too.

      When the real enemy is sitting right there! Holly could have screamed. Everything was happening so fast. No one had any time to think.

      Still no return call from Admiral Silas. Still no sign of her engines working.

      “All right. Dammit,” Holly snarled. Instead, she opened a broadcast to Hephaestus Station, using the old public band call signs that she remembered from long ago.

      “Attention, all Breaker vessels! This is Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon Jay. Your Breaker starcraft is not under your control. It is not under Earth Alliance control. The real enemy here is the starcraft itself—it has already killed any Breakers on board. It’s working for the Thaal!” she stated and hit the send button.

      And no sooner had she sent the message but there was a flicker of lights from below. Two Breaker mercenary craft on the edge of the battle broke free and peeled upwards towards her location.

      “Marshal! Any time now would be grand!” Holly shouted.

      “Almost, almost got it, Captain!” she heard him say as the two Breaker mercenary vessels surged faster and closer towards them. They were barrel shaped ex-security vessels some ten years out of date, with two grinning white dog or wolf heads on their wide prow.

      Max’s Mad Dogs, Holly knew instantly. Of course, they were going to come try to take her out, right?

      “Marshal!?” Holly hissed, just as there was a flicker of light. Her cockpit holoscreens leaped up into the space around her. Whatever he did, the engines flipped back on.

      “You got it!” the marine called. Holly was already kicking the Jay forward into a roll, and the two Mad Dog mercenary craft opened fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dragon MCV, Earth Alliance

      

      Lies! Admiral Silas clutched at the armrests of his flight chair, ensconced in the center of the control deck of the Mobile Command Vehicle. Their entire ship swerved and rocked, the various senior officers, lieutenants, and staffers secured inside their webbing seats as their hands flashed through the holocommands glittering in the air around them.

      It wasn’t exactly operating like a well-oiled machine, the admiral had to admit. There was an air of tension and taut, determined concentration as the reports and alerts of battle rang in from every level.

      But they are well-trained, my senior team, Silas thought. He narrowed his eyes and considered his response to Captain Cropper’s message.

      The Dragon MCV, the large, wedge-shaped black craft with a band of gold along one side, reared and pulled back from the front line of the battle. The Earth Alliance warships moved in next. The battle site was a mess, and Silas couldn’t believe that he had managed to lose tactical control of the site so easily and quickly.

      “Sir—the Breaker ship is firing again,” one of the senior technicians announced, one who was busy monitoring the energy transmissions of the Breaker starcraft.

      “Get me a direction!” Silas hissed—but it was already too late.

      “Fourth arm!” the engineer managed to say—a second before there was a sudden burst of burning purple fire from the long, crystalline arm of the stellar object. The starcraft rushed forward to flash through two of the missile ships with perfect ease, causing them to petal open in a wide, burning crimson flower of plasma.

      “Hss!” Silas uttered in anger and desperation, watching the spray of marine attack fighters swerve to one side, desperate to get out of the way of the explosion, and then firing their much smaller rounds at the racing Breaker vessels or the starcraft itself. Every time one of their shots seemed about to strike it, there was a glitter from the blue field and a flash of a tiny explosion. The single or three-person crewed ships of the Earth Alliance fighter craft just weren’t strong enough to get through the defenses.

      But they are quick enough to avoid the plasma fire . . . Silas’ eyes were racing across the various targeting screens.

      We injured it. The missiles injured it . . . he thought. He could see the blackened crystalline arms—all that their shots had produced. It wasn’t enough—but it did mean that the Breaker starcraft could be destroyed.

      “Sir, the message from Captain Cropper said . . .” the senior comms officer began.

      “I don’t give a frack what the message from that traitor Captain Cropper said!” Silas burst out. “That is a trick, obviously. She is clearly working for the Breakers. She was undercover this whole time! Dispatch Squad 14 to neutralize her, now!”

      “Sir!” There was no question from the rest of the control deck. Like he had thought before, they were well trained.

      It was clear that the Breaker starcraft had indeed fired upon its own, the admiral could see. But Silas immediately discredited that to either unskilled training, mistakenly using the wrong tracking in the alien craft, or—more likely, as far as the admiral was concerned—the Breakers just didn’t care about their own loss of life.

      “So long as they destroy us, right?” the admiral growled to himself.

      “Squad 14 to take out the Jay,” Silas repeated. “Then I want all remaining fighter squadrons to concentrate on Hephaestus itself. Maybe if we manage to take out this Max Holler, then this will all be over quicker. Move in the heavy craft to counter the starship. Keep it fluid.”

      There wasn’t much chance to do anything else other than keep it fluid—as the plasma beams and the rockets raced through space, hitting asteroids and ships and force fields.
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      The Jay, EA Marine Recon Eight

      

      “On you, Marshal!” Holly declared as she threw the Jay into a tight turn that roared towards the nearest asteroid belt. She was trying to steer them away from the main flare of battle below her and before the station—but there were still bullets and rockets and barrage blasts flinging out everywhere.

      It would almost be suicide to launch into there, she knew—a random shot could be just as fatal as a targeted one.

      But right now, the Jay was sweeping to one side as the first Mad Dog mercenary vehicle rolled into view alongside them.

      Presenting a perfect opportunity for Marshal on the side-mounted guns.

      “Get some!” the sergeant roared, pulling on the firing triggers as there was a sympathetic judder of vibration through the heavy marine scout craft. The side-mounted guns weren’t as powerful as the railguns mounted on the top of the Jay’s hull, but they fired faster. A hail of projectiles burst through space, the tiny rocket cartridges igniting on their backs and rushing towards the mercenary craft.

      The mercenary craft saw the danger, but it was already too late. Suddenly, their side was being peppered with tiny flashes of sparks as Marshal’s fire hit. The Jay surged past in a second, but behind them, there was a flash from the rear of the Mad Dog vessel as some important mechanism was blown.

      
        
        Target alert: enemy vessel incapacitated . . .

      

      

      The first Mad Dog vessel rolled and spun, their engines sputtering before going out completely. They hadn’t blown up, but they wouldn’t be threatening them any time soon.

      Unlike the other Mad Dog attack craft.

      
        
        Warning! Targeting systems detected . . .

      

      

      Holly’s screen flashed a warning orange. The heavy marine scout’s sensors detected the ping of an enemy tracking scan.

      “But where are they!?” Holly snarled. For a moment, she lost eyes on them—until the attacking orange vector of the other craft appeared in her navigation console once again, and it was right behind them.

      And firing.

      Frack!

      Holly threw the flight levers down, kicking the thruster pedals at the same time to force them into a downwards dive.

      WHUMP!

      As the first of the rocket shells struck the side of the Jay.

      
        
        ALERT! Outer plate (7) COMPROMISED . . .

      

      

      The strike sent them into a half spin, and Holly was kicking and releasing the thrusters to get them under control as they surged wildly towards the asteroid belt. In fact, their wild flight was probably one of the few things that saved them from another direct hit. Sergeant Bastian Li was already spinning in his own flight chair, holding onto the overhead gun controls and blasting back at the Mad Dogs.

      Atop the heavy scout fighter, the twin-mounted barrels of the railgun shook in perfect unison, one extending after the other had just fired and retracted, then retracting as the other extended and fired.

      Balls of burning plasma spat from the twin barrels back towards the Mad Dogs, but the mercenary vessel had already flipped and sliced away, evading destruction.

      “Dammit!” Bastian growled, before he and the others were thrown to one side, and the Jay abruptly turned.

      “Hold on!” Holly was shouting. Before her rose one of the outer asteroids of the belt, and she could clearly see the small blocks and antennas of some sort of way station. She dragged the Jay into a screaming turn that rocketed over the asteroid’s surface only a few yards higher than the rocky outcrops.

      “Where is it!?” Bastian was hissing as Holly concentrated on piloting. She twitched the heavy marine scout to one side to avoid a sudden spur of rock, lifting them back up towards space.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy vessel detected . . .

      

      

      And there it was, almost directly above them and about to open fire on their exposed hull. There was nowhere for Holly to fly to. She had the rock directly below them, and they were moving too fast to swerve away.

      
        
        Warning! Explosion detected . . .

      

      

      Suddenly and unexpectedly, the Mad Dog ship tumbled to one side, spilling sparks and gobbets of plasma before it blew up in a rippling series of blazing white explosions.

      Well, thanks, but what the . . . ? Holly thought, once again twitching the Jay to the side to avoid another cliff of rock. Suddenly, her screen was alerted to a series of three “friendly” vehicles.

      “Marine fighter craft!” Holly called as the triangle of highly trained ace pilots swam into their view.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected . . .

      

      

      “Oh, thanks!” Holly shouted. There was a puff of flame from the leading fighter craft. It fired a missile at the heavy marine scout.

      “They’re not friendly!” Bastian was shouting, but Holly was already moving. The edge of their asteroid was fast racing up towards them, and she was deftly turning, angling the Jay down between the asteroids and into the belt itself as the missile sliced through the night after them and exploded against the edge of the asteroid behind.

      Of course, now Holly had the problem of actually being in the asteroid belt. Just as before, there were rocks everywhere, and the only safe option would be to cut thrusters to a minimal level in order to move.

      Holly held onto her thrust, flicking the handles so they turned on their side, scraping between two more rocks. Then she turned, a wide, lazy circle in the space beyond, and kicked into the forest of rocks once more.

      “Captain!” Marshal shouted in alarm.

      “I know what I’m doing!” she called back and hoped that she sounded truthful. She kind of was. But only kind of.

      Behind them, there was a sudden flash of light and then another. The first of the Earth Alliance craft attempted to follow Holly’s tight maneuvers but failed. They caught their wing against one of the rocks, sending them into a death spiral against the nearest asteroid.

      Left! Holly pulled hard on the flight levers, sending them into a tight curve as she lifted their nose—and instantly, the rocks around them became a thicket. They flashed through the asteroid field. Holly had no time to register the glittering veins of quartz or ice—or the small, automated mining stations they passed. Instead, her eyes hunted for the tiny, flashing yellow antenna that signaled a path through the asteroids. These paths were constantly changing, and that was why one of the many jobs of the Breakers was the constant exploration and updating of the asteroid belt maps.

      She prayed that the floating rocks hadn’t moved much since these last safe beacons had been put in place.

      There were still two Earth Alliance Marine ships who had followed her, but they were traveling far slower than the first. Holly had already turned several times by the time that the next marine fighter craft appeared on her scanners.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      It fired a barrage of shots towards her, but Holly was too far out. She rolled to one side around the nearest asteroid as rock chips and boulders flew behind them.

      “Bad idea, chump,” Holly almost cackled. “Now you’ll have rock debris to fly through.”

      She kicked the thrusters, seeing that the yellow safe paths led onwards or back the way they had come, towards the station.

      You didn’t spend long flying in the belt if you didn’t need to, and the fighter craft chasing them were sure to get lost, she thought.

      “Don’t worry, we’re in the clear,” Holly said, hitting the resending procedure to both Hephaestus and the Dragon MCV.

      Why aren’t either of them responding!? she thought. Surely, everyone could see that the Breaker starcraft was the enemy here. It was tearing everyone apart, and unless everyone teamed up against it—it might just succeed!

      Holly saw the glimmer of stars ahead and the flash of explosions as the Jay punched out and up. They were suddenly skimming above the asteroid belt with the battle arrayed to their left. She could see tracer lines of fire rising up into the night and the explosions of crafts—mostly Breakers—as they were chased down by the Earth Alliance ships.

      But then, there would fire the burning pillar of light as the Breaker starcraft fight fought its own corner, attacking anyone that came close. And it always won.

      
        
        Warning! Weapons lock detected!

      

      

      Before Holly could decide what to do, her screen flashed orange. There appeared the two remaining Earth Alliance fighter craft, popping out of the asteroid belt just as she had. With a burst of gasses, the nearest released a missile that surged upwards—and then curved towards their position.

      “Frack!” Holly swore. Who knew that the Earth Alliance fighters would be so good? Who were they, champion fighter aces or something?

      She threw the Jay to one side.

      “Barrage!” she called. Marshal let rip with the side guns, spinning in his seat as he fired back towards the missile.

      The missile was turning in flight, following their position as Holly tried to slice across the top of the belt. Marshal’s barrage fire was following behind it. It wasn’t catching up . . .

      “Grargh!” Holly twitched her hands, sending the Jay into a tight curve at the last minute—towards the two-fighter craft.

      “Holly—Captain!” Marshal was crying out in alarm—just as the missile struck the asteroid behind them. For the second time in this battle, they felt the surge of a shock wave hit their thrusters, but this time, it was far lighter than before. The Jay shook as Holly lifted its nose up and into space. The Earth Alliance fighters tried to rise, firing as they did so . . .

      And into the wall of exploding rock debris, created, ironically, by their very own missile.

      No. No-no-no! Holly cursed herself for this senseless loss of life and her part in it. Behind them, the two craft were hit by the shrapnel and sharpened corners of rocks from their own weapon, and they twitched and tumbled. They were good pilots, yes, but they weren’t good enough to suddenly reckon with close-quarter, emergency moves over the asteroid belt. The first fighter craft skimmed the top of one of the rocks and blew in the next second. The second tried its best to veer away but was pocked by asteroid debris, and, with a flash of white light, its engines went dark.

      “I didn’t want to do that! If we hurt the Earth Alliance Marines, Silas will only have more of an excuse to attack us!”

      This time, it was the doctor’s turn to croak, “You know what—I think he’s going to have bigger issues on his mind right now.” Her voice was deathly terrified.

      “What!? What is it?” Holly looked to the battle site to see that it was still raging and clearly not going well for anyone. There were at least three flights of the sleek, shark-like Alliance warships racing past the Breaker starcraft, but there was now also a litter of broken and ruined ships everywhere. The Breaker starcraft was creating a graveyard, and the Breaker fleet had pulled itself back to the edges of the asteroid belt and the station itself.

      “It’s not the battle!” the doctor said. “I’ve been tracking the Thaal signal, the one coming from the Breaker starcraft? And it has been answered. There’s an answering Thaal signal coming from past Pluto. And I don’t think we have any ships out that far.”

      It was the Thaal. Holly felt her heart lurch. They had heard, and they had arrived to finish the job they had started.
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      Hephaestus Station (Free Breaker Republic)

      

      “Red Group is down! Red Group is down!” one of the Hephaestus control deck Breakers was shouting. The screens before Commander Max Holler blinked and flashed with warning orange, danger red, and the fast-moving green arrows of their target map.

      The station shook. They had already taken fire from the Earth Alliance, but so far, it had only caused minor damage to the station itself. Max knew that they were talking about ship weapons that could destroy a room if they hit the right porthole, but mostly, the Breaker capital was built of sturdy stuff. It was designed to deflect the grind and crunch of asteroids, after all—and the bullets of the smaller fighter craft were not about to destroy it.

      “Is everyone evacuated from the forward rooms!?” Max shouted. He had already made sure that the front facing rooms and halls on every deck of the giant H had been cleared of civilians—not that anyone was allowed to be a civilian under Max’s rule—and instead, only support staff were allowed in them.

      But still. Given that the Breakers were naturally a rebellious lot, it did not mean that they weren’t there too.

      “Orders gone out again. I’ve got two teams of fire staff checking the halls,” one of the Breaker technicians announced as Max turned back to the sound of alarms.

      The battle was going badly. The Earth Alliance, although smaller in number, had better arms, better weapons locks, better targeting computers, and were better trained. Already, several of his groups—organized in color blocks—had completely broken apart during the attack, and those that survived were flying wildly across the battlefield, taking potshots at almost anything that moved. Only the mercenary squadrons were maintaining any amount of control, sweeping the battlefield in fast, tight flights as they hunted key Earth Alliance war ships.

      But it’s the starcraft, Max thought as he saw it slice through another Earth Alliance war ship—and another Breaker mercenary craft too. Its forward edge was almost a constant, glittering blue from its force field—its force field that it shouldn’t even have, he admitted.

      “What is it doing?! Why!?” Max hissed once more, and yet another Breaker craft, this time a transport ship, blew up right before the station, and the Hephaestus shuddered with impact damage.

      They had lost all contact with the Breakers inside of it at the start of the battle. And then it had started firing at everything.

      Is Holly right? How could she be right!? The commander was sure that it was a trick, that somehow the Breaker starcraft was malfunctioning—or worse, the Alliance had found a way to hack it.

      “But it’s firing at everything. Whatever is closest,” Max said. Once again, the error code came back when he tried to hail the team of Breaker engineers who should have been on board.

      
        
        SYSTEM ALERT!

      

      

      One of the forward screens blared, and the warning of weapons locks appeared. It was two of the Earth Alliance fighters, targeting the station itself.

      “Ready station defenses!” Max demanded. “Full barrage!”

      Up and down the H arms of Hephaestus, weapons ports hissed open with the sudden burst of gasses as guns deployed. They were large guns, used only rarely to blast any fast-moving, rogue asteroid fragment. In a moment, they started, their barrels pumping as they fired heavy repeater shells into the space between the battle and the station itself.

      The blasts shot outwards in long tracer tails of plasma and suddenly started exploding, filling the void before them with a glaring, dazzling pattern of mini-explosions. For a moment, the battle site beyond was completely obscured, and the barrage caught most of the shells thrown their way—save for two, which hammered into the lower right H leg . . .

      
        
        WARNING! FLOOR 8 BREACHED . . .

        WARNING! MAJOR INCIDENT FLOOR 7 . . .

      

      

      The station shook and vibrated, swaying so much that Max staggered to one side briefly—and then it righted itself. Those shells had been powerful, but not enough to do any serious damage.

      “Ready return fire!” Max called for the station guns to twitch and raise in place.

      Just then, there was a brilliant line of crimson cutting through two of the Earth Alliance fighters and two of the Mad Dog squadron ships as they flashed past.

      “No!” Max strained forward, his hands gripping the iron railing. He had known the crews on those ships. He needed those ships!

      This was too much. The Breaker starcraft was clearly causing more damage than they could afford. So far, the Breaker craft had avoided shooting at it, even though it had eviscerated at least thirty or more of their number. He was receiving worried alarms from his Breaker fleet up and down the scattered line, and he knew that it wouldn’t be long before they started fleeing.

      I have to keep this together. I have to . . . Max thought, as there was another priority message flare in the holos.

      “Commander—boss,” shouted one of the Breaker technicians. “It’s that marine again. She’s sending a message straight to you.”

      Holly, Max sneered. She had already shown him up, disgraced him, and made him look like a fool. She had already destroyed two of his beloved Mad Dog crews that he had sent after her.

      But she was also the one trying to warn them about the Breaker starcraft.

      “Pull it up,” Max hissed. The tight, controlled voice of Captain Holly Cropper emerged in his holofield.

      “Commander Max Holler of the Hephaestus, this is Captain Holly Cropper. You got my previous message. I’m telling you—you cannot trust the Breaker starcraft! It’s killing our own! It’s killing Breakers!” she said urgently. “I’m sending you the coordinates of another signal. It’s ship signs. Thaal ships off the plane of Pluto. The real enemy has come back! You have to work with us to destroy this threat—if any of us want to survive!”

      Max snarled, immediately thinking that it could be another ploy, but his hands opened the packet of information anyway. It showed frequencies, strange, subatomic frequencies in a constant, repeating pattern. And it showed their stellar location. Yes, off the plane of Pluto.

      “Do I trust it? Can I!?” he whispered to himself.

      “Commander! Green and orange groups are saying they won’t fight. That they’ve already lost ships to the breaker starcraft!” the Breaker technician was announcing.

      Max looked at the battle ahead. For a brief moment, he got that fleeting sensation that he was in the eye of the storm, and that for now, time stood still and held its breath—waiting for him to make a choice.

      I’m going to lose my entire fleet because of that, Max realized.

      “Get a hail to the Earth Alliance fleet, private channel.” Max made up his mind suddenly. “And retarget all station weapons. I want everything we’ve got pointing at that damn starcraft!”
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      The Jay, EA Marine Recon Eight

      

      “Admiral Silas—please respond! This is Captain Holly Cropper of Forward Recon Eight!” Holly hit the narrow band transmission to the Dragon MCV once again as the ship hurtled through space—but once again, all she got in return was static noise.

      The admiral was ignoring them. Either that or he was refusing to speak to them.

      “Idiot!” Holly snarled. If there were any worries or fears of insubordination towards the Earth Alliance left in her, then in that moment, they died.

      “He’s going to get us all killed!” Holly said. She started to raise the Jay over the asteroid belt, trying to get a view of the mayhem happening below.

      The Breaker starcraft was dominating the scene, its forward edges a constant flicker of blue light from its force field, throwing out thin crimson plasma beams that burned through ships and rocks alike. Most of its attention was focused on the Earth Alliance ships that were desperately attempting to attack it—but several times she also saw its beams focus on any of the nearest Breaker mercenary vessels.

      “Captain—two o’clock, eleven o’clock . . .” Marshal said, and warning attack vectors started to flick past them, heading over the belt.

      They were Breaker ships. They were starting to flee the site, and already there was a handful of them burning their thrusters as fast as they could go to get away.

      “Pretty soon, it will be a complete rout,” Holly said grimly. “They’re untrained, undisciplined. They might love the belt, but this is more than they bargained for.”

      It dawned on Holly that once the majority of the Breaker vessels fled the battle, then Admiral Silas would be left with a terrible decision. To continue sacrificing his ships against the Breaker starcraft or to flee himself. It wouldn’t be a victory. It would be a massacre.

      “Rachel, what’s happening with the Thaal signal!?” Holly queried. The doctor’s hands flared through her personal holos, and her voice returned a moment later.

      “It’s strong. It’s coming louder and closer—I think the Thaal craft are coming right here.”

      To the site of the battle, Holly reasoned. The final confrontation.

      “They’re coming to help their ship,” Holly hissed. She was terrified—but she felt something else behind that fear. A tiny glimmer of hope.

      “Great. They’ll show up and get to destroy the Breakers and the Earth Alliance fleet all at once!” Marshal growled. He swung back and forth, targeting any ship that seemed about to swerve near. But he needn’t have worried—it appeared that all of the ships left were concentrating on each other—or the Breaker starcraft itself.

      “That’s it. We might as well hand Earth and the solar system to them right now!” Marshal growled.

      Holly could understand his hatred. She could understand his frustration.

      
        
        Alert! Weapons systems detected!

      

      

      The computers of the Jay spoke, and for a moment, Holly was certain that someone was firing on them or targeting them. But there were no craft nearby.

      What? Holly thought—just as she saw the entire front side of the Hephaestus Station light up.

      The Breaker station, the unofficial capital of the entire Breaker Group, was large, a supermassive industrial effort, and towered over even the Breaker starcraft. All along its H-form arms, there were glares and glitters of light as the huge, automated guns opened fire, flinging asteroid-busting shells. Holly had never seen the entire station engage in a barrage and had only ever heard a single station defense gun fire at a time, each shot carefully timed.

      But this was like seeing a halo of light and plasma fire briefly glare in front of the station—before there was a microsecond of silence and then—

      The Breaker starcraft rocked. Its blue force field suddenly glittered brightly as at least twenty or more giant shells hammered into it. The force was so great that the explosions appeared to blast through the force field in places, and there were answering explosions of white plasma along the crystalline tines of the craft itself. It all happened in a moment, and the attendant Earth Alliance ships that had been swooping to attack rapidly flared out of the way as the Breaker starcraft started to shift and turn in place.

      There it was again, that stubborn glimmer of hope.

      “The station is attacking the Breaker starcraft! They’re on our side!” Holly whooped for joy. That was one person—Max Holler—who had seen sense. Surely, there was hope now?

      “The other Thaal craft, they’re connected to that ship. To each other,” Holly murmured, watching the Earth Alliance missiles hammer into the blue force field of the Breaker craft and seeing the craft behind it wobble and shake. The battle was in the balance. They could win if they all came together. Could.

      “We have to hammer that Breaker starcraft. That will concentrate the coming Thaal craft. They’ll come right here,” Holly said.

      “And is that a good thing!?” Marshal burst out.

      “It is if we know their attack vector. If we have the enemy all approaching one place . . .” Holly said. “Rachel? You have the remote coordinates for the Bombardier with the Dragonfire Missile?”

      “I do,” the doctor said warily.

      “Good.” Holly then turned back to the holofields of her cockpit, and this time, she opened up a hail on all channels.

      “All frequencies. This is Captain Holly Cropper of the Jay. The Breaker starcraft is under Thaal control. We have to pull together to defeat it! We have to come together!” she called.

      Just as the Breaker starcraft responded to the station’s attack.

      She saw the Breaker starcraft wobble, shaking in place as it rolled slightly back towards the station—for a mighty, giant, and glowing pillar of crimson plasma to burst from one of its spines.

      It shot across the space, striking Hephaestus on the lower left leg of its H.

      “No!” Holly gasped—but her cry would do nothing to stop the carnage.

      As soon as the beam of burning crimson light hit the station, there were explosions of light and sparks. The plasma beam burnt and melted metal, exploded through station armor and girders, and destroyed pressurized levels.

      The plasma beam was the mightiest that Holly had ever seen the craft emit—and it cut through the lower left leg of Hephaestus slowly and methodically, flinging metal, debris, people’s homes, and entire sections of factories behind it as it sliced through and out the other side.

      “Hephaestus!” Holly cried, already grabbing the flight levers and urging the Jay forward, although it appeared that there was nothing she could do.

      The Breaker capital started to tilt to one side as the lower severed foot revolved slowly away, further and further from its parent. Its glowing molten edges continued to burn and explode.

      “We have to—we have to do something!” Holly was screaming as the Jay shot over the asteroid belt and towards the battle.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, Admiral—now do you believe me?!” she screamed into the communicator. Once again, she was only answered by static.

      “Captain—Captain!” Bastian was hollering at her from the main hold. “What are you going to do, Holly? What can we do!? The Breaker starcraft is too big!”

      He was right. The sergeant was right, Holly knew, but she also couldn’t stay back and do nothing. Below and ahead of her, the entire battle had lulled for a brief moment. It seemed that both the Breakers and the Earth Alliance ships were shocked at what the starcraft had managed to do. It was more force than they had ever believed that one of these alien vessels could emit. She could see entire flights of Earth Alliance craft swooping back and out of the way—and everywhere, there were Breaker craft hurling themselves away from the battle.

      “No—no!” Holly gasped, hitting the channel for Hephaestus.

      “Max!? Hephaestus Commander, this is Captain Cropper—come in!” she said desperately.

      For the briefest heartbeat, there was no response, and then the heavy marine scout was filled with the sound of static and explosions and multiple shouting voices.

      “. . . fire in Levels 12 through 18! Get the fire crew down there!”

      “Moving people up through the old transport lifts . . .”

      “. . . got decompression in the blue launch bay! I need a fire crew!”

      “Station stabilizers on, station stabilizer thrusters on!”

      “Holly!” This last one was Max Holler’s voice. It was tight and taut. “You’d better have a damn good reason. I don’t have time—”

      “Give me the control of the tankers, Max. I have an idea,” Holly said, demanding, as the urgent shouts and screams continued on the other end of the line.

      She thought that he was going to refuse. She was sure of it—until there was a blip on her console.

      
        
        Incoming data packet!!

        SENDER: Hephaestus Station (BREAKER GROUP) (Unrecognized)

        DATA: Command and Control Packet . . . Heavy Transport Carriers 1-3 . . .

      

      

      “Stars keep you, Max,” Holly breathed. “And stars save Hephaestus.”

      “Stars save the Breakers,” she heard the commander of the Free Breaker Republic say in response before the line abruptly cut out.

      “Captain?” This was Bastian. “What are you going to do?”

      “We have to pressure the Breaker starcraft, and I see only one way of doing it,” she breathed. “Marshal? Send a message to the Breaker heavy transport carriers using the command and control codes, and tell them exactly what I am about to say.”

      Holly gripped the flight handles and started to angle them down—straight towards the Breaker starcraft itself.
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      “Are you sure this will work!?” Marshal’s voice was breathless and urgent, understandably filled with fear as they raced headfirst towards the enemy.

      “It has to,” Holly said. She didn’t add that this was the best option they had left. The Hephaestus wouldn’t be able to fire again, and they needed to act now, before the Breaker starcraft decided to carve another leg off of the station.

      The station that was my home, she thought. All of her earliest memories were of that station. All of her first friends, first crushes, first fights, first time she came to trust herself, took a spacewalk, piloted a vessel. All of that had been because of Hephaestus—and now it was listing heavily to one side as smaller explosions still burst from its severed stump of a leg, followed by showers of sparks further up where systems had been overwhelmed.

      Holly looked at the state of her childhood home, and she looked at the Breaker starcraft, and she knew a deep, burning rage. She would tear apart the stars if she had to in order to avenge the good people, friends, and distant kin who had lost their lives today.

      That was what she was, after all—she knew that now. She was a Breaker through and through. She had always been a Breaker. They had always been destined to tear apart the rocks and break down the dross to get to the valuables contained within.

      The Jay was tiny compared to the Breaker starcraft. Even though it was a heavy marine scout, it was still only a tenth of the size of the starcraft itself—and yet it appeared to be flinging itself directly at it, completely heedless of the size of the threat.

      “Captain?” Marshal said once again. Holly shut him down with a tight hiss.

      “More engine power, Sergeant,” Holly said as the small wasp-like craft rocketed forward on a burning trail of thruster light, arcing across the abandoned battlefield like a comet.

      “More!” Holly demanded. The hands of Sergeant Marshal Smith flickered through his own holocommands and fields, adjusting the engines and reactors of the Jay.

      “That’s it. You got everything. There’s nothing else I can give you,” Marshal Smith said.

      Just as the consoles in front of Holly started to blare with alarm.

      
        
        ALERT! Weapons systems detected . . .

        Warning! Reading energy spike from enemy vessel . . .

      

      

      On the holofields above Holly’s head, there was a sudden spike of energy coming from the Breaker starcraft itself. It was building and building, and Holly knew that it was far too much to hope that one of its strange alien reactors had decided to blow.

      It was the guns. The plasma beam.

      “She’s about to fire!” Dr. Rachel Crow shouted.

      Holly saw the spike nearest to them start to flare, glowing a bright, burning pink.

      Frack!

      Holly twisted the flight handles, sending the Jay into a tight swerve as a thin band of burning plasma shot out of the end of the crystal spine, slicing through the void past their wing.

      The Jay rolled and tumbled, spinning as it shot closer, straight towards the Breaker starcraft.

      “Now, Marshal—tell them now!” Holly screamed as suddenly, there was another glowing red flash from the edge of the starcraft’s spines. These beams were smaller than the giant burning pillar of wrath that it had flung directly at Hephaestus. A fleeting thought passed through Holly’s mind that perhaps the Breaker starcraft had used too much of its energy already. Perhaps it could only concentrate its fire in one blast once and then had to recharge.

      “Energy spike!” the doctor was calling as alerts blared over Holly’s screens. The Breaker starcraft was firing again—and this time, it was about to fire straight at them from multiple tines.

      “Now, Marshal!” Holly shouted again. She threw the Jay into a hard right, then a hard left, kicking out the thruster engine pedals as the heavy marine scout turned and spun in a tight whirl . . .

      As the Breaker starcraft shot plasma beams straight at them.

      The Jay tumbled and turned, spinning in its flight as the crimson beams strafed towards it and past it. The tiny craft pirouetted as it tumbled, sweeping forward in a tight barrel-roll arc. It danced between the beams, drawing the attention of the Breaker starcraft further and further away from Hephaestus and the new movement across the asteroid belt.

      Three superlarge vessels, Breaker heavy transport carriers, raced out from where they had lain in reserve behind the Breaker space station. Each one was massive, almost as large as a water transport craft or a third of the size of one of the generation caravan colony ships. Built like tankers, their long blocky hulls would normally be filled with precious ores and minerals mined from the asteroid belt and shipped to the Breaker station or other processing units, where their inner goods were broken down, melted, and used to build the ships and stations of the Earth Alliance.

      The three heavy transport carriers were empty now, giving them speed—and their massive, multiple-rocket thrusters were all burning at maximum. They crossed the distance in a thunderous instant like the thrown hammers of a vengeful god.

      At Marshal’s urgent signaling, up and down the breaker heavy transports came small puffs of gasses and steam. The skeleton crew of Breaker technicians, pilots, and engineers were fleeing to the escape pods and ejecting themselves into the night, seeding back into the relative safety of the belt.

      And the three supermassive craft kept on going, racing towards the Breaker starcraft on perfect, exact orbits.

      Immediately, the crimson beams directed at the Jay halted, and the Breaker starcraft tried to roll, starting to rise. Holly was whooping with savage joy, and her craft suddenly veered to the left, racing out and down, away from the devastation that was about to fall.

      Holly had given very exact orders to the Breaker heavy transports. Two started to rise, breaking apart their trajectory as they raced towards the rising starcraft, while the third kept on a dead level.

      There was nowhere for the it to go. Nowhere for it to escape to.

      It shot out a strong, larger-than-before crimson plasma beam at the nearest heavy transport, and a line of fire skewered its front perfectly, blowing a hole through its command decks and out the other side. The entire heavy transport convulsed and started to roll to one side. Holly could see the expanding shock wave of hazy white light from the blast, but that was nothing compared to the sudden flicker of blue energy as the topmost two heavy transport carriers struck the Breaker starcraft.

      Holly and the rest of the crew of the Jay kept their eyes, apprehensive, on what was happening.

      First, there was the glitter of blue as the two heavy transport carriers hit the Breaker starcraft’s force fields. The blue intensified, glitching into a brilliant, burning white as the front of the heavy transport carriers started to crush and then crumple, cracks and bursts of explosions running along their lengths.

      But the heavy transport carriers were long vehicles. Their rear thrusters were still firing as both of the vehicles continued to drive forward, their prows and front ends starting to break apart with flashes of burning fuel and plasma and exploding machinery.

      And they overwhelmed the Breaker starcraft force fields and hammered home in a burning wedge of brilliant white light. Holly saw them crash into the spines, the crystal-like spikes of the Thaal craft tearing through Breaker iron and steel before the tines themselves were overwhelmed by the sheer power of the mass thrown at them.

      The twin heavy carriers were starting to collapse, their hulls rapidly imploding as the vacuum of space ripped through them, but it was already too late for the alien-controlled vessel. The last thirds of the thrown giant, interstellar vehicles continued to drive forward, and their front edges were constantly burning, boiling white light as they met Thaal metal, and they tore it apart.

      “Gah!” Holly hissed and had to look away from the afterimages that burned in her eyes. She saw the white glow overtake the shadows of the heavy transport craft and the spines of the Thaal-Breaker craft itself—and then detonate.

      
        
        Warning! Energy spike detected . . .

      

      

      The Jay kept on racing forward and down. Away from the expanding bulb of burning white plasma behind them, racing over the battlefield and washing over the discarded and ruined dead vehicles of both Breaker and Earth Alliance like a purifying, cleansing wave of judgment.

      “Brace! Hold on!” Holly shouted, as she—like every other Breaker or Earth Alliance craft that still could—turned and flew, scattering ahead of the explosion wave as it expanded, flared, and seemed to hold its amorphous, burning white shape for just a moment. And then suddenly, it collapsed backwards.

      
        
        Warning! Near sensor array offline . . .

        Recalibrating local telemetry . . .

      

      

      The heavy marine scout jolted and convulsed as the small, invisible waves of thrown energy pounded it, but there were no explosions or damage from such a blast. The main explosion had happened far behind them, and they were still racing ahead.

      The hull of the Jay was filled with the muted roar of static from the open comms channels. Holly turned the heavy marine scout in a wide arc, seeing the distant red spot of Mars and the glimmer of their own sun—before seeing the curve of the asteroid belt rising before her and the wreckage left behind.

      The Breaker starcraft was darkened, its white-and-crystalline metals replaced with blackened, twisted knots of metal. It looked crumpled and torn open, and its angles and shapes made no sense. They had fused with entire hulls and sections of the Breaker heavy transport carriers, which were also just shards of black and twisted metals.

      There were no lights on seemingly anywhere, as far as Holly could see. No floodlights or ship lights.

      Hephaestus! She thought, turning to see a darkened shadow of a ruined H—now looking absurdly like a black silhouette of a Y against the silvered gray of the asteroid belt behind.

      It was dark.

      “Oh no, no!” Holly started to whisper in alarm. Had the explosion been too close? Too much?

      And then, one by one, there came a scatter of station floodlights as the emergency and backup engines of the Breaker station started to refire. She saw the lights spread across the remaining arms, and her holo scanners repopulated with the alerts and alarm signs of the other remaining ships, both Breaker and Earth Alliance.

      “We did it,” Holly breathed, her heart hammering.

      “You did it, you mean,” Sergeant Bastian Li said in a sort of humbled shock.

      The Jay was suddenly filled with the bleep of alarms as vessels up and down the near space, on both sides of the battle, sent distress signals of one type or another.

      “We need to help the people of Hephaestus,” Holly breathed.

      “Captain . . .” The words came from Dr. Crow. “The Thaal signal. It has stopped from here, but the other two Thaal starcraft are heading straight for us. They are racing through our solar system on a direct course . . .”

      Holly glared at the wreckage before them.

      “Then we need to act, act now, and act fast,” she said defiantly. “Get the remote controls for the Bombardier while I try to make that pig-headed Admiral Silas see some sense, finally!”
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      Asteroid Belt, Outward Edge (Outer Planets)

      

      “Admiral Silas, are your ships in place?” Captain Holly Cropper breathed as she sat in the cockpit of the Jay, looking ahead at the dark, menacing immensity of night.

      She could make out the telltale gleam of the Outer planets: there was distant Saturn, Neptune, Uranus. She thought that perhaps one of the distant glows might even, perhaps, be Pluto.

      Although it’s hard to tell, compared with . . . Holly’s eyes narrowed to see the haze of light that appeared to be even brighter than the distant planets, colored a vague crimson purple.

      It was the glow of the Thaal starcraft, two of them, racing towards their position by means of strange alien harmonic technology that was a hundred times faster than anything the humans could as yet control.

      But that will work in our favor, won’t it? Holly thought. She clutched at the flight handles and gritted her teeth.

      The Thaal starcraft were traveling fast. Too fast to properly assess what was happening when they finally slammed into the battle zone.

      “They’ll know we’re here!” the words of Admiral Silas suddenly berated the captain over the shared comms channel.

      “Good,” Holly said, “I hope so!”

      “We’re in place, Holly,” snarled another voice from the other side of the battle line. It was recognizably that of Commander Max Holler, lately of the Mad Dog Breaker mercenaries, now of the Free Breaker Republic . . .

      Holly’s small heavy marine scout appeared to be at the heart of an abrupt, makeshift, and ramshackle coalition of vessels, both Breaker and Earth Alliance. They formed a hazy battle line before the asteroid belt, hoping to greet the two remaining Thaal starcraft. On the right were the Earth Alliance vessels while on the left were the Breakers—and Holly knew that it was a mess.

      The majority of their fighting forces had come straight from the Battle of Hephaestus, as it was coming to be called already. Many of the vessels were on reduced ammo or hull plating and only had minimal crews.

      A lot of the larger civilian craft of the Breakers had been dedicated to the rescue and salvage of Hephaestus Station, but somehow, the destruction and victory over the Breaker starcraft had caused a rallying surge of courage from the Breakers. All of those who had fled the battle had been persuaded to come back to join this last-ditch attempt.

      And there are more vessels arriving every moment! Holly knew, seeing the continuous blip of call signs and ship identifiers running down one of her holoscreens.

      Max Holler had sent out an urgent, desperate call to every Breaker vessel along the asteroid belt to come to the defense of the belt. Admiral Silas had demanded that every available Earth Alliance ship that could make the distance in time arrive here. There were scout and patrol ships from Jupiter and Aries arriving, as well as a late squadron of warships from Mars.

      “Everything depends on the size of our fleet,” Holly breathed once again, making sure that the automated battle instructions were sent to all newcomers so that they knew the plan.

      “This is crazy, Captain. Utterly ridiculous,” the voice of the admiral hissed once more. “I told you, a guerilla war is better than an all-out confrontation. We might last years . . .”

      “They would tear us apart colony by colony, take away our ability to travel the stars, and send us back to the stone age,” Holly insisted. “That much we all know.”

      She knew that both the admiral and the commander realized that she was speaking the truth. For almost two whole months, humanity had controlled the ruined starcraft—before the Breaker’s secession—and they had learned precisely what it was that the Thaal did.

      The Thaal were an ancient, interstellar power that seeded the galaxy with their beacons and waited for the developing civilizations to get advanced enough to trigger them. Then they came and harvested the civilization’s technology and skills, turning their races into slaves.

      But we almost destroyed them, Holly knew. When she had broken their Dyson sphere, she had severely crippled the entire Thaal war effort. It would take hundreds of years for them to ever mount such an attack again.

      The proof of that was the fact that they had only sent two Thaal starcraft. No more. The Thaal had sent five before—and now they could only afford two. Holly knew that it was their last effort.

      And you’re going to die out here. Holly saw the burning plasma of the Thaal starcraft start to flare brighter as they got closer, larger.

      “Ready all vessels!” Holly cried out, and her words were transmitted across the makeshift fleet line. All told, they probably had two hundred vessels. Against two.

      But we had almost three hundred against one, Holly realized, if she counted both sides of the Battle of Hephaestus. And the Breaker starcraft had almost taken them all out.

      These two Thaal starcraft would probably be fully powered and with stronger force fields. They would be more dangerous, the captain knew.

      “But we can do this. We will do this,” Holly said, raising her voice as it was transmitted across the assembled warcraft of humanity. “We are Breakers, we are Earthers. We are inner planets and outer—and we stand together against a common enemy that wants us enslaved, beaten down, and broken.

      “Well, I say to you now that we will not break. We will not bow before the oppressor—not ever in our past and not now! We did not come through fifty thousand years of evolution for this! We do not rise every morning or every shift with the memory of Earth in our veins, with the light of our star in our eyes—for that to be taken so easily away from us!”

      Ahead, the twin flames of the Thaal plasma burn were almost at a crescendo. They were starting to flare. The Thaal starcraft were starting to slow.

      “We will stop the threat here, now, and today!” Holly called out. “For we are humanity. We stand for hope in the night. We stand firm! We stand together!”

      Her voice rang out across every ship of the fleet in every command and control deck and cockpit.

      “Ready your weapons, children of Earth!” Holly said, her heart hammering as the glare of Thaal starcraft became the glitter of crystal spines and spinning, stellar objects.

      “FIRE!” Holly shouted, hitting the firing triggers of her own guns. Behind her, Sergeant Bastian Li and Sergeant Marshal Smith pulled their own firing triggers. The Jay rocked under the sudden propulsion of all of its guns as it spat at the enemy alien craft.

      Up and down the battle line of humanity, every craft did the same. Hundreds and hundreds of weapons ports flew open, firing rocket-propelled shells and missiles and barrage fire, asteroid crackers and security weapons and plasma charges.

      The two Thaal starcraft slammed into an abrupt, spinning presence before them, real and huge and vast, many times bigger than any of the horde of human insects arrayed in front of them.

      The Thaal starcraft fired as soon as they slammed into existence, each of the alien war vessels firing multiple crimson plasma beams at the horde of human vessels. Five lines of burning alien light from each vessel lanced forward, cutting through and into the human fleet in the flicker of an eye.

      And the barrage of human weapons sliced forward across the space, advancing like a wave of flaring light as it hammered against the two alien invaders.

      The human bombardment hit the alien force fields. A shimmering blue wave erupted into existence, completely eclipsing the human attack with bursts of white light as each of the human weapons hit it and burst.

      
        
        Warning!

        Warning!

        ALERT!

      

      

      The console of the Jay and every other holofield across the human fleet were suddenly alight with alarms as the Thaal energy beams hit the fleet. Ships were cut in half. Ships were blown apart in an instant. Wreckage of destroyed Breaker ships hit Earth Alliance ships, and both sides fell to the same devastating weapons.

      “NOW, humanity—retreat! RETREAT!” Holly cried out. She hit the thruster pedals and twisted the flight handles for the Jay to flip upwards and flee backwards, back over the gleaming belt of asteroid rocks.

      It was a risky, terrifying move. The Thaal starcraft were momentarily blinded by the sudden bombardment of human weapons and were then faced with a hundred and thirty vessels splitting apart in a storm, surging back and away as they fled what was clearly and obviously such a superior enemy.

      The wave of fleeing vessels of humanity spread out, higher and further over the asteroid belt. The final shells of the human bombardment ended, and the Thaal starcraft spun, firing out against their retreating backs.

      
        
        Warning! Energy spike detected!

      

      

      Holly hissed, skipping the Jay down uncomfortably close to the nearest rocks of the asteroid belt as one of the Thaal crimson plasma beams shot past her hull.

      Ten fingers of burning light hit the backs of the escaping human fleet, sweeping as they did so. Each beam must have cut through one, two, or even three human vessels. A hundred and thirty human vessels became a hundred and twenty, a hundred and ten in a heartbeat. Of the two hundred or so that had assembled to fight the enemy, almost half of that number were destroyed in the first fifteen minutes of the battle.

      But the plan was working. The humans were scattering and fleeing ahead of the Thaal. The Thaal vessels didn’t have time to properly strategize since they had slammed so fast into the battle.

      The twin enemy starcraft, still completely unscathed, spun forward after their quarry. Perhaps this was what Holly had always known that they would do, given that she had fought the Thaal in their robot forms, in their automated starcraft, and in their actual, physical selves. Perhaps Captain Holly Cropper had greater insight into their condition because of the fact that she had been reknitted and recreated using the Thaal’s own technology.

      They were predators through and through, Holly knew. They were hunters. And they wouldn’t stop when they were hunting—which was why they were vulnerable and why they would throw their very last resources into the fight.

      The twin Thaal starcraft spun forward, firing again and again into the scattering human flight.

      “NOW, Doctor!” Holly was shouting. “Now!”

      As Dr. Rachel Crow, using nothing but her holofields, activated the remote detonation of the hidden Bombardier and the Dragonfire missile it contained.

      The Bombardier had been hidden in the asteroid belt behind the front line of the assembled fleet of humanity. As the fleet fled, scattering in every direction, there was one brief, muted flash of white from between the black rocks of the belt.

      And then there was a surge of light and burning plasma lifting upwards. The explosion pulverized the nearest of the asteroids that it had been hidden under but threw the topmost layer in an upward wave—straight under the Thaal starcraft as they spun past.

      The burning white ball of light blossomed and grew, becoming greater and wider until it entirely overtook the Thaal starcraft, turning everything behind the fleet of humanity into a dazzling newborn star.

      
        
        Warning!

        Alert!

      

      

      Holly’s hands shook as her vessel registered such a terrible radionic event behind, and, in an instant, all communications were cut across the human fleet. Behind them, the white star held in place, burning bright for a long moment before it slowly started to subside, shrinking and decreasing since the explosion had nothing to feed off of in the vacuum of space. The weapon that was intended to destroy humanity’s largest space station and one Thaal starcraft—instead had destroyed two.

      This section of the asteroid belt was irrevocably changed. Rocks were thrown outwards and a widened, swirling circle created that would take years of reforming and patient work to make safe.

      But it had worked, Holly saw. She finally slowed the Jay to turn in a sweep and see the blackened, ruined remains of the twin Thaal starcraft.

      “You did it!” Bastian was the first to congratulate her. “You were right!”

      “No,” Holly said, her eyes taking in the assembled ships of humanity and the stars beyond. “We did it. Humanity. All of us did it. Together.”
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      The Great Thaal War was finally over, but that did not mean that the future wasn’t full of change and challenge for Captain Holly Cropper, Sergeant Bastian Li, Sergeant Marshal Smith, and the people of the Earth solar system.

      Admiral Silas and the remnants of the Earth Alliance Marines were forced to admit that they could no longer police the asteroid belt nor stop the Breaker Group from seceding, if they so wished.

      And they did. Oh, they did.

      The Breaker Group had entirely had enough of inner planet dominance, and, in many ways, they were right about the fact that the rules of civilization had been rewritten with the coming of the Thaal. The inner planets of Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars were no longer the epicenter of everything but merely the center of an expanding wave.

      Commander Max Holler, although hated by some, was also revered by many for his actions during the Battle of Hephaestus. He did indeed lead the founding of the Free Breaker Republic—although his tenure was short lived when a council of all unions and trades forced him from office not five solar years later.

      The Free Breaker Republic became prosperous and continued to excel at building and designing space habitats and ships. The inner worlds became places known for a slightly more peaceful, stable existence. As such, the natural adventurism of humanity spread outwards, while others who had long been denied sought to return to the inner worlds.

      And of the Thaal? Their civilization had been decimated by the loss of their Dyson sphere and their starcraft. They had been thrown back a thousand years in terms of technology and reach.

      But they were out there still—of that, Captain Holly Cropper, First Admiral of the Free Breaker Republic Fleet, was certain.

      And she was committed to making humanity ready, should they ever return.
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        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading the Star Breaker Compete Series Boxed Set which contained the entire Star Breaker series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      That’s all for Holly and her team, at least for now, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t many more stories full of epic space adventures. There are dozens more just waiting for you, including the new Sentinels series.

      
        
        Check out the first book in the Sentinels series, Ruins of the Prime Ones on Amazon:

        amazon.com/dp/B0C5M1TSBH

      

        

      
        Check out all of our books on Amazon:

        amazon.com/author/jamesdavidvictor

      

      

      

      Before you check out more books, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!
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