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            Emergency Survival

          

        

      

    

    
      FZZT!

      Second Lieutenant Jezebel Wen of the Outcast Marines ducked as another line of blue-white plasma fire speared across the munitions locker. The tall woman in her full power armor could see multiple spouts of steam bursting into the cramped corridors from where the cyborgs’ weapons had struck the pipes and units in this part of the Invincible.

      The Invincible that is in danger of breaking apart, Jezzy realized, slamming her back against the pipes and waiting for her moment to return fire.

      
        
        Gold Channel Message Alert!

        Sender: Corporal Ratko (Tech. Sp.)

      

      

      The inside of her visor lit up with a line of green information as the suit telemetries for her squad channel burst to life. And on the other end was Corporal Ratko—the small, angry Gold Squad member who had accompanied Jezzy on her infiltration into this hulk.

      “I read you, Ratko, but make it quick!” Jezzy breathed as she tried to sneak a look around the corner, seeing that the two cyborgs at the far end of the narrow corridor were already advancing.

      That was the thing with the Ru’at and mega-corp cyborgs… They didn’t tire. They didn’t know fear. They didn’t pause.

      Frack!

      “I’m clear, ma’am. Almost halfway across the wreckage field to rendezvous with the ship, Corporal Malady, and Willoughby.” The Outcast Marine’s voice sounded breathy and tense, and Jezzy wasn’t surprised. She had sent Ratko ahead of her on a solo, unassisted space-walk while she fought a rear-guard action, protecting the armed and primed nuke that they had found inside the Invincible, ready to use it against the Ru’at jump-ships that patrolled the Martian orbit.

      “Good to hear, Ratko. You know my orders. Two minutes and you blow.” Jezzy ducked as she leaned her Jackhammer around two large ceramic pipes and fired.

      Phada-BOOM! Phada-BOOM! Burst fire. She had no time to perform targeted kills on these beings. The metal man-things, with half of their human bodies encased in steel, were almost unstoppable anyway. Only a strike against their spinal cords would sever their essential circuits.

      FZZT! Her heavy shells struck, sending the first cyborg into a spin as a line of blue-white plasma erupted from the miniaturized particle-beam generator that was its hand and burned a line across the ceiling.

      Tsk! Lines of sparks erupted from the grillwork up there, as well as gobbets of molten metal as the creature’s fire clicked off. There was another deep, rumbling shake that moved through Jezzy’s feet.

      The Invincible had been General Asquew’s flagship in the Second Rapid Response Fleet, a vast pyramid of bronze and gun-metal colors able to decimate a planet, should it so wish.

      But now she’s ready to be scrap, Jezzy managed to find the time to morosely consider. Just like most of the Marine Corps ships that had faced the Ru’at directly.

      It was those particle-beam weapons, Jezzy knew. The ones on the bulky hand-units of the cyborgs were only child’s toys compared to the ones that the Ru’at ships held in their nosecones. Those weapons were able to burn holes straight through the double-reinforced, meter-thick hulls of even the toughest ships of the fleet!

      Jezzy knew it was all owing to the Ru’at’s more advanced technology. They were the ones who had sent ‘the Message’ to Earth, packed full of details on how to develop cybernetic and more bizarre technologies. The alien race was so far ahead of Confederate Earth that Jezzy thought, in cosmic terms, this must be like a colony of ants attempting to stop a human from trampling their nest.

      Impossible.

      The Ru’at Message had been a fake, though—or not a fake, but a sophisticated Trojan horse, and certainly not the olive branch that they had thought. When NeuroTech and the other human mega-corporations had developed the Ru’at technologies, believing them to be a gift and a way to communicate with the first alien species that humanity had ever found existence of, all it had done was build a back door to an alien invasion.

      Not that any of it mattered now, Jezzy thought. The Marine Corps Fleets were scattered, destroyed, and betrayed. The Near-Earth Fleet was under the direct control of the other Marine General, Hausman, who had just declared himself ‘Commander-in-Chief’ of Earth, and that left Asquew attempting to stave off the alien menace. And failing, badly.

      “Just get out of there!” Ratko was saying urgently. “My suit’s going to pass transmission range any second. I need to know that you’re out!”

      BOOM! Another shot from Jezzy’s Jackhammer was enough to send the already-stumbling cyborg backwards into its fellow. Luckily for Jezzy, this area was narrow enough so that only one cyborg could try to murder her at a time.

      Jezzy opened her mouth to respond, but then stopped. It would be better if she thinks I’m dead. Then she’ll blow the nuke with or without me.

      FZZZT! A line of blue-white fire shot past the edge of her helmet, so close that Jezzy swore she could smell the ozone burn. She couldn’t, of course—her power armor had a completely filtered air circulation system—but she, of anyone, knew just how the mind could play tricks on you when it thought it was going to die.

      Jezebel Wen used to be a Yakuza agent, trained to tidy up loose ends and enact the Yakuza’s justice in the Asian-Pacific Partnership region of Confederate Earth. Maybe it was this volatile and uncompromising early start that had given Jezzy her cool head during times of such imminent terror.

      What are my mission parameters? she thought as she traded more rounds with the two cyborgs who had cornered her. They both had ugly blast holes about their bodies or were buckled and scorched places in their metal parts, but they still came. Jezzy was only managing to hold them at bay by using her Jackhammer to knock them down or push them back.

      But they always—always—got up again.

      One. Keep the nuke armed.

      Two. Distract the Ru’at.

      Three. Get off the ship.

      When she thought about it that way, there didn’t seem to be much chance that Second Lieutenant Jezebel Wen was going to be able to get off this boat.

      Would these cyborgs be able to neutralize the nuke? Jezzy had no idea if their programming stretched that far.

      Would the cyborgs be able to send a message of warning to the Ru’at jump-ships outside? Maybe. Again, her knowledge of their capabilities was severely lacking. But she knew that they were capable of deep machine learning, analyzing their targets to best capitalize on their weaknesses, which showed a kind of evolution.

      “Sir! This is Ratko. I’ve got— SCRRRRR!” Jezzy’s internal speakers pulsed with Ratko’s voice, somewhere outside the Invincible, but she was cut off almost instantaneously by static.

      She must have moved out of range, Jezzy knew as she fired again, and again. Suit-to-suit protocols for their squad-level communication was a narrow band at best, and she herself had further restricted it to make sure that the alien menace outside couldn’t easily pick up on what they were doing. Or attempting to do, anyway, she thought.

      Again, Jezzy thought that it was probably better for her squad member to think that she was already dead in here. That way, when the timer was up, the corporal would activate the nuke and their plan would be secure.

      But half a heartbeat later, it seemed that Ratko had managed to get her message through.

      
        
        Gold Channel Message Alert!

        Sender: Corporal Ratko (Tech. Sp.)

        Data Packet Received: Trusted. Verified.

      

      

      On her visor appeared a line-drawing schematic of the forward munitions locker of the Invincible, sent by Ratko. It had a glowing green dot to indicate where Jezzy currently was, as well as another flashing green dot just a few corridors away.

      Emergency Survival Raft: Designation 23, the tiny hologram display read.

      “What?” Why hadn’t she thought of that? She had automatically assumed that when the Marines, staffers, and soldiers of the Rapid Response Fleet had to abandon the Invincible, all of the escape pods and survival rafts would have been ejected.

      But clearly not. Jezzy frowned.

      FZZT! FZZZZT! There was a shower of sparks and a loud crack as the ceramic pipe by her shoulder exploded in a million fragments. The cyborgs were getting close!

      Jezzy fired as many times as she dared, aiming a burst shot at the one in front’s legs. It fell to the floor under the heavy barrage, but that only meant the one behind it had a clearer shot.

      Frack! Jezzy threw herself back as she ducked under the onslaught. She was only a few corridors away from both the nuke and the emergency raft. What should she do?

      The emergency survival rafts, Jezzy knew from her training, were a slightly more advanced version of an escape pod, which were little better than metal tubes on thrusters that automatically flew to a pre-programmed location when fired.

      The ESR of the Marine Corps, however, were entire little ship ‘units’ with their own directional thrusters and positioning rockets, and sometimes, they even had their own minor armaments. It made sense that there was one for this section of the ship, Jezzy thought. She was currently near the ‘top’ of the Invincible, and the place where the primary-one weapons were held, at that. If there was any sort of malfunction or problem up here, then the staff would want a secure way to get out—and fast!

      FZZT! Another line of burning light shook Jezzy out of her hasty thoughts. Whatever she ended up doing, she had to get out of this corridor first, and quickly, before the cyborgs rounded the corner.

      But Jezebel Wen had started off as a ruthless Yakuza, and then her talents had been honed by some of the best military training that the Marine Corps could devise in the Outcast Training Program.

      Even as the sound of metal feet clanked closer, Jezzy rolled, propped her Jackhammer against her shoulder, and fired.

      Upward.

      PHADA-BOOM! She fired in single shot as the ammo indicator light on her gun started to flash. Single shot meant that she could more effectively target the part of the ceiling she wanted to hit: the place where congealed gobbets of metal had frozen even as they had fallen, and a line cut across the gridded metal bars to the ceiling.

      Clang! Clang! Cla—

      Sparks flew, and the Jackhammer’s shells ricocheted down like deadly rain, but with a sudden, much greater explosion of neon sparks, she achieved her aim. There was a resounding crash as the already-damaged ceiling panel buckled and collapsed, dislodging dust and thick clouds of dark smoke.

      
        
        Warning! Environmental Hazard Detected!

        Suit Air Filtration Systems: ACTIVATED

        Time until Air-Filter Clog: 4.6 minutes

      

      

      Her shots had ruptured some sensitive internal organ of the Invincible, and black smoke plumed into the corridor. But Jezzy, inside the carapace of her power armor, was fully protected. For now, anyway.

      But her plan had worked much better than she had anticipated, as now there were not only bits of ceiling in the way, there were also billowing clouds of black smoke for the cyborgs to contend with.

      Which buys me some time, she thought. But how much? Jezzy was already scrambling to her feet and stumbling down the narrow corridor. She was sure that the cyborgs would follow her, after all. There was no reason to turn and look inside the loading bay of the nuclear missile, was there?

      Not if she made some noise.

      “Hey! You glorified drone-dolls! Don’t you want a piece of me?” she shouted, clanging on the pipework walls as she turned away from the loading bay and its terrible denizens and toward where Ratko’s map led her. It was an obvious escape bay—a small alcove at the end of the corridor with a bulkhead door and nothing else. ESR 23 was stenciled in bold type over the door, and Jezzy went straight for it.

      FZT! FZZZ—

      Behind her came the sounds of the cyborgs cutting their way out of the collapsed tunnel and coming after her.

      How much time? She flicked her fingers inside their metal power gauntlets, where lay the thin mesh gloves and touch-sensitive pads on the fingertips, which she used to navigate her suit’s holo-controls.

      
        
        Timer App Downloaded.

        Controls: Countdown

        Set for: 5 minutes; 1 minute; 30 seconds; 10 seconds

      

      

      It was the automatic detonation override that Ratko had coded and designed for her in moments, linked to the nuclear warhead, downloaded into her suit’s mainframe controls. All Jezzy had to do was to set the time and away it would go, but the clock was already running down on the device, cresting a little over a few minutes.

      Grabbing the door release lever, she yanked as hard as she could. She could feel the metal wanting to resist her, but the assisted strength given to her by her suit’s servos and interior hydraulics made short work of that.

      Jezzy pulled the door open and jumped inside, finding that there was just a small platform step and then another, already open door—straight into the ESR. She made sure to shut and lock the bulkhead door behind her all the same, knowing that the cyborgs could burn their way through it, but it was another obstacle between her and death, wasn’t it?

      The ESR was an octoid sphere whose door hatch hissed shut behind her as soon as she stepped in, and the console unit in front of the piloting chair glared into life.

      It was designed to register life signs and automate the escape procedure as soon as it’s entered. Jezzy was at least thankful for that. This way, she wouldn’t have to waste precious time working out how to use the damn thing.

      A series of deep, vibrational shakes shuddered through the ESR as it completed whatever mechanical unlocking procedure it needed to. Jezzy sat in the pilot’s chair directly in front of the console. There were three smaller bucket chairs on either side of her set against the ESR’s walls, meaning that each survival raft was capable of comfortably holding seven survivors.

      Lights started racing ahead of her on the other side of the viewing window, four lines of light in each of the corners of her vision, narrowing to a point before flashing once, twice…

      
        
        Motion Sensor Alert!

      

      

      Jezzy’s suit pinged her with the alarm as the small overlay map revealed two blinking orange vectors approaching, at speed, behind her. The cyborgs had made their way out of the collapsed tunnel. They had taken the bait. They could probably also see or hear or sense with whatever scanning measures they had installed the noise coming from the other side of th e bulkhead door.

      
        
        Initiating ESR Main Thrusters…

      

      

      This message appeared not in Jezzy’s suit, but instead on the lit-up console in front of her. The shaking and shuddering increased as Jezzy’s own motion sensors started to blink more and more rapidly.

      
        
        Prepare for Launch…

      

      

      She searched the consoles to find the command she wanted: 360-degree camera control. She switched it on with a wave of her hand just in time to see the bulkhead door that she had so recently jumped through being pulled off of its pistons. Its metal pistons, soldered and bolted to the metal superstructure of the Invincible itself.

      No wonder the cyborgs were almost unstoppable—

      The first cyborg stood there, one arm dangling uselessly at its side from the strain of ripping the door, as well as having a myriad of Jackhammer holes across its chest and legs. Behind it in the darkness, Jezzy caught a glimpse of the second cyborg as it raised its weapon-hand. In that awful moment that comes with high adrenaline, Jezzy could make out every detail on the ESR’s screen of the things myriad revolving wheels lighting up as it prepared to fire.

      Any shot of that thing will go straight through the thin shell of this craft, Jezzy knew. She wouldn’t be dead, because she would be in her power suit, but she would be equally as screwed.

      
        
        Launch!

      

      

      Suddenly, the image in her cameras was obscured by glaring white, and then a furious avalanche of orange, yellow, and red flames as the main thruster fired. The flames engulfed the cyborgs. For a hideous moment, the ESR sat perfectly still as it fed the thruster with propellant and sought escape velocity.

      Jezzy could see the blackened outline of the first cyborg in the flames as its once-human flesh was boiled away, and its most tender pieces of metal started to boil.

      FZZT!

      Jezzy was punched back into her chair as the ESR rocketed forward, and multiple alarm sirens went off inside the craft.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Craft Compromised. Hull damage at Rear Plate 13…

      

      

      But in less time than it took to blink an eye, Jezzy and the octoid sphere that she sat in were hurtling forward. The four lines of lights flashed into a blur, and suddenly the sensation of force and propulsion was gone. She was shooting out of the side of the Invincible and into the wreckage field that had once been the Rapid Response Fleet.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Proximity Warning! Undertaking Automatic Evasive Measures!

      

      

      The console screen in front of her bleeped as the Marine saw the rising edge of a piece of Confederate Marine Corps battleship coming straight for them. With a gut-wrenching lurch, the ESR fired its left-hand positional rockets perfectly, spinning her view around as they shot past it, only to fire the rockets on the other side to avoid the next collision.

      Jezzy was in the wreckage of an entire battlegroup of ships, set against the backdrop of the embattled Red Planet.

      The Martian separatists—the ‘Chosen of Mars’ or the ‘First Martians,’ as they called themselves—had successfully fought off the Marine Corps’ attempts to return control of the Red Planet to the Confederacy, with the help of the Ru’at. But its surface was still scarred and smeared by ugly black clouds where the CMC (Confederate Marine Corps) had fired ‘demonstration’ nukes to force a capitulation.

      It hadn’t worked, and when the actual Ru’at jump-ships had appeared in Martian space, they had made short work of the Confederate ships.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Unknown Craft on Intercept Course!

      

      

      The control console blared at her, and it was as if Jezzy’s worst nightmares had all come true at once. There, rising out of the wreckage, was one of the Ru’at jump-ships, and it was heading straight for her.
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      “We have a winner!” Solomon Cready, First Lieutenant of the Outcast Marines, replayed the clone’s words in his head, over and over.

      What? It was still as confusing now as it had been when he had first heard it, almost an hour ago on the arena floor.

      Despite his current state of near-collapse, the exhaustion that shook his limbs, the glaring white light that filled his eyes, and the terrible wound that ran down one side of his back, Solomon found that his thoughts felt enervated and electric. They jumped and buzzed over his memories, recalling every word, every movement, every detail of the terrible deathmatch that he had just been a part of.

      I wonder if this is what happens when you’re about to have a full-system collapse, he thought a little wryly. A last parting gift from his body’s enhanced genetics before he passed irrevocably into shock.

      The lieutenant currently lay on his back on a cold slab of steel, trying to not look directly into the blinding white lights above. He didn’t know how he had gotten here, but he remembered the clone’s final words after Solomon had won the fight against the cyborg Ru’at.

      “The Ru’at have judged, and the Ru’at have decided. The new general of their invasion fleet, and the commander of their cyborg forces, will be H21 Solomon Cready!” the clone had announced with apparent glee, and perhaps even a little pride, Solomon had to wonder.

      He was still in the Ru’at colony on Mars, stuffed full of cyborgs, clones, and apparently brainwashed Martians. The only ‘true’ alien that they had encountered had been Solomon’s challenger—a creature that he, along with the renegade Outcast Marine Kol, Ambassador Ochrie of Earth, and Mariad Rhossily, the Imprimatur of Mars, had seen ‘born’ from the strange bio-nursery under their very feet.

      That creature was a monster, Solomon thought. A wide and pronounced predator’s jaw, mottled ochre and black skin, backwards-jointed legs, and double-elbowed arms. But that was only the start of the thing’s strangeness. Their Ru’at captors—who had so far only revealed themselves in the form of a floating drone sphere—had then encased the creature in steel and silver, turning it into an alien cyborg the likes of which neither Solomon nor any other Marine Corps officer had ever encountered.

      And I beat it, the young man thought. Although any human physician would probably say that it had killed him in the process, given his current condition.

      “Patient is secure,” a voice purred into Solomon’s awareness, and it was a voice that he recognized.

      “You…” he managed to croak, flopping his head to one side to see the familiar form of the older human man with frosted white hair, dark skin, and a perfectly white-silver encounter suit.

      “You’re not real,” Solomon murmured as he thought of the first time that he had met the man. It had been when he and the other human captives were first brought to the colony. Each of them was meant to enter the Ru’at ‘judgement chamber,’ where they would be brainwashed into serving their new alien masters in every possible respect.

      That was what had happened to Ochrie, after all.  Solomon attempted to struggle, but his ankles, wrists, and midriff wouldn’t budge.

      This man had been a ‘human-friendly’ hologram generated by one of the Ru’at orbs, who had explained to the lieutenant how he wasn’t ‘Solomon Cready’ at all. He was in fact ‘H21’—an experimental bio-program who had been cloned from the original Solomon Cready back on Earth.

      “Begin the procedure,” the human-friendly hologram said with a hint of a smile. He appeared in every respect to be considerate, kindly, even empathetic as he regarded the clone-Solomon on the table.

      “Frack you,” Solomon coughed. It was starting to hurt when he breathed. The wound on his back was like a line of molten lava igniting into life every time he tried to fill his lungs. “What procedure?”

      “H21, First Lieutenant Cready,” the man finally addressed him directly.

      “Solomon. My name is Solomon…”

      “The Ru’at are pleased with your performance. There have always been two camps within the Ru’at—those favoring machine and cybernetic solutions, and another that posits that no machine can be as complex or as adaptable as bio-genetics,” the man said in a grandfatherly, lecturing sort of way. “You are the proof that the latter camp is, in fact, correct.”

      “Let me go! Why should I care at all what weird politics you monsters have?” Solomon hissed.

      “You don’t have to, of course,” the man purred in his rich, warm voice. Solomon wondered if the Ru’at had projected him here just to make him more accepting.

      “But it doesn’t particularly matter what you care for or not, Solomon.” The holographic man nodded when he used his real name. “This is who you are. What you are. What you were always meant to become.”

      “Frack you,” Solomon managed. He knew it was a petty revenge, and that insults were always the least intelligent way to make a point, but he sure did feel a whole lot better for it, all the same.

      “You will understand soon, H21. You have come home. To your real family.”

      Suddenly, pain lanced into Solomon’s body. He thought it was originating somewhere around his legs, but he couldn’t be sure, given the omnipresent waves he was experiencing.

      “Ach!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You must let go, H21. Let go of the human that you think you are.”

      Solomon’s mind fluttered toward consciousness, heavy with the words of the hologram.

      He opened his mouth to speak, meaning to say something like ‘What are you talking about?’ but instead all that came out was a wordless sigh.

      (What have you done to me!?)

      “The genetic structure that is written into your DNA is only partly the product of Earth,” the voice continued. Solomon couldn’t see anything but white light. He wasn’t even sure if his eyes were open, or if all of this was somehow being transmitted straight into his brain.

      But the pain had gone. In fact, all sensation had gone.

      “The Message that we sent to Earth a hundred Sol-cycles ago carried with it the technology to alter rhizomatic and bacterial development,” the voice continued.

      Rhizomes… The part of Solomon’s mind that was still Solomon tried to remember his scant astrobiology lessons. Rhizomes were a sort of fungus, weren’t they? Microscopic life inside Earth soil that allowed plants to talk to each other, wasn’t it? Solomon distantly remembered the Oracle—the study computer of the Ganymede Training Facility—opening a lesson with the words ‘rhizomes were the basis of all life.’

      “When the Ru’at first began their salvation of the galaxy, they soon encountered a problem—”

      Good! Solomon didn’t say.

      “That of distance. Consider this. Sol’s tenth planet, Eris, lies some fifteen BILLION Confederate-standard kilometers from Earth. A few hours’ hop in one of your jump-vehicles, perhaps, but still all communication you have available to you takes hours to reach the home world.”

      So?

      “Of course, the Ru’at’s faster-than-light drive—what might translate into human English as a photon wave generator—makes short work of Sol distances, but they are nonetheless staggering.”

      Solomon knew what the hologram must be getting at. And the Sol system was only average, a small to medium system floating in the sea of space. The distances to the nearest star of Alpha Centauri and the Confederacy’s most distant colony of Proxima would be many, many times that fifteen billion kilometers.

      And as yet, Solomon realized, they hadn’t even begun to discuss how far the Ru’at home world was. It could conceivably be only a little further along in their own spiral arm of the Milky Way galaxy, and still it would be impossible, given those sorts of distances, to ever communicate with them.

      Well, to communicate, and for a message to reach them at anything under a hundred years or so, Solomon knew. Which he guessed was why the Ru’at had started their invasion process a hundred years ago, with the physical orb-like probe known as ‘The Message.’

      “In their superior wisdom, the Ru’at realized that it was impossible to spread their offer of civilization to the rest of the galaxy through the clumsy, and painstakingly slow, habit of negotiation and debate,” the voice said.

      “But what they realized was that there was another way.”

      Solomon wondered if he really wanted to hear this. Unsurprisingly, it turned out that he didn’t have much choice.

      “The idea of sending a representative, or an ambassador, over lifetimes of space just to engage in a futile and shocking negotiation is unproductive,” the voice continued, “especially if we consider the fact that there are many other forms of communication, and data. Biology is communication. So is code. The Ru’at realized that they could send their message of hope to the furthest reaches of the galaxy by encoding it inside one of two types of information: machine language or genetic coding.”

      So, that was what this was all about? Solomon thought. Their sending an alien probe to his home world, to alter the very biology of Earth, was the Ru’at version of a hello!?

      “I can tell from your facial expressions that you are resistant to this idea. But you will understand its significance shortly. You must stop seeing yourself as an individual homo sapiens, but as a part of a wonderful and rare force. Biology. Life.”

      The hologram went on, much to Solomon’s annoyance.

      “Life is rarer than you think in the universe. The Ru’at should know. They have done this many times. The Ru’at seek to preserve life itself, and to encourage it. To help it to adapt and grow into the type of organism that can withstand this dangerous cosmic cradle we find ourselves in.”

      It was all very well and good. Solomon could have growled if he had any control over his face, but this was all pretty, flowery language and poetry for what was essentially an alien invasion, wasn’t it?

      Why didn’t the Ru’at allow humanity to develop on their own? Become their own sort of inter-stellar organism? What gave the Ru’at the right to act as gods with Earth’s essential genetics?

      “As I indicated before, the Ru’at have long debated the merits of using machine code as a form of information, which worked spectacularly well here in Sol, given the uptake in cybernetic technology thanks to the Message. But you—yes, you, H21—are the proof that it is biology itself which will prove the Ru’at’s crowning accomplishment.”

      Solomon didn’t want to be anyone’s crowning anything.

      “You have marked an epochal shift in Ru’at direction, and quite possibly the future of intelligent civilization throughout this galaxy, at least!”

      Yay me, Solomon thought.

      “We are remaking your body, H21. The Ru’at are activating your still-as-yet dormant RNA and DNA, as well as eliminating all of the non-essential junk-gene fragments inside of you. You will become a new man, a new being. You will become everything that homo sapiens and the Ru’at were meant to achieve—together!”

      What Solomon tried to say but couldn’t, given the alien technology employed against him, was something that would have scorched the air.

      “And now, H21, prepare to let go of your previous life and become all that you were meant to be. All that you were designed to be!”

      And that was when the pain really began for the genetic experiment known as Solomon Cready.
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      The Ru’at jump-ship was heading straight for Jezzy.

      She felt her skin inside her power armor clearly drop a degree or two, and all the hairs on her arms and neck stood up. She was more agitated now than she had been when woman-handling a mega-ton thermonuclear device.

      Because if I get this wrong now, then everything that I have tried to do will be for nothing, Jezzy thought. This entire mission that she had coordinated—‘Lifeline,’ as she had optimistically called it—had been about getting much-needed oxygen to their borrowed ship and causing a distraction so they could infiltrate the Martian atmosphere.

      And save First Lieutenant Cready, Jezzy knew. Who was still down there, as a captive and hostage of the Ru’at.

      “I see you, sucker…” She glared at the object, her earlier agitation transforming perfectly into rage. How dare these things come here, to our solar system, just to frack everything up! What did they want? Resources? Oil? Gold? Food? None of these things made sense when compared with the vast interstellar distances that their ships had to travel, and the advanced technologies they had to employ in order to get here.

      Jezzy knew from her astrophysics lessons—just enough to get by, unfortunately—that there had to have been at least a hundred thousand different worlds with those resources before they got to Earth and the Sol System.

      So what made Earth different? What made Earth so attractive a target that they would put into place a hundred-year plan to invade it?

      Life, obviously.

      It was all tied up with the Ru’at cyborgs, wasn’t it? The thoughts flashed through Jezzy’s brain as she searched for the ESR’s weapons.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Offensive Capabilities…

        >>> Front-loaded 25mm Heavy Vacuum Rifles x2

      

      

      “Ridiculous,” she assessed. Although a 25mm shell could be devastating on Earth, in space, it was rare to find any sort of ship with a hull less than 60 or 75mm thick, meaning that the shell had to be going phenomenally fast if you wanted to be able to do some damage.

      Either that or have a very lucky shot, because to say that the targeting system in the ESR was basic would be like saying that the Invincible had been a little on the big side.

      No, Jezzy knew that the vacuum rifles were mainly installed as a sense of completion for the CMC designers, as well as being able to obliterate smaller amounts of space junk or fire warning shots, not to actually engage in a ship-to-ship battle with a highly advanced alien species.

      The ship in question was ominous in its almost featureless hull. Well, devoid of any human-looking features, anyway. Each Ru’at jump-ship appeared exactly the same: a cylinder of dark ochre and black metal with a pointed nosecone and some strange, indented areas along their main hull.

      The only features that did stand out, of course, were the three rotating rings around the belly of the craft, made instead of a shinier, obsidian sort of material. Jezzy watched as they rotated slowly with no apparent timing or rhythm between the rings, but she knew that they would rotate quicker and quicker until they blurred into a blackened halo as the strange craft moved faster. They eventually achieved what no human craft ever had: faster than light travel. All human vehicles used a Barr-Hawking jump-drive, and as yet they had been unable to create any material or energy field that could travel as fast as a photon or a neutrino.

      These smaller Ru’at jump-ships looked surprisingly different from the mothership that Jezzy had seen in orbit around Proxima. That had been a vast disk, seemingly made of sympathetic machine parts with no external hull or superstructure to speak of. Jezzy remembered being overwhelmed by the apparent miles of churning cogs, pistons, pipes, industrial parts, and crystal cabling as thick as her ESR. If she didn’t know better, she would have said that the mothership bore all the hallmarks of a drone, but these much smaller Ru’at ‘attack’ ships, or ‘jump-ships,’ had solid outer shells that hid whatever machine internals they might have.

      However, the rotating rings were at least functionally similar to the particle generators of the Confederacy’s jump-ships. These were small-bodied craft with gigantic rings attached around them, from which fired the four super-massive Barr-Hawking particle generators, thus creating the field. Nearly ninety percent of all Confederate ships did not have their own in-built jump drives. Instead, they ‘hitched’ a ride with one of the smaller jump-ships and were pulled along to skip over the surface of space-time itself.

      “But I’ve got something that even you won’t be happy about, I’m sure.” Jezebel Wen, second lieutenant and former Yakuza agent, had a plan. She fired the forward vacuum rifles, already pulling down hard on the right side of the flight controls as she raised the left.

      I don’t care if it hits or not, just so long as—

      In response to her desperate movements from the piloting chair, the ESR opened ports and fired positional rockets, swerving away from the Ru’at vessel to head deeper into the debris field.

      “Come on, come on, my pretty…” Jezzy was surprised at how much she was enjoying this, especially given the fact that she was about to die.

      Maybe it’s because it’s just them and me, Jezzy thought. Out here among the stars. We’ll see who’s best. That was the Yakuza training in her talking, she knew.

      Unfortunately for Jezebel Wen, the answer to who was the best was undeniably the Ru’at.

      She swerved in a wide arc away from the now pursuing Ru’at vessel, only to find a gleam of starlight and a confusing warping effect ahead of her.

      The second Ru’at patrol ship had arrived, using its rotating FTL rings to skip just ahead of her position in less time than it took for a heart to beat.

      “Dammit!” Jezzy threw the flight controls toward the floor. “Mainframe! Give me maximum thrusters!” she shouted.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Maximum Propellant Load to Main Thrusters.

      

      

      Jezzy felt a jolt as she was once again thrown back in her seat as the tiny ESR vehicle was thrown forward. Pieces of ruined Confederate craft swept past her hull in a flash of serrated metal, and—

      CRAAASH!

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Proximity Warning!

        ESR Mainframe: Craft Compromised. Hull Damage at Side Plate o7…

      

      

      The ESR tactical computer wasn’t as fast as what Jezzy was used to. “I know!” she shouted as the octoid orb careened from the impact, sending itself on an erratic course across the debris.

      Strangely enough, this misfortune was what saved the craft, and Jezzy within, as a thick line of blue-white fire obliterated the section of metal that she had bounced off. The Ru’at were on the chase, and it looked as though only pure chance was keeping Jezzy alive.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Unknown Craft on Intercept Course!

      

      

      “Oh, what now!?” Jezzy growled as she swerved to avoid a piece of fuselage. The baleful Red Planet was growing ever larger in front of her. She knew that if she wasn’t careful, she would soon end up approaching atmosphere—and she had no idea how the damaged ESR vehicle could withstand it.

      The ‘what now’ had appeared just on the horizon of Mars and was approaching at a blistering speed, its outer rings starting to speed up. It was another Ru’at jump-ship, and it had brought friends.

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Unknown Craft on Intercept Course!

        ESR Mainframe: Unknown Craft—

      

      

      The slow ESR tactical computer glitched as it overloaded on the warnings. It was attempting to tell Jezzy that there were in fact three more Ru’at ships arriving, to add to the two already following her.

      “Five? How many had first been dispatched from the Ru’at mothership?” she wondered out loud as she randomly threw the ESR into a tailspin. “It hadn’t been a lot! Ten? Twelve!?”

      She couldn’t remember. But either way, five ships out of the entire Ru’at fleet was no small achievement.

      If she could pull off her game-plan, that was.

      Using a variety of random maneuvers, she managed to pull the ESR back into a path toward the center of the wreckage field, where the remnants of the Rapid Response Fleet were the densest and where the hulk of the Invincible could clearly be seen in the background.

      The gold and gun-metal pyramid had been pointed down toward the Red Planet, which Jezzy assumed was because of the planetary bombardment it had started. Now, however, it was listing to one side, its emergency power still holding it in a sort of orbit with Mars, but she rather figured that it probably wouldn’t take long before its orbit deteriorated.

      Maybe I’m doing Mars a favor, she thought as she raised one hand from the stick and flexed her fingers.

      
        
        Timer App Downloaded.

        Controls: Countdown

        Set timer: 5 minutes; 1 minute; 30 seconds; 10 seconds

      

      

      Lieutenant Wen had a whole heap of controls to choose for when to detonate their jury-rigged nuclear device.

      “Ratko, did I ever tell you that you are a genius?” she murmured to the empty cockpit. She concentrated, keeping one eye on the hulk of the Invincible as the Ru’at craft flickered and almost instantaneously shot toward her.

      SCREREEAA—

      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Craft Compromised. Hull Damage at Forward Plate o3…

      

      

      She was taking heavy flak now, but not from the Ru’at. It was from the many pieces of CMC ships that the Ru’at had destroyed and left lying around.

      
        
        Timer App:

        10 Seconds?

      

      

      “No,” Jezzy said. There wasn’t any time. She slid Ratko’s app slider all the way to the start of the app visible on her heads-up display.

      
        
        Timer App:

        3 Seconds?

        Initiate: Y/N?

        Y.

      

      

      “Let’s see how advanced you are now, Ru’at suckers!” Jezzy said as the counter clicked, and she threw the ESR into a tight turn—

      
        
        2…

        1…

      

      

      The expanding globe of white light that started near the nose ‘tip’ of the Invincible was incandescent, exponential, and unstoppable.
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            Naked Opportunity

          

        

      

    

    
      BWAAAARM!

      Solomon’s eyes twitched awake with the sudden imposition of an alarm. It was one of the Ru’at alarms, he knew. The Outcast Company lieutenant had heard the likes of it before when he had attempted to flee this place with Kol and the others.

      “What— Where— How…” he murmured. He was still alive. Somehow.

      And he wasn’t in agony anymore. In fact, the young man was surprised to realize that he felt pretty good.

      BWAAAARM!

      The bright light in his eyes flickered, shutting off for the briefest of moments and plunging Solomon into darkness before re-igniting, but at a much more subdued level.

      Solomon raised his head to see that he was in a perfectly round room with steel walls and what would have been a glowing white ceiling. Just like the judgment chamber, he thought. He attempted to push himself up but realized he couldn’t.

      “What?” His wrists and ankles were still restrained. He was able to look down the length of his body to see that he was lying with his back on a stainless steel ‘plate,’ and that each of his limbs were locked to the cold metal by magnet bracelets.

      He was also naked, which was slightly disconcerting to see, as he was sure that he had come into this room clothed.

      And also bleeding and about to die, of course, but still, Solomon didn’t like the idea of waking up naked in an alien environment. “What did you do to me?” he murmured, raising his head as much as he was able to see his chiseled and defined chest, his long and lithe arms. Was it his eyes, or could he see marks on his body?

      He could. There was a very faint network of reddish lines zigzagging across his body like he was one huge, crazy, biological jigsaw. The lines were very faint, like scratches, and just slightly shiny, like scars.

      Eurgh, no! Solomon thought suddenly. Was he looking at the evidence of the Ru’ats surgeries? Wasn’t that precisely what the hologram had told him—that the Ru’at were planning to ‘make him anew’?

      “What did you do to me…” Solomon said in horror, and then louder, “What did you do to me!?”

      BWAAAARM!

      The colony’s alarm blared once more from hidden speakers, and in its wake was a dull hum as a door opened, and in walked the form of the ‘human friendly’ hologram of an aging man with white hair and a silver-white encounter suit.

      He doesn’t look like a hologram, Solomon thought. But then again, maybe this was all a part of the Ru’at’s attempt to calm him down.

      “The procedure hasn’t taken. There has been a complication,” the man said. For the first time ever, Solomon thought he saw the man frown. He gestured with his hands, and over his shoulder swept into the room a floating device that made Solomon’s heart jump. It was one of the Ru’at orbs, what appeared to be a floating drone sphere of steel with no visible system of propulsion, with a line inscribing its circumference that shone a brilliant blue-white.

      Solomon gulped. He had one of these orbs in his old clothes. It was smashed and broken, and he’d hoped to deliver it to General Asquew for her team to analyze. They were also capable of the most unbelievable of things. Not only could they float seemingly without thrusters, rotors, turbines, wings, or rockets—gravitonic technology? Magnetics? Solomon’s intelligence-gathering mind wondered—but they could also create waves of invisible force strong enough to pick you up and throw you around. Solomon knew this only too well, as the broken orb had done just that to him on more than one occasion already.

      “Yes.” Solomon saw the ‘human friendly’ man nod as if to the orb itself and answer an unheard question. “Subject H21 still has his human culture personality accretions. We will need to repeat the process,” the man said, his eyes scanning Solomon’s body as if studying it for signs of infection.

      But it was what the small Ru’at orb did that really freaked First Lieutenant Cready out. It bobbed forward through the air until it was hovering almost directly over his head and started to lower itself, revolving slightly so that its line of blue-white fire was brilliant and all-encompassing in Solomon’s eyes.

      “No! Wait! What are you doing? Get that thing away from me!” Solomon shouted, and tried to thrash and move his limbs. It was useless. The magnets were too powerful even for his enhanced genetics.

      “You still have your Confederate personality substrate in place, H21. The Ru’at will remove it for you,” the man said seriously as the blue-white glare almost blinded Solomon.

      And the Outcast Marine started to feel a pain, entering right into the middle of his forehead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Can I trust you?” a much younger Solomon Cready asked his accomplice.

      “Of course, Sol. Why would you even ask that?” the figure laughed, turning around for the moon and star light to illuminate his youthful face.

      It was Matthias Sozer, of course.

      Matthias—or Matty to his friends—was a few years older than the teenaged Solomon—or Sol—but the pair seemed to have hit it off. The night air around them was still, save for the bark of a fox somewhere on the edge of AgroMore’s farmlands. Behind them, the lane swept down to the giant wheat fields, illuminated by nighttime floodlights. And in their center was one of the tall harvester ‘towers,’ stationary and unmoving.

      The AgroMore harvesters moved slowly during the day, gathering up the ripened wheat and separating it into wheat and chaff in one of its many tiered levels.

      But Sol had only had a passing interest in the industrial quirks of the device. He had dared himself to climb right to the very top, all the way up to where it was said that the agricultural company had its secret laboratories.

      It did, in fact, have laboratories up there, but the young Solomon, many, many years before ever hearing about the Ru’at or the Message, didn’t think that what he had seen had been that secretive.

      It had just been large beds of hydroponically-sprouted crop trials, all contained in their own growing units and held at various stages of growth under red, yellow, or blue lights.

      As far as risky adventures had gone, the climb up several stories had been exhilarating, but the final reveal had been disappointing. At least to his young eyes, anyway. It would be almost a decade before Solomon would think again about those beds of sprouting crops and start to wonder.

      But what Solomon had been surprised to find was the one thing that he had never had: a friend.

      “Yeah, well, I saw you climbing it, and then I heard on the scanner that the Enforcers would be doing a patrol of the area soon.” Sozer shrugged as he trudged a meter or so ahead of Solomon. He paused and looked back at his younger friend. “I was impressed. Not many kids would dare a climb that high.”

      “Did you?” Solomon asked, still a little intimidated by the older, tougher, and much cooler boy.

      “Did I what—climb it?” Matty chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah. Summer before last.” The youth looked speculatively at Solomon. “I was probably about your age.”

      There wasn’t much to do in the small Midwestern company town in the American Confederacy. The summers were long, and the days were filled with the hum and whine of AgroMore’s machinery, plowing their way across the horizon. It was natural for two misfits like Matty and Sol to fall in with each other.

      BWAAR! BWAAAAR! The flashing blue lights and the sirens were getting closer. The younger Solomon froze. The Confederate Enforcers were heading down the access road that linked up to the interstate on the other side of AgroMore’s land. It was the very same road that their lane met up with.

      Had they been spotted? Solomon’s eyes darted to the scruffy hedges and the occasional, shrubby sort of tree. It was still night, but the sky was a pale, silvery blue from the stars and the gibbous moon above. It wouldn’t take a lot for them to be spotted.

      What’s the penalty for trespass, again? Solomon asked himself.

      “They’ve spotted us,” Solomon said as he watched the approaching lights, getting brighter and brighter in his eyes. He was certain of it.

      BWAR! BWAAAR!

      “No way. Two small blips on the side of the harvester? No way they spotted us,” Matty said with a laugh.

      “But AgroMore might have had internal security cameras,” the younger Solomon pointed out, earning a sharp look from Matty.

      “True, I guess. Look. I know how to deal with the Enforcers. We’ll stay out of the way, but if they get close to us, let me do the talking, alright?” said the youth who would become Solomon’s lifelong friend, ally, and criminal accomplice—as well as the one person who would eventually betray him the worst.

      “Can I trust you?” Solomon asked again. This time, he couldn’t see Matty’s shaded face as the older boy turned to look at him.

      “Yeah, I told you, Solomon. You’ll always be able to trust me.” Matty’s voice was low and insistent.

      BWAAR—

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BWAAAARM!

      “—get away from me!” Solomon attempted to kick as the Ru’at orb lowered to an inch or so above his forehead.

      Solomon couldn’t have been more surprised when the lights flickered again, and the colony sirens went off in a constant barrage. The Ru’at orb abruptly dropped from its position to smack him in the center of the forehead and bounce off the table, its blue-white light off.

      Huh?

      BWAAARM!

      “I don’t understand…” the human-friendly man said, a look of incomprehension on his face. Solomon saw him tug at his sleeve and raise a hand to the side of his head. There, Solomon saw, was a sleek black implant, like a round piece of black glass.

      “A magnetic disturbance?” Solomon overheard the man say, and, “An EMP attack? Reserve systems, immediately!”

      BWAARM!

      Without explanation, the man turned and ran through the open door, leaving Solomon and the orb in the room and the door open. Solomon realized two things in that very instant: that the man’s boots made a noise on the gun-metal of the floor—meaning that he almost certainly wasn’t a hologram—and that the locks holding his limbs in place had de-magnetized.

      An EMP, Solomon thought. An electro-magnetic pulse. Clouds of chain-reaction particles that destabilized electronic systems in the blast radius. The lieutenant knew this because he had read the specs on several such weapons that the Confederate Marine Corps had at its disposal, ranging from ‘briefcase bombs’ that could be infiltrated into an installation and detonated to kill all security measures, to the sorts of low-orbit fission devices that not only created vast amounts of heat and light, but could also ruin a satellite network.

      “Someone’s knocked out the Ru’at colony.” Solomon’s mood shifted from bleak to hilarity in seconds. It had to be General Asquew, it just had to be! Solomon knew that the First Rapid Response Fleet above them was on the run—he had flown through the battle—but Asquew herself must have arrived to liberate Mars!

      “We’re going to be free!” he said, pulling the weak magnetic force apart as he stumbled off the metal bed and slapped cold feet on the floor.

      “Only I really could do with some clothes about now…” Solomon remembered that he was still naked and covered with the thin red lines where the Ru’at had done…whatever it was that they had done to him.

      “Breathe. Center yourself.” Solomon’s nudity was not a thing that bothered him at the moment. It was probably the fact that he was still very much a hostage of an alien super power, but also slightly because of the fact that, back in his old life in New Kowloon, Earth, there had been many times when he had to come up with quick solutions in uncompromising situations.

      What do I have? Solomon catalogued.

      “Well, certainly not my pride,” he muttered, until his eyes fell on the motionless, silent, dark Ru’at orb. He snatched it up and padded silently to the door.

      Outside was a short corridor that ended at a T-junction. The entire colony appeared to be made of the same gray metal, meaning that the walls and floors were freezing now that the power had been turned off. The usually glowing white ceiling that provided the light was now a dull, weakened haze.

      “Get to the air filters!” he heard someone shout as a white-suited woman ran past the end of the corridor. They didn’t even spare a look in his direction. It had to be one of the brainwashed Chosen of Mars, who had come here thinking that the Ru’at would give the Red Planet its independence.

      But their loyalty had just turned into a new sort of slavery, this time to a different, alien god.

      Solomon saw what he needed to do. He moved down the short corridor, seeing that there were viewing plates in the steel walls looking into other rooms.

      Inside were people rising from low steel benches, their shackles having fallen off, shaking their heads in wonder.

      “Kol! Mariad, Ochrie!” Solomon hissed into the viewing plates at the people that he had come here with. Rather disturbingly, he noticed that his friends were also all clothed.

      Wow. Thanks, Ru’at, he thought dismally as he tapped on the plate and indicated that the door had to be open. “No power!” He mouthed the words, hoping that the ex-Outcast Marine on the other side would understand. Kol took one look at him and nodded, running to the door to start pushing and pressing against it until, with a creak of resistant metal, the door started to slide up.

      “Morning, Lieutenant. You always sleep in the buff?” Kol said as soon as he had scrabbled under the door.

      “Occupational hazard,” Solomon said in a disgruntled fashion as he indicated that they had to get the doors open to the next two rooms, where the ambassador and the imprimatur were currently banging on the metal.

      Kol immediately set to work, heaving and sliding the doors up as Solomon ghosted to the end of the corridor and awaited the sound of approaching feet—

      “Lieutenant?” he heard Maraid say with great puzzlement in her voice.

      “New Ru’at breeding program,” Kol snickered beside her.

      “No, not that! I mean, what are all those marks all over his body?” Solomon tried his best to ignore them as he was rewarded by the heavy stamp of feet. He stepped out just in front of the running, brainwashed Martian, lifting his hands.

      “Hi. I am a fully naked man,” Solomon said.

      The Martian’s sudden confusion hit him like a cold fish to the face.

      Thwack! Solomon’s arm snapped out, viper-quick, to crack the Martian around the side of the head with the powered-down Ru’at orb. The Martian went down with a small sigh, and Solomon busily got to work undressing him.

      “Good job, sir. No one wants to see that,” Kol said, earning a withering stare from the lieutenant.

      Solomon searched the man’s pockets and utility belt at the same time as stealing his encounter suit. The white and silver jumpsuit was too large for him, but with some heavy cinching at the waist and cuffs, he managed to make himself look slightly less like a balloon. Added to this new look were an oversized pair of boots and a belt with a collection of small tools—everything from wire snips to amp-meters.

      And one small handheld device that, if Solomon didn’t know any better, looked suspiciously like a gun.

      “Now we’re talking!” Solomon said, raising the thing to sight down its barrel.

      The weapon was a little smaller than a Marine service pistol, with a handle and a button for a trigger. It didn’t apparently have any ammo clips, but instead had two tiny coils of a crystal lattice behind transparent plates on the body of the weapon. When Solomon examined the barrel, he saw that it was bulkier than any projectile weapon and was made up of small obsidian rings, ending around a tiny silver orb.

      “Huh?”

      “Sir, that looks a little like—” Kol started to say as Solomon fired.

      FZZT! A pencil-thin beam of white-blue light shot out the end and exploded into sparks on the opposite wall. It left a blackened soot mark where it had hit, a smell of burning ozone in everyone’s nostrils, and a tiny. running line of molten metal at the heart of the strike.

      “A Ru’at particle-beam weapon.” Solomon started to grin very widely indeed. “Let’s see if we can find a few more for the rest of you, shall we?” Solomon nodded in the direction that the man had run from, and the four set off at speed. Above their heads, the lights flickered and the colony sirens continued to blare.

      BWAAAARM!
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            Distractive Technologies

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ESR Mainframe: Proximity Warning!

        ESR Mainframe: Craft Compromised. Hull Damage at…

      

      

      The bubble of metal that Second Lieutenant Wen was currently trapped inside shook and bounced. Its console screens glitched and its speakers blurted out multiple warnings, speaking over each other as the system tried to come to terms with what was happening to it.

      Emergency Service Rafts were built to withstand the hazards of space travel—everything from being hit by space debris, to the heat of re-entry, to a planet’s atmosphere.

      But Jezzy was seriously worried whether the thing could withstand a nuclear shockwave.

      The shell of white exploded from just under the tip of the pyramid that was the Invincible. In awful detail, Jezzy saw the metal skin ripple up the length of the once-proud craft as the invisible line of force swept ahead of the expanding white globe.

      Jezzy saw all the near fragments of the debris field wobble and shake as the invisible field swept over them, and then it hit her speeding craft. It was like some angry god had used the ESR as a soccer ball and kicked it with all their might.

      Jezzy spun. She shook. She tried to use the ESR’s stabilizers and positional rockets, but the craft was swinging around so fast that it was impossible to know which direction to fire them in. All she could do was hold on and hope that she wasn’t slammed into the side of some bit of dead CMC ship large enough to crack the ESR like an egg.

      
        
        Incoming Transmission: Gold Channel

        SENDER: Corporal Malady

      

      

      “Lieutenant, this is Corporal Malady on board the Marine scout. Lieutenant, come in,” the full tactical man-golem managed to sound at least a little perturbed by the situation. Which was a seismic change compared to his usually austere and soporific tones.

      “I’m here, Malady. Course heading twenty degrees off Mars elliptic… No, wait, forty-five degrees… Now heading poleward, ah…” Jezzy tried to read out her positioning, but the way that the compromised ESR was performing made it incredibly difficult. “Malady, have you got Ratko? Did you get the oxygen?”

      “All present and correct, sir—apart from you,” Malady informed her. “We have you on scanners. We’re coming for you.”

      “No! Don’t get any closer to the blast!” Jezzy said.

      “We are far enough out not to— SCHZZZZKT!” The message suddenly glitched out, and Jezzy just had to pray that it was because the signal had been disrupted by the nuke’s EMP. All nuclear devices also created an EMP effect, she knew. Back in the bad old days before the unified Confederate Earth, Jezzy knew that the nations of the world had spent inordinate amounts of time researching the effects of firing nuclear bombs in the upper atmosphere of their very own planet, just so they could measure the effects of the subsequent EMP blast on towns below and satellites above.

      The ESR swung and shook once again, and a resounding CRASH turned the craft around completely so that she was facing backwards from the Invincible’s blast.

      The shockwave had disrupted the wreckage field around the Red Planet, and Jezzy could see the tiny flares like fireworks as pieces were dragged into the pull of planetfall. Luckily, most of them would burn up before they got anywhere near the surface of Mars and the Martian Habitat bubbles below. She hoped.

      But what was even more terribly entrancing was the expanding ball of white that was growing above Mars. It hurt her eyes to even look at it, but Jezzy couldn’t look away. She wondered if this was what looking into the face of God was like.

      How big was that bomb? she wondered as the white ball kept on growing larger and larger, wider and wider. It looked too big to be a ‘simple’ nuke—not that nukes were ever that simple.

      Are nuclear explosions bigger in space? Was it something about the vacuum that accelerated their growth and destructive potential?

      The Ru’at, she thought. They had been gaining on her, following her as she had sought to swerve them toward the Invincible. Had she managed it? Were they now caught up in that ball of white light out there?

      Jezzy hoped so. If there was anything that she would like to have as her epitaph, managing to destroy half the fleet of an advanced alien super civilization would be quite a fitting one.

      “Well, I guess it sure was a distraction, all right…” Jezzy murmured to herself as the ESR shook and wobbled.

      “You’re telling me! Hell, even I’m distracted!” came the voice of the very cantankerous but apparently very elated Corporal Ratko.

      “Corporal! Report! How come I can hear you? Didn’t the nuke’s EMP knock out our shortwave communications?” Jezzy was surprised.

      “It did, but long story short, I’m a damned genius. I bounced the ship’s signal off the largest reflective bits of wreckage to get to you. Your receivers aren’t picking up a band of information; they’re getting a pinpoint strike of radio waves!” Ratko said.

      “I have no idea what you just said, Ratko, but I am very glad that you did whatever it was you just did,” Jezzy breathed.

      “We’re coming in on your planetward side. We’ll get you out of there in no time, sir,” Ratko said, and Jezzy thought that was going to be the end of the conversation, until she heard her diminutive corporal take a breath.

      “Sir, there’s something else that you should probably know as well,” she said.

      Oh no. Jezzy sighed. “Go ahead, Ratko. Hit me.”

      “Well, it’s about that pretty ball of light that you’re looking at.” Ratko sounded a little embarrassed.

      “Do I really want to know this, Corporal?” Jezzy said.

      “Probably not. But my analysis shows that it’s got far more combustive force than any normal, singular warhead should have.”

      “I was beginning to think the same, actually. What’s causing it?”

      “Well, maybe we should have moved the armed and primed device before we set it off,” Ratko said.

      “Why? I don’t see— Oh.” Jezzy remembered where they had found the ISBM—or Inter-Stellar Ballistic Missile—in the forward munitions locker, where all the other Priority One weapons were kept.

      “All those nukes,” Jezzy whispered in horror. The locker hadn’t been large, not as large as the Invincible’s forward guns would have been. Jezzy tried to remember how many missile cubicles or silos she had run past on her way out. Three? Four? Six?

      Even at its lowest estimate, that would still be four times the distraction she had been hoping for.

      “And so, Lieutenant,” Ratko went on, “the upshot of that is that we’ve probably killed all of the facing hemisphere of Mars’s electronics. An EMP that big might even knock out an entire planetary communication grid.”

      But Jezzy wasn’t unhappy or shocked by this news at all. In fact, that was the very best thing she had heard all day.

      “You know what, Corporal Ratko? I think you’ve just delivered the distraction we were looking for.” Jezzy grinned as the thin envelope of metal she was inside shook.
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      “Kol, you know this place,” Solomon whispered. “Which way is out?”

      The Outcast lieutenant was currently pressed against one of the metal walls, a few inches away from the junction that connected to a much wider avenue inside the Ru’at colony. The lights were still flickering and dim, but at least someone had managed to turn off the siren. Other white and silver suited Martians were running back and forth, and First Lieutenant Cready could hear them shouting.

      “Get reserve power to the air filters!”

      “Make sure the airlocks are on automatic shutdown!”

      “Bring that emergency battery pack up here!”

      And each and every command or suggestion was met by the singular, repeated phrase that was really starting to get on Solomon’s nerves.

      “Ru’at hails you.”

      It was like a benediction as well as a greeting, as well as the colony equivalent of ‘aye-aye, sir,’ as if the humans here thought that their Ru’at masters were gods for their little world. Solomon found himself surprised to see that despite that these Chosen of Mars were entirely brainwashed, or hypnotized, it didn’t stop them from acting fast in an emergency.

      He cursed. He was kind of hoping they would be at least a little dopey, which would give them the advantage.

      “Straight across will take you to an airlock.” Kol nodded across the avenue where the embattled Martians raced and ran. “But down there…” He nodded down the length of the avenue to where it met a much larger bulkhead. “Down there is the garage. There’s rovers and transport craft we could use.”

      Solomon growled slightly under his breath. He was the only one who was wearing one of the Martian encounter suits, with its blow-up bubble mask in the collar and a pretty basic air filter. He might be able to survive out there on the Martian atmosphere, but the rest of them wouldn’t.

      And it would be risky getting three more encounter suits. Solomon’s command training kicked in.

      Identify the risks…

      Identify the capabilities…

      He knew that stealing three Martian encounter suits would probably be less risky than hijacking an entire rover, but once they were out of the shell of the colony, they would have a long walk to the nearest habitat.

      “A rover would get there faster,” he thought, looking down the avenue to the distant bulkhead. But that would mean walking past however many fanatically loyal Martians along the way.

      Which was a risk that they couldn’t avoid, anyway. He nodded to himself, turning quickly to the others. “Rhossily, you’re in front, then Kol, then the ambassador, and then me. I want you all to keep your wrists together and down in front of you, like they are magnetized. Shuffle. Don’t walk. You’re going to be my prisoners from here on out.” Solomon was the only one wearing a Martian encounter suit, and as soon as he pulled the release valve at the collar, his face was kinda obscured by the thick memory-plastic that rolled over his head.

      Solomon lowered the Martian laser pistol in his hands and gestured. “Move it, schlubs,” he said grimly.

      “You don’t have to sound like you’re enjoying it this much…” he heard Kol mutter as Mariad was the first to step out into the avenue and the running bodies of the Ru’at colony.

      Who paid her no apparent mind, as they were panicking to keep the colony’s essential systems online after the EMP.

      “Keep on walking,” Solomon hissed as the Imprimatur of Proxima stumbled, keeping her head low as she avoided all eye contact. The Martian bodies ran past her, brushing her shoulder with their own.

      “Out the way! Out the way!” someone was shouting as a trio of white-suited colonists ran down the avenue, pushing a large trolley with what looked to be stacks of reserve battery-servers.

      “Get back! You heard them!” Solomon wasted no time snarling at them all as they scattered to one side.

      “Ru’at hails you!” someone else was shouting amidst the confusion. A black-haired Martian woman in a white and silver encounter suit was pointing a finger at them from across the corridor.

      Oh frack! Solomon’s finger hovered over the trigger button. He didn’t know enough about the colony culture to determine if this woman held a higher rank than him or not, or even if any of the humans even had ranks.

      “Ru’at hails you?” he hazarded the response.

      A small nod in response from his opposite number. “Where are you taking those prisoners? We don’t have time to concern ourselves with them. The power surge overloaded main servers two, three, and four!” she said imperiously.

      Solomon might not know anything about this woman, but he recognized the air of assumed importance. It was the same sort of small-minded self-importance that Warden Coates had exhibited all the time.

      “These are high-level prisoners, ma’am,” Solomon said with a deferential bob of his head. “The Ru’at commands they be kept safe.”

      At the mention of their shared alien masters, the woman blinked a little, and then nodded. “As the Ru’at wills,” she said, and Solomon echoed her closing remark.

      “Okay, that was too close,” Solomon hissed to his charges, and then in a louder, more confident voice, “Pick up the pace, NOW!”

      It seemed that even fewer Martians paid attention to them when Solomon was treating his prisoners like dirt, so Solomon wasted no time in barking and cajoling them with threats as they walked stridently down the avenue.

      The larger bulkhead joined a crossroads of corridors with yet more people and trolleys running back and forth. Someone had managed to return power to at least this section of the colony. The lights here were bright and white, but they still flickered a little, if Solomon looked.

      “Left.” Kol stumbled into Mariad in front of him, and she led their group across the busy intersection to a wide, fat corridor with a door on either side.

      “Right door,” Kol hissed again as they stepped toward it to see that it was wide enough for two people to comfortably walk in. Through the door plate, Solomon could make out a collection of both large and small Martian rovers on their long spindle-axles and six ‘bubble’ wheels designed for navigating the many rocks and craters of the Red Planet’s hostile terrain.

      Except the door was locked.

      “Dammit!” Solomon whispered in alarm. There was a keypad beside the door, but that wouldn’t work now that the power was down, would it?

      The power is down. Of course. Solomon raised his pistol and fired point-blank into the keypad. There was a loud boom and a shower of sparks as the keypad burst open, spilling its wires like guts, and the door opened a few inches.

      “Solomon!” Rhossily hissed. His extreme actions had brought shocked expressions from the nearby Martians, but it appeared that no one stepped out of their way to reprimand him.

      “These are extreme times,” Solomon grunted, nodding at Kol and Mariad. “Right! Hold that door open—now!” His insistent bark of disdain at his ‘prisoners’ earned him the nonchalance of the Martians around him, as Kol and Mariad rushed to heave at the door and force it to creak back into the walls.

      Clank-clank-clank.

      A new sound met Solomon’s ears. It was different from the thuds and patters of the Martians’ boots. This was the uniform, regimented slaps of metal feet on metal floors. Solomon knew precisely what it was as he turned to look back the way they had come.

      There, over the jostling heads and shoulders of the frantic Martians, was a small contingent of Ru’at-human cyborgs. It seemed that they were still functional, Solomon thought dismally. And in their midst, right in the middle of their murderous company, marched the clone of Augustus Tavin.

      They were still tens of meters away, but the two clones locked eyes over the seething mass of panicked people.

      “Move it, now!” Solomon said, raising his pistol.

      “STOP THEM!” Tavin’s fine features twisted in rage as he bellowed down the corridor, raising not a gun but a finger to point at Solomon and the others.

      FZT! Solomon fired. He had been a fairly decent shot even before his Outcast training on Ganymede, and now he had both military expertise and an enhanced genetic code.

      Solomon’s rear leg swept back as he turned his shoulder, holding the pistol in both hands as he sighted down the ridiculously small barrel and fired.

      The shot burned past the racing Martians, exploiting a fraction of a gap between them.

      But Augustus Tavin was also one of the Ru’at clones. He also had an enhanced genetic structure. In split-second timing, Solomon saw the man starting to duck, and the shot that should have burned a hole right between his eyes instead only glanced along his temple and ear.

      “Ach!” With a gasp of pain and a spurt of blood, Tavin was thrown sideways to the floor. Solomon had no idea whether he had killed him, and if he had any thought that the cyborgs would stop operating without Tavin or would pause to tend to their group leader, then he had been wrong.

      The cyborgs were already raising their own particle-beam weapon-hands, and, unlike Solomon, they fired indiscriminately at anything between them and their target.

      Martians screamed and hit the deck, either that or were thrown into the air, their fragile bodies blown apart by the cyborg’s weapons.

      “Don’t hang around, boss!” Kol shouted, grabbing the lieutenant by the front of his encounter suit and dragging him into the garage as blue-white bolts of fire shot past Solomon’s shoulder.

      “Why on earth did you fire on him! You idiot!” Rhossily was shouting as soon as the two men stumbled into the room.

      The garage for the Ru’at colony was, for all intents and purposes, a hangar, Solomon saw, but one whose main body was given over to terrestrial vehicles. They stumbled down a set of metal stairs to where the different sizes of Martian rovers—tall, boxy cab-units suspended over six wheels with independent axle control—were kept. Solomon noted that all of them had the sword and red orb that was the insignia of the Red Planet, indicating that they must have been stolen from whatever Martian Habitat they had come from.

      The entire far wall was a large airlock-gate, and it was here that Kol had already sprinted to, trying to get the door working.

      “There’s no power, remember?” Solomon yelled. “We’ll have to blast our way out…” His words faltered as his gaze took in the far side of the room, where the wall was made of one entirely clear viewing plate.

      And on the other side were rows and rows of Ru’at ships, and each one was lying on its side.

      Huh?

      “I can get the hydraulics to release, but the outer airlock won’t automatically depressurize. Once we’re in and close this door behind us…” Kol was saying. He had managed to get one of the wall units to open, exposing pipes and pistons and large, red-handled levers. He pulled this down with a heavy thunk, and the large airlock-gate started to rise on its mechanical, rather than electronic, pistons.

      FZZT! FZT! Solomon flinched as lines of cyborg fire hit the door, and the sounds of shrieking outside intensified. The lieutenant was already moving toward the nearest rover—can’t be picky in times of alien invasion—but his mind was still pulling at what he had seen in the Ru’at hangar next door.

      The ships were lying on their side like discarded coffee cups, Solomon thought as he jumped the short ladder to the cab above. Why? It didn’t make sense to dock them like that, so there must have been another explanation. They had looked as if they had fallen, or were lifeless—

      Just like the Ru’at drone in my pocket, he thought as his hands closed around the metal orb there.

      The door to the cab, thankfully, operated similarly to the mechanical hydraulics and pistons of the airlock-gate. Solomon knew from his time on Ganymede—which was a mere scattering of mechanical and engineering training compared to Kol, who had once been their technical specialist—that most vehicles on hostile-environment planets had both electrical and mechanical fail-safes. Which meant that their essential doors and ports could be operated by cranking handles and levers. Within heartbeats, he had the door open and was helping Ochrie and Mariad inside before joining them in the cramped space.

      The Martian rover was designed just as a transport and courier vehicle, although Solomon rather thought that they must be like the Ford pickups of old Earth—able to be modified and retrofitted to almost any use. Solomon found himself sitting in one of two high piloting chairs, until the imprimatur gave a loud snort of disgust from behind him.

      “Do you even know how to drive one of these things?” Rhossily asked.

      “Do you?” Solomon retorted. Up ahead, the door had finally raised enough for them to drive in, and Kol was already racing to the inside of the airlock to prepare to close it behind them. No one wanted a massive blowout that would send them flying over the Martian landscape…

      “Actually, yes! Now move over, Lieutenant.” Mariad was already rising from the bench of seats at the back she had shared with the ambassador to clamber into the driver’s seat. Solomon climbed into the back to lean out of the cab and point his gun back at the garage door.

      With a heavy bounce and a jostle that almost set Solomon on his backside, Mariad Rhossily had the rover moving forward, its large wheels managing to screech as she threw it into a tight turn and into the airlock.

      FZZT! A cyborg appeared at the door to the garage, its weapon-arm already raised.

      But Solomon fired first. He had been anticipating this and despite the bouncing rover, he managed to score a hit. He had been aiming for the head and neck, but the crazy suspension of the rover jostled his arm, and instead the line of blue fire slammed into the thing’s midriff.

      CRUNCH! It flung against the opposite wall, its chest now a smoking ruin.

      “Holy frack!” Solomon looked at the little pistol. Was that the answer to the unstoppable cyborgs? Use their own weaponry against them?

      BANG! The rover shuddered and skidded to one side, even as it crossed into the airlock, when one of its six tires blew. What? It was another cyborg at the garage door, already tracking its weapon toward them.

      FZT! FZT! Solomon fired the Ru’at pistol, feathering the firing button so that it produced multiple shots like darts of glowing white plasma rather than one continuous line of light.

      Most of the laser shots hit the doorjamb and the wall, leaving scorch marks and bubbling metal, but at least two hit the thing’s legs, sending it crashing to the ground.

      “Kol, get in!” Solomon shouted.

      “Someone needs to operate the manual de-pressure procedure!” Kol shouted back. Already the airlock gate behind the rover was sliding down under Kol’s direction. As the heavy metal eclipsed his view, Sol saw another shape emerge in the garage door. It was the stumbling, half-crouched form of none other than Augustus Tavin, one hand held to the side of his face as he screamed.

      “There they are! They’re getting away!”

      Solomon took aim…just as the airlock-gate slid to a halt in front of them.

      “Dammit!” Solomon cursed. He didn’t know whether it would have made any difference in killing Tavin, as he was a clone and surely the Ru’at would just build another one, but the ex-thief knew that he would have felt mighty good about doing it. “Kol! Get your behind in here, now!” he shouted.

      “De-pressure, sir!” Kol reminded him.

      “Fool,” Solomon hissed as he swung himself out from the cab and jumped to the airlock floor to run to where Kol was. “I’m the one wearing the encounter suit. You get in there now!” he ordered, and was surprised when Kol obeyed him.

      “These levers and that wheel, sir!” Kol pointed to the exposed mechanical controls as he ran for the rover. Solomon quickly got to work, slamming the wide-handled levers down to hear the ground and walls shudder as exit valves were opened and the air started to flood out of the airlock.

      Next came the wheel, a blue-gray industrial shape that looked as though no one had touched it for years. Usually, Solomon knew that airlocks were run on an automated basis—they detected the suit signals entering or leaving, and then they proceeded to perform whatever task was necessary, pumping the atmosphere out of the space or in. But, as with the Martian rover and other terrestrial vehicles in hostile environment worlds, airlocks usually had a manual option. By turning the wheel, he would crank open the filters and valves between the inside of this room and the Martian climate outside.

      “Rargh!” Solomon heaved at the wheel, and it started to slowly move a centimeter, and then a little more. What the man didn’t know was only his enhanced genetics had allowed him to even get this far. His Ru’at DNA activated and sent adrenaline through his system, as well as a much more efficient synthesis of nutrients and proteins.

      Thud-thud-thud. The inner door started to shake with muffled explosions, and Solomon guessed it had to be the cyborgs on the far side trying to get at them. Even as he watched, he saw several small patches of the inner airlock gate start to lighten in color, turning from dark blue-gray to a lighter blue, then silver, and then warm to a super-heated red.

      “They’re burning through!” Solomon shouted, forgetting that he didn’t have the others on his more familiar Gold Channel. He hoped that they could hear him anyway as he threw himself at the wheel and pulled. He could feel all the muscles in his back tightening and stretching, before suddenly the airlock filled with steam and condensation as Solomon broke the seal and the outer airlock door started to rise.

      Got it! The lieutenant couldn’t see how close the cyborgs were to burning their way through the airlock, but they would be in for a surprise when they did, as they would effectively perforate the Ru’at colony! Solomon ran for the cab as the rear engines roared and the cab bounced, starting to roll forward.

      “Get in, get in!” he heard the dim, muffled shout of Kol, leaning out of the cab and holding out a hand as Solomon vaulted up, to be grabbed by the traitor to the Outcast marines and dragged inside, the cab door slamming and auto-locking behind them.

      “Buckle up if you can, ladies and gentlemen. This isn’t going to be scenic,” the Imprimatur of Proxima growled as she kicked down on the foot pedals and the Mars rover surged forward, scraping the roof of its cab across the bottom of the rising door as it bounced into the burnt landscape of the Red Planet outside.

      We did it. We escaped. We survived. Solomon braced himself against the door and one of the pilot’s chairs as Kol took his seat beside Mariad up front. He had once been a technical specialist, so Solomon didn’t begrudge having all the expertise up front.

      But how far can we run? Solomon’s command-strategy mind was already calculating. And how long can we survive?
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      “Where am I heading?” Mariad shouted over the chug and whine of the rover.

      These things are about as comfortable as if we had chosen a catapult for a mode of transport, Solomon groaned inwardly. No, in fact, a catapult would have been more comfortable. He had no comprehension how Kol could look so calm in his seat, gazing out of the viewing windows in front and to the side as he jostled and jumped, narrowly missing banging his head on the metal ceiling.

      Bleeding Martians, First Lieutenant Cready was inclined to say, but he didn’t. He rather thought that they would all need some of that Martian grit before they were free.

      “Wait up, wait up, let me see…” Kol was looking out the windows. “We came down in the northern hemisphere, just past Syrtis Planitia…”

      Meanwhile, Solomon craned his neck to look through the viewing porthole. Outside, the landscape of Mars wasn’t red, but it was hellish. It was a mixture of ochre oranges, yellows, and browns with black rocks scattered everywhere.

      And craters… Solomon was suddenly thrown into the air as Mariad forced the rover across the edge of a not very large one, but with only five of its six ‘legged’ wheels available, it bounced.

      “Ach!” Solomon hit the floor heavily, smacking his knees.

      “Sorry! No time for safe driving!” Rhossily called out from the front, earning another disgruntled growl from the lieutenant behind. The imprimatur had to turn the vehicle to avoid the next crater, and as she did, the sight of the Ru’at colony came into view.

      It was a gleaming silver edifice that rose higher and higher to a silver-steel spike right in its heart. It spread out across the Martian surface like some sort of sea creature, with long, shining steel arms punctured by the dark shapes of airlocks.

      It may have looked beautiful, but for Solomon, it made him sick. But he had no time for such worries as his mind churned over what he had seen. The fallen Ru’at jump-ships. Like they were discarded, useless, broken.

      Solomon drew out the Ru’at orb from his pocket, finding it just as lifeless as the ships.

      “It lost power when the EMP struck,” Solomon muttered. “But this thing wasn’t plugged into any power source…” He had thought that they must run on their own internal power source—and maybe they did—but somehow, the wave of electrons fired from the EMP—and whoever fired it, he thought—had caused it to lose all function.

      I wonder… Solomon frowned deeply. “Kol? You’re the technical expert. When you cut off the signal to a wireless-controlled drone, it goes dead, right?” he asked.

      “What? Yes, of course. What sort of question is that?” Kol said as he pointed out features to Rhossily in order to try and get a better bearing.

      “But what if the wireless drone had an internal power unit?” Solomon asked.

      “Then it would work, wouldn’t it?” the treacherous Outcast Marine snapped. “Unless, of course, the wireless signal has a master command function.”

      “Who-what-now?”

      “Master command. Superior override. The wireless channel is given the priority over every other executive function, meaning that the drone has to get the operational green light from the wireless signal before it activates its internal batteries,” Kol said condescendingly, as if this was a thing that even children should know.

      Maybe it is, Solomon thought. He knew how to hotwire a spaceship and break electronic locks, and that was about the extent of his engineering proficiency. But what Kol had said had proved his theory, all the same.

      “That EMP knocked out the Ru’at,” he said aloud.

      “You don’t say.” Kol wasn’t impressed.

      “No! You don’t understand,” Solomon said excitedly. “It’s not just that the EMP disrupted their communications or whatever, it’s…”

      ‘When the Ru’at first began their salvation of the galaxy, they soon encountered a problem: that of distance.’ Wasn’t that what the hologram-not-hologram human had said? Solomon connected the dots.

      “—it’s the fact that the Ru’at aren’t even here!” he exclaimed.

      “What?” Mariad shook her head.

      “Uh, boss, have you seen everything that we’ve seen these last few days?” Kol didn’t sound convinced.

      Solomon almost tripped over his words, he was so excited. “When I was being operated on, they lectured me, telling me that the Ru’at send these little seed-drone things—” he shook the silent orb in his hand, “—out across space, transmitting their Message, and hoping that some intelligent civilization like the Confederacy was dumb enough to take the bait!”

      It all made so much sense to Cready now, as he explained it to the others.

      “The Ru’at aren’t here. They get the to-be-conquered civilization to do all the legwork for them, to change their societies and cultures and develop cyborg technology and goodness knows what else, so that the actual Ru’at themselves don’t even have to arrive!”

      “You’re forgetting, Lieutenant,” the Imprimatur of Proxima said, “that the Ru’at mothership firebombed my planet!”

      “Yes, they did, but I don’t think there was even any living and breathing Ru’at on board.” Solomon remembered what the ship in question had looked like—its complicated arrays of mechanical parts, juddering and turning and moving ceaselessly. It had been grotesque in a way, making the lieutenant think that this was what it must be like if you stripped all the skin from a creature and could still see its organs moving.

      “And it apparently had no hull, no life support, no need for internal atmospheres or graviton-production… No biological life!” Solomon said.

      “And…what’s your point, Lieutenant?” Rhossily asked. The Outcast could tell from her tone that she didn’t care if there were actual little green men inside those ships pressing the firing buttons, or a computer program. The result was still the same: death and mayhem.

      “It means that what we’re facing is a robot fleet, a drone fleet, and that they must have some kind of wireless master function or whatever that thing was that Kol said, something that knits all of the ships and the orbs together, and something an EMP can disrupt!”

      “So?” Mariad snapped as she turned the wheel angrily.

      “Ha!” But Kol got the idea perfectly. “That means all we need to do is to find the central transmitter, the one that sends the original message, and knock it out, and all the Ru’at get shut down.” He howled in glee. “Oorah, sir!” Kol congratulated his old officer.

      “Exactly!” Solomon joined in. “And you know what? I bet that master transmitter is on the mothership.”

      “But wait! What you are saying is impossible. It takes our wireless signals hours, days, weeks to travel from one end of the system to another,” the imprimatur countered. “Are you telling me that the Ru’at—wherever they really are—are so far advanced that they can defy the laws of spacetime and make a wireless signal travel instantaneously across space? Across distances that we can’t even imagine?”

      It was Kol who answered her. “They’ve got FTL, which is just about as near to magic as anyone can figure. Who knows what a civilization as old as theirs can do?” he mused. “But even back on good old Earth, the science academies are starting to ask whether they could use subspace to encrypt and encode messages.”

      “Subspace?” Solomon didn’t know what that was.

      “Oh, it just means a few iterations up from quanta,” Kol said, still baffling First Lieutenant Cready. “Electrons come in pairs and can transfer data between themselves no matter the distance, right? Well, subspace communication is the idea that because everything was once compressed to a point before the Big Bang, then everything is kinda connected to everything else. You just gotta find the right atomic particles, although electrons are still the best candidate.”

      Solomon kinda got it. “You could transmit information across the galaxy using this ‘interconnected particles’ thing?”

      “You got it, chief,” Kol laughed. “Although it took you a long while to get there.”

      They were in the middle of this warm glow of success, of finally having a battle plan that might actually work, so Solomon almost didn’t feel the orb in his hand start to wobble.

      “Hey, I’m sure that’s Elysium Mons, and that must be Hecates Tharsis!” Kol said, pointing to a rising mountain on the horizon, and a smaller mound next to it. “There’s a habitat out there, one with a space port. We can steal a shuttle and get the good news out there—”

      The Ru’at orb once again shook in Solomon’s hand, but amidst all of the bouncing, shaking, and jostling that the Martian rover itself was doing, Solomon thought no more of it.

      That was until, of course, light flooded the interior of the cab as the orb started to rise from Solomon’s outstretched hand.
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      The brilliant blue-white light filled the tiny cab as it hovered in the open air.

      “What the crap is that?” Rhossily shouted, risking a look over her shoulder at the alien intruder in the vehicle. “Get that thing out of here now!”

      “You brought one with you?” Kol shouted, obviously distressed. “What on earth possessed you?”

      Well, we’re not on Earth, for starters… The thought flashed through Solomon’s mind. It must be the Ru’at Serum 21 that they had given him in the colony, sharpening his wits and giving him an insane level of self-belief.

      “It’s the subspace network! They’ve got it up and running again!” Solomon shouted as he darted his arm forward—an arm that could now move as fast as a striking viper, muscles and tendons locking into perfect synchronicity a moment before.

      FZZTHAP! The Outcast Marine had intended to strike the thing with an open palm, to grab it out of the air or at least bat it against the metal walls.

      “Argh!” But instead, all that Solomon got was an almighty shock that pounded him back against the wall of the rover’s cab. There was a line of blue-white light spilling from the circumference of the Ru’at orb, and, if anything, Solomon was certain that it was getting brighter.

      Like it was powering up for something.

      Do these things have weapons?? What will it do when—

      FZTHWAP! Another flash of light spread through the orb, and this time the entire rover was kicked to one side, coming off two of its side wheel-legs before slamming down again, sending up great gouts of Martian dust.

      “Get that thing out before it kills us all!” Mariad shouted from the driver’s seat as Kol was already leaning over the back of his chair, armed with the unlikely low-tech addition of a long tire iron.

      FZAP! The orb pulsed once more, and it somehow directed the pulse of invisible power at the new threat. Kol was thrown against the side door with a pained grunt.

      But he had dropped the tire iron, and Solomon still had the Ru’at pistol in his belt. His hand moved to the handle just as the orb darted forward to hover a foot or so away from his face. It was clear that in silent Ru’at orb speak, it was saying the equivalent of I wouldn’t even dream of it…

      Solomon froze, his chest rising and falling as he panted in tense concentration. “Alright, what do you want? How do I make you go away?” Solomon snarled.

      From somewhere in the driver’s section, there was a dull bing of electronics, and Mariad started swearing profusely. Across from her chair, the insensate form of Kol was crumpled in the footwell. Solomon hoped that the thing broken his neck.

      “It looks like that little darling nugget of evil has been calling its friends,” the imprimatur broke from her torrent of verbal abuse to share with the others. “We’ve got two of the Ru’at jump-ships appearing on the horizon.”

      The orb bobbed and shook occasionally as it floated in front of Solonom. “It’s injured,” the man said. “I don’t think it’s at full operational capacity yet…”

      “It doesn’t seem that ill to me!” Mariad was incensed as she threw the rover into another swerve, this time throwing them down the side of a steep crater. The human members inside the cab were all thrown forward, but the Ru’at orb just continued to bob and weave a little unsteadily.

      “The ships are gaining fast,” Solomon could hear Rhossily say through clenched teeth. “But they’re not running their FTLs.”

      “They probably can’t inside atmosphere,” Solomon murmured, keeping his eyes on the floating thing in the wagon. Now that it had managed to call its bigger, much more dangerous brothers in the form of the Ru’at jump-ships, it seemed that it was content to not zap anyone any more.

      It probably spends too much power doing that, Solomon thought. And, he realized, it was a drone, wasn’t it? It ran on machine logic. Why should it expend energy when it could just get two much faster, larger, and better equipped jump-ships to do its dirty work for it?

      If I can get it to run low on power, I might be able to disable it, Solomon thought, seeing the tire iron just a few inches from his outstretched hand. Of course, that would still leave the problem of two very large and angry alien spaceships coming for them, but Solomon had always been a one-problem-at-a-time sort of person. It was all he knew how to be.

      It’s going to shock me. It might even break some bones, but I need to get it to use up a lot of its internal power… Solomon started to take a deep breath.

      Just as Ambassador Ochrie’s outstretched hand folded around the orb.

      “Huh,” she said nonchalantly. “Did you want this, Lieutenant?” she said in her low, slightly drowsy voice.

      She was brainwashed by the Ru’at, Solomon realized.

      “What is she doing? What is she doing with that thing?!” Rhossily was once again shouting as she threw the rover into a tight turn around the canyon wall that connected this crater with the next.

      “Maybe that means it doesn’t see her as a threat,” Solomon murmured. The blue-white light was still spilling from between the ambassador’s hands, but it seemed to have dimmed somewhat from its fiercer glow a heartbeat before.

      “Well, I certainly see it as a threat!” Mariad—rather unhelpfully, in Solomon’s view—clarified.

      “Ambassador?” Solomon closed his hand around the tire iron and started to edge his way forward. “I want you to do something for me.”

      “Of course, Lieutenant.” Her voice was slightly slurred, but there was still a spark of that same, cantankerous woman in there somewhere. Solomon wondered briefly at the fact that the Chosen of Mars back at the Ru’at colony hadn’t appeared to have it as bad as she did. Maybe, given the fact that Ochrie was the Ambassador of Earth, the Ru’at had decided to imprint their message of servility deeper into her consciousness.

      “When I say now, I want you to throw the orb into the air. Not hard, and not fast, just as if you were tossing an apple.” Solomon slid to a crouch, readying the tire iron over his right shoulder. “Can you do that for me, Ambassador?”

      “I should think so, but…why?”

      “Now!” Solomon didn’t want to give the befuddled woman a moment for her conditioning to kick in. He assumed that it was only his authoritarian bark of command that made the brainwashed ambassador do as he ordered.

      Ochrie opened and bobbed her hand upwards, releasing the Ru’at orb.

      Solomon swung—

      Inside his clone body, his Ru’at genetics read his high cortisol levels and fierce concentration. They activated, chemicals and tailor-made enzymes surging through his body. Solomon could feel every muscle across his back unlock and stretch, producing a rippling line of force that surged through his shoulder and down his arms.

      The Ru’at chemicals made it seem to Solomon as if time itself was slowing down, but they weren’t that magical. It was the cocktail of enhanced neurochemicals that made him aware of his unfolding arm in the very moment that the orb rose into the air and started to turn on its axis toward him.

      But he was too quick. His wrist and hand were already pivoting with all the momentum of his arm and shoulders and back, and, at just below full stretch, the tire iron made a humming noise as it sliced through the air.

      FZZZ! The orb had time to suddenly grow brighter, a moment before the iron connected with its metal skin.

      Solomon roared in rage and effort—and pain. The thing’s final parting shot electrified his metal weapon as it connected, and—

      THWAP! Both the Ru’at orb and the lieutenant were thrown backwards, with the orb smacking millimeters above the driver’s window before bouncing on the dashboard and into the footwell.

      Rhossily screamed, but it sounded more like from shock to Solomon’s ringing ears as he fell against the cab door, his body twitching and shivering.

      “Lieutenant?” Ochrie was saying with apparent worry as she moved—not altogether quickly—to his side.

      “Is it dead? Is it dead!?” Mariad shouted in the confined space as Solomon groaned and pushed himself up from the floor. He scrabbled forward, hand burning and arm tingling, to see that yes, the orb was lying in the footwell of the rover, and its blue-white light was snuffed. It was broken open along the middle circumference line, displaying the strange silver and crystal lattice of wires that Solomon had seen before.

      Still, even given the fact that it just looked like some sort of technological bauble that Kol or Ratko might have dreamed up, Solomon was loath to touch the thing. But he knew that he had to, so he seized it and stuffed it into his pocket.

      “Urgh…” Solomon slumped back. He never wanted to have to do that again, but he also didn’t want to throw the orb away. It was a piece of Ru’at technology. It wasn’t something that had been hybridized or hacked by human corporate engineers like the cyborgs were—at least, as far as Solomon was aware. That meant that it might yet have useful information inside it on how to best combat the Ru’at menace.

      “Hold on!” Mariad shouted, a moment before the entire rover shook and jumped. The door windows lit up with blue-white light, and Solomon heard the thunder of rocky debris hitting their roof.

      “The Ru’at ships are firing on us,” Mariad said, kicking out with one foot against a lever at the same time as she leaned down hard on the steering wheel.

      In response, the rover swerved just as there was another flash on their other side.

      “They’re less maneuverable in atmosphere!” Solomon called, pushing himself up to crane his head along the side of the window. His Ru’at pistol was in his hand, but he doubted that even the Ru’at weapon would do anything against a much larger ship.

      Mariad threw them halfway up one of the crater walls only to spin them down again, sending up a great spray of red dust and gravel high into the air. The fast turn and downward charge gave them speed, but both Solomon and the woman in the driver’s seat knew they couldn’t keep this up for long. The Ru’at would get a lucky shot eventually. Either that or the imprimatur would start to tire.

      FZZT! There was an almighty blast from up ahead as the jump-ships did not fire directly at them, but at the crater walls ahead of them, where erosion had caused a large outcrop of rock.

      “Frack!” the imprimatur swore once again, throwing the rover into a spin as tons of rock and dust smashed into the ground ahead of them.

      The rover lifted on the side where it only had two wheel-legs, and all the occupants were thrown around inside the cab as it came perilously close to tipping over. Solomon had dreadful images of them hitting the red dirt with their legs in the air, as helpless as a bug.

      A loud roar split the skies as the two Ru’at jump-ships screamed overhead, turning as they came back for an attack vector.

      I thought they wanted me as their general! Solomon thought in fury before he was thrown into the air once again as the rover smacked into the ground, thankfully upright.

      “Hit it!” Solomon shouted, and the Imprimatur of Proxima did just that, slamming her foot down as the rover surged forward.

      FZT! This time, Solomon saw the twin lines of blue-white laser fire burst from the approaching Ru’at ships, slamming into the ground and sending up sprays of pulverized rocks before the beams raced across the crater floor toward them.

      Mariad forced the rover in the only direction they had left—straight up the nearest crater wall, as the Ru’at laser fire raced behind.

      “We’re not going to make it!” Rhossily gasped.

      “We will! Go for it! We will!” Solomon shouted, wishing that there was something he could do.

      There was a judder, and suddenly the Martian rover was lifting from the edge of the crater wall, launching into the air and rising in an uncontrolled arc. The viewing screen ahead of them showed only the dirty orange skies of the Red Planet.

      Everyone inside the cab screamed, even Ambassador Ochrie, which Solomon might have taken as a good sign that she was coming out of her hypnotized state were it not for the fact that his ill-spent life was currently flashing before his eyes.

      FTHWAP! Something hit them at the peak of their arc—a bright flash of light and a wave of force that spun them around, making even the enhanced genetics of First Lieutenant Solomon Cready feel nauseous and sick, before…

      They crashed.
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      The rover hit the orange dirt, sending up plumes of dust and sand as it rolled, end over end, across the Martian landscape, bouncing in the slightly lighter gravity of the Red Planet.

      Solomon forgot which way was up, or down, or anywhere else for that matter. He felt like he was a bug trapped in a jar, being viciously shaken by a cruel child. Pain erupted into his consciousness from every outer part of his body—his knees and feet, his elbows and hands, and his forehead as other various parts of his anatomy smacked into various parts of the metal interior of the cab.

      We’ve been hit. We’ve been hit… Even in his distress, his command training kicked in and a small, removed part of his brain assessed the damage.

      We have stopped moving, and we’ve been hit. He was sure of that. What had that flash of light been? That sudden air blast that had dashed them against the rocks?

      But a strike from one of the Ru’at ships would have sheared through the shell of the rover… He blinked, trying to open his eyes, but it was dark. He could smell burning rubber and the ozone smell that usually came with sparking electrics. Or Ru’at laser fire.

      Then why aren’t I dead? For one thing, he could still breathe. He knew that he could, because he could smell. He had to have working lungs to push the air through his nose, right? But the Ru’at laser shot would have exposed them to the deadly low oxygen, high methane, and high carbon dioxide mix of the Martian atmosphere…

      You’re in an encounter suit, you idiot, he told himself. That would be a good reason why he was still able to breathe. Maybe they were buried under a ton of rock. Maybe it was everyone else inside the cab here that had died…

      “What the frack…” He was thankfully proved wrong by the sound of a groan coming from just a few feet away from him. It was a man’s voice, and it sounded an awful lot like Kol.

      “Kol? Are you okay?” Solomon coughed.

      “Do I look like I’m okay, chief?” Kol hacked, and there came the sound of moving debris as Solomon presumed the once-technical specialist sought to fight his own way out of the tonnage of red rocks.

      “I can’t see you. I can’t see anything.”

      “Fair enough. But who in the name of the sweet holies let the imprimatur drive this thing!?” Kol did not sound impressed, and for a moment Solomon was transported back, almost an entire year ago, to when it had just been him and Jezzy and Malady and Kol and Karamov. He had missed Kol’s caustic humor and boundless optimism, the lieutenant realized at that point.

      They had been Gold Squad. The perilous and embattled Gold Squad of the Outcast Marines—the Outcast adjunct-Marines, he remembered, as that had been before General Asquew had lifted their entire regiment to full Marine status.

      But remembering that they had been promoted also reminded Solomon of why they had been promoted.

      The Outcast adjunct-Marines had been given their first full-battle experience in the ‘pacification’ of Mars, split off into their respective squads to perform various infiltration, expeditionary, and reconnaissance operations.

      And it was during Gold Squad’s infiltration of the Martian Armstrong Habitat that Kol had betrayed them.

      Not many of the adjuncts had made it out of their first true battlefield experience. Maybe it was poor planning, or maybe their skills were better suited to more discrete missions, but from almost a few hundred, they had been cycled back to Ganymede as less than a hundred and fifty.

      And then, this technical specialist, who was cursing and groaning about how he couldn’t see anything and how everything hurt, had hacked into a Marine transporter and sent it crashing into the Ganymede Training Facility, killing more of his battle brothers and sisters. At the same time, Kol must have helped land a unit of the Martian-Ru’at cyborgs to clean up what was left, and Solomon, Gold Squad, and even the thug Arlo Menier—currently somewhere on Proxima, fighting a guerrilla war—had to fight for their very existence.

      Not even a hundred Outcasts had survived the assault and the destruction of the training facility, and it was owing to their heroic, desperate actions on the surface of Jupiter’s largest moon that General Asquew had decided to award those who were left with full Marine status.

      In a very sick and twisted sort of way, Solomon realized that all the Outcast Marines who were still alive had their current gold pips thanks to the actions of Kol.

      But it wasn’t like Solomon was going to thank him. The lieutenant felt conflicted and jittery as he shook his head and freed his arms from something heavy that had been constraining them.

      “The imprimatur saved our lives, Kol,” Solomon murmured. He could now hear a hissing sound, and the light had turned from black to a slightly lighter gray, giving him some hope that they weren’t completely covered in Martian rock. “You got eyes on the ambassador? Rhossily?” he grumbled as he started to feel through the dark and complicated shapes around him, until his gloved hands closed on something soft. Fabric.

      “Ambassador?”

      “Urgh?” It was Ochrie’s voice, and it sounded weak. She was a mature woman already, and Solomon was afraid. What would being thrown around in a rover, and possibly being struck by a Ru’at beam device, have done to her?

      She was also our last link to the ‘old’ Confederacy, Solomon thought as he started to paw at the rubble, looking for a head, a face, fearing that his hands would come away wet and slick with the ambassador’s blood. The Confederate Council had been blown apart by General Hausman, and all that was left of the original apparatus of human-Earth was this groaning woman next to him, and General Asquew…wherever she was.

      “Ambassador, can you hear me? It’s First Lieutenant Cready. Can you talk? Where does it hurt?”

      He heard some tortured breathing return to his ears, until, “It hurts everywhere! Where did you think it was going to hurt, soldier?”

      Relief flooded through Solomon. Not only was the ambassador talking, but she was also able to be annoyed—all good signs, considering what they had just gone through. But more than that, it was the fact that her voice had lost its slightly misty, confused cadence. She now sounded full-bore Ambassador Ochrie again: complaining, imperious, and annoyed.

      “It’s you! You’re back!” Solomon said gratefully. His hands found her hand, which grasped his tightly as he pulled her from bits of seat foam and metal wall panel.

      “Of course it’s me. Who were you expecting—the Queen of Sheba?” Ochrie was hacking and coughing. “Where are we? I thought we were in the Ru’at colony. What happened? Is the war over?”

      She doesn’t remember anything of her time under the Ru’at’s control, Solomon realized. But that might be a blessing, he thought.

      “Looks like all we had to do was to chuck her from a great height.” Solomon heard Kol chuckle nearby, presumably still clambering about the footwell.

      “Kol, check on the imprimatur. She should be right beside you,” Solomon said sternly, to hear the young ex-adjunct Marine grumble under his breath, and the sound of more dirt shifting one way or another.

      “Got her, Sol,” the technical specialist’s voice came back. “She’s hurt. There’s blood…”

      Oh, frack. If his number one priority—as a serving officer of the Confederate Marine Corps—was to the Confederate ambassador, then somewhere high underneath that would have been the welfare of the Imprimatur of Proxima. Proxima was—had been—Earth’s largest and most successful colony world, and the furthest away from the mother planet. Although there had been a lot of tension between the various colonies and Confederate Earth, the imprimatur was still technically a high-ranking Confederate official.

      And her home world was the first to be attacked by the Ru’at, Solomon thought. They all owed her what their negligence had allowed the Ru’at to take.

      “But she’s breathing!” Kol said with apparent relief. He wasn’t completely psychopathic, apparently.

      “Good.” Solomon’s command training analyzed the situation.

      We’re stuck. Trapped.

      We could be fired upon by the Ru’at again, one final time, more than likely…

      Outside is a hostile environment where I am the only one who can breathe.

      “Right, Kol, you’re our technical guy. Can you make some air filters and bubble masks out of a wrecked Martian rover?” Solomon said. “We’ll need three—one for you, one for Rhossily, and one for Ochrie.”

      “Well, thank you for not deciding to leave me to die in here,” Ochrie grumbled.

      Back in top form, I see, Solomon deigned not to comment.

      “Why can’t we radio in for assistance? Where’s the Rapid Response Fleet?” Ochrie said.

      She really doesn’t remember. “Ma’am…” Solomon hazarded. “The First Rapid Response was destroyed by the Ru’at. We flew through their remains to get to Mars.”

      “But we were supposed to rendezvous with General Asquew,” Ochrie said.

      “She wasn’t there, Your Excellency,” Solomon said as he continued to work, shifting metal and the cab’s dislodged equipment boxes out of the way.

      Equipment boxes! Solomon wrenched one of the metal lids open. He could hardly see anything inside, but he grabbed handfuls of anything he could to pull up to the gray-orange light.

      “Bingo!” Solomon said. “We got emergency encounter suits. And, uh…a medical kit, I think…” He heaved the mass forward, hitting the back of a chair that was hideously bent backward and almost went over him before forcing it forward. “Kol, see if you can get these to work. Get inside, try not to tear them.”

      “Sir. Yes, sir,” the technical specialist said with a drawl of sarcasm.

      The encounter suits, he knew, would be the over-large, mostly shapeless bag-type things that made their wearer look like an anime bubble-creature. But they had air filters, environmental protection, a reserve air supply, and hopefully even basic short-range radio transmitters.

      I last saw them used on Ganymede after the crash, Solomon thought. There was an odd sort of sadistic circularity to the fact that Kol, the man responsible for that, would also be the man to wear them and make sure that others survived by wearing them.

      “If you can get me to a deep-space transmitter, then I know of somewhere we might be able to get help,” Ochrie said, and although he couldn’t see her face, he could hear the fierce snarl inside her voice.

      “A deep-space transmitter? You’re having a laugh, aren’t you, lady?” Kol said in the darkness amidst the sounds of stretching polymer plastic. “The nearest one would be in Elysium Habitat, which, as you know, is held by us Martians—”

      ‘Us’ Martians? Solomon winced.

      “And besides which, all the Red’s broadcast satellites were knocked out by the Marine Corps when they decided to nuke the planet!” Kol said, his voice rising to an almost-bark of pain and rage.

      “Easy there, soldier,” Solomon growled. “We don’t know who’s above us.”

      “They were demonstration shots. No habitats were fired upon—” the ambassador countered.

      “A demonstration megaton nuclear explosion that still irradiated tens of kilometers of Martian soil—never to be used again!” Kol returned.

      “Look, it’s done. Just get me to a deep-space transmitter, and I promise you that it doesn’t matter whether there are any satellites in the sky or not,” Ochrie sighed, sounding like a schoolteacher reacting to the petulant antics of a naughty child.

      Solomon heard Kol’s strangled cough of anger, but he cut him off quickly before this descended into an out-and-out fight. “What do you mean, Ambassador? Without satellites, then there’s no way to get the message out to General Asquew, and any message sent might take hours to get to her, wherever she is.” If she’s even still alive, Solomon didn’t add.

      “Super-black satellites,” Ochrie said.

      “What?” Solomon frowned.

      “Oh, I see…” Kol groaned.

      “Would you like to tell me?” Solomon was starting to lose his temper with the young traitor. He had thought that they were coming to some sort of understanding. That Kol had seen the error of his ways. Maybe I was very wrong about my ex-specialist.

      “There’s always been talk of how the Marine Corps seeded the system with super-black satellites—drone transmitters in stationary or geosynchronous orbits that have so many levels of electronic dampening and interference that they don’t show on any known scanners. They just sit there, completely motionless but hoovering up data and information, until activated by some higher-up.”

      “Sounds like just the sort of thing we need right about now,” Solomon said.

      “It’s the Big Brother state!” Kol, who was apparently ever the revolutionary, pointed out.

      “I don’t care what it is, if it can get us out of this mess,” Solomon said, turning to the dim shadow of Ochrie. “Ambassador, the message will still take hours to get where it needs to go and back. We’ll have to find a way to hide out on the Martian surface.”

      “Not necessarily hours. You haven’t waited to hear the other part of my plan,” Ochrie said harshly. Apparently being rolled over in a Martian rover wasn’t just responsible for snapping her out of her hypnotism, but also gave her a pretty mean streak, as well.

      “Oh, here we go,” Kol grumbled, but both of the Confederate officials ignored him this time.

      “I said that I knew a place that could help us. Help me to activate the super-black satellites, and I will be able to get us to the experimental command hub.”

      “The experimental command hub,” Solomon said the words slowly. Didn’t anyone think to tell him about this a year ago?

      “It’s the space equivalent of a command-one bunker. A secret space station where we were to evacuate all of the Confederate Council and coordinate disaster relief efforts in the case of a planet-killing event, like an asteroid…”

      “Or the Ru’at,” Solomon said.

      “Indeed, or the Ru’at. The ECH not only has access to the super-black satellite network, but also a range of technologies currently in development.”

      “I knew it! The Confederacy has been withholding scientific advances from the colonies for years!” Kol said egregiously.

      “Shut up, Kol. Now is not the time to talk politics,” Solomon shot back.

      “He’s right, we have. But now we need to use it.” The ambassador sounded nonplussed at the accusation. “If it’s operational, and if the Ru’at haven’t already found the ECH, then it has on board a prototype ansible that we have been working on…”

      “An ansible?” Kol didn’t sound outraged this time, he sounded amazed.

      “What the frack is an ansible?” Solomon, a man more used to cheating art dealers and Triads out of their credits, was clearly out of his depth.

      “You remember what we were saying about the faster-than-light drives? Subspace?” Kol said quickly. “An ansible works on the same interconnected subspace principle. It could feasibly send information across millions or billions of miles in the blink of an eye. But I thought it was just science fiction!”

      “Most things start out as science fiction, before Confederate scientists turn them into fact.” Ochrie even managed to sound smug.

      Solomon took a deep breath. “Okay then,” he said. “It looks like we’ve got a new mission. Get Ochrie to Elysium and a deep-space transmitter, and get this ansible thing to work on some super-secret, black-ops space station,” he said. It felt good to have a direction to go, a path toward hope.

      But the lieutenant was very much aware that he had to do all of this with three people in the flimsiest of encounter suits, with a sky filled with alien spaceships, and with one of their number currently unconscious.

      They never promised an easy life in the Marine Corps, did they?
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      “Did it work!?” Jezzy said, attempting to crane her head from the seat that she was strapped in, an X-harness across her chest. She could have gone for the more usual ‘belt’ option, but Ratko—currently piloting the Marine scout—had demanded that everyone inside go for maximum operational safety.

      Which was understandable, given that Corporal Ratko was more or less using the craft to hydroplane across the noxious atmosphere of the Red Planet. What would that be called? Jezzy had a distractible moment to wonder. Aeroplaning?

      The result, according to Ratko, was that it would use far less of the ship’s propellant resources but gave them a tremendous amount of momentum. Far more than the scout could utilize in low orbit alone, where it would constantly be fighting the giant gravitational pull of Earth’s brother.

      But then, of course, there was the problem of the constantly sucking gravity as well, wasn’t there? Second Lieutenant Wen had heard the corporal’s explanation: that if they kept a low, minimal burn and the nose up, then they would essentially be combating freefall all the time. ‘The same principle that makes satellites stay in geosynchronous orbit,’ she had explained. ‘They’re trying to fall into the planet’s gravity well, but the momentum keeps them falling away.’

      Whatever. Jezzy shook her head. She just wanted to know if it would make them go really, really fast.

      It did.

      “Did it work? Where are they?” Jezzy asked again, looking this way and that out of the portholes of the small craft. In front of her in the pilot’s seat sat Corporal Ratko, with Willoughby in the comms and navigational chair. That left only Corporal Malady still in the main body of the vehicle and strapped into his own X-harness seat.

      Just a few minutes before, the bio-sensors had registered a curious and unique identifier.

      Cready is alive, Jezzy knew. All Outcasts had a control device implanted at the base of their necks—a tiny series of electrodes and wireless transmitters that Warden Coates had used to give them paralyzing electric shocks if they dared to question his tyrannical rule.

      And the bio-sensors had pinged off Solomon’s device, where it had been accelerating at speed across the Elysium Planitia—the Martian terminology for the Elysium Plateau. Jezzy and Ratko had only moments to come up with their plan to rescue Sol, but in order to do it, they had to distract the two Ru’at ships that were heading on an attack vector toward them.

      An air burst. Jezzy hoped that it had been powerful enough to distract the Ru’at. They had used two of their remaining Hellfire missiles to fire down into the Martian atmosphere—missiles that were designed for space combat, not atmospheric combat.

      We couldn’t use them to target the Ru’at themselves with any efficiency, Jezzy knew. Space-based weapons were terrible when introduced to the gases, vapors, and gravity magnetics of a planet, but they might be able to auto-destruct them close enough to give the Ru’at pause. Which was precisely what they had done.

      Jezzy couldn’t see anything out of the portholes but the white and orange burn of near-entry. How long can the hull, already damaged, take this much punishment? she wondered.

      “You tell me if it worked or not. Look!” Ratko said through clenched teeth as above them on the main viewing screen was a tactical display map of their sector. The globe of Mars appeared in green isomorphic lines, and Jezzy could see the almost opaque orange cones of their firing arcs keeping pace ahead and to the sides of them.

      And there were two angry, red triangle vectors rising from the surface toward them.

      
        
        Warning! Unknown Vessel on Attack Vector!

      

      

      The computer bleeped at them, and Willoughby moved quickly to pull up an enlarged image from the sensors. As a scout vessel, it was equipped with some pretty high-end, top-of-the-range sensor equipment, used by the Confederate Marine Corps to provide enemy tactical data.

      Which meant that the cameras locked onto the two vessels and held them steady in their camera view, overlaying thermal, radio, magnetic, and bio scans over the same image.

      Two Ru’at jump-ships, accelerating fast toward them.

      “Ah,” Jezzy said, feeling a shiver of panic or anticipation, she couldn’t be sure which. She could make out the blur of their obsidian rings, growing faster and faster as they accelerated, but they still weren’t traveling as fast as the Marine scout.

      “Come on, my pretties, come to Momma…” Ratko crowed at the screen, which Jezzy thought was probably a highly unprofessional Marine Corps observation, but one that she echoed nonetheless.

      It was all part of the plan, a plan that Corporal Ratko said could work, and Jezzy had told her had to work.

      “They’re falling behind,” Willoughby said from her navigation seat.

      “I knew it. The Ru’at ships aren’t adapted to atmospheric travel. They can’t use their FTL drives down there,” Ratko said. “Matching speed and velocity.”

      Jezzy’s gauntleted hands tightened on the armrests of her chair. Every part of her instincts screamed: Is that really wise!? Shouldn’t they be accelerating away from the murderous alien ships? These were the very same ships that had taken out the dreadnaught Invincible, after all, right?

      “If we match speed, won’t they be able to target us better?” Jezzy said through clenched teeth. The G-force they were experiencing was at the constant, gnawing level of juddering bones.

      “Yup,” Ratko said.

      “Well, isn’t that a bad thing?” Jezzy went on.

      “Yup, but not as bad as if we let them breach atmosphere,” Ratko said. This was starting to look like the corporal’s style in any cockpit, Jezzy realized. She might be the one sitting in the captain’s chair, but really it was Ratko who called the shots.

      “As you wish, sir,” Jezzy muttered, only slightly humorously. “Ready guns…”

      “Armed and ready, sir,” Willoughby said. “On your order.”

      Jezzy didn’t bother waiting. She didn’t want to give the Ru’at any chance to use their ship-puncturing beam weapons. “Fire!”

      Willoughby already had the two-handled firing trigger active and pulled close, and she seized the bars to squeeze the triggers. Jezzy felt the slight vibrations as the ship shook from the recoil of the vacuum rifles pumping shell after shell at the approaching Ru’at vessels.

      The overhead tactical screens showed the attack vectors matching and meeting the blinking red triangles, but the sensor cameras were much more useful. They showed the scatter of fire and bursts of flames as the multi-shot bullets struck in a barrage. Jezzy didn’t think that they would do any damage, and there were no resulting bursts of black smoke. The Ru’at vessels didn’t even bother to swerve out of the way.

      “We’ve thrown the line,” Ratko said. “Now it’s time to reel them in.”

      “Are you seriously using fishing metaphors at a time like this?” Jezzy asked, seconds before Willoughby shouted:

      “They’re firing!”

      The screen ahead of them showed the blurring rings churning faster, and the nosecones of their craft glittered as the light reflected off their opening weapon ports.

      “Evasive action!” Jezzy shouted.

      “Hard to starboard!” Ratko made a quick succession of movements from her chair, kicking pedals to fire propellant into the scout’s thrusters, as well as heaving on the flight wheel to cause them to spin out from the Martian atmosphere and toward the stars.

      Two brilliant lines of blue-white light lifted through the atmosphere in front of them, extending like searchlights. Deadly, baleful searchlights that wouldn’t so much as illuminate their vessel as cut it in two.

      “They’re accelerating,” Willoughby called.

      “Perfect.” Ratko grinned, raising her gauntleted hands in a thumbs-up gesture to Jezzy in the captain’s chair behind her.

      “Malady, ready on the ESR!” Jezzy shouted.

      “Affirmative, Lieutenant,” Malady’s somber voice returned.

      Jezzy knew that somewhere behind her, there would be the full tactical golem in the engineering compartment, readying the controls of the winch system that ran underneath the hull, where it was attached to the bulbous shape of the emergency survival raft that she had used to escape the Invincible. It had taken Malady and Ratko just a short while to run the tests and perform the necessary modifications to turn it into what they needed it to be:

      A bomb.

      Bigger than the air blast, Jezzy told herself. Ratko had short-circuited the ESR’s battery packs and energy systems, and then they had packed it with the remaining missiles.

      If it causes a big enough explosion, then we have a chance of defeating them, Jezzy knew. But if it doesn’t…

      Then they would be finished. That would be it. The Marine scout, already damaged from its interrupted jump and flying through the wreckage field, was no match for two Ru’at jump-ships, especially once they had achieved escape velocity and managed to get up into their home habitat of the vacuum.

      “On your command, sir,” Malady said over the suit-to-suit channel.

      “Willoughby?” Jezzy asked the navigation console.

      “They’re accelerating from their earlier velocity, but they’ll hit the magnetosphere in T-minus twenty-eight seconds,” the taller Outcast Marine stated.

      “And the Martian atmosphere will slow them down?” Jezzy asked. She didn’t want to misjudge this. Not by one nano-second.

      “By all estimates, yes. T-minus twenty-one seconds and counting…”

      “Do it now!” Ratko was hissing urgently.

      “Wait!” Jezzy gripped the armrests.

      “Eighteen seconds, sir,” Willoughby whispered. The camera sensors overhead showed the two Ru’at vessels rising like meteors in reverse—their nosecones burning and glowing with the force and heat of escape velocity, casting a long tail plume of smoke and fire.

      “Now, Malady!” Jezzy shouted. She heard the corporal’s aye-aye a moment before she felt a judder run through the ship.

      Behind her chair, Jezzy couldn’t see the full tactical golem pulling on the levers and hitting the buttons that released the external winch system. These scouts were true expeditionary vehicles, built to survive for weeks in orbit around hostile planets or moons, and with a wide variety of tools and equipment to help them best take advantage of their situations.

      One such tool was the external winch—a system of automated magnet locks on chains that could attach to damaged craft, lumps of rock, artifacts, or even cargo that needed to be brought back to where the operational headquarters of the Marine Corps happened to be.

      Currently, these magnet locks were clamped onto the octahedral ball of the ESR, and, as Malady’s mechanical commands ran through the vessel, the locks depolarized and the ESR started to drift away, rolling erratically as it was drawn down by the natural magnetic pull of the Red Planet.

      “Evasive action! Get us out of here, now!” Jezzy called, knowing that even if their plan worked, they would still need to be a very safe distance away from the blast when it went off.

      “With pleasure, sir!” Ratko kicked the pedals and pulled on the flight stick to throw the ship higher above the envelope of atmosphere around the Red Planet. “Full propellant injection!” Jezzy heard her say, and suddenly they were kicked forward as their main engines flared with a much more powerful plasma reaction than before.

      Jezzy’s eyes were focused on the camera sensors trained behind them, however, watching as the orb of the ESR twisted and spun, end over end, accruing to itself a reddening haze that quickly started to turn orange, yellow, white…

      “What if it breaks up in re-entry!?” Jezzy suddenly gasped. The ESR was already compromised. Heavily compromised. Could it even withstand that much?

      “It’s not going to enter the full atmosphere,” Ratko said as they accelerated away from the sight behind them.

      “Willoughby, time check!”

      “Ru’at entering magnetosphere in three, two—”

      “Detonate!” Jezzy called. Willoughby punched in the codes on her navigation console that sent a narrow band of information streaming to the ESR’s tactical sensors.

      It was a simple code, one that activated the circuits of Ratko’s many devices inside it, snaking along cables that erupted from underneath consoles and found their way, almost organically, into open floor and wall panels. Mounded by the main pilot’s chair—the very same one that Jezzy herself had shook and shuddered in when she had tried to escape the Invincible—were stacks of the Hellfire missiles, the long tubes of white and yellow, with more of Ratko’s cables daisy-chaining into them.

      The message hit the ESR and flashed through the raft’s computers and to the batteries, overloading and bursting them, as Ratko had disabled all circuit breakers, limiters, and safety measures. A massive amount of energy hit the ESR’s engines, causing them to overheat, and for their propellant mixture to boil in a heartbeat.

      And explode.

      Ratko had called it a chain-effect, which was technical physics speak for something having greater effects than the supposed energy that was put into the system. Which was of course impossible, since energy cannot be created nor destroyed, after all, just transformed from one state to another. But the commonplace reality effect was one of an exponential output of power.

      Jezzy knew enough science—and Ratko had tried to explain the rest to her—to know that it was because there was always a huge store of potential energy in any spacecraft, locked up in its batteries or its propellant mixtures. The trick was to get all that power to talk to the mechanical and electrical systems without burning it out—hence the use of limiters and filters and breakers.

      What Ratko had done was release all that energy and send it surging into the missiles.

      In the ship’s cameras, it looked as though Jezzy was watching some truly ancient bit of film footage, one that had been damaged and improperly edited. In one heartbeat, she was watching the revolving sphere of the ESR as it tumbled, a halo of white plasma accreting around it, and two smaller shapes accelerating fast upwards toward it that had to be the Ru’at ships.

      And then the entire screen glitched into white static, and instead she was watching a thin blue sphere rapidly expanding, and at its heart, a steady, glowing white ball as the ESR tore itself apart.

      The thin, almost transparent field of blue hit the Ru’at ships first. She saw them wobble before they were engulfed by the expanding white orb.

      That was the thing with explosions, Ratko had told her. They all created electromagnetic radiation, even the chemical ones. Most of the time, the smaller ammunition loads would be just powerful enough to make your personal data services glitch for a moment—presuming, of course, that you weren’t inside the thermal heat wave or fireball—but if the explosive power was enough, then they would be powerful enough to disrupt radio waves, magnetic waves, and even entire satellites.

      And Ratko, for all of her faults, at least knows what she’s doing… Jezzy thought. She had told them that if they could get a big enough explosion to detonate inside the magnetosphere of the Red Planet—the constant corona of electrons and radioactive particles that the planet kicked out—then it might just, if they were incredibly lucky, create a localized EMP, or electro-magnetic pulse.

      Just like the Invincible, Jezzy had agreed. It was the only weapon that they knew would work against the Ru’at jump-ships. Disabling them and perhaps even causing them irreparable damage…

      And Ratko had done her very best to make every bit of the ESR into something that would go bang with the greatest possible ferocity. Maybe she had done too well, even—

      “We’re too low! The EMP is expanding too fast!” Willoughby was checking her consoles readouts.

      “Oh, crap.”

      Their own EMP hit them, and the mainframe of the Marine scout gave its last, static-filled notification:

      
        
        Warning! Systems Overload!

      

      

      And then all the lights went out. And all the power.
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            Freefall

          

        

      

    

    
      Jezzy was surprised when the ship did not judder and shake and threaten to break itself apart. It was what her body had instantly suspected would happen, and she had tucked her head down and wrapped her arms over her chest instinctively.

      But instead, they were still flying forward—only in complete dark.

      “Full power outage!” Willoughby said, her voice high and tense.

      Oh frack, Jezzy thought. That means—

      Even inside her full Marine power armor, she could feel the temperature drop several degrees in nanoseconds. All the life-support systems were offline. There wasn’t even enough power coming from the backups to power the emergency lights.

      
        
        Warning! Environmental Hazards Detected…

      

      

      Jezzy’s armor, insulated from external shocks—and apparently removed enough from the EMP—blipped its alerts at her.

      Phew. Just so long as they had power still running in their suits, they could survive. For a bit.

      
        
        External Temperature Falling:

        -2C...

        -4C…

        -8C…

        Initiating Suit Thermal Shield…

      

        

      
        External Atmosphere Hazardous:

        Oxygen Levels -20%...

        Carbon Monoxide Levels +20%...

        Activating Reserve Air Tanks…

      

      

      The automated life-support systems that every spacecraft had to have in place had been taken offline by the blast, along with navigation, communication, sensors, and propulsion.

      The heated lubricants that kept the ship habitable by human life stopped flowing, as did the heat coils around the insulated pipes. There was no thermal shield between the internal habitat of the craft and the external hull, bare to the whims of space.

      Jezzy’s suit monitors picked up a sound like ripping paper, and when she looked down, she saw that, in the gray of the starlight streaming in from the portholes, everything sparkled white with frost. When she moved her arm, there was a momentary resistance and a crack as her arm broke the frozen layer of condensation threatening to glue her to her chair.

      It would be dangerous, possibly lethal, to take off their helmets now, as the oxygen tanks that she and the others had worked so hard to get had stopped cycling. All the noxious gases from their suit exhalations and the engines started collecting in the jump-ship in seconds.

      And, on top of all of that, there was no propulsion at all. The propellant injectors had frozen, and the battery servers that told the engines and positional thrusters to fire were comatose.

      “Two hours’ suit oxygen, people!” Jezzy called out. “I need solutions, now!”

      “We might be able to re-fire the engines manually,” Ratko said, already hitting the manual release from her harness. “I can do it.”

      “Stay where you are, pilot!” Jezzy ordered, surprised at her vehemence.

      “Why? None of the rockets or fans are going to work,” Ratko started to argue.

      “Corporal Malady is already in engineering. Get a private channel open to him and walk him through the procedure,” Jezzy said.

      “We could jump-start the battery servers,” Willoughby called out. “That would bring everything back online.”

      “Jump-start? With what?” Jezzy said. “You need power to spark power, after all.”

      “Batteries are closed-loop systems. They generate chemo- or pyzo- or radio- energy, send it around the system and they are recharged at the same time. There’ll be nothing intrinsically wrong with the mainframe, if we can just get some juice into it…”

      “And we already have juice. Willoughby, you genius!” Ratko said out loud.

      “Anyone care to fill me in?” Jezzy was saying, when she finally felt the shudder she had been waiting for. There was a terrible, bone-deep groan from the scout, and she could feel the pit of her stomach lurch, like descending too fast down a Space Elevator.

      “Oh no…” Ratko breathed.

      “What was that!?” Jezzy said, unable to keep the strain from her voice as she once again broke the ice under her arms and legs.

      
        
        -12C…

      

      

      “Without the main thrusters, we’ve finally lost our forward momentum. We’re entering freefall. The gravity well of the planet is just too strong,” Ratko said.

      And an uncontrolled, unassisted re-entry would break them apart just as surely as the Ru’at beam weapons could have done, Jezzy knew.

      “The juice! The jump-start! Where is it coming from?” Jezzy hissed quickly.

      “We’ve got the power, ma’am, in our suits!” Ratko was saying. “We could fire that into the battery initiators, try to get them to take a charge.”

      “I’m going.” Jezzy had already pulled the manual release from her X-harness and was rising into the air as the ship lost all gravity. Around her, the small, inconsequential items that always cluttered a ship—wrenches, data-pads, spare encounter suits—were also starting to do the same.

      “Lieutenant, we don’t know how much power it’ll need,” Ratko complained, twisting in her harness to try and see her commanding officer. “It could completely drain your suit!”

      “It’s my boat, and my job, Marine,” Jezzy said grimly, pushing her way down the central avenue of the scout, past the main hold as the ship around them started to tumble toward the Red Planet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’ll talk you through it, sir,” Willoughby said, sounding worried.

      Not as worried as Jezzy was, however. If she didn’t manage to get the battery injectors, or initiators, or whatever it had been that the corporal had called them, to work, then they would all be dead. All her struggling and fighting and striving would be for nothing.

      And General Asquew placed her trust in me, Jezzy thought about that tiny data-stick still safely locked inside Malady’s carry-port. What will happen to the Marine Corps after that?

      “Don’t think about it.” She shook her head as she grabbed the wall units to haul herself down the torturous gap between large, silent machines. Dials and screens were dark. Levers and needles remained stubbornly still.

      “There.” She saw the glow of Malady’s suit lights illuminating the hatch at the base of the largest of the units ahead of her. It was screwed shut, of course.

      “Frack it!” Jezzy cursed. “Anyone got a screwdriver?”

      “Here.” Malady did, of course. A small port whirred open on what would have been his utility belt, and he pulled a miniature titanium steel screwdriver from it and spun it end over end between the stilled machines for Jezzy to catch and start undoing the screws.

      “Who uses screws in the twenty-second century?” Jezzy muttered to herself as she worked.

      “Screws are a very underrated engineering tool,” Malady intoned.

      Wow, thanks for the clarification while we’re about to burn up in freefall, Jezzy thought irritably. With a smooth jolt, the hatch came off the unit, revealing a mess of cabling inside, nestled between small black modular units.

      “Okay. I have no idea what it is I’m looking at,” Jezzy admitted.

      “You should see a chain of battery initiators, right there in front of you!” Ratko called out as the ship juddered again. The lieutenant’s suit monitors picked up the low groan of complaining metal, sighing through the ship as the forces of gravity started to drag her down faster and harder.

      “What do they look like?” Jezzy called out.

      “I don’t know! Like battery initiators!” Ratko sounded terse and stressed.

      “Little black boxes?”

      “That’s it! You’ll see contact plugs at one end. Yellow and green,” Ratko replied.

      Jezzy moved closer, and the underlit environmental lights of her suit’s cowl showed her tiny strips of metal with small plastic edgings—yellow and green. “Got them.”

      “Right, so, now you need to find the reserve output supply on your suit. It’s…” Ratko was saying.

      “I know where it is,” Jezzy countered, remembering that she had kind of done this sort of thing before. Kind of.

      She had been trapped aboard the Oregon, a CMC battleship that had valiantly tried to stem the tide of cyborgs but had ultimately failed. There had been massive decompressions throughout the ship, just like what must have happened to the Invincible, and Jezzy had been trapped inside a bubble of corridor with collapsed hulls at either end. Her suit had been put out of action and she’d had to jump-start it by using what little reserve power was left inside the Oregon and jolting it through her suit, via the output port.

      The port flipped open with the merest touch, revealing a small, metal-lined tube no deeper than the tip of Jezzy’s little finger.

      “I need wires,” Jezzy said.

      “Here,” Malady announced, already throwing a heavy coil of thick red and black cables down the weightless avenue toward her.

      “Red and black? Why can’t they be green and yellow, just like the contacts? Is standardization really so difficult to achieve?” Jezzy muttered.

      “Red and green are live. Black and yellow are anything else,” Ratko said so fast that Jezzy wondered if she had anticipated her commander’s confusion.

      “Anything else doesn’t sound like a very technical explanation,” Jezzy mumbled as she unspooled the cables and realized that she only had one port on her suit. “Er…”

      “Just go with red and green! Red and green!” Corporal Ratko had once again anticipated her dilemma.

      There was another, much deeper roar of strained metal and a deep, rhythmic thumping from the ship—this time on the other side of the vessel.

      “We’ve passed the magnetosphere. Much longer and we’ll hit terminal velocity. We won’t have the thrust power to fight the gravity of Mars!” Willoughby shouted.

      Red and green it is, then. Jezzy jammed one end of the cable into her port, and the other she reached down to gently press onto the green-edged connector.

      Snap. Luckily, Jezzy was inside her power suit, so she was fully insulated from the effects of the powerful shock that she had transmitted to the ship. But even from within here, she heard an audible pop and felt the power kick through the cable like it was a hose that had been opened to full, all at once.

      But that wasn’t all. A spray of fine static electricity played across her hands, the cable, and the ship’s exposed innards. They looked like tiny tendrils and tentacles of lightning that made her see stars and a messy after-image as she blinked back tears.

      “Did it work?” she said, hoping that her suit was still operational.

      It wasn’t. Or not very much, anyway.

      
        
        POWER ARMOR… COMPROMISED

        USER ID: 2LT Wen, Ac. Sq. Comm. (Cmbt. Sp.)

        COMPANY: Outcasts, Rapid Response Fleet.

        SQUAD IDENTIFIER: Gold.

        SQUAD TELEMETRIES: COMPROMISED

      

        

      
        Bio-Signatures: COMPROMISED

        Atmospheric Seals: COMPROMISED

        Chemical, Biological, Radiological Sensors: COMPROMISED

        Oxygen Tanks: COMPROMISED

        Oxygen Recycle System: COMPROMISED

      

      

      “Frack! Frack! Frack!” Jezzy swore, pulling back and breaking the connection. Had she lost all power to her suit? How come she could still breathe? For a moment, she fought the urge to scrabble at her helmet as she felt the blind panic of being trapped inside a dead, lifeless shell.

      No. Breathe. Think. Jezzy centered her mind the way her Yakuza trainers had once told her to do. She knew what it felt like to have a suit that was completely dead. And that was mostly heavy, blindingly heavy…

      Which was obviously not the case here, so that meant that what must have happened was the transfer of power must have either drained her suit rapidly, or short-circuited something to do with her internal hologram display.

      “But without my internal holo-display, I’ll have no idea just how much power I’m giving to the ship,” Jezzy thought.

      The ship started to shake and judder around them. That was its metal hide hitting the sea of heavier molecules of high mesosphere, she knew. They were almost at the point of no return.

      “And the ship clearly isn’t firing its thrusters or using any internal lights, so…” Jezzy thought. Not enough juice. Nowhere near enough juice.

      She put the red cable once more to the green connector, but this time on one of the adjacent battery initiators that sat nestled between the wires.

      Snap! The same pop, the same judder down the cable, the same corona of static electricity—

      “…emergency starter! Pump it again!” she suddenly heard Ratko’s voice shouting.

      “What? Repeat, Ratko. What did you say?” Jezzy said, but there was no answer. And that was when she realized she had heard Ratko’s voice through the suit’s monitors, not through her internal channel system.

      And there was light all around her, she saw. Not a strong or a bright light, but the low, sodium-yellow of the emergency lighting.

      It worked! She removed the cable and pushed herself back from the hatch, just as she heard the familiar whine of the engines revving up and the high-pitched squeal of electrical systems starting.

      “It’s only my suit that’s compromised,” she thought gratefully, allowing herself to sink to the floor just as the mighty gauntlet of Malady reached down, picking her up as if she were no more than a kitten, and cradling her to his chest.

      “This will be a bumpy ride,” she heard him intone through her suit monitors, just as the gravity kicked in and the ship fought the dreadful pull of Martian gravity…

      But what if I was too late? Jezzy thought in horror.
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      “They’ve gone,” Kol said, looking up suspiciously at the sky above them.

      “They have, but…” Solomon frowned. The skies of the Red Planet did not look like they should have. It wasn’t that they weren’t that usual mix of orange and gray that cloaked the planet—that had stayed the same—but he could also see the tell-tale signs of an orbital blast.

      Every now and again, a flash of light caught his eye. If he was quick enough, he would see a small, quickly evaporating fizz of fire and light. It was like watching a meteor shower in the middle of the day, except it happened too frequently, and in too many random places to make them think that it was a meteor shower.

      The Invincible, Solomon suddenly thought, adrenaline spiking through his system.

      “It’s the wreckage site up there. It must be breaking up,” he said, earning a grunt of agreement from Kol, audible over the short-wave suit-to-suit communicators of their emergency encounter suits.

      The CMC fleet had been totaled, Solomon knew, and it would only be a matter of time before all those bits started to get pulled down the gravity well of the Red Planet.

      “With any luck, most of it will burn off before—” Kol was halfway through saying, when there came a thunderous sonic boom from overhead.

      “Oh, frack.” Solomon saw one of the small pinpricks of light growing larger and larger as it was thrown towards the unyielding rock of the planet’s surface below. It trailed fire behind it, and a long tail of smoke followed soon after.

      “Is that…” Solomon looked at the falling star and saw the dark shape inside it, like a tube… As he watched, the thing jerked in mid-air, and something peeled away from it to scream through the air with a high-pitched whine. Solomon was sure he could see the flashing, tumbling curve. It was a section of a circle.

      A ring.

      “That’s a Ru’at jump-ship!” Solomon said, unable to keep the glee from his voice as he turned to the other members of his tiny expeditionary force.

      There was Kol, looking wary as he regarded the falling Ru’at ship above, and behind him was Ambassador Ocrie, standing beside the ad-hoc stretcher that they had cobbled together from one of the rover’s seats and belt straps, atop which was secured the unconscious Mariad Rhossily, Imprimatur of Proxima.

      Damn, we look like the last survivors at the end of the world, Solomon thought, and the thought even managed to sour his good mood at seeing a destroyed Ru’at ship falling from the sky. The idea that they could cross the Elysium Planitia itself—a vast orange and brown plain of dust and craters and rock to the distant headland of Elyisum Mons—appeared ridiculous.

      But what other choice do we have? Solomon sighed heavily.

      The small party looked exhausted already. Well, those that are standing up, anyway, the man thought. They had found that the Martian rover had indeed been blasted out of the sky as it had tried to escape the Ru’at. One side of its body had been scorched and hideously twisted, as if the Ru’at had fired upon them but narrowly missed.

      The rover had skidded across the ground, piling up rock and earth around it in its very own do-it-yourself mausoleum. The fact that the portholes or windows or hull hadn’t ruptured was a fact that Solomon found incredible.

      They had climbed out and fixed Mariad to the stretcher, but Solomon had to wonder if they really were in any better position than they had been inside the semi-submerged vehicle. The three members of his new team wore the ridiculously large and flappy white and yellow emergency encounter suits—little more than stiffened mesh and plastic bags with straps at the waist, wrists, and ankles, and a memory-plastic bubble helmet atop. It would have made Solomon laugh if it weren’t for the fact that the only other time he had seen people wearing them was in an equally distressing situation.

      No one decides to wear those things, Solomon thought. The fact that they had found them at all was, perhaps, one of their few lucky moments.

      Another lucky moment was discovering the cache of Ru’at colony weapons in the rover. Now, they—apart from the imprimatur, of course—were holding the same small beam-weapon pistols.

      But we still have a long way to go. Solomon looked out to the distant horizon, where the smaller mound of Hecates Thocla sat next to the larger Elysium Mons. He thought he could see a gleam of light up there. Reflection off the habitat they had to get to?

      And infiltrate. And find their deep-space transmitter…. Solomon groaned. At least, he thought, none of them were wearing anything even remotely Confederate by now, and they were all battered, bruised, and haggard enough to not look like soldiers or Confederate officials anymore.

      We can do this, Solomon thought. We have to do this.

      In his pocket, he still held the broken Ru’at orb, and he folded one gloved hand around its cold metal. I just need to get this to General Asquew, and get everyone to this experimental command hub, and the mission will be successful.

      Everything after that—the fight for Earth, the destruction of the Ru’at mothership, the emancipation of the Martian and Proxima colonists—had to be well above his paygrade, didn’t it?

      “Err… Chief?” He was shaken from his thoughts by the urgent, worried tones of Kol beside him.

      Oh, please don’t tell me there’s more Ru’at coming for us… They had barely managed to survive the last time, and with every encounter, they were just losing more and more resources, and having to improvise more and more. How long can we keep running on empty like this? the command and tactical side of his brain thought.

      “Boss, look up!” Kol said again, and Solomon did so, seeing another falling star, surrounded by the corona of its freefall.

      “Hopefully, that’s another Ru’at ship,” Solomon grunted, reaching down to pick up the straps of Mariad’s stretcher. “I’ll take the imprimatur for a bit. We’ve covered a couple of klicks, and I reckon that we have five or six times that to get to—”

      Screeeee!

      The shriek of the falling object was getting louder, even picked up by the very poor audio equipment of his suit. It was unmistakably getting louder, which meant that it was also getting closer.

      Ah. Solomon looked up, moments before there was a deafening BANG from the skies above as the thing broke the sound barrier.

      It was again somewhat cylindrical, but it had a more bulbous backend, and it was shedding flames that melded with the plume of rocket fire.

      “Thrusters,” Solomon thought. That meant it wasn’t a Ru’at ship. That meant it was a human ship…

      “And it’s not falling,” Solomon murmured. He was right. The small, dark shape was instead screaming through the skies, getting lower and lower as it flew toward them. Solomon squinted, trying to get a better look at the object, but it was too dark against the brighter sky. He thought he could see suggestions of a hull, and the general shape itself suggested something in his memory. A scout ship?

      But even the Martians had scout ships. Solomon stared harder, but the hull was also blackened with soot and flames. He couldn’t see any insignia.

      “What do you want us to do, Sol?” Kol said. He was already raising his Ru’at beam pistol, and then looked at the relative size of it compared to an entire vessel charging toward them and dropped his hand to hang uselessly at his side.

      Yeah, if they want to open fire on us and kill us… Solomon looked around the empty plain that extended for miles in all direction around them. There will be nothing that we can do to stop them.

      FZZT! “Lieutenant!? Lieutenant, do you copy? This is Second Lieutenant Jezebel Wen of the Outcast Marines, reporting for duty, sir.”

      The cheap, wireless transmitter at Solomon’s throat glitched into life as a broad transmission was beamed down to the surface from the approaching vessel, and he had never felt so relieved in all his life.
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      “No time for introductions!” Corporal Ratko had shouted at them as soon as Cready, Ochrie, the unconscious Rhossily, and last of all Kol had scrambled into the hatch of the Marine ship.

      No sooner had Ratko touched down on the surface than the humans had run to its side, careful to only touch the handlebars and not the still-boiling hull. The corporal had barely waited for the hatch to shut before igniting the positional pockets once again, sending them straight into the sky before firing the rear main thrusters and throwing them forward at a steep angle above the horizon.

      “We have no idea when the Ru’at will recover,” Jezzy explained as Solomon collapsed against the wall of the main hold and slid into one of the X-harness seats. The Marine scout around him was only barely big enough for the addition of four more people, but Solomon didn’t mind being cramped. They were reunited. They were inside CMC technology. He might not be able to say that they were safe yet, but he did feel a lot better about his chances of not dying than he did ten minutes ago, that was for sure!

      “Recover?” Solomon said as the G-force started to take them.

      But Jezzy was no longer even looking at her lieutenant. She had frozen where she stood, hanging onto the overhead handlebars of the hold cabin as she looked at the last arrival to strap himself into one of the hold chairs.

      “Kol,” Jezzy said in a low voice, releasing one hand and already reaching for the Jackhammer slung over her shoulder.

      “I knew it!” Kol was struggling in his harness seat, reaching for the Ru’at colony pistol at his own belt.

      Which would cause a lot of damage in a confined, pressurized cabin, Solomon thought in dire alarm.

      “WAIT!” he bellowed, slapping the manual release of his harness and plunging forward between the two as the ship started to shake with the rigors of escape velocity.

      “Weapons down, Marines!” Solomon slid and stumbled between the two armed and trained soldiers, one hand out at Jezzy, the other at Kol. “That’s a frack-damned order!”

      “Step out of the way, sir.” Jezzy wavered in place from the fury of Ratko’s ascent, but her Jackhammer was crooked against her chest with her one free arm and pointed straight at Kol, through Solomon. “I’m still the acting squad commander on this boat, and that means—”

      “Confederate Marine Code Regulation 201, soldier!” It was Ochrie, surprisingly, whose voice interrupted them.

      “Huh?” Even Solomon had never heard of it.

      “Special Considerations. Civilian members of the Tier 1 Group can assume operational control of military structures, even in times of conflict and imminent danger,” Ochrie said, her voice stark and uncompromising.

      Tier 1? Solomon thought, frowning.

      “Members of the Confederate Council,” the ambassador said.

      “Last I checked, you were an ambassador, Ambassador,” Jezzy said, and Solomon could see her eyes sparking with rage at what the traitor Kol had done.

      Betrayed them. Threw a Martian transporter at Ganymede. Released a tide of Ru’at cyborgs on them. And what was worse, Solomon knew that Kol had left her, Jezebel Wen, for dead in the maintenance tunnels under Armstrong Habitat.

      You never mess with the Yakuza, Solomon remembered from his time in New Kowloon. The Yakuza ALWAYS get what’s owed to them.

      But Solomon had messed with the Yakuza, hadn’t he? He had cheated them and the Triads both. All it took was your wits.

      “New York was nuked by Hausman,” Solomon said quickly, earning a nod from Ochrie that he was thinking along the same lines she had. “And the Confederate Council is gone. That means that the next senior officer of Confederate Command is…”

      “Me,” Ochrie said sternly. “And, as I take it that you, Lieutenant Wen, are still loyal to General Asquew and the true Marine Corps, that means you fall under my direct command also. Or are you the traitor here?”

      “Traitor? Me?” Jezebel looked fit to burst. “You know what he did!” She rounded on Solomon. “You were there! You saw how many of our people—good people—died because of that—”

      “He saved my life, Jezzy,” Solomon said, shaking his head. “I know, I know… But—”

      “But what? He saved your life just so that he could get a way off Mars! Just so he could save his skin!” Jezzy said.

      “The commander-in-chief is correct, Jezzy,” intoned Malady from where he stood at one end of the hold.

      The commander-in-chief, Solomon’s mind boggled. He meant Ochrie, didn’t he? The idea that he had been nursing the hypnotized and brainwashed leader of the entire Confederacy made Solomon gulp. He hoped that he hadn’t insulted her too many times.

      “Acting Commander-in-Chief, Corporal Malady,” Ochrie corrected. “Until we can get a free and fair democratic election, that is.”

      “With the Ru’at everywhere, and Earth under the control of a renegade general, it doesn’t particularly look like that is going to happen any time soon,” Jezzy muttered, but Solomon was relieved to see that she relaxed her hold on the Jackhammer and let it drop to her side.

      “And you, Kol—” Solomon turned immediately to the traitor behind him.

      “I’m not a Marine anymore, Sol.” The young man sounded petulant.

      “Take it as a friendly warning, then,” Solomon said, and Kol did so, sliding the Ru’at weapon back inside his encounter suit.

      “Ratko?” Jezzy called to the bridge. “Get us as far away from Mars as possible. Somewhere we can lie low and send a message to Pluto and Asquew…if she’s still alive,” Jezzy said irritably.

      “Belay that order,” Ochrie countered, raising her voice instead. “This ship has all the transmission equipment I need to activate the super-black satellites and get us to the ECH.”

      “The what, sir?” Jezzy still managed to sound annoyed.

      “Experimental command hub,” Solomon filled her in, taking a deep breath. “We’ve found a place where we might be able to lead the fight back against the Ru’at.”

      “It must be the same place that Asquew wanted me to get to,” Jezzy said, “Malady?” She extended her hand to the large man-golem, and Solomon saw him draw from his side a tiny data-stick. “It’s the higher command codes for the CMC Fleet. Or what’s left of it.”

      “Excellent.” Ochrie smiled. “You keep hold of it, Corporal Malady. I can think of no better protection.”

      “And once we’re there,” Solomon continued, “we can use an ansible to contact what’s left of the Fleet and tell them how we’re going to stop the Ru’at.”

      “I know that they don’t like EMPs,” Jezzy said.

      “Exactly.” Solomon grinned.
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            Not What We Expected

          

        

      

    

    
      The tiny star of the Marine vessel burst from the upper atmosphere of Mars and soared into space. It was almost unnoticeable against the vast backdrop of the Red Planet below and the flashes of wreckage of the First Rapid Response Fleet as it slowly burned up in Martian atmosphere.

      “A lot of Martians are going to die.” Kol mourned the effect of all that metal falling on his home.

      There was nothing that Solomon or any of the others could say to counter this. It was disastrously true, and the Red Planet had already suffered a lot of planetary bombardments recently.

      I don’t even know how the Confederacy is going to rebuild itself after this, Solomon thought. Even if they managed to stop the Ru’at and liberate both Mars and Proxima, there was still Hausman to try and convince to give up his hold over Earth.

      Maybe she’ll have to let the colony worlds go. Solomon looked at Ochrie, who was looking out through one of the portholes at the Red Planet beneath them.

      All this trouble started with the colony-Confederate war, he reminded himself. Which he thought might have even been orchestrated a century or more ago by the Ru’at ‘Message.’

      “Is this what they do? Wait for a civilization to become spacefaring, and then undermine them from the inside, just to take them over with their drone fleet?” Solomon murmured to himself. The scale of such a battle plan—and the cruelty of it—was staggering.

      “What’s that, sir?” Jezzy looked over to him from where she was busy trying to sort the ship’s battle equipment. It was clear to Solomon that the surviving members of his squad had been through one hell of a journey, and it had taken the best part of an hour for Jezzy and Malady to fill him in on everything. He listened to their retelling of the Oregon and the Last Call, the battle for Pluto, the attack in jump-space, and the creation—and detonation—of quite possibly humankind’s largest ever nuclear explosion aboard the Invincible.

      Jezzy’s feelings toward Kol had cooled somewhat, Solomon saw. She still wouldn’t talk to him and refused to work alongside him or even go anywhere near him. Which is understandable, the man thought. He had no idea what would happen to Kol in the end, either. The young ex-Marine had done brave, heroic things to get them out of the Ru’at colony.

      But he had also caused the deaths of many people, Solomon thought. He would have to face a court martial, if they survived, and that was only on the guarantee that the Confederacy and the Marine Corps even looked like what they did now when all of this was said and done.

      “Nothing.” Solomon shook his head. “Just thinking out loud.”

      “It feels good to even have the time to think at the moment,” Jezzy groaned, slumping against one of the bulkheads. She had managed to find a range of medical equipment with which they treated the imprimatur, who was not on her rover-seat stretcher anymore but on the tiny medical berth of the scout, hooked up to machines that blipped and scanned her periodically.

      “Do you think she’ll make it?” Solomon breathed as their eyes slid to their wounded ally.

      “Will any of us?” Jezzy shrugged.

      As Ratko and Willoughby—stalwart Marines, Solomon acknowledged—piloted the ship further and further away from the Red Planet and out past its moons, the very next obstacle had been how to get to the ECH.

      Luckily, however, Acting Commander-in-Chief Ochrie already had a solution.

      “Open a broadcast channel, Marine.” Ochrie had taken herself to the bridge, where she stood near Willoughby’s desk. “Frequency 481.2 megahertz.”

      “Aye-aye, sir.” Willoughby did so, only for the scout’s speakers to be filled with the background static hiss of empty space. “There’s no answering station there, sir…” Willoughby started to say.

      “None that your sensors can pick up,” Ochrie said. “Broadcast my voice.”

      Willoughby hit some dials and nodded. “You’re live, sir.”

      “Input Code: Hermes-Alpha,” they heard Ochrie said.

      “Hermes?” Jezzy whispered at Solomon’s side.

      “The messenger of the Greek gods,” Solomon pointed out.

      “Input Code: AA23AA,” they heard her say, to be followed by a final command. “Input Order: Activate.”

      The static continued for a moment, and Solomon had a terrible, foreboding feeling that it wouldn’t work, until it did. The static stopped, and an automated voice announced itself from the speakers.

      “Voice Authentication: Ambassador Ochrie, Tier 2. Input accepted,” it said.

      Solomon shared a spooked look with Jezzy beside him. This was the voice of the super-black satellite program, the deeply secret network of spy satellites and drones that the Confederate Marines had seeded the system with.

      “Input Order: Update mainframe, given data of current chain of command,” Ochrie said.

      “Updating… Updating… Task Completed. Voice Authentication: Acting Commander-in-Chief Ochrie, Tier 1.”

      It didn’t recognize Brigadier General Hausman, Solomon thought. That meant that the spy satellites must have such a wide reach that the network was able to scan for any surviving Tier 1 members and come to the conclusion that Special Regulation 201 was correct. Ochrie was now in charge of the human race.

      Solomon thought that Ochrie sounded just a little bit pleased with herself as she went on to say, “Input Order: Activate ECH Test Fleet and rendezvous on my position.”

      “Command Accepted.”

      “Test Fleet?” This time it was Solomon’s turn to sound puzzled, and the silence in the cramped space was enough that his words carried clearly to the leader of humanity.

      “There have always been more than three CMC Fleets, First Lieutenant Cready,” Ochrie said. “But the existence of the Test Fleet has been a super-black secret for decades.”

      “Did Asquew know about it?” Jezzy asked.

      “Of course.” Ochrie nodded. “As does Hausman, I am certain of it. The ECH Test Fleet is undoubtedly the reason why the general was trying to send you to the ECH, and why she gave you the higher command functions, so that you would be able to activate it,” Ochrie explained.

      “But it is not an ordinary CMC Fleet by any stretch of the imagination. It is, as the name suggests, a test. It is made of a fraction of the number of craft that the Near-Earth or Rapid Response Fleets had, and mostly they were experimental ship designs,” Ochrie went on. “New craft mechanics, new weapons systems, propulsion, communication—”

      “The ansible,” Solomon said.

      “Precisely. The ECH Test Fleet is historically where CMC ships start out, and where they are field tested, before being put into general production. There is no guarantee that these vessels will even be able to counter the Ru’at at all. There have been many, many fatal accidents in the Test Fleet.”

      “Outstanding,” Kol muttered miserably from his porthole. Everyone ignored him.

      “However, one of the prototypes that have worked are the automated jump-ships. No need for human pilots. They are essentially drone systems that will jump to your location, and—well, see for yourself!”

      
        
        Warning! Proximity Alert!

      

      

      The scout’s mainframe crackled into life as there was a sudden flash of light and a hazy ripple of stars in front of them. It was the unmistakable effect of a Barr-Hawking field, and a moment later, the shadowy form of a jump-ship materialized in front of them, looking as solid and as real as if it had been sitting there the whole time.

      The automated jump-ship looked almost like any other Confederate Marine Corps jump-ship that Solomon had ever seen. It still held the small, forward-pointing cockpit as the main body, jutting inside a much larger ring of metal, not with the four bulbous particle generators at each cardinal point, but instead three.

      “Improved Barr-Hawking engines,” Ochrie said, a note of pride in her voice.

      Indeed, it looked a lot like any other CMC jump-ship—apart from the fact that it was gun-metal black, and there were certain discrete differences here and there about its body. It was less angular and blocky compared to the regular jump-ships in standard operational use. All the Marine Corps vessels appeared to have been churned out by a factory, even the super-massive dreadnaughts. They were bulky, and their ports, weapons modules, vents, and grills were all austere and functional. This ship, however, looked…

      “Sleek.” Corporal Ratko nodded appreciatively. Solomon’s eyes slid to the treacherous Kol—a technical specialist, like Ratko—to see that he was nodding in agreement, before quickly clearing his throat to cover the fact that he agreed.

      And it has no portholes or windows anywhere, Solomon thought, which he found a little creepy.

      “Willoughby, open a channel to the jump-ship and tell it to take us to the ECH,” Ochrie said.

      Willoughby looked at the silent ship in front of them, and First Lieutenant Cready saw her shrug slightly and tap the navigation and comms console in front of her.

      “CMC jump-ship, this is the Special Operations CMC Marine Scout, requesting a lift to ECH, over and out.”

      There was no reply from the other end of the channel, but the creepy ship apparently received the message. It fired positional rockets to turn around, and Solomon saw the puffs of gases as it fired magnet locks from its hull. The thin, glittering lines of cables lanced through the air to slap onto the nose and hull of the scout with audible bangs before the automated ship completed its turn and started to move.

      All eyes of the crew were fixed on the strange ship ahead, but it appeared to function just the same as any other CMC jump-ship.

      “Right, take your harnesses please, people,” Willoughby said as she buckled herself in.

      Oh yeah. Solomon had forgotten what jumping was like. How long have I been on Mars? Days? Weeks? He didn’t know, but he moved quickly to check on Mariad in her medical berth to make sure she was secure before taking his seat and pulling the X of poly-mesh fibers across his chest to buckle himself in.

      “Jumping in three…two…and they’re—I mean it’s—initiating,” he heard Willoughby’s voice loud and clear over the speakers as everyone else looked forward through the bridge viewing window.

      First came the sparks of light from the three particle generators as the ring started to turn, blurring faster and faster and creating a circle of strange light. Solomon could feel the forward momentum on his body as the scout was pulled along faster than it ever could hope to travel on its own. The light ring expanded to become a fuzzy halo, a corona of energy as the Barr-Hawking field was generated.

      Spacetime became malleable, and the very energetic structure of the universe was displaced.

      Solomon saw the hazy, washy lights of the stars start to wobble and diffuse as their photons failed to reach his retina. His eyes registered odd, strange colors that his brain had no name for.

      And then his stomach lurched, and he felt his body cover itself with a fine film of sweat. His teeth ached, and his head started to pound with a pressure headache, moments before vertigo and nausea took him. This was what happened when humans endured jumps. Even though there was no technical or physical reason for it, there was still a primal knowledge that this was something that no human body, designed for terrestrial gravity and Earth-regular spacetime, should experience.

      And just like always, as soon as the sensation started to get too intense, it suddenly stopped, and Solomon was sitting in his harness, blinking and taking deep breaths to calm his ragged heartbeat.

      “We’re here,” he heard Ochrie say, and Solomon and the others were already rising from their seats to take a look at precisely where ‘here’ was.

      “Oh, frack!” Ratko gasped, moments before she hit the thrusters and threw the ship into a spin, just as the ship’s tactical computers blurted out alarms.

      
        
        Warning! Enemy Vessel Targeting Protocol Detected!

        Warning! Target Lock Detected!
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      Solomon was thrown from his standing position as the ship rolled. He didn’t see, but in front of them, the cables from the automated jump-ship stretched taut, and two of them ripped from the nose as Ratko maneuvered.

      In the space ahead of them, the jump-ship suddenly jerked as it was pulled by the scout, before it finally released the last few magnet locks—

      And an instant later exploded in a ball of blue and white energy as the enemy vessel’s missiles found it.

      “Who’s attacking us?” Solomon shouted, pushing himself up from the opposite end of the craft.

      Out of the portholes, the stars were pinwheeling and rolling as Ratko threw evasive move after evasive move. She’s trying to throw off the targeting locks, Solomon knew.

      “Keep Ochrie safe!” Solomon clicked into command mode as he stumbled and climbed toward the bridge, Jezzy right behind him.

      “How?” he heard Kol say in alarm. Which was a fair comment, as the ex-Marine must have known that there wasn’t much he could do if a missile or a Ru’at laser beam found them.

      “I don’t know! Just do it!” Solomon shouted over his shoulder as he entered the bridge, seeing the tactical map overlays above the viewing screen and the vectors of too many ships to make him feel comfortable.

      Half of them were stationary orange triangles, indicating Unknown Vessel, which Solomon knew was bad, as that was how the Ru’at ships came up on their scanners.

      But the others were the ones that made the lieutenant slam to a halt. They were CMC identifiers, each and every one, and they were all on attack vectors, either with the stationary unknown ships…

      Or their own scout.

      “Hausman,” Solomon hissed at once.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The CMC ships arrayed against them were what Solomon would have called a forward strike force—certainly not a full battle group, which traditionally had a range of Confederate Marine fighter craft, as well as at least one battleship that would act as the operational command and a number of logistical ships such as Marine transporters,  jump-ships, scouts or shuttles. It was also—thankfully—not a full fleet either, which would have had one of the super-massive dreadnaughts at its heart.

      Instead, what Solomon and the others were looking at was between eight and ten CMC fighter craft—narrow wedges with four overlapping wing shapes and heavy fuselages, indicating that they could operate in the vacuum of space as well as in atmosphere.

      The only problem was that the eight craft were still far too many for one lighter and smaller Marine scout.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Ratko called as she pulled on the flight stick once again and kicked her propulsion pedals. In response, a line of smaller positional rockets along the edge of the tubular scout fired, sending it into a tumbling corkscrew that, were First Lieutenant Cready’s boots not magnetized, would have sent him crashing into the ceiling.

      The viewing screen showed whirling stars as well as appearing and disappearing ships, giving the impression that it was the outside space that was cycling and not them. But every few moments, Solomon would see the appearing shape of their target.

      The experimental command hub was similar to a platform rather than a station in that it had no large, transparent domes of habitats, and instead looked like a disk around a central collection of spires and antennae, reaching both up and down. The external ring swam around the inner at a steady pace, indicating that it could generate its own gravity as well as hold its position.

      Just like the automated jump-ship, it was a gun-metal black and sleek. Solomon caught sight of bulkhead ports and vents, all of which seemed made to a much higher standard than the usual Marine Corps equipment.

      But it was under attack, Solomon realized, as he saw sudden bursts of flames flash and evaporate around its outer ring.

      “We can’t let Hausman destroy it!” Ochrie shouted from the rear of the bridge, where she had also accompanied Solomon and Jezzy.

      But the ECH was only suffering a modicum of the force’s attention. Most of their missile and vacuum-rifle fire was saved for the groups of stationary, sleek black craft of all different shapes and sizes that clustered near the ECH.

      It has to be the Test Fleet, Solomon realized. He saw some parts of ships that he recognized from the more standard Rapid Response Fleet, and some that he had no clue what they were for.

      Over there, he saw the larger brick-like shapes with their four positional thruster arms similar to a standard CMC bomber, and elsewhere he saw smaller four-winged craft that could be the experimental version of a new type of fighter craft. They were smaller than the regular fighter craft, but with a sharper, meaner nose and a fatter wedge of thrusters at the back.

      Then came the more quixotic craft—ships with two sets of outer rings and a long inner body that looked a little like someone had jammed two jump-ships together. Or a couple that appeared to be haphazard collections of spheres attached by thin access tubes, and no apparent propulsion system at all.

      Flash! Even as the sight of the mysterious fleet swam before his eyes, Solomon saw one of the sleek experimental fighters suddenly erupt in a gout of flame and plasma as one of the CMC fighters fired a payload of Hellfire missiles at it, which sent it turning end over end into the stationary experimental fighter beside it.

      “It’s like shooting fish. Why aren’t they responding?” Jezzy breathed.

      “Because they haven’t been activated, dammit!” Ochrie said. “The Test Fleet is comprised of craft, and hardly any personnel at all. There aren’t pilots to fly them!”

      
        
        Warning! Target Lock Detected!

      

      

      Ratko growled in frustration. On the tactical screens above them, Solomon could see the small, fast blip of a Hellfire missile closing in on their position.

      “Plasma vent!” Solomon called out, remembering just what he had done aboard a transporter earlier to avoid a very similar position.

      Ratko didn’t say anything but nodded grimly, understanding immediately what the lieutenant meant. “Opening propellant injectors 1 through 3,” she said as there was a judder from the scout.

      Outside their ship, the CMC attack craft would have seen three sudden and small plumes of purple, blue, red, and yellow gases spume out of the back of the scout. The propellant ignited as soon as it got near the burn of the thrusters, expanding and creating a shifting cloak of burning plasma for a brief moment.

      But a brief moment was all they needed.

      Hellfire missiles rely primarily on thermal scanning, Solomon knew. They locked onto the large heat signatures of a craft’s thrusters and engine block and followed it to detonation.

      But now the missile had a new, and much nearer heat signature that burned hotter than the thruster flame for the briefest of moments before evaporation.

      Flash! It self-detonated as soon as it entered the plasma field, and the scout was zooming forward, saved.

      “Genius,” Ratko complimented him.

      “Not quite…” Solomon saw the ship’s warning flicker onto the overhead screen.

      
        
        Warning! Propellant Mixture -35%!

      

      

      “We can’t do that too many times,” Solomon said. Well, we can’t do that too many times if we also want to be able to ignite the thrusters and positional rockets.

      “Frack,” Ratko said.

      But Solomon had an idea. “Ochrie—Chief, I mean—are the ships automated? Remote-controlled, like the experimental jump-ship?” The one that had just been blown from the sky, he thought.

      “Of course!” Chief Ochrie said, nodding at Willoughby to open a broadcast channel. “Input Order: Voice Activation Commander-in-Chief Ochrie!” she called desperately.

      If they were waiting for a response from the vessel, they got none, but they all knew they didn’t have time to knock and wait politely.

      “Activate Fleet!” Ochrie said.

      “Send us the remote access!” Solomon hissed, running to the side of the bridge where a line of spare consoles was sitting, doing nothing but processing data. These, he knew, could be used by the crew of the craft to dedicate certain roles to certain officers—gunnery, tactical operations, science analysis, and so on…

      “Sir?” Jezzy said in a confused voice. The captain’s command chair was still empty.

      “She’s your boat, Jezzy, take the helm!” Solomon said as he heard Ochrie ordering the automated fleet to send their remote access protocols to the scout.

      Flash! Another of the experimental fighters exploded, and one of the heavy bombers was listing to one side, two of its four ‘thruster arms’ horribly broken and melted.

      
        
        Access Granted.

      

      

      On Solomon’s console, which had no accompanying command chair, flight or firing sticks, were the hologram controls above the black screen as well as a series of overlay tactical images on the viewing screens above.

      

      ECH TEST FLEET COMMAND PROTOCOL

      Complement:

      
        	Nightjar Fighter Craft Group 1 (5 vessels) ACTIVATED

        	Nightjar Fighter Craft Group 2 COMPROMISED (4 vessels) ACTIVATED

        	Nightjar Fighter Craft Group 3 COMPROMISED (2 vessels) ACTIVATED

        	Vulture Heavy Bomber Group COMPROMISED (2 vessels) ACTIVATED

        	Retribution Tactical Fighter Group (2 vessels) ACTIVATED

        	Ouroboros Jump-craft (2 vessels) ACTIVATED

        	Ragnarök Spheres (2 vessels) ACTIVATED

      

      

      “What am I looking at here?” Solomon said, half to himself and half to Ochrie. But he knew he didn’t have time for an answer, either. I’ll have to leave all the ships that I have no idea what they do, like the Ouroboros and the spheres…

      But when it came to the names of the other ships, Solomon thought he had a much better sense of what they might be capable of. Already, several of the attack groups were compromised, which he thought meant that they had already lost ships from their number or had been damaged by Hausman’s attacks. He had to move fast.

      “Jezzy? I’m sending you the controls for Nightjar Group 2 and the Vulture Heavy Bomber Group, you think you got that?”

      “Aye-aye, sir,” Jezzy said from her command chair, even though her tone sounded deeply confused.

      No time to be confused, Solomon thought as under his fingertips, the available ECH craft appeared in small groups like a computer game, with a catch-all list of commands.

      
        
        >Full Offense

        >Full Defense

        >Search and Destroy

        >Protect

      

      

      “I guess they automate after you set their operational style,” Solomon said, selecting Nightjar Group 1 and 3 and putting them into full offensive mode, while selecting the Retribution Heavy Tactical Fighters and setting them to Search and Destroy.

      Instantly, the ECH craft on the tactical displays started to peel off in their groups, with Solomon in charge of seven Nightjars and two Retributions. He realized that by using his hands, he could direct the different groups en masse, while each craft in their groups would also perform their own maneuvers to attack and evade in combat.

      This is just like playing a computer game, Solomon thought, and although he didn’t have much experience playing them—he’d always had too little time while planning or executing real-world heists and scams—he did remember many happy hours as a young teen playing Battle Stars or Frontier Assault.

      The eight CMC craft of Hausman’s group were all operating in skirmish mode, Solomon saw—a classic full offensive that encouraged each of the CMC fighter pilots to select individual targets at will, so long as they fitted the remit of the mission.

      Which is presumably to destroy as much of the Test Fleet as possible, Solomon thought.

      He moved the largest of the Nightjar groups into a direct attack vector against the largest knot of CMC fighters—five against four, as it happened—while the two ‘spare’ craft, he put on a wider arc around the same group.

      “I’m going to drive them out from the ECH,” Solomon called. “They’ll probably scatter—”

      Which they did. The four CMC fighters—all good pilots, it had to be said—separated into a wider cloud of escaping craft.

      The Nightjars opened fire, and on the viewing screen above, Solomon saw the sparkle of fire from the opening and closing weapons ports.

      
        
        Hit! Target Down.

        Hit! Target Compromised.

      

      

      His main body of Nightjars managed to secure two solid strikes, with only one of the swerving CMC fighters exploding and the other jerking to one side but still operational.

      On the viewing screen, the CMC fighters moved with the speed and skill of sparrows in quick, sudden movements. They deployed chaff behind them in glittering plumes of aluminum, chrome, and gas.

      But Solomon’s command instincts were already paying off. Two of the fleeing CMC fighters encountered his reserve two Nightjars, and as Solomon’s reserve craft opened fire, one of the escaping CMC fighters flew straight into it.

      
        
        Hit! Target Down.

      

      

      But as Solomon had recognized, the CMC fighters were good. One of the two fighters fired its full complement of Hellfire missiles in response, and Solomon’s reserve Nightjars had already been compromised from the first attack.

      

      Warning! Multiple Target Locks Nightjar Group 3, Vessels 1 and 2.

      Nightjar Group 3:

      
        	Vessel 1 COMPOMISED. DESTROYED.

        	Vessel 2 COMPROMISED. NON-OPERATIONAL.

      

      

      As Solomon watched in frustration, curves of flame hit his two reserve craft, one of which promptly exploded into spiraling fragments while the other pinwheeled end over end, its rear thrusters destroyed.

      “But it’s still four against two,” Solomon growled fiercely to himself, setting the remaining Nightjar Group 1 to Search and Destroy on the final two CMC fighters of this attack vector. The Nightjars appeared to be faster than the CMC ships, but perhaps not as maneuverable—or rather, they couldn’t perform the slightly erratic, quick-fire turns that their CMC sister-craft could.

      But they could close on their enemy all the quicker, and they appeared to be able to target with more accuracy. Solomon left the Nightjar group to their task as he turned his attention to the rest of the battle.

      “Jezzy? How are you doing over there?” he called out, his hand already moving to the two heavy tactical craft that he had sent on a wide arc around the ECH.

      Solomon could see that Jezzy’s remote command had been going well, considering the craft she had been given. She had control of Nightjar Group 2, with four vessels in it, and the experimental Vulture bombers with two craft inside, while she fought three CMC fighters.

      “Good, I think,” he heard her reply. On the overhead tactical displays, Solomon could see that Jezzy had sent the two bombers on a charge, with the four Nightjars spiraling around them in Protect mode.

      The three remaining CMC fighters could easily outpace the slower-moving bombers, but the four accompanying Nightjars sent a near-constant barrage of fire against them. Added to this were the heavier guns of the bombers. Jezzy hadn’t fired any of the bombers’ largest payloads yet, not against such small craft.

      As Solomon watched, one of the four protecting Nightjars was blown backward by a lucky CMC Hellfire missile, but two of the three CMC fighters were destroyed in circles of light and fire by the charging attack group that Jezzy had created.

      Solomon checked his own battle.

      
        
        Mission Accomplished. All Targets Destroyed.

        62% Hit Ratio.

        2 Nightjar Vessels Destroyed.

        2 Nightjar Vessels Rendered Non-operational. Begin Auto-repair?

      

      

      Solomon didn’t even know they could do that, but he swiped his hand into the affirmative hologram logo all the same. A tiny circle started to fill up very slowly with green ‘health.’

      “They have on-board drones,” Ochrie explained, watching the overhead tactical displays like a hawk. “If they can’t fix the ship, they’ll communicate to get it transported back to the ECH garages.”

      “Sweet system,” Solomon murmured. He had lost two vessels out of the seven under his command, and a further two had been critically damaged. Against five CMC fighters, that wasn’t the sort of ratio he had been looking for, but considering that this was his first experience as a remote commander, he considered it a success.

      This must be what it’s like for Asquew all the time, Solomon thought. And Hausman.

      There was only one CMC fighter craft left.

      “I got it!” Jezzy said, and her hands started to move through her tactical commands.

      “Belay that order!” Solomon shouted quickly. “Hold back and follow it. Let it think it’s accelerating,” Solomon said.

      Jezzy looked puzzled and annoyed, but Solomon quickly explained his reasoning as he settled his hand on the wide sweep of the Retribution Heavy Fighters.

      “These fighter craft didn’t get here under their own steam,” he said. “Especially as there’s only a handful of people in the whole Confederacy who knows where here is. Hausman’s got to have a jump-ship around here somewhere.”

      Jezzy nodded. Solomon set the heavy fighters on a deep parallel course, still holding back but matching the vector that the singular CMC fighter was taking.

      “Deep-field scan initiated,” Willoughby called out from the comms and navigation desk, and all of the tactical maps overhead coalesced into one much smaller map as the view suddenly expanded.

      Blip!

      

      Vessels Found:

      
        	CMC Marine Transporter 45GE-2

        	CMC Jump-ship #34

      

      

      “Bingo,” Solomon said. He instantly set the Retributions on a Search and Destroy mission straight to the thirty-fourth jump-ship of the Confederacy.

      “All this technology we’re throwing away,” Solomon heard Chief Ochrie say.

      “Better throw it away than have it nuke us, ma’am,” Ratko called out with glee as she turned the scout in the same direction to follow way behind Jezzy’s bombers.

      The CMC fighter got there first, but Hausman’s ships were in disarray. The jump-ship was already starting to re-position itself, its engines starting to churn as threw its magnet locks onto the boxlike Marine transporter.

      That was how the eight CMC fighters got here, Solomon could see. Each Marine transporter was a huge block of metal, capable of holding a couple of regiments at once, as well as having loading arms that could dock a variety of smaller craft—anything as large as a heavy bomber or above had to secure its own jump-ship. The eight fighters must have clung on, limpet-like, to the belly of the transporter before they were skipped across the fabric of spacetime to attack the ECH.

      But apparently the transporter wasn’t deigning to wait for its tiny passenger as it fired positional rockets to get perfectly in line behind the jump-ship.

      “It hasn’t even deployed its loading arms!” Solomon heard Willoughby say at the apparent scandal.

      “Well, we can do something about that.” Jezzy detached her own Nightjars, which shot away from the Vultures to scream towards the jump-ship and Marine transporter.

      Solomon looked at the jump-ship, then at the transporter, and lastly at the CMC fighter desperately screaming forward to try and reach the transporter before the ECH Test Fleet caught up with it.

      Inside every one of those vessels is a CMC officer or Marine, he thought. They wouldn’t have been conscripted like he and the other Outcasts had been, Solomon was willing to bet.

      But that also doesn’t mean that they don’t have their own extenuating circumstances for joining the Marine Corps. His fingers moved toward the hologram controls and froze. “And they certainly didn’t ask to be put into the middle of a civil war,” he muttered.

      “Lieutenant?” Jezzy said, hearing her superior officer mutter and pausing her attack commands.

      “Wait.” Solomon shook his head, sliding the Retributions back to Protect and directing their target as their ward and the ECH itself.

      “Why? What’s wrong, sir?” Ratko asked.

      “Leave them. Weapons down. That’s an order,” he said sternly.

      “Sir. Yes, sir,” Jezzy said, pulling her own Nightjars back to the Vultures and slowing their speed accordingly.

      “Lieutenant?” Chief Ochrie raised an eyebrow at the man. Solomon knew that she could countermand his order, she had all the authority to override his control of the automated fleet, but she didn’t.

      That was one thing that he had learned about the ambassador—the commander-in-chief, he corrected himself—during their long, arduous journey together. She might be fierce and cantankerous, and she might be more than eager to pick a fight when she saw the need for one, but she was a woman who was also willing to hear the analysis and opinions of the people around her.

      “We don’t need to kill any more of Earth’s children today,” Solomon said severely. “And we’ve sent the message to Hausman now. He knows that we have the ECH, and the ansible, and the Test Fleet.”

      “But he knows where the ECH is now, of course,” Chief Ochrie countered. “Do you not think that he will try again? And the next time, he might bring his dreadnaught with him, and the rest of the Near-Earth Fleet?”

      “No,” Solomon said in a matter-of-fact manner.

      “Explain.” Ochrie nodded her assent.

      “When we were held prisoner in the Ru’at colony, the Ru’at drone showed me an image of the Ru’at mothership approaching Earth space. It might already be in orbit by now, for all I know. They might be working with Hausman, but I doubt it.”

      “Reasons?”

      “Past experience,” Solomon said, just as he had been taught to do. Stick to the facts. Make a case. “We saw what the Ru’at did to the Chosen of Mars on their colony. And you, of all people, Chief, should know how the Ru’at treat their humans.” She may not have remembered the experience, but they had filled her in. “They brainwash them. Hypnotize them. Even when they’re supposed to be allies. So, for that reason alone, I don’t think that the mothership will take long to start treating Hausman and the rest of the citizens of Confederate Earth the same.”

      Ochrie nodded, her eyes going far into the distance for a moment. “So, you are telling me that we need every human fighter alive in order to use them against the Ru’at? Even if those fighters are loyal to Hausman?”

      “I am telling you that the real battle is against the Ru’at. And that we’re all in this together. Hausman and the Near-Earth Fleet just haven’t realized it yet.” Solomon powered down his console and took a step back. “I won’t be ordering any of my ships to attack those CMC ships out there,” he said unequivocally.

      “Neither will I,” Jezzy said, copying the motion.

      Solomon dared the new commander-in-chief to speak against him, but she didn’t. In fact, she cocked her head to one side and gave them both a small smile. “Very good. You know, at first, I wondered at the necessity of creating a new regiment out of criminals, murderers, and thieves, but now I see how lucky I must have been to fall in with the Outcast Marines,” she said, before formally agreeing. “Let them go.”

      The air of tension settled and all eyes on the bridge turned to the viewing screen to see the final CMC fighter craft eventually catch up with the Marine transporter, and for the transporter—not so desperate to get away now that its pursuers were so far behind—to extend one of the loading arms for the CMC fighter to dock awkwardly.

      And then, just a few instants later, the Barr-Hawking ring of the jump-ship was glowing and blurring, creating a corona of light that extended over all three ships. It shimmered and glittered into nothingness, as if it had been a dream.

      “And heaven knows that if it’s heading back for Earth, then it’s going to have the shock of its life,” Solomon murmured as he looked at the wavering stars finally settling back into their hard and bright brilliance.

      “True,” Ochrie sighed, before gesturing toward the viewing screen. “No time to lose, then. Take us to the ECH, and let’s find a way to take down that Ru’at mothership, now!”

      “Sir! Yes, sir!” the crew members and Outcast Marines chorused loudly. Not one of them could agree more with the sentiment, and their new commander’s determination.
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            Major Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      “ECH Mainframe? Activate voice controls,” Chief Ochrie breathed into the dark.

      The errant team of Outcast (and ex-Outcast) Marines had docked with the experimental command hub, Ratko synchronizing the scout with the rotating outer disk and docking on one of the portholes with practiced ease.

      The doors had opened with a slight hiss of atmosphere to reveal a dark room with a clear glass airlock at the far end, and cabinets of encounter suits and a biohazard sign etched onto the wall.

      “This place has always operated under maximum security protocols,” Ochrie explained. “There’s all sorts of sensitive and experimental equipment in here, everything from jump drives to new chemical compounds.”

      Solomon shared a look of wary alarm with Jezzy beside him as Ochrie walked up to the clear door and looked through to the other side.

      “Not that I suppose it matters anymore. Door open!” she said, and the glass broke its seal with another hiss of atmosphere, revealing a wide corridor that occupied the middle of the outer disk, and a narrower one heading straight forward, which Solomon assumed went to the heart of the hub. It was down this corridor that Ochrie stalked.

      “Lights,” she said. “Activate full emergency protocols.” At the sound of the acting commander-in-chief’s voice, white lights flickered on around them, advancing along the ceiling and revealing more doors on either side of the corridor.

      Ochrie didn’t pause, but as Solomon and the others hurried past, they caught glimpses through the clear glass of rooms and laboratories and workshops stuffed full of strange equipment. There were banks of screens with wires snaking to orbs that looked like they were made of mercury or aluminum. There was a room devoted to stands of a new type of power armor, as well as laboratories with rows upon rows of empty grow boxes, making Solomon flinch as he thought of his own beginnings.

      “How much have they been keeping back?” Kol whispered behind Solomon, but if he had been hoping to be surreptitious, he failed in the empty, echoing space.

      “Everything, Mr. Kol,” Ochrie said severely. “Quite simply, the ECH is designed to create, innovate, research, and test the future. At this level of the Confederacy, scientists are brought in from across civilian, colonial, corporate, and military walks of life to help determine the best technologies to deploy for the betterment of humanity.”

      “Mars doesn’t seem to have been bettered recently,” Kol muttered.

      “And neither has Proxima.” Ochrie spared a look at the still-unconscious Mariad, lying on her gurney and being pushed by Malady ahead of him. “And neither have large swathes of Earth, or the Marine Corps. That is because until Tier 1 is absolutely certain that the technology won’t cause havoc with our delicate Confederate ecosystem, then they will not release it.”

      Grow boxes. Agricultural experiments. The Message. Solomon’s mind leaped between the dots, adding them together in a flash of insight. “How much of his comes from the Ru’at Message? The one that changed the Midwest?”

      He saw Ochrie’s eyes flicker as she was caught off-guard by his question. But she nodded and said nothing.

      “You’re backwards-engineering Ru’at technology, and you’ve been doing so for years, am I right?” Solomon said, unable to keep the growl from his voice. He heard a gasp from Ratko and Willoughby behind him.

      Solomon remembered the memory-vision that the Ru’at had given him on their colony—that of the original, non-clone Augustus Tavin taking blood from the original, non-clone Solomon Cready, aged about ten.

      That was the Solomon Cready whose genetics had been unknowingly altered by the arrival of the Ru’at drone-seed, looking functionally similar to the very one that he still had in his pocket, although the one he carried was in danger of falling apart. The original Solomon had been the progenitor of Serum-21.

      “Which is why it has always been so very important to withhold the technology, and to test and re-test it until we are sure it is safe for humanity,” Ochrie said.

      “It wasn’t,” Solomon said in a low, stern voice. How much of their current problems owed itself to this platform? He had blamed the greed of the mega-corporations before, that of AgroMore and NeuroTech and Taranis, but maybe they were only doing the cybernetic and genetic research that Tier 1 of the Confederacy had always wanted them to do. When NeuroTech was churning out cyborgs on Proxima, were they doing it at the behest of Confederate command? Was the entire colonial war just a field-test of Confederate weaponry?

      “But you never realized that the Message was a dupe,” Solomon growled. “The Ru’at were using the Message to gain control of human technology. To change the biology of Earth itself!” he said, outrage plain on his face.

      “Whosever fault it was, we have an alien mothership about to take over Earth!” It was Jezzy who broke the glares of Solomon and Ochrie.

      She’s right. Solomon nodded gravely.

      “Yes, we do.” Ochrie echoed his nod. “Here, let’s get the imprimatur to a medical bay and get the rest of you to the ansible.”
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        * * *

      

      The medical bays of the ECH were some of the best that Solomon had ever seen. In fact, they were the best, with hologram-bays that swept colored light and created internal diagrams of what was wrong with the imprimatur.

      “Concussion, a bleed on the brain,” Ochrie said as she examined the images. Her hands swept through the holo controls, and in response, the automated drone arms craned over the imprimatur’s form and started to work. Lines of sparkling light lanced into the imprimatur’s head.

      “It’s a simple procedure. The ECH’s medical computers will cauterize the bleed and evaporate any displaced blood. She’ll have a headache for days, but she should be fine,” Ochrie said. Solomon refused to leave the side of the woman who had saved their lives escaping the Ru’at colony until the computers had given a green ‘all-clear’ prognosis, and then he nodded for their urgent work to continue.

      “I’ll take you to the ansible,” Ochrie said, leading the way to the central command chamber of the hub.

      All the ECH’s main controls were in a large circular room with a raised, bridge-like area in the middle. Around the outside circle were many different consoles and data-screens, each with shimmering holographic graphs, readouts, and gauges as the ECH constantly monitored information from the super-black satellite network.

      “Activate ansible,” Ochrie called out, and suddenly Solomon’s attention was taken from the devices around the room as something started to happen over the central dais.

      There was a discreet hum and whirr of machinery as a dark shape started to descend from the dome roof. The in-set floor lights illuminated something unfolding in an almost organic way—a curl of jointed metal pieces that locked into place until it stopped, stationary, a little over chest height above the dais.

      It looked a little like a telescope, Solomon thought, but a curved one. He saw rods, pistons, and servos that allowed it to fold, but its body was made of gleaming bronze and silver tubing, with a latticework of crystal-like wires, ending at a small, octagonal black screen that was no bigger than a man’s face.

      Crystal tubules, Solomon thought, drawing out the Ru’at seed-drone from his pocket. The two halves had almost completely broken apart now, revealing strange gold-colored units and modules for which Solomon had no name, with everything connected by fine crystal-like hairs.

      “Er…” Solomon started to wonder, holding up the Ru’at orb. “Are we sure that this ansible hasn’t been hacked by the Ru’at—just like the cyborgs?”

      “What is that!?” Corporal Ratko was the first to exclaim, and Solomon explained that these ‘seed-drones’ appeared to be the command modules for Ru’at technology. They could produce holograms as well as force-fields, and apparently communicate using subspace.

      “Let me see… If I can figure out how the thing works, we might be able to isolate the frequency that the Ru’at are using to control everything,” Ratko said as Solomon handed the orb over. The lieutenant had to agree that he was finally pleased to be rid of it, to be honest.

      “We don’t know if the ansible has been compromised, is the short answer to your question, Lieutenant,” Ochrie said. “But now that we also have the Ru’at orb, we still might have a chance to destroy their communication network. We have to take the chance.”

      Fair point, Solomon thought, even though it filled him with dread.

      “It must use the same principles as Ru’at subspace channels.” Kol had already stepped up to the dais to examine the large, curving apparatus in the center of the room. “It generates a tiny quantum field and must either isolate or transmit a paired electron, many thousands of lightyears away.”

      “I’m afraid I am no quantum physicist, but I believe I read a security report to something of that effect,” Ochrie said as she, Solomon, and Jezzy joined him on the platform, where Ochrie stepped forward to the black mirror and started to speak.

      “Ansible? Identify the following CMC Officer: Brigadier General Asquew, of the Rapid Response Fleet,” Solomon watched Ochrie say into her reflection.

      It’s creepy, Solomon thought as he watched the black mirror of the data-screen pulse with some internal energy, like a ripple spreading across its surface.

      “Is it working?” Jezzy whispered in a haunted kind of voice, before suddenly the ansible jerked into motion. Solomon, Ochrie, Jezzy, and Kol sprang back as the entire structure swiveled just like a deep-space telescope, first turning one way on its axis and then the other, until it finally pointed some seventy degrees from where it had originally been.

      “Don’t tell me it’s just going to point and say over there,” Solomon muttered to Jezzy.

      But the black mirror of the device’s screen was still rippling in rhythmic circles, pulsing faster and faster.

      “It might take a while. It is still an experimental object,” Ochrie said as they waited.

      And while they waited, Solomon felt Jezzy move a little closer to him and whisper. “Sir… Sol. Back on board the scout, you did something…” she said, though their eyes were locked on the pulsing mirror in front of them.

      “Was it bad?” Solomon said. It probably was. I don’t think I’ve had the best of luck so far at keeping friends.

      “You let me take the command chair, and then you called me commander,” Jezzy said, and this time, Solomon looked at her to see how puzzled she was.

      She’s still my squad member, Solomon thought. Still fiery and determined, but also the most incredibly hardworking person that he had ever met.

      “Yes.” Solomon nodded. “I think you deserve it. General Asquew promoted me to First Lieutenant of the Outcasts. You have kept Gold Squad alive for the last however-long, and I think that—if any of us survive this and if there is enough of the Marine Corps left to even be a Marine Corps—you should be given squad command.”

      It wasn’t something that Solomon had been thinking about especially, but it was something that had occurred to him in those moments on board the Marine scout as they fought Hausman’s fighters. He had seen the way Jezzy had worked with Ratko, Willoughby, and Malady, and even though he never wanted to lose them as his partners, he now knew how important it was to have trust between service men and women.

      “You’ve earned their trust,” Solomon whispered. “They’ll die for you.”

      “And so have you,” Jezzy breathed. “The rest of the squad threw themselves into battle without question at your command. You led us out of Proxima, remember?”

      Solomon inclined his head. She was right at that, but right then and there, he realized why he had relinquished the boat to Jezzy. And why he didn’t think that he should command Gold Squad anymore.

      “H21,” Solomon said heavily, and he saw Ochrie flinch as she overheard his name. “I know what I am, Jezzy, and I know what I am good at. Very good at, in fact,” he said. When he was younger, before he realized that he was a clone, he had always praised himself for his quick wits and his ability to think on his feet. For a while, he had even thought that those qualities had made him a good squad commander.

      Maybe it did, he thought. But he also knew that the secrets lying in his blood were more important than just him. “The Ru’at have changed Earth. They—with the unwitting help of the mega-corps and the Confederacy—have changed human biology.”

      Solomon took a deep breath. “If we’re still alive after all this, then there’s going to be a lot of work to do. Not just rebuilding and resettling, but also understanding just what the Ru’at have done. I think that it will be better if Gold Squad has its own, dedicated leader, and then I will be able to offer my services where I can.”

      It hurt Solomon to admit this, but he had seen too much in the Ru’at colony to not say it. He had seen the caverns of Mars transformed into a living, alien landscape. He had seen whole groups of people brainwashed and enslaved.

      “Your request is granted, Colonel Cready,” Ochrie broke into their conversation.

      “Huh?” Solomon blinked as the commander-in-chief continued.

      “As you say, it will have to depend upon whether or not the Marine Corps and the Confederacy survives, and we will also have to consult with General Asquew for her approval. But I will be forwarding you for command of the Outcasts and the rank of lieutenant colonel, as I intend to expand the Outcast expeditionary forces into a full battalion,” Ochrie said.

      Solomon nodded. He felt flushed with pride, but it was also tinged with regret. I guess this means I won’t fight alongside my squad again.

      Chief Ochrie must have sensed some of Solomon’s reservations, because he saw the older woman’s wry, wrinkly smile as she said, “Oh, and I wouldn’t worry about abandoning your friends, Colonel Cready. In the Marine Corps, even field officers have tactical battle groups and are able to deploy on missions. I am sure that General Asquew will want your wits and your abilities out there in the field anyway—with your battle group made up of hand-picked Marines.”

      Which will, of course, be Gold Squad. Solomon turned to grin at Jezzy, who nodded.

      Blip! There was a small flash of light from the black mirror of the ansible as the ripples coalesced into a single blue dot. Shimmering into view just above the surface of the obsidian-looking screen was a simple holographic set of words.

      ‘CMC Brigadier General Asquew Located: Contact?’
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            Interlude: The Conquest of Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      In the darkness beyond the light of the sun, a small red light flared. It illuminated a rocky landscape pitted with craters and a singular antenna attached to a large dish. It was the dark side of the Moon, and one of the many near-listening posts.

      Signals flickered and passed down the antenna array as the constant stream of sonar waves pinged off a shape. A very large shape. And it was approaching Earth at a stately pace, entering the Moon’s shadow, where it blocked most of Earth’s own electro-magnetic sensors.

      Which was why the near-listening posts had been set in place, of course.

      
        
        Ship Designation: UNKNOWN

        Propulsion System: UNKNOWN

      

      

      The simple computer on the Confederate listening device couldn’t recognize what the craft was, only its dimensions—almost two full kilometers across and almost two-thirds of a kilometer thick.

      Other devices and equipment whirled into place. Miniaturized radio telescopes, deep-space cameras.

      They bombarded the shape with sonar waves, guided magnetic waves, low-frequency sound-bursts…and the shape that came back was that of a giant disk.

      It was the Ru’at mothership. And it had come to Earth to pay its respects.
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        * * *

      

      “Incoming!” Alerts sounded up and down the main Moon base of Luna, under the other commander-in-chief’s control, or Brigadier General Hausman, as he was known.

      In the main Luna command and control room, which Hausman had turned into his operational HQ, a low-grade panic was starting to spread. In front of computers and data-screens, the Marines of the Near-Earth Fleet struggled to understand what precisely it was they were looking at. They knew of the Ru’at, of course, and they knew of the takeover of Proxima, but they had never seen the actual mothership.

      Hausman sat in his raised command chair and surveyed the rising chaos. He was a portly sort of man who liked to be on view before his subordinates. He wore a very-recently fabricated dress uniform that gleamed white and gold, with all his old general insignia and awards, plus a dozen new ones that he himself had a hand in designing.

      Around the walls of the command and control room stood the motionless figures of the cyborgs created for him by Taranis Industries—a distant corporate sister of NeuroTech and AgroMore. Their part-metal, part-flesh faces were completely impassive, and the particle-beam hands at their sides were totally impassive. Just as they always were.

      “Steady, boys…” Hausman muttered to his crew. He knew the deal, or what Taranis and the Chosen of Mars had said was the deal: The Ru’at would take the colonies, and he would have Earth. He had already made the final move of his operation: to nuke the Confederate Council in New York and declare General Asquew the culprit.

      The Ru’at had seen to the end of Asquew’s First Rapid Response Fleet, Hausman knew, which only left Rapid Response Fleet 2.

      But Hausman hadn’t been overly worried about RR2, as reports from Neptune had indicated that Pluto had been a disaster for Asquew. She had lost one of her best battleships, and the rest of the RR2 had been engaged in a skirmish-conflict with the Ru’at jump-ships.

      And if just eight of the Ru’at jump-ships could destroy the Invincible, then Hausman rather hoped that the rest would have made short work of RR2.

      But then, why has the mothership come here, to Earth?

      “We got visuals, General,” called one of his soldiers at her station.

      “Overhead,” Hausman said gruffly, maintaining his stern demeanor at all times.

      On the central view screen at one end of the command and control room, there appeared the overlaid images of the near-listening posts. The picture fuzzed and glitched before settling into an enhanced-color image of the gigantic Ru’at mothership as it powered around the Moon without thrusters or plumes of plasma.

      Its size was vast, and Hausman could see the complicated, moving internal machineries, although he couldn’t make out what their purpose really was.

      “Near-Earth Fleet set to ready, sir,” called one of his tactical officers.

      “Maintain their positions, officer!” Hausman barked. He didn’t want to start an interstellar war with his allies just yet.

      “The ship is cresting the Moon’s shadow in T-minus ten seconds, sir,” his navigation officer called. “She’ll be registered by Earth’s defense satellite network.”

      Hausman knew what his officer was saying. That the sphere of missile-loaded defense satellites would ping the mothership for identification, and after it received none, it would wait until the mothership had breached the customary no-fly zone and fire automatically.

      “Cancel defense satellite auto-fire!” Hausman called. Maybe they had come to parlay. Maybe they had come to meet the new leader of the human race, as equals.

      The Ru’at had come to do no such thing, however.

      Bzzt! Under Hausman’s large hands, the control pad on his armrests buzzed an urgent call. Private channel.

      
        
        Sender: Jump-ship #34.

        Channel: Alpha-Gold 01.

      

      

      Hausman accepted the message, patching it through to his wireless earbud. Jump-ship #34 was part of the strike group he had sent to seize the ECH and destroy the Test Fleet. Rather annoyingly, he didn’t have the Tier 1 higher command codes in order to activate the Test Fleet himself, so he had known the correct tactical decision had been to remove it from enemy hands.

      There was no way he was going to let Asquew get her wizened hands on it, anyway. And once the automated fleet was down, he would have all the time in the world to crack the ECH’s command codes.

      Just as soon as he found out what the Ru’at wanted, that was.

      “Speak,” he said out loud, and the message from Jump-ship #34 began.

      

      “Urgent Priority 1 message for Commander-in-Chief Hausman. Operation Salt has failed—”

      

      “What!?” Hausman jerked upright in his chair, earning a few more worried glances from the people around him.

      

      “Someone activated the ECH Test Fleet against us. Request immediate dreadnaught deployment to secure the area. There’s only one CMC fighter remaining of the strike group, as well as the Marine transport, and of course ourselves…”

      

      “Off.” Hausman banged his hand on the armrest, not even bothering to give stand-down orders or recognition of their efforts. He was not the sort of man who rewarded, or even recognized, failure.

      Asquew must have reached the ECH. Somehow, she managed to find the codes or hack the Test Fleet, Hausman knew. How much of a problem would that be?

      “A major one,” the man murmured to himself. It wasn’t that the Test Fleet was particularly much of a threat to his control—it was a small number of ships, all told—but now Asquew would be able to coordinate strike raids with the help of the super-black surveillance network, which would cause him no end of trouble in the months and years to come.

      “Why didn’t they do their job!” Hausman glared at the Ru’at mothership. It was supposed to take out Asquew for him. This was meant to be a partnership!

      But the Ru’at didn’t recognize allies. Especially not from biological humans with none of their own DNA inside them.

      All around the room, the cyborgs suddenly raised their particle-beam hands, and Hausman heard the whine as they cycled up.

      “What is going on? Stand down! I command it!” Hausman managed to shout imperiously, just before they fired.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the glowing curve of the Moon, the Ru’at mothership emerged from the darkness like a predatory shark as it crested into view above the cradle of humanity.

      Earth.

      From its underside emerged many small shapes, ejected from opening ports into the complicated body of the disk itself….

      Ru’at jump-ships, dropping from the belly of their mother like a cloud of locusts. They had to number in the tens, twenties.

      Perhaps even hundreds.
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      With the many flashes and glares of erupting light, General Asquew and the last of her fleet rippled into the space around the ECH.

      From the command chamber inside, Solomon watched the arriving stragglers, and his heart plummeted. They were a fraction of what they once had been. He could make out only two of the large, fat-bellied battleships, where once there would have been ten or more. He could see one—one!—Marine transporter loaded with CMC fighters on its docking arms. Perhaps eight or ten one-person fighter craft.

      After that came a smattering of other sorts of craft, none of them enough to make their own battle groups—a few heavy bombers, a handfuls of scouts, and that was about it.

      What did surprise him, though, was the fact that there was also quite a collection of tugs and hauliers that had arrived with them. These were civilian boats and completely unfit for combat.

      “Administrator Ahmadi!” Jezzy said with a laugh.

      “Huh?” Solomon had no idea who that was.

      “She’s the Administrator of the Last Call, the Plutonian filling station. I helped her defend the Call from the Ru’at,” Jezzy said, indicating that all of the tugs were hers, as were the good-sized number of civilian jump-ships that Asquew had used to transport her straggling fleet.

      “At least she’s still got the Resolute.” Solomon nodded at the giant pyramid of the Second Rapid Response Fleet’s flagship. It was a dreadnaught, just like the Invincible had been, and it gleamed bronze and gun-metal gray.

      The dreadnaughts were almost as large as deep-field station-ships, because they were space stations and workhouses and garages and transporters all rolled into one. It was about four times the size of the entire ECH, but it already looked significantly damaged, with blackened lines indicating where entire floor levels had been breached.

      “We came under fire in jump,” Asquew explained as her image flickered onto one of the overhead holo-screens.

      “Inside jump?” Solomon gasped. “That’s impossible, isn’t it?”

      “No.” Jezzy reminded him of how the Marine scout had been chased and caught up to by one of the faster-than-light Ru’at ships.

      “Crikey… Right…” Solomon’s heart plunged just a little bit more. Was there no end to what the Ru’at could do?

      “Commander Ochrie.” Asquew saw the form of the once-ambassador standing before the ansible. They watched as the general took to one knee and bowed her head. “Through blood and fire…” she recited the Marine Oath, and Solomon found himself murmuring the words alongside her.

      
        
        
        ‘Through blood and fire, I will still stand strong.

        ‘I will stand at the borders and the crossroads, I will stand strong.

        ‘Even with the eternal night before me, I will be the flame!’

      

        

      

      “Arise, Brigadier General.” Ochrie bowed her head. “And thank you. Although I think that I may only hold this position until a suitable replacement is found. Right now, we are going to need a bit of that blood and fire.”

      
        
        Tier 1 Alert!

      

      

      Several of the ECH’s command screens flared into warning red signals.

      “What is it?” Ochrie said, and it was Kol who raced to read the messages.

      “It says here, ma’am…that the Ru’at are attacking Earth!” he said, his voice thin with panic.

      So this is it. Solomon shared a dark look with Jezzy. It’s begun.

      “What’s the ETA on that orb, Ratko?” Solomon called out, not wasting time. People were dying. Right now.

      Corporal Ratko was working at one of the console benches with her set of tools, wires snaking out of the orb and into the consoles and computers around her. When her voice came back, it sounded uncertain. “I think…”

      “I need facts, Corporal,” Jezzy said, and Solomon could tell he had made a good call in promoting her.

      “I’ve isolated the subspace signal that the Ru’at are using to coordinate all of their craft, but it’s a modulated signal,” she said.

      “What does that mean?” Solomon frowned.

      It was Kol who replied. “A modulated signal means that it keeps on skipping and changing along a set bandwidth, but always within that bandwidth range. It means that it’s incredibly hard to isolate the signal alone.”

      “Incredibly hard isn’t impossible,” Solomon said. “Kol, help Ratko on it.”

      “Aye-aye.” Kol, amazingly, didn’t hesitate to race to the other technical specialist’s side. “We might be able to block off the bandwidth outer frequencies.”

      “Yes!” Ratko said. “We can apply quantum interference, and thereby shorten the bandwidth down, forcing them into one frequency!”

      “But that will mean…” Kol said, looking up in alarm at Solomon, Ochrie, and the holo-projection of Asquew. “The Ru’at will know as soon as we start doing it.”

      “Do it,” Asquew and Solomon said at once, before sharing a nod between them. There were people dying, after all.

      “Initiating procedure,” Ratko said, starting to tease at the crystal wires with some sort of sensor as Kol’s hands blurred through holo-controls in front of them.

      “Right.” Asquew cleared her throat, which was a weird thing to see a hologram do. “We know that the Ru’at have FTL drives, and it won’t take them long to trace what we’re doing.”

      The command team raced into action. The Resolute was set above the ECH, where it could rain down fire against any attackers as the flights of CMC fighters and ECH Nightjars were arranged in loose battle groups in front of the hub.

      Next came the assortment of Retribution and Vulture craft, along with the sporadic Rapid Response craft.

      “Behind,” Solomon indicated on the command holo-map on board the ECH. “The Nightjars are automated—no life lost—so they have to be the first line of defense.”

      “And our heavy cavalry—” Jezzy meant the larger fighters and bombers. “—can offer gunnery support when they—”

      FZZZT! Out in the darkness, there was a flash of blue and white light as the Ru’at jump-ships rippled into space, already firing their weapons.

      “Activate Nightjars!” Solomon shouted as he ran to the nearest command console and, just as before, the holo commands of the different battle groups jumped up under his fingers.
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        * * *

      

      As the two technical specialists worked to narrow down the subspace band that the drone Ru’at were using, the battle outside only intensified.

      Lines of blue-white fire lanced through space from the advancing wave of Ru’at drone fighters. There are so many, Lieutenant Colonel Solomon thought as he worked, sliding first one Nightjar group forward, and then the next around in a sweeping movement.

      The ECH controls were far better than the tactical commands that the scout had. They matched Solomon’s already-Serum 21-enhanced reflexes, and many kilometers away from him, the Nightjars could react at the same speed too.

      
        
        >Full Offensive

      

      

      His hand flickered through the attack mode, until he realized just what he was trying to do.

      Ahead of him flew a vast cloud of the Ru’at jump-ships, their obsidian rings blurring as they operated at much higher speeds than his Nightjars could.

      
        
        Group 1 Vessel 2 COMPROMISED

        Group 1 Vessel 4 COMPROMISED

      

      

      And compromised, Solomon could see, meant destroyed. This approach wasn’t working. Not against the faster and deadlier Ru’at jump-ships, and certainly not against the gigantic shape that had appeared behind it: the mothership.

      The idea of holding off the Ru’at with the automated ECH Test Fleet had been short-lived. The Ru’at jump-ships had swamped their position almost immediately, and now they were trading fire with the heavy fighters and bombers of both the ECH Test Fleet and the Second Rapid Response Fleet.

      And the Resolute. Solomon saw lancing missiles fire in salvos down into the Ru’at forces. There were so many of them that all the Resolute had to do was auto-detonate when they were in range—

      FZZZ!

      But then came a bolt of blue-white energy as the mothership fired—not against the ECH, but against the much larger Resolute hanging above them. It was the same sort of particle-beam weapon that all the Ru’at used, but it was much larger.

      On the viewing screens, Solomon saw the entire pyramid shudder as one of its corners was blown, and the entire thing started turn slowly to one side.

      And accelerate forward.

      “What is she doing!?” Jezzy shouted from where she worked beside Solomon, commanding the rest of the ECH Test Fleet. But Jezzy answered her own question. “She’s doing what the Oregon did…”

      Solomon was still struggling to keep his own Nightjars alive as he asked in a panicked voice, “What did the Oregon do!?”

      “It flew straight for the Ru’at in a suicide charge,” Jezzy said.

      “Oh, crap.” Solomon knew that Asquew was trying to buy them more time. The Resolute could probably soak up the most damage of all their ships.

      “Ratko! Kol! How we doing on that interference?” Solomon shouted as he directed the Nightjars forward.

      “We’re in a .5 frequency band! We’re almost there!” Kol shouted back.

      But will it be fast enough to save Asquew’s life, and countless hundreds of others?

      Solomon slid his hands to every ECH battlegroup he had at his disposal.

      
        
        >Protect

      

      

      He changed their attack mode and threw them forward around the Resolute in a glittering whirl of anger. Solomon’s enhanced synapses kicked in as he controlled the ships minutely and individually as best he could.

      
        
        Target Acquired!

        Fire.

      

      

      Solomon’s Nightjars opened fire on the jump-ships that sought to cut into the Resolute as it charged behind them. Rings blew apart under artillery shells, but many of the beams still got through, puncturing holes into the last dreadnaught they had.

      FZZZZZ!

      The mothership fired again, straight into the heart of the Resolute, where it shuddered and started to turn over, end over end, as its top cone began to separate. It spilled metal guts and squirming bodies out into the vacuum.

      “Got it!” Ratko shouted.

      “Initiate!” Solomon shouted desperately, and—

      —there was a flare of light from the ECH’s top antennae.

      As suddenly as it had begun, the war ended.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: A New Era

          

        

      

    

    
      Without their subspace frequency controlling them, the Ru’at ships—even the mothership—fell silent. Their strange propulsion systems refused to operate. Their murderous beam weapons refused to fire.

      But what was even stranger was the fact that the ships themselves started to fall apart, as if they had been held together by nothing more than—

      “Electromagnetism,” Kol said in awe.

      “Quantum-entangled electromagnetism,” Corporal Ratko corrected him.

      That had been why the EMP was so effective, of course, Solomon and the rest now saw.

      More than a million miles away across the vastness of space, the cyborgs that had been attacking Luna fell to the ground, their metal and mechanical parts finally giving way to the wishes of their dead hosts.

      Further still on the Red Planet, the hundreds of meters of silver-steel of the Ru’at colony once again stopped working. The brainwashed Chosen of Mars stopped receiving their subliminal messages from the Ru’at orbs that fell lifelessly from their posts, and the humans started to shake their heads, looking around and wondering where they were and what had happened. Of course, they were immediately thrown into a fight for their very lives as they struggled to restart their air filters and atmospheric generators.

      But the largest piece of auto-destruction came from the Ru’at mothership itself. As Solomon and the others watched, it started to break apart, revealing that it really was made of nothing more that strange, modular machine parts and billions of crystal-tube fragments.

      It was these latter components that appeared almost surreal to the eyes of Solomon and the others aboard the ECH, as a fast-expanding cloud of glittering silver blew out from the mothership and the smaller Ru’at jump-ships like a fragile spider’s web, tattering and winking out as they grew more and more disparate.

      “I don’t like the look of that one bit,” General Asquew admitted from her glitching holo-form standing next to Chief Ochrie.

      Asquew had survived, somehow, even though almost half her crew aboard the Resolute had lost their lives. The command crew aboard the top of the dreadnaught had performed last-minute airlock procedures in order to keep fighting to the very last man, woman, and computer.

      “What comes next?” Solomon asked in a sort of awe as he watched the first and most devastating enemy of humanity fall to pieces.

      “We rebuild,” Jezzy said beside him, her face grim. Solomon knew that the task ahead was great, and that fractured humankind, more than ever, would have a lot of obstacles if it was ever to approach its former glory once again.

      And what was even worse was that Lieutenant Colonel Solomon Cready knew that even though they had halted the Ru’at in Confederate space completely, so they no longer would be able to FTL their drone fleets to attack them, the Ru’at were still out there somewhere, a hundred thousand systems away. The real Ru’at. The ones who had built these machines and seeded the galaxy with their orbs.

      To Solomon, this felt like a new era in more ways than one. Humanity now had all the pieces of Ru’at technology to salvage and reverse-engineer, which was what the Confederacy had been doing for the last hundred years anyway, right?

      But now they had access to the secret of subspace communication. Quantum-entangled electromagnetism. Cybernetics. Particle-beams. Tractor beams. And of course, faster-than-light travel.

      And we’re going to need all of that if we’re ever to face the Ru’at—or any other alien super race—again.

      “Colonel Cready?” Solomon turned to see General Asquew and Commander-in-Chief Ochrie regarding him strangely.

      “Yes, sir?” Solomon saluted them. He felt like a new man somehow, after everything he had been through.

      “Considering your efforts and achievements over your short military career,” the general began, “I would normally offer you some R and R for a job well done, but…” The hologram nodded to the wreckage ahead of them. “There’s work to be done. Assemble your battle group, please. We need a trained military commander, one who’s good at thinking on their feet, to lead a rescue expedition to the people of Earth.”

      Earth. Solomon considered. The cradle of humanity. Our home. The place he had once been told he’d never get to return to. “It would be an honor, sir.” He saluted again, turning to Jezzy, Malady, Ratko, Willoughby, and even Kol.

      “Ready for another mission, schlubs?” he asked.

      “If it’s alright with you, sir,” Kol said, his eyes downcast, “I would like to stay here, on the ECH. Work on rebuilding everything that I helped destroy.”

      “Request granted, Corporal Kol.” Solomon nodded. It was probably for the best, anyway. He looked again at the remaining members of Gold Squad. “Anyone else want to beg off?” he asked, a trace of humor in his voice.

      “We’ll be ready to ship out within the hour, Colonel,” Jezzy said.

      Of course you will, Solomon thought. He knew they would give him a hundred percent.

      Because that’s what Marines did.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Conquest of Earth, the ninth story in the Outcast Marines series. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      Even though this is the end of the story for the Outcast Marines, there are many more stories to come, including a new series set several hundred years in the future. While you wait for that series, be sure to check out all of our sci-fi adventures.

      
        
        Amazon Author Page:

        amazon.com/James-David-Victor/e/B073XH6BF6/

      

      

      

      Lastly, if you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up our Science Fiction Newsletter. We have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and we can’t wait to share those with you too. To start with,  you will get a free book. All the information is on the next page.
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        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [image: Warp Three: A Niakrim War Short Story]
        

      

      
        
        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!
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