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            Prologue: New Kowloon, 2205

          

        

      

    

    
      Solomon Cready sat in the small hotel room overlooking Hong Kong’s New Kowloon District, blue neon light streaming through the blinds, with blood on his hands.

      It shouldn’t have gone down like this… The man’s dark eyes stared at the red that was flickering with the neon, at turns looking black, red, black, red…

      He needed to get up.

      He needed to get out of there.

      It was impossible to tell if the rise of whining alarms outside the window were the Confederate Enforcers already coming for him, or whether they were just tracking any number of other criminals in the heavily over-populated mega-city. New Kowloon was like that—the largest slum in the Asiatic Partnership and second in size globally only to Dharavai, Mumbai. It was to New Kowloon that lowlifes like him went. Where they flourished. Where they died.

      If you could get through the Enforcer perimeter walls, which was easy when you worked out which of the blue-suited, mech-assisted Enforcer guards were on the take of the Triads or the Yakuza or any other of the mobs that ran the streets, then New Kowloon could be the place where you made your million. You could be picking up contracts from those mobs as easy as asking for directions, or perhaps from any of the many mega-corps that had unofficial ‘offices’ down here, doing unofficial ‘work.’

      But it was also in the electric-lit night of New Kowloon District—it looked like its own bright star when seen from space—that you could disappear. Many thousands of people did every year. Never to be seen again.

      Just like Matthias, the young man thought as he looked at all the blood.

      “Why did you have to go and stick your nose in!” he hissed in frustration at the memory of that awful night. But frustration couldn’t do anything for him now, especially not as the flashing blue light outside the window suddenly broke into a white glare.

      CRASH! The door to his hotel room—eleven stories up, and with twenty more above even him—burst into wood fragments. No metal reinforcements or digital bolts for New Kowloon. And there, standing in its place, was a mecha. Four hydraulic limbs mounted on a stubborn metal chassis, its wide, vaguely canine head glittered with flashing red lights.

      “Citizen Solomon Cready! This is the Confederate Enforcers! You are under arrest for the murder of Matthias Sozer!” the electronic voice of the Enforcer drone outside the window blared.

      He could have tried to do something foolish—he could have jumped up and reached for the Beretta on the side table, the very one that had put three holes in Matthias Sozer. He could have tried to get a shot off at the mecha-hound in front of him and hoped to hit some vital part of its machinery before it chewed his face off, or the Enforcer drone outside shot its needle-point laser through his skull. He could have gone down in a hail of bullets and rage—

      But Solomon Cready did nothing, except sit there and stare at his friend’s blood.

      Sometimes, your actions catch up with you…
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            Leaving Earth

          

        

      

    

    
      The dome of the Earth fell away, but its brilliance still illuminated the near vastness of space. The blue and green gem of humanity’s home world used to be praised for its beauty—at such low-orbital distances, everything looks lush and verdant, everything looks like wilderness.

      Not so much anymore.

      The cradle had become busy, with the continents that were turned away from the sun now a glittering spiderweb of yellow sodium and sharp white neon. Even the dark seas were crisscrossed with trailing lines of light, as the continual shipping-flotillas formed semi-permanent habitats; entire communities living, praying, eating, and dying on their continual trek from one Confederate mega-city to another. On the half of the planet exposed to the sun, the land was obscured by the gray skies of smog and atmospheric disturbance. The Earth of the ‘twenty-twos’—or AD 2205, to be precise—was over-populated, over-polluted, and still the most glorious thing in the sky.

      Glorious, Solomon Cready thought as he looked out of the port window, because it was everything that he was not allowed to have anymore.

      “Fracking bullcrap…” muttered the figure seated, and similarly shackled with solid metal magnetic bracers, beside Solomon. He hadn’t said his name or why he had been deported from Earth so far on their journey up the Shanghai Space Elevator, but it was clear to anyone just what he thought of the process.

      The man was taller than Solomon’s somewhat athletic, reedy form by another good head and a half. His pale skin was crisscrossed with black-ink tattoos.

      66 Cadre… Ace of Spades… Solomon read some of the insignia and figured him for a gangbanger. Not the typical sort that you’d expect to see in the Asian-Pacific Partnership, but hey, the world lived in a new era of globalization now, didn’t it? It was easy to catch a shuttle from one Earth hemisphere to the other. Or you could travel via the magnet-trains that sped under the earth’s surface, or, if you had a few Confederacy credits to spare, you could cut your travel time to hours by riding one of the three space elevators that sat just outside Virginia in the American Confederacy, Greenland in the Atlantic Confederacy, or the one that their transport had come up, the Shanghai Asia-Pacific Elevator.

      Solomon didn’t pass comment on his fellow inmate’s opinion. Yeah, it was all bullcrap. But that was life in the twenty-two’s, right?

      Solomon looked down at the roof of the world as their transport shuttle started to shudder as they passed through the upper atmosphere and the near gravity well. Earth was a frackhole, he had to admit.

      And God knows that I messed up my time down there, he thought as he considered what awaited him for the rest of his days. Hacking away at the frozen CO2 ice of Titan, hoping not to hit a pocket of methane and blow himself up, never feeling the not-so-fresh, exhaust-laden breeze of Earth ever again, or ever leaning against one of the hydroponically grown trees in Kowloon’s Tranquility Park.

      Frack.

      “Pigeons, man,” grunted Gangbanger 66 beside him.

      “What?” Solomon frowned. The two men shared their small space with half a dozen or so other deportees from Earth. Each of them wore the regulation gray one-piece suits that declared their status on their backs—’CONVICT’—and sat on benches with their hands clamped together, chained between their legs to the metal seat. Solomon could see men and women, everything from nervy eighteen-year-olds to gray hair and wrinkles. Earth had no space left for the mad, bad, and dangerous, but it did have plenty of work for them to do…. It just wasn’t on Earth anymore.

      “I’m never going to see a fracking pigeon again,” 66 moaned. “I used to race ‘em… Guess I’m not going to see any birds now, right?”

      Solomon was surprised at this moment of poetry from the big man beside him. A man who looked like he’d be much more comfortable throttling a man’s neck than feeding corn to a bird.

      “But I made some bad choices, I guess…” the big man said.

      Didn’t we all, Solomon thought. “Maybe you should have stuck to racing pigeons instead…” Solomon shrugged, earning a glare and a shift as the man strained to look down at the smaller, morose man by the window seat.

      Solomon looked up and realized that he didn’t feel a thing. Not fear. Not intimidation. I’ve already seen the worst this life has to offer, pal, he thought.

      “Ha!” Mr. 66 suddenly barked a guttural laugh, the tension easing from his shoulders. “You’re alright. Yeah, I guess I should have stuck to racing ‘em…” He started to guffaw, repeating his words to himself in what Solomon thought was a slightly hysterical manner.

      Out-fracking-standing. Solomon turned back to look out the port window. If this was the level of conversation that he had to look forward to, being blown apart by frozen methane might just be a blessing…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Department of Corrections, Asia-Pacific Partnership (APP)

      

        

      
        Fwd to:

        Department of Justice & Defense, United Earth Confederacy

      

        

      
        SUMMARY ORDER OF DEPORTATION

        Case Ref: 2205/78001/05/5623

      

        

      
        Commissioning Court: New Kowloon APP

        Sentencing Judge: Justice Benebel Xin Sr

      

        

      
        Convict Details: SOLOMON TOBIAS CREADY, male, Caucasian, 29 years.

        Place of Birth: American Confederacy.

        Crime:

        Found guilty of the murder of MATTHIAS SOZER, male, Caucasian, 30 years.

        Sentence:

        Immediate Deportation to Department of Justice & Defense Work Program.

        Recommended Sentencing: LIFE.

      

        

      
        APPROVED
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        * * *

      

      “ATTENTION ALL PASSENGERS!” The interior intercom system of the shuttle blared in a tinny, electronic voice. “Approaching Shanghai Orbital Platform, please ensure that your safety belts are secured, and we apologize for any turbulence…”

      “They’re having a laugh, right?” muttered 66, pulling on his chained manacles. Prisoners didn’t get safety belts, apparently, but the other passengers of their shuttle did.

      They were just one of a number of different tube-like craft attached with linking arms to the poly-metal cabling that stretched into the sky. A space elevator was a bit of a strange misnomer really, Solomon thought as he angled his glance down through the port window, seeing the bright white line that stretched back underneath them, all the way down to the bright earth. Distantly, he could make out another tubby shuttle racing out of the clouds beneath them, its top glowing a little with plasma and electromagnetic radiation as it broke the near-earth orbit.

      The space elevator was more like one of those mountain ski-resort trams, Solomon considered—several static shuttles permanently fixed via wheels and clamps to their dedicated wires and sent endlessly up and down those wires around the central column to their destination. As it relied on traction and not propulsion, Solomon knew that space elevators were fantastically cheap on fuel, and they were faster than rocket-propelled ships as well, as there was next to no friction in space, and they didn’t have to contend with breaking the resistance of Earth’s gravity well.

      But still… When Solomon had first heard about the elevators going up when he was a kid, back home in some middle-of-the road American agricultural town, he had imagined them to be more like the elevators of the distant corn harvesters he would see roaming the Midwest plains. Actual rooms that you stepped into with air conditioning and banal music that would smoothly bring you up to the top terrace.

      This was more like being a bug in a bottle, which was then chucked into the sea. The shuttle shook and juddered—worse for the convicts of course, as their seating arrangements had no backrest, no armrests, and no cushions as they bounced and jostled against each other. Outside of one of the two metal doors at the end of their cabin, Solomon knew that there would be a very different sight indeed—rows of safety-buckled commuters, tourists, businessmen, and immigrants oohing and aahing from their comfortable upholstered seats.

      Thudd-udh-duhr! From where their room was on the elevator shuttle, near the lowest edge, they got the brunt of the vibrations as the elevator slowed on its track, throwing the convicts one way and then another to their angry cries of alarm before a series of loud bangs and thumps shook the walls.

      “Have we just punctured something or is that us docking!?” Gangbanger 66 called out nervously, earning worried responses from the other convicts seated near them, but not Solomon, who leaned his head against the reinforced glass and felt the shakes vibrate through his skull.

      I’m only going to feel this a few more times in my life, he thought. That was what they said about being deported to distant Titan, wasn’t it? They shot you up there, you shot down, and then that was it. No more space flight. No more shuttle flight. Just wobbling about a freezing metal work base on some distant moon, before your body eventually surrendered to the harsh environment and you are found, floating on your own tether line to be added to the colony’s incinerators.

      Solomon didn’t feel especially cheerful.

      THUNK! A final bang shook through the hull, and their upward progress had finally stalled. Looking out his window, he could see metal struts and beams of the underside of the Shanghai Platform, and underneath that, the busy comet-like flashes of communications and security drones as they skated over Earth’s magnetic ionosphere.

      “Listen up, you bunch of schlubs!” The door hissed open and a new voice barked at them, coming from the mouth-hole of a man who was surprisingly short, and who also looked surprisingly old.

      This new figure wore the same regulation gray of their own uniforms, but his had a gold band running from shoulders, down the arms, sides, and legs. He also wore a small peaked black cap trimmed in similar gold, and with a singular brass star emblazoned on its center. His eyes were startlingly sharp, and he had one of those unnaturally healthy, yet wizened faces of those who spent a lot of their time in the gym.

      “I guess he’s the big fracker around here, right?” Gangbanger 66 beside him muttered, still with a twinge of mirth from his earlier bout of laughing.

      Solomon tried to make himself look uninterested and equally as unimportant beside the larger man, but it was no good. This new, angry little man had heard his companion.

      “That’s right, you worthless piece of space junk!” the man bawled at 66, who just shrugged.

      The small man in the cap pulled back a little, ramrod-straight back, Solomon noted. He was Enforcer or military all right.

      “Oh, so it looks like we got ourselves a talker here?” the man said. “A real conversationalist, are you, Mr.…” He raised his hand to the small tablet that he held and nodded. “Convict 4301. Duke Ormskert, I got here…” The man slid the tablet into the breast pocket of his gray suit and smiled slowly.

      Solomon had seen that sort of smile on people before. Hell, he realized that he had probably smiled like that himself from time to time. It was the sort of smile that a pack of hyenas might give a baby foal when they find it, lost in the Serengeti.

      “Duke.” The man started to stalk toward their bench.

      Oh, frack off, Solomon sighed.

      “What a glamorous name you have there, son…” the man sneered as he stopped in the aisle across from them. Solomon knew that something bad was going to happen. It always did when you give sadistic people some power.

      Just like me?

      “How about you, Convict…7203?” The man’s eyes flickered over Solomon. “Mr. Cready, I see. American fourth-generation, is it? Still got the wheat between your ears?”

      Solomon knew that he shouldn’t, he knew that it would do no good either way, but he just couldn’t help himself. I’ve lost everything already, he thought as he stared unapologetically at the little man.

      “Oh, I see, a little pair of talkers we have here then…” the little man sneered at them both, slowly moving his hands to the holster on his hip, where he drew what looked to be an asthma inhaler.

      You can frack right off with that, too… Solomon had no idea what it was, but he didn’t like the look of it.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Warden Coates, of the Department for Justice and Defense. For the next however long I can stand to look at your ugly faces, I will be your god. Your alpha and your omega. I will be the voice that you get up for in the morning and the reason you go to bed at night. If you are hungry, it is me who will allow you to eat. If you are tired, thirsty, or whatever the hell else you miserable excuses for chromosomes can think of, it’s going to be my boots you have to lick if you want to get it, right?”

      There was silence in the shuttle for a moment, and the warden turned back to Solomon and Duke’s bench to find Solomon still staring at him, but Duke with his head bowed.

      I’m not scared of you, Solomon’s eyes said. He’d had Yakuza torturers on his trail. He once had to explain to the Triads why they should leave a particular part of town. One more jumped-up little sadist with a chip on his shoulder wasn’t going to faze him. The only difference was that this one had a uniform and a little hat…

      “Your friend’s got some cajones at least, I take it…” Warden Coates said, still looking straight at Solomon as he jammed the inhaler-looking device into 66 Duke’s neck.

      “Ach! What the hell?” The much larger man tried to raise his hands but obviously couldn’t. In a second, however, it was all over as the warden pulled the device back, leaving a thin rivulet of blood running from Duke’s neck.

      “What did you do that for?” Duke was snarling, trying to writhe in his seat, but the warden ignored him as he spoke, still holding Solomon’s gaze.

      “You’re all going to get a chip. It’s our little way of making my job easier.” The warden lifted the device and a fat thumb played over the settings there for a moment.

      “Hgnh!” Duke 66 suddenly convulsed in his chair, as Solomon swore that he even heard a muted fizzing sound, but the large man had nowhere to go. He couldn’t contort with his hands in manacles in his lap, and he couldn’t hunch away from whatever pain was coursing through his body. Solomon saw the man’s jaw clench in a rictus, and his eyes roll back white…

      “Just a small electric shock.” The warden talked over Duke 66’s convulsing body. “Not even that powerful, really. I’ve got loads more settings here…” Coates kept his eyes fixed on Solomon. “The chip acts as a tracker and can deliver enough of a shock to stop your heart, if I want to…”

      “Grfhhhk…!” The big man started to drool. Solomon knew that Duke 66 was a bad guy, but all he could think about was that Earth was disappearing behind him and this guy had made some bad decisions just as everyone had, and now he would never get to feed one of his precious pigeons ever again.

      “Look, it was just a joke…” Solomon heard himself say, feeling his heart start to pound. Don’t lose your temper, Solomon, don’t… the sanest knot of thoughts inside Solomon’s head tried to warn him.

      “What did you say to me, Convict 7203?” the warden hissed. “A joke. Did you just tell me that you heard a joke?”

      He’s a little man with his five minutes of power… Solomon’s jaw clenched. He had never liked people like that. “He’s got the message. Everyone has…” Solomon said.

      “DO YOU SEE ME LAUGHING, CONVICT!?” the warden suddenly screamed, tapping the dial on his device for the shock in Duke Ormskert’s neck to suddenly ramp up in intensity.

      “hgk—!” The large man was beyond even making intelligible noises now as his body trembled, his breathing came in rapid gasps, and blood started to run from his mouth where he must have bitten his tongue.

      Don’t lose your temper, don’t lose your temper… Solomon breathed.

      “No, you don’t.” The warden suddenly, inexplicably, clicked off the electricity with a twitch of his finger, and Duke slumped forward, panting. “Which I think sets the record straight for everyone!”

      Solomon watched as the warden leaned over and put the device to his own neck, and he braced for the torment he was about to be put through. The entire shuttle around them was silent.

      “Seeing as you two are such good buddies already, Mr. Cready—” Warden Coates jabbed the injector into Solomon’s neck.

      “Ach!” He felt a stab of pain as it felt like a needle lodged itself straight into his spinal column. Maybe it had.

      “—you’ll get to keep each other company on Titan until the day you die.”

      Solomon gritted his teeth and waited for the electric shock, but it didn’t come. It seemed that the warden had made his point. He could make each and every one of their lives a living hell if he wanted to, whenever he wanted to…
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            Space Dreams

          

        

      

    

    
      “Left, right, left, right, march! I’ve never seen such a bunch of disorganized schlubs in all my life!” The bark of Warden Coates followed Solomon and the others through Shanghai Platform’s entrance lounge.

      Despite the glittering lights of the fast food outlets—McBurgers! Astro-Chilli! Hajaput Deli!—and the waves of welcoming synth music that greeted them, it was hard to not feel somber as they were marched through the main concourse, with other tourists and commuters scattering like fish from the shackled, gray-suited cadre.

      “What do you think they done?” Solomon heard a boy whisper to his impeccably business-suited father.

      “Don’t look at them. They are bad men,” was the response that Solomon heard, and found himself agreeing.

      If they only knew. His eyes slid off the neon amusements, finding no excitement or pleasure in their temporary distraction. If only Matthias could see him now. If only Matthias was still alive.

      Solomon sighed as he was jostled by the convict next to him as they passed beyond the visa checkpoint, being waved through by the large, exo-suited guards with their mecha-hounds standing, whirring and ready, at their sides. They were corralled into a long, silver-steel corridor that ended in one large. bulkhead-airlock door. The right-hand side of the corridor was given over to long oval shapes, pods that stood out a little from the wall with white surfaces apart from one very small porthole near the top. They all looked suspiciously like coffins, or sarcophagi, to Solomon’s eyes, and when he cast a look inside one, he saw foam padding covering the interior.

      “Left, right, march! Left, right, halt!” Coates followed them in and hit the door controls for the route back to the light and life of the Shanghai Platform.

      This is it. Solomon felt the murmur of agitation pass through the assembled condemned, but no one dared move now that Warden Coates had the small chip-controller raised in the air for all to see.

      “No funny business, right, ladies and gents?” the warden said, hitting a button that released the door mechanisms. The lids of each of the pods slid open to reveal just what Solomon had feared. They were sleep pods, intended to keep the human body alive—if just barely—as they traveled the many days, months, and weeks at sub-light speed. Solomon guessed that the Confederate Department of Justice and Defense didn’t go so far as to provide passage on an actual faster-than-light ship for mere criminals.

      “I’m sure you all know what comes next. Step inside, if you please…” The warden’s eyes glittered over them, searching for any reason to use his stunner.

      With a few muttered swear words, the deportees from Earth did as they were told, and Solomon found himself lying slightly back on a foam mattress that was almost comfortable—until the door hissed shut.

      Never going to see Earth again… Solomon started to panic, sweat trickling down his brow as the door snapped shut, leaving him the small viewing porthole at the empty corridor beyond. I don’t want this, his nervous thoughts raced. What were the statistics of people dying in these things? Ten percent? Twenty? Didn’t he read some blog story once about how dangerous these things were…

      I deserve this, a part of him answered back.

      But the panic was too great, and he was just about to hammer on the lid of what was beginning to feel more and more like a coffin, when with a hiss, suddenly the foam padding around him inflated, squeezing his arms to his torso and his legs together. He couldn’t move.

      Hssssss! A slightly opaque gas was being pumped into the chamber, and Solomon couldn’t do anything about it.

      What had the warden meant earlier when he said that he had something extra special in store for me? He worried, trying to move his head, but it too was cushioned by the expanded foam.

      “No—” he managed to grunt, just before the gas made its way into his nose, down into his lungs, and into his bloodstream. His thoughts felt fuzzy and thick. His eyes were closing—

      And in that moment before sleep overtook him, Solomon thought that he saw the face and little peaked cap of Warden Coates appear in front of his porthole window, grinning victoriously.
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        * * *

      

      “What, no time for duty-free?” Matthias, Solomon’s oldest—also his last—friend said with his trademark grin.

      His friend was devilishly good-looking in a way that Solomon had always been envious of. Compared to Matthias Sozer with his flick of artfully messy brown hair and square jaw, even his taste in smart synth shirts, Solomon felt weedy and unimportant.

      It had always been like that between them. Matthias being the handsome one, the charming one, the one with the gift of talk that could make the bargirls blush and draw people to his side as if he had known them his whole life.

      Matthias had a way of putting people at ease that Solomon never would have, and Solomon knew it. When people saw Solomon, it was always as if they pulled back just a little. Maybe they could sense from the way that Solomon’s brows were in a near perpetual frown that he wasn’t to be trusted. That Solomon was looking for an edge, and that he might just use them to get it.

      Which was true, of course.

      But with Matthias, it was different, which was why they had made such a good team on the few times that Solomon had called him in. Matthias would sweet talk the agents or the bosses or the contacts, while Solomon did what needed to be done. Which usually involved quite a lot of sneaking, sometimes breaking past digital security, and very occasionally pointing a gun at people’s heads.

      Just like I pointed a gun at someone else…

      “No time for duty-free, man! Get your head in the game!” Solomon remembered saying as the pair walked past another kiosk full of cheap imported Saki and Japanese brandy. The credits that they were asking for here were pennies compared to what these things would go for down on Earth.

      But Solomon ignored them, as his game was far larger than getting some cheap tax-free imports. He paused beside a newsstand and counted to five, pretending to read the flickering screens of stories that activated as soon as he drew near.

      “No need to be so touchy, sheesh!” Matthias was like that. It didn’t matter if he was face to face with an Enforcer in their tactical exo-armor or in the middle of a firefight in downtown New Kowloon, he was always ready with a throwaway joke. “Say, look at this. Big re-development plan announced for New Kowloon.” Matthias gestured at the screen that lit up his face with its bluish-white light.

      Dammit. The mayor had announced it already. That was bad news. Bad news for them, anyway. They would need to get moving fast, before the visa guards got the word to look for them…

      “Come on.” Solomon nodded to the exit gates that led to the Shanghai Platform elevators, manned by the guards in their heavy exo-armor, looking almost like crabs with enough firepower to clear this entire floor if they wanted to. “You go first,” Solomon said tersely, slipping Matthias the identity card that he had made up for him. Matthias had to go first. He was the one who could sweettalk the devil, right?

      “But…why…?” Matthias’s voice sounded strange, strangled and thick. He had never said those words there, and then.

      “Come on!” Solomon urged him, reaching out to shake his friend’s arm.

      “Sol…why are you doing this to me?” Again, Matthias’s words didn’t fit what had actually happened. He sounded scared, and Matthias never got scared.

      Well, he had once…

      “Fracking Hell, Matty!” Solomon pulled on his friend’s shoulder, for Matthias to stumble, turning away from the flickering light of the news screen and looking at him with his ruined face.

      “Why, Sol?” Gone were Matthias’s good looks, replaced by an ugly, swelling bruise on one side of his face and blood from a split lip. But even that wasn’t the worst part… The other side of his face was a mess, as there was a terrible wound where his eye had been. The sort of wound that can only come from a Beretta.

      “No!”
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        * * *

      

      “Wakey-wakey, schlubs!” Solomon jerked awake with a sudden pain as something stabbed into his arm.

      “Urk…” He gasped, coughed, and retched, but his stomach was empty, and his mouth felt terribly dry.

      Where am I? Where’s Matty?

      What did I do?

      Oh yeah… He was in a sleep tube, on his way to Titan to spend the rest of his days carving ice from the face of the frozen planet… Only he wasn’t.

      Solomon blinked, almost blinded by a harsh light from above. Hands were pawing at him.

      “Gerr off!” he tried to say, but the operator ignored him. He was lying on a bed, in a white room next to other people on beds, all groaning and sitting up and doing their best not to throw up. It looked like he was the last in line for the medical examiner—a woman with sterile-blonde hair and a facemask in a white lab-coat who was even now gripping his head in her surprisingly strong hands and moving his head back and forth.

      “Convict 7203. Conscious. No signs of embolism or stroke,” the woman’s voice, faintly Russian-sounding, cut through the noise. “Heartrate good, no major biochemical imbalances, an apparently high tolerance for pain…” the Russian voice considered as Solomon was poked and prodded. “Really, Warden, I have no idea why you tried to hide this one from us…”

      Hide? Whose hiding me, and from what? Solomon thought as the blonde Russian doctor let go of his head to remove the IV line from his arm to replace it with a spray-on bandage.

      “That one shouldn’t be here at all, Doctor Palinov. The department’s making a mistake…” It was the voice of Warden Coates, who was stalking across the end of the room as Solomon sat up and his head spun.

      “The Department of Justice and Defense doesn’t make mistakes, Warden Coates,” this ‘Doctor Palinov’ stated heavily, before sighing as if this was an argument that she would rather not be having. “Anyway, he and the others should be ready to begin training as soon as the sedatives wear off, although some might need longer than others… In fact, I advise exercise for their trace muscle wastage…” she was saying to someone.

      An annoyed bark of a cough from Warden Coates. “I see that I’m stuck with him then. But we’ll soon get them on their feet and ready!”

      Muscle wastage? Solomon thought as he looked down at his body to see that it was still in the gray suit and didn’t particularly look any different to what he had enjoyed before. How long have I been under?

      There was a ringing in his ears that he guessed must either be from the enforced sleep or whatever cocktail of drugs the doctor had been injecting them with, but there was also a curious lightness to his limbs. Wait… He rolled his shoulders, raised and lowered his arms. Yeah… There was something odd about this place, a little like being underwater—heavy and floaty at the same time. Reduced gravity?

      The answer was behind Coates, who had stopped in front of the large, wall-length window arching over his head. Outside, Solomon could see what could only be described as a blasted landscape of pale ochres, pinks, and creamy white. Fantastic rock ridges rolled like frozen water, delicately orange and pink and speckled with silver flashes like captured starlight. The ground was mostly white and blue, riddled with rocks. It looked frozen.

      Titan? Solomon thought.

      “Attention! Get on your feet, schlubs, when I’m talking to you!” the warden barked at them, but the movement to vertical appeared a little too much for some of the convicts, who stumbled and fell—a fraction slower than normal—to the floor. Solomon was determined not to show weakness in the face of this nasty little man and took his time easing off the medical gurney to stand by the side of his bed, feeling his heart pound.

      “Welcome to Ganymede, Outcasts…” Coates snapped, surprising Solomon.

      “Huh?” one of the women convicts said, a shorter Asian-Pacific woman with dark hair tied back in a loose knot, and with the creep of a tattoo riding up her neck to lick at her jaw. Yakuza. Solomon recognized the reptilian mark immediately.

      “I thought you said we were going to Titan,” the young Yakuza woman said uncertainly.

      “I don’t think I said anything of the sort, Convict Wen,” the warden corrected her. “You’re on Ganymede, at the Marine Training Base.” The details of the medical lounge around Solomon started to make sense. The industrial-plate lettering on the walls, the small insignia that he could see next to them and on Doctor Palinov’s lab coat: a tiny golden eagle, surrounded by stars.

      The Confederate Marines… Solomon thought. What under the dome of stars was he doing here?

      He knew that the Confederacy of Earth was nominally the only super-power left, but in reality, he also knew that the picture was much more complicated than that. The ‘Confederacy’ was a top-level, administrative alliance of the various old powers of Earth, who had amalgamated into various partnerships, unions, and confederations—as in the Asia-Pacific Partnership that covered historical China, the Korean peninsula, Japan, and the South Pacific islands.

      The Confederacy was supposed to be a way for all of the individual powers of Earth to continue their business of trying to get richer than each other, while at the same time exploring the new frontier of space. Earth had seeded itself to the near solar system at first, with colonies on the Moon, Mars, and a station outside of Jupiter. Just this last century, their faster-than-light drives had made it possible to set up colonies on the distant Proxima Centauri, Trappist, and in half a dozen other star systems.

      The Confederacy, and its Marines, were a way for Earth to try and protect its putative colonies from the ravages of harsh environments—and the increasing attacks by rogue ships—as well as stake a claim on the fledgling interstellar nation.

      But Solomon also knew that the Confederate Marines spent most of their time locked in border disputes and cargo inspections when they weren’t trying to chase off the rogue raiding ships that various criminal gangs had managed to get airborne. They were a force that was just as likely to be pointing their weapons at their own Confederate members as they were out into the night.

      And what in all frack do they want with a bunch of criminals?

      “All the rest of the deported have continued on their mission to Saturn and the ice-mining mission on Titan, but for some of you, the Department of Justice and Defense, in its infinite wisdom, has decided you would be better suited to a new work rehabilitation program,” Warden Coates said sternly.

      Great, so not mining ice on Titan but on Jupiter’s moon of Ganymede instead? Solomon thought. Groggily, he looked around to see that there was only a handful of the convicts that he had shared the shuttle up the Shanghai elevator with. Not even ‘Duke’ 66 had made it here, apparently.

      “During your sleep, you were submitted to various medical inspections, and your case files—your criminal records, along with every scrap of data we could pull from Confederate archives about each and every one of you—” Did the warden’s eyes hover over Solomon for just a moment? “—have been assessed by our psychological profilers. You small, incredibly lucky few have been found to be the ones fit enough, both mentally and physically, to become members of the recently established Marine Expeditionary Force, or MEF, for short—more commonly known as the Outcasts.”

      At least they don’t hide what they think of us… Solomon thought.

      “And what if we don’t want to?” grumbled a convict with thick dreads plaited down the center of his back.

      The warden paused before answering him, as if coming to an internal decision. “Against my better judgement, I can tell you that you have two choices. Join the MEF here and now, or we will ship you off to Titan with the others.”

      Solomon’s thoughts raced. What was better? Living and dying on some frozen moon hundreds of thousands of miles away from home? Or dying in some hideous starship explosion or skirmish, some hundreds of thousands of miles away from home?

      “You should all count yourselves lucky to even be called to serve!” Warden Coates appeared to be having difficulty dealing with the convict’s lack of loyalty, Solomon thought. What did he expect?

      “But you should perhaps know that your contract term as an MEF soldier will only be twelve years, compared to the life sentence you’d receive on Titan.”

      “Twelve years!” the Yakuza woman, Convict Wen, burst out, and the astonishment in her voice was palpable. It wasn’t the astonishment of outrage or shock, though, but exultation. “And after? Can we go back?”

      Back to Earth, Solomon thought.

      Warden Coates managed to stand even straighter in his rigid posture, if such a thing were possible. Solomon rather thought that for a man like him, this must feel like he was having to negotiate with the very worst dregs that humanity had to offer.

      Which is a pretty accurate summation of who we are, I suppose…

      “Your deportation sentence will be…reviewed, depending on your military service,” Coates forced out. “But after your contract term is over, then technically, you will be at least free to travel and work in any of the colonies…and perhaps Earth…” Solomon heard the slight sneer in the man’s voice when he said the word ‘colonies.’ He wondered if relations between the Confederacy and the colonies were that bad, or whether Coates was just uptight.

      “Well, I’m in,” Convict Wen said with a crooked grin. “Twelve years flying around, eating good, training…” She shrugged like it was an obvious choice.

      Which it is, of course, Solomon thought. Twelve years compared to a life sentence, and then afterwards, he would be free to start afresh, to go wherever he liked. Not that he had any confidence that the Department of Justice and Defense would let a tried and convicted murderer back into its atmosphere. But for a resourceful man like himself, maybe he could indeed make a go of it on Proxima, or Mars, or…

      But do I deserve it? That dark thought was like a kick to the guts, making Solomon wince at the memory of blood on his hands—and the look of terror in his friend’s eyes. He didn’t deserve freedom. He deserved to spend the rest of his life hacking at ice until his fingers fell off and his eyes frosted up with snow-blindness and he shoved a pick through a pocket of solid methane and…

      But as much as he hated himself—and hated his past—Solomon already knew just what he was going to answer when it came time for him to decide where his future led.

      If I choose the Outcasts, and if I even manage to survive for twelve long years in the cruel depths of space….

      Then maybe, just maybe, he could make up for everything that had gone wrong. Every bad decision he had made.

      Maybe he could make his old bosses pay for this mess.

      And besides which, he thought as he saw Warden Coates’s fierce, disapproving stare. That little man doesn’t want me here, and I’m real good at doing things that other people don’t want.

      “I’m in,” he said.
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      “Grab your arses and pick up your kit! You schlubs are gonna learn how to take orders!” The snarling bark of Warden Coates berated the new recruits of the MEF the second that the green alarm light of a new day flickered on over their dormitory door.

      The warden had indeed become the voice that woke them up, that put them to bed, and generally made their lives miserable during the waking hours in between. It was a constant litany of anger that would seep into Solomon’s days until he barely noticed it anymore.

      First off, the newest recruits to the Marines program were shown where they were to sleep—a bunkroom in one of the twin arms of Ganymede Military Base. The base itself was shaped like a flat-bottomed ‘U’ with the two wings holding what seemed to be laboratories, gymnasiums, medical bays, and of course, the sleeping quarters of the Outcasts.

      Which leave a lot to be desired, Solomon had thought as he’d seen the basic metal bunks built into the walls of the long room. No portholes, no screens, just the bunkbeds and access doors to the washrooms at the far side. He had been surprised to see that his small cadre wasn’t alone when they entered the room.

      “…fresh meat!” one of the bulky forms of an older Outcast recruit sniggered when Solomon, Convict Wen, and a handful of others walked into their new accommodations. Solomon heard Wen hiss back in anger and wondered when the first fight would be.

      For himself, he was only partially worried about getting into scrapes—he’d spent the last three years working the streets of New Kowloon, where it was just as easy to get knifed in an alley for the data-pad in your pocket as it was to get shot by random gangbangers. He knew how not to look a victim, and he knew how to keep to himself.

      What was it they always said about doing time? Keep your head down and do your own, not anyone else’s… he reminded himself. He wondered if that worked the same in military school as well.

      The older recruits of the Outcasts wore black encounter suits banded with flashes of red at their shoulders and down their arms, which Solomon thought must be pretty stupid if that was to be their military costume. Wouldn’t red present a target for any enemy taking potshots at them? He saw men and women from all sorts of ethnicities and castes—some with shaved heads, some with face tattoos, one with a horrible scar seeming to split his face in two.

      “Play nice now, mes chers,” growled a loud, gruff voice with a thick French accent, as one of the older recruits unfolded his over six-foot frame from one of the bunks. He was a tall man, built with slab-like muscles that Solomon and the others could easily see, given that he had stripped down the top half of his encounter suit. He had short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair, and a large handlebar mustache that he pulled and tweaked at as he leaned against the metal. He had two bunkbeds all to himself, and Solomon quickly surmised that he must be the big kahuna around here.

      “Welcome to ze Outcasts.” The man smiled wolfishly. “My name is Arlo. I’m a regular, along with everyone else you see around you. Zat means, little fish, zat you recruits are at ze bottom of ze barrel,” Arlo said in a matter-of-fact way, and immediately began assigning them to their bunks.

      At least he cuts straight to the point, Solomon thought. There was a sort of safety in knowing who thought they were boss, and who you had to avoid.

      “You, Bunk Three. Share with Maria.” The big Frenchman nodded at Wen, who scowled back but she, too, seemed to know to not pick a fight on Day 1.

      “You, Bunk Seven. You, Bunk Ten…” Arlo seemed to pause for a moment as he considered each of the six new recruits before him, appearing to match them up to their bunks according to some system that Solomon didn’t understand.

      It came to Solomon’s turn as the other recruits were busy muttering and negotiating their arrangements with their new bunkmates.

      “Merde,” Arlo said, as he realized that the only free bunk left was the one above his own, and he was clearly used to his privacy. Solomon looked at Arlo and said nothing.

      “Here.” The big man suddenly shoved the spare foam mattress and blankets from the top bunk so that they fell to the floor with a heavy thump. “You can take it back there, next to Malady,” he said, and that was that.

      I don’t think I want to really spend the next twelve years sleeping above you either, buddy. Solomon shrugged, picking up the mattress and blankets as he heard one of the other regulars already snickering at his misfortune, and proceeded to haul it to the back of the room, where a large, boxy booth appeared to be in place.

      “Please don’t be a toilet or something,” Solomon grumbled as he walked towards it, to be surprised when tiny orange lights suddenly flickered on along the booth, and a shape broke from its interior—

      The hulking shape stood up, and then unfolded itself.

      “Holy frack…” Solomon froze.

      He was looking at a full tactical. What the hell is that doing here? he thought in alarm. Full tacticals were the name given to the full-encounter suits that were more mecha than human. Still humanoid, but easily twice Solomon’s width, with metal-plated armor sheathing every available surface and servo-assisted joints. Solomon saw black cables snaking from between its suit plates before plunging into command and control nodes around the hip. The thing barely had a head, the shoulder pads were so large, but the hump of its helmet did indeed have a faceplate, through which Solomon saw the pale visage of human eyes.

      “I am not a toilet, little man,” the full tactical said in a human voice that was modulated through electronic speakers, making it sound like a chainsaw might sound if it was given vocal chords.

      “I’m sorry, I, uh…was just surprised to see one of you here is all…” Solomon said hurriedly.

      “You and me both,” the full tactical warrior—a human soldier with so much cyborg adjustments that it was rumored they couldn’t even get out of their suits anymore—grunted.

      “Uh… is it alright if I…” Solomon gestured to the empty floor space beside the booth that Malady apparently powered up in. He heard the grate of metal as the soldier shrugged, and he sat back down again, his suit reconnecting with the power points and the lights flaring to a dull standby mode.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Solomon said, setting the mattress and blankets near, but not too near, the mechanized human.
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        * * *

      

      “I said, get your behinds in gear! Attention!” The words of Warden Coates were unremitting on the day their training began. No sign of the small man, but he apparently could see just how slow they were. Solomon learned quickly to copy what the other regulars did—get up, get dressed, and stand by the ends of their bunks until the green light started flashing. Even Malady sprang to life beside him, powered up and lumbering to stand in front of his booth. Solomon found himself surprised by that.

      “Too slow. You recruits are going to have to do a lot of learning!” the voice barked, and that was apparently the cue for those assembled to start the business of getting washed and ready for the day, before marching out of the dormitory doors to a long white corridor beyond.

      “You get your food here,” Solomon heard the large metal man in front of him in the queue say, as along both sides of the walls service hatches were whisking open, revealing a simple plastic cup of some sort of grayish liquid, next to a plastic-wrapped slab of berry-colored gunk.

      “Blackcurrant today, my friends!” the guffawing voice of Arlo called from the head of the line as hands eagerly grabbed at the protein and mineral slabs and stuffed them in their mouths. The watered-down solution, Solomon realized, was full of electrolytes and tasted disgusting.

      “Does it get any better?” Solomon asked.

      “Not yet,” the metal man answered as the door hissed open and the queue, still chewing their slabs of breakfast, walked in to find themselves in a small hall with windows overlooking the surface of Ganymede. He followed Malady to the back as he saw the others moving to stand in rows before a raised platform. Black and red drapes of material broke the view of outside at regular points, and at the center of the platform was a small lectern, lit up by a spotlight.

      Walking from one side of the platform came Warden Coates, still dressed in his gunmetal gray encounter suit with the gold banding and peaked cap.

      “Recruits! Regulars!” The warden stood at attention. “Welcome to the Confederate Marine Expeditionary Force. In time, and after some extensive training, some of you may even make the grade as full Outcast officers,” the warden stated clearly, although his tone indicated that he also clearly doubted it.

      Silence filled the room, and Solomon wondered that this had to be a regular thing—something that had become so routine that the regulars knew not to interrupt their superior.

      “We have a new force of recruits joining us, so we will be starting with the basics. Again,” the warden droned, as the view of Ganymede behind him dimmed and the windows blackened, forming into data-screens instead. A schematic of the station appeared, turning slowly in place, with some sections in green and other sections in red.

      “Red is for restricted clearance. Only myself, other MEF officers, or those of you who gain specialist status are given the command codes for those areas.”

      The ranking structure for MEF training turned out to be simple, as the warden bluntly explained. Recruits eventually became regulars, and then a regular was either kept as an all-round regular Outcast soldier, or else some unique aptitude sent them to become a specialist in one of the various disciplines. Those designated commanders while still in training were called as such.

      Once they became full Marines, they entered the full ranking structure but maintained their specialisms with their assignments. A trainee combat specialist may become a sergeant and squad leader, with a combat specialty.

      “Pilot, command, medical, technical, and close-combat,” the warden stated, with all of their roles being fairly explanatory. The pilot specialism enabled the regular to spend a longer time training behind the command chairs of space-fighters, land-tanks, or any other sort of vehicle. Command was for those who had an aptitude for strategy and communications. Medical was for field medics and battle surgeons. Technical was for any with electronic and mechanical expertise. Close-combat did, Solomon presumed, just what it sounded like.

      “Everything here in the Marines is run on excellence, and trust,” the warden bellowed. “Which does not mean to say that you get an easy ride at all. Or that I trust any one of you schlubs! You have to show yourself to be excellent in some way, and you have to earn my trust.”

      And if we don’t? Solomon thought about that long future on Titan that awaited him should he mess up.

      “If you can do that, then you will earn a specialism, and perhaps even an officer’s role. Better yet, I will be able to turn you into one of the best fighting forces seen since the Spartans!”

      Solomon wondered if many of his fellow convicts even knew who the Spartans had been.

      “I do not need to remind any of you that I still have you all chipped, and that your details have been uploaded to Ganymede’s mainframe. If any one of you breaks our codes or gets in the way of me doing my job, the mainframe will isolate you and shock you. Understood?”

      “Aye, sir!” the crowd chanted.

      “Then repeat after me, the Marine Oath…

      
        
        
        “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!’

      

        

      

      Solomon mumbled his way through the words, even though they made him feel uneasy. Why did the Confederate Marines have such a warlike mantra? He had thought that all they did was escort trade ships and chase off the occasional raider. He resolved to ask Malady about it, when he next got the chance—which wasn’t any time soon, apparently, as Warden Coates threw them into their first exercise.

      “Now, Outcasts… Let’s see what you’re made of!”
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        * * *

      

      I’m not made of a lot. Solomon gasped as he collapsed, his hands on his knees. He, along with all the other recruits and regulars, had just spent the last two hours in grueling physical training, the doors opening from the audience chamber to a long, sunken gymnasium apparently built under their wing.

      And it was big, like, really big, Solomon thought. You could host an entire basketball tournament in here and still have room for a squash court at the far end. Their first wave of exercises had been nondescript but punishing—running lanes, first at a slow jog, then a sprint, then a jog, then a sprint, then a…

      Solomon had always prided himself on keeping fit. You couldn’t do his job—my old job, he corrected—if you couldn’t run at certain key, life-threatening moments. But the sort of fitness required for the Confederate Marines was a whole new level to dodging and running through the alleyways of New Kowloon.

      In fact, if Solomon wasn’t mistaken, he rather thought the whole point of these grueling exercises were to be broken and exhausted, not fit and healthy.

      After the running came the squats and climbing—easier in the lower generated gravity, but still concerning when Solomon realized that he had climbed almost to the top of the climbing wall—some thirty feet up in the air. A fall from that height would still kill him.

      “Let’s make this a little harder now, shall we?” The warden stalked down the middle avenue of the gymnasium steadily, his boots clicking on the smooth floor as he raised his control device.

      Solomon winced.

      TZP! He swore that he could feel the pop of electricity that burst its way into his spine as his arm muscles suddenly convulsed. Luckily, for all of those who were at or near the top of the climbing wall, the rictus muscles meant that their grips were now tight on their handholds, and so no one fell off…yet.

      The pain of everyone’s chips did not appear to go away, however, and instead reduced to a dull, spasmodic ache that made Solomon feel faint and his stomach churn.

      What sort of torture is this!? he thought as he started to ease himself down, his muscles aching in time to the throb of pain in his neck.

      “Faster this time, ladies and gents…” The warden walked back and forth, back and forth, up and down the line. “As Marines, you’re going to have to put up with being scared, with being hurt, with being tired and in pain. What better way to train?” He tapped the control device one more time.

      TZP! The jittery ache deepened, and Solomon heard several other recruits cry out. But not him. He wouldn’t give Coates the satisfaction of seeing him in pain, and when he looked around at his fellow would-be specialists, he saw that Recruit Wen, the Japanese Yakuza lady, was similarly unflinching as she bore the pain. She must have seen him looking, as she turned her head slightly to look at him with dark, fierce eyes, and nod.

      Was that a threat or a hello? Solomon gritted his teeth against the pain as he forced his shuddering legs to stand up and once again reach for the climbing holds. It was a welcome thing to think about reaching for each hold in this slow and pained manner, instead of being reminded that he really should keep away from anyone involved with the Yakuza.

      Which seemed a hard thing to do, especially when said Yakuza lady was busy scaling the wall next to him.

      “Not bad, for an American,” the dark-haired woman growled through clenched teeth as she climbed faster than he did, and higher, to the small balcony under the roof. Solomon could see the pain she was in, as sweat was dripping down her forehead and her limbs were shaking. She was apparently much better at dealing with the constant surge of electricity.

      “I thought we were all Confederates now?” grunted Arlo, the next one to reach the top despite the pain, as Solomon came in third, gasping as he rolled himself onto the balcony.

      “Confederates? Pfft.” The woman just shrugged, climbing out from under the balcony to begin her descent.

      Crikey, Solomon thought. That woman is as much a machine as Malady is!

      The mechanized man was spared the disgrace of climbing, which would probably have been pointless for someone in a full tactical suit, as they were designed with servo-assist hydraulics, meaning that he could probably leap to the top in this gravity if he wanted to. Instead, the human-mecha hybrid had already moved onto the next of the physical challenges—multiple opponent combat.

      At the far end of the hall, Solomon watched Malady fight as he stayed hugging the railing at the top of the climbing wall and caught his breath. Arlo had already just started making his way down.

      The full tactical stood on a rounded metal circle that had raised itself some meter and a half from the floor, its edge flashing before the bout had begun. Solomon watched as holographic mecha-hounds suddenly coalesced into the air on various sides of the man.

      I guess they didn’t want to waste real ones… he thought as he saw the mecha spin, extending a heavy metal claw in a chugging backhand that obliterated the first hologram into shards of light and color. The next, though, was already coalescing behind him, leaping toward his back—

      Solomon watched as Malady dropped to one knee and hunkered down, throwing out his other arm to ‘catch’ the hologram in mid-flight, for it to similarly shatter into a thousand pieces. Another hologram of a mecha-hound, metal teeth open and snapping, leapt for Malady’s front, but the soldier merely dove forward, headbutting it into non-existence.

      Fracking stars, Solomon thought. If the full tactical was that good in imaginary combat, he wondered if he ever wanted to see what sort of damage it could do in real combat.

      But before Solomon would ever get the chance to find out, he would have to face the hologram battles himself.
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        * * *

      

      Right! He saw the flickering lights of the mecha an instant before it was in existence. With muscles shrieking, exhausted, and still burning with electricity, he managed to swerve out of the way. The hologram soared through the space where he had been and vanished in a scintillating flash on the other side.

      Solomon was too tired to fight anymore. He didn’t think that he even had the strength to raise his arms to punch or to stamp his feet at them, but he could still dodge and duck.

      Behind me! He heard the sound of metallic growling as he dropped to one knee as he had seen Malady—who was still fighting on his own platform a little further away—do, but instead of attacking, he continued into a roll, pulling short of the edge as something suddenly slammed into his back.

      “Agh!”

      Only it hadn’t, not really, right? It had only felt like it had. Solomon reeled from the blow, his entire back feeling red and sore as if something really had just pounced on him.

      The holograms must have had some kind of residual static or electric charge, which meant that when they hit him before he could hit them or dodge it, it would still hurt.

      Solomon was already scrambling back from the edge and cursing the evil genius of whoever had designed this hologram generator, when another one suddenly slammed into his shoulder from his blindside.

      “Ach! Okay, I give up! I’m dead!” he managed to gasp, not that it stopped the next hologram mecha-hound from vaulting from the air in front of him, landing square on his chest.

      “Frack!” The hologram exploded into shards of light and color, of course, but this time, it also punched him with electric pain that was enough to make his head bounce on the metal floor and for everything to go black for a second.

      Chime. The edge of his platform flashed red and a dull chime rang as his circle slowly lowered itself back into place on the floor. Solomon didn’t know how well he had done, as there were plenty of others who had crashed out like him, lying on red-lit circles while a couple of stalwarts still fought on.

      Arlo and Wen, Solomon saw. The man-machine that was Malady had finally, eventually, crashed out after fighting longer than any of the recruits or regulars combined, and now Solomon could see that the machine had placed himself at the side of the wall, where it looked like a sort of docking port allowed him to recharge the servos and mechanisms of the tough exo-suit.

      “Hyagh!” Arlo, large and loud, roared as he was hit by two of the holographic mecha-hounds attacking at the same time. He was a quick fighter, with a wide stance, but his bulk played against him as he couldn’t duck or turn in time and he fell to his knees. The tournament circle flashed red. He was out, which made Solomon grin just a little. It was always a pleasure to see bullies go down.

      Which left Wen. “Ki!” The entire force of prospective Marines was now watching the Yakuza woman fight, spinning on her heel to throw a roundhouse kick through the heads of two hologram mecha-hounds, before striking a third, turning to backhand another—

      “Enough!” a voice called. Wen’s circle flashed red and her tournament ended. It was the warden, walking toward the assembled tired and gasping soldiers, a grim smile on his face. “Recruit Wen, I think you have shown everyone your skills in close-combat. I will be considering you for the close-combat specialism program,” he stated, earning a celebratory grin from the recruit, but a sneer of disgust from Arlo.

      The large man muttered something under his breath that Solomon couldn’t hear, but he thought sounded like a very negative assessment of the woman’s skills.

      “Do you have a problem, Regular Menier? Do my recommendations disappoint you?” Warden Coates spun on his heel to face the large Frenchmen.

      “No, sir,” Arlo grunted, although his eyes sparked with rage.

      Here it comes, Solomon thought, preparing for the worst.

      “Oh, please, do speak your mind, Menier, unless you want to climb up that wall in double-time for me?” Warden Coates had a funny way of motivating people, Solomon thought, watching as Arlo took a deep breath, again considering in that arcane and private way of his, before finally agreeing with himself that he was too tired to climb any more.

      “I am a regular, Warden-sir.” Arlo puffed his shoulders as he said so, as if his bulk alone could be able to prove it. “I have much more experience zan Recruit Wen!”

      “Oh, so you think that you should be rewarded with a specialism first, is that it?” Warden Coates said evenly.

      Don’t say anything. If you value your skin, don’t say anything… Solomon thought. But he was very surprised when Warden Coates did not, indeed, punish Arlo’s impudence or for questioning the warden’s judgement at all. Instead, he seemed to reward Arlo’s arrogance.

      “Fine. The Marines value self-belief. If you think you are ready, Regular Menier, then tomorrow, we will have a little test. A command assignment. You’ll be assigned groups with one of you acting as command and the rest as regulars, and you will have a mission to perform. You, Regular Menier, will be the command of your squad, which will feature…”

      Warden Coates’s eyes swept over the exhausted and shattered men and women around him. “Hm. As you say, Regular Menier, you have been training here a long time. I am sure that a lot of these regulars already respect you. But the test of a good leader is one who can command loyalty even with those they have never worked with before…” His eyes alighted on Wen.

      “Wen, you’ll be in Menier’s squad.” He smiled.

      Is the warden mad? Solomon thought as he massaged his knees back to life. The two had apparently already had a falling out. Wasn’t their pairing just going to foster disaster?

      “Regular Malady too.” Coates nodded. “If you are half as good a commander as you think you are, Menier, then you will have no problem working with a full tactical.” Solomon’s eyes swept to the metal man attached to the wall, who didn’t move or say anything. If it was happy or sad at the grouping, no one could tell.

      “And finally…” Coates’s eyes kept searching the room.

      Not me, the guy’s an idiot, not me… Solomon was fervently wishing. He didn’t play well with others at the best of times, and he wasn’t sure that he called his enforced training here the best times of his life at all.

      “Recruit Cready,” Coates said finally, his eyes glittering coldly. “Maybe you can manage to teach some loyalty to Cready, Regular Menier,” the warden said pointedly.

      What does that mean? Solomon almost asked, before a thought slid down his spine like a shard of ice. He knows. He knows why I’m here. He knows what I’m convicted of… The death of a friend. The murder of a friend.

      “You all have a very colorful past, ladies and gentlemen,” the warden continued to drone, his voice as gleeful as a snake about to strike. “You wouldn’t be in the Outcast program if you didn’t, after all. But some of you have particularly bad pasts. And some of you really don’t deserve to be here.”

      Don’t do it… Solomon glared back at the warden. Yes, he was in pain, and yes, he was tired, but he wasn’t scared of this little man and his electrical device.

      Don’t lose your temper, Solomon. Don’t lose your temper… he kept repeating silently.

      “What was it you’re here for again, Cready?” The warden raised an eyebrow.

      Don’t lose your temper… That’s what this little man wants…

      “Speak when your superior asks you a question, schlub!” The warden burst into a scream of sudden rage. Solomon really didn’t have a choice.

      “Murder,” he said, his voice clear in the quiet gymnasium. What was more surprising was that here, amongst this crowd, that word didn’t elicit gasps of surprise or any sign of shock at all. Solomon wondered how many of his fellow would-be Marines were also here for murder.

      “But not just murder, was it, Recruit Cready?” the warden pressed. “You killed your best friend, didn’t you? Someone who relied on you, who believed in you, I presume? Someone whom you were supposed to look out for…”

      Solomon’s jaw tightened. Don’t lose your temper, Solomon. Don’t…

      “The Marines can handle killers,” Coates hissed, although it was loud enough for everyone to hear. “We can handle thugs and yahoos and conmen and thieves. I can turn any of them into better men and women, fit to wear the power armor of the Marine. But I don’t like traitors, Recruit Cready,” he ended on an almost whisper of hate and loathing.

      Which was nothing compared to what Solomon was feeling against Coates for spilling his secrets, and against himself for having them in the first place.

      “Dismissed,” Coates said through a lip curl of utter contempt as he stared at Solomon. “Get yourselves washed up and fed, and to the study halls.”

      CLANG-CLANG-CLANG! An alarm bell rang across the gymnasium, signaling the end of their physical training and breaking the spell of hatred that the warden had cast. Coates turned on his heel to stalk out of the room. Everyone groaned and stretched and stood up, and Solomon could feel the eyes of his comrades concertedly not looking at him. Solomon had the curious sense that Coates picking him out amongst all the others had left an indelible mark on him, like a black spot of ill-luck that no one else wanted to go near.

      Or maybe no one wanted to be my friend, Solomon thought. Not that he could blame them, given his track record with friends.

      “Cready.” A shadow loomed over him as Arlo appeared, his eyes cruel and malicious.

      Not you as well, Solomon almost groaned.

      “I do not give a frack what you did, although I should have guessed, from a sneaky-looking guy like you…” the big man said, before prodding Solomon painfully in the meat of his chest.

      “Back off,” Solomon shot back. Don’t lose your temper, don’t…

      “You won’t let me down tomorrow, Cready, will you? Because if for a second you try to undermine me, zen I will kill you,” Arlo said in a low rumble, before pushing him to join the others.

      Wow. Solomon was left behind, the very last of the entire class, and no one looked back at him. I guess day one sucked, right?
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      If the first day of training had started off terribly for Solomon, it didn’t get any better the second, at least as far as his integration into the would-be group of Marines went.

      After washing and eating—more gunk, this time green and with a side slab of some type of reconstituted, high-carb biscuits—the criminals made their way through the pristine white corridors to another series of halls. ‘Study lounges,’ as their military-embossed name over the doorway stated.

      The study lounges were, to Solomon’s eyes, the nicest part of Ganymede Military Base that he had seen so far. The lounges were each arrayed in a five-petaled manner around a hub where a metal column-computer sat glittering in the center, occasionally extending screens or arms in reference to inquiries or investigations. It was here that Solomon came face to face with some of the other residents of the base. None of them looked like soldiers in his eyes.

      There was Doctor Palinov. The tall, blonde, Russian-sounding woman walked up to the computer column to tap on one of the outstretched screens, then the screens at her ‘face’ flashed and a small readout was printed, presumably with the information that she requested. Solomon paused to watch her consider the information, nod to herself, and then move to one of the five rooms and disappear behind its frosted glass doors.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Solomon breathed, not so much talking to anyone since all the other recruits and regulars were doing their best to stay always at arm’s length from him. He was starting to feel like the town leper, until he was answered by the machine voice of Malady behind him, already striding past on automated whirrs towards the central hub.

      “You type in your name, and Oracle gives you your study requirements for this session,” he said.

      “Oracle?” Solomon hurried to catch up. Although he wouldn’t class Malady as a friend, it seemed that the others of their company avoided him/it as well, so Solomon felt a sort of shared isolation with the hulking metal golem.

      “Primitive AI. Data-retrieval and systems analysis only,” Malady stated. Solomon watched as he extended one of the large metal claws of his index finger and it flipped open, revealing a tiny data-port that he slotted into an available interface.

      One of the benefits of having cyborg-adjustments, he thought, as Malady downloaded his requirements directly.

      “SOLOMON CREADY,” he typed onto one of the screens, free to use it now as the others were giving him a wide berth.

      SOLOMON CREADY, the screen flashed, and a series of numbers and letters tracked across the screen until the lights flashed green, and a tiny strip of paper was printed from one of the thing’s many metal mouths.

      LOUNGE 3. Cubicle 2. Core Intelligence and Induction.

      “Is that it?” Solomon looked at the paper, wondering if everyone else had the same printout, and if so, why on earth did they have to do this separately? It seemed like a waste of resources, but he shook his head all the same and turned to the glass frosted door with ‘Lounge 3’ etched over it, which whisked open to admit him.

      Inside was a vaguely oval room, with rings of free-standing cubicles of white, each with a chair, a screen, and above the screen what looked like a virtual reality headset.

      Nothing but the best, he thought as he found the one with machine-plate ‘Cubicle 2’ written on it and sat down.

      Thunk! Instantly, the screen flashed and there was a slight whir as the visor extended a few inches. “I guess you want me to put that thing on,” he murmured, taking the set of what looked like bulky sunglasses and sliding them on over his eyes and ears.

      Instantly, the room washed a muted blue, but he could still see the cubicle around him and the screen under his fingertips.

      

      
        
        STARTING…

      

      

      

      The words appeared in a shimmering hologram in front of his eyes, although he was sure that if he took the VR headset off, they would disappear.

      

      
        
        MATCH THE UNITS… TIME CONTROLLED.

      

      

      

      There in the middle of the air in front of Solomon’s face and above the screen appeared a geometric shape, slowly rotating in space and glowing green. It looked a little like a selection of oblongs stacked onto each other to create a crazy, complicated knot of right angles.

      “Huh?” Solomon thought, as suddenly there appeared, on the right and the left in smaller, less-bright glows, two more objects full of projections and right angles and corners, similarly rotating.

      “Oh, mix and match…” he thought, swiping the screen under his fingertips first right and then left, swirling with his fingers to turn the smaller objects until he was sure that one of them would fit the larger one in the middle, then dragging it across.

      The object joined, flashed a total green, and then changed. This time another shape, also made of complicated angles and towers, with two more attendant pieces to choose from.

      This was the thing about Solomon Cready, and something which he didn’t generally like to boast about—well, he did, but this sort of skill was not something that he could ever admit to, as it was usually dedicated to working out the layouts of buildings and how best to avoid the various drone surveillance, trip-wires or infrared sensors…

      But the fact was, he was really good at puzzles.

      He didn’t know when this aptitude had started, not really, but he remembered always doing well in his ‘digital studies’ class, which was a catchall term that his local community college had for everything from computer programming to computer research and coding. He wasn’t a whiz kid by any stretch of the imagination, but there was something about Solomon’s head that could see the shape of a situation in front of him like a puzzle, and it was matched by his insatiable curiosity to figure it out.

      It was this curiosity that had lead to his downfall, he recalled, having found a way to hack the surveillance cameras of the community college so that he could break into the mechanical laboratories to steal an experimental rocket-bike. He had been caught, fined, and expelled, but that hadn’t done anything to curb his curiosity.

      It turned out that Solomon was good at evading the authorities, just as he was good at getting into places where he shouldn’t be. Every situation was a puzzle, and life was a game, he reflected as he matched the next set of shapes, and then the next and the next…

      

      
        
        COMPLETED. 100% SUCCESS.

        BEGINNING INDUCTION PROGRAM…

      

      

      

      The screen flashed again, and the floating shapes disappeared, this time to be replaced by a flowing line of text, with key pull quotes expanding as his eyes moved over them, and interspersed with short videos, pictures, and interviews.

      Solomon began to learn about the formation of the Confederate Marines, its capabilities and operational codes, as well as being introduced to a couple dozen different schematics and details for the various craft and equipment that the Marines were allowed to use.

      

      
        
        CONFEDERATE MARINE SERVICE

      

      

      
        
        OVERSIGHT: DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE AND DEFENSE

        SUPREME OFFICER: Lord Admiral Dametz

        APPROX PERSONNEL: 99, 000 (not including support, reserve, logistics and non-combatant roles)

        COMPETENCIES:

        Each Confederate Marine is equipped in two standard packages. Light tactical encounter suit or power armor, with light tactical being especially designed for reconnaissance, rapid search and deployment, and usually hot-world conditions. Able to withstand some low-caliber projectile weapons as well as impacts, strikes, melee weapons and most physical attacks. Power armor is designed for full-assault and battlefield conditions, is servo-assisted, and can double-function as a spacesuit and survival pod. Power armor also has a full range of chemical and biological filters in place to protect from most biological and chemical agents, and is able to withstand most commonplace projectile weapons, as well as melee and physical attacks from conventional attack vectors.

      

        

      
        Each Confederate Marine, although specializing in their own particular weapons system, is automatically equipped with a Jackhammer rifle able to be modified to personal tastes, including: burst fire, grenade launch, close-attack bayonet, torch, flare deployment.

      

        

      
        Any Confederate Marine, upon receiving their full Marine status, is also able to choose particular weapons systems to suit their aptitudes and the strategic requirements of their squad and current mission. This is not limited to, but could include: rocket launcher, micro-missile system, close-combat blade, machine pistols, heavy rifles, gun halberds, etc.

      

        

      
        Each Confederate Marine comes equipped with a range of personal tools and equipment, not limited to, but not always including: combat knife, poly-filament climbing wire, personal medical kit including basic range of wound sprays, pain sprays, and stimulant injectors, personal data-node (inbuilt in both light tactical and power armor suits) enabling direct digital uplink with relevant superiors, short-wave transmitter/responder, as standard.

      

        

      
        Each Confederate Marine is expected to be highly versed in both ranged (projectile) combat, as well as close-combat (hand-to-hand, including some weapons training) and have a working familiarity with craft operations, ensuring that despite operational challenges in the battlefield, there should always be a Marine capable of at least basic piloting skills present.

      

        

      
        Each Confederate Marine reaches their point of deployment with the full, current array of viral, fungal, and disease inoculations and immune-system support.

      

        

      
        MARINE FORCE COMPETENCIES:

        Confederate Marines are split into the following four fleets:

      

        

      
        Earth Fleet.

        3 x Dreadnought-Class Warships, and attendant fighter-craft.

        Responsible for the patrol and defense of Earth and near-Earth orbit.

      

        

      
        Moon Fleet.

        1 x Dreadnought-Class Warship, and attendant fighter-craft.

        Responsible for the defense of the Moon, and to assist Earth Fleet.

      

        

      
        Rapid Response Fleet.

        3 x Warrior-Class Battleships, and attendant fighter-craft.

        Stationed near Jupiter, tasked with responding where needed.

      

        

      
        Borders Fleet.

        4 x Dreadnought-Class Warships, and attendant fighter-craft.

        3 x Warrior-Class Battleships, and attendant fighter-craft.

        On constant rotation, tasked with securing trade routes and colonial safety.

      

      

      

      “Huh,” Solomon murmured as he read up on the history and structure of his new organization. It was a little boring to be honest, but it was stuff that he assumed he had to know if he was going to make a go of it for the next twelve years.

      A few things stuck out at him, though, like the fact that the Borders Fleet was larger than the Earth Fleet, telling him—like the puzzle that every situation was—that the Confederate Marines were more concerned with keeping the various colony worlds in check than they were the safety concerns near Earth.

      Also, Jupiter… He reread the description of the Rapid Response Fleet, clicking on their title to bring up a list of its most notable battles and skirmishes. Jupiter is where I am, isn’t it? He was on Ganymede Military Base, and Ganymede was the largest moon of Jupiter—the largest moon in the entire solar system, in fact, almost a planetoid in its own right. So that meant, surely, that the ‘MEF’ or Marine Expeditionary Force—the Outcasts, he added—were going to be a part of the Rapid Response Fleet.

      “What sort of stuff did they get into, again?” he muttered as he clicked through to the information, and then wished he hadn’t.

      
        
        •Pacification of Olympus Mons, Mars

        •Proxima Gate Battles, 2195

        •Pacification of Tycho

        •Huygens Orbital Station Battle, 2202

        •Pacification of Hellas Chasma, Mars

        •Battle of Cassandra Asteroid Cloud

        •Moon Strike Deployment, 2173-2182

      

      

      

      “Holy frack…” Solomon’s eyes slid down the list of most notable conflicts and campaigns that the Rapid Response Fleet had been on. It wasn’t that there was a lot of them, although there were, but what little he had heard of them back on the news wires and blog sites back on Earth.

      The ‘pacifications’ were all, generally, the deployment of troops against insurgent forces and colonial radicals who had tried to declare themselves independent or generally attack Confederate power structures on Mars, the moon of Tycho, and so on. Solomon remembered the drone footage of occasional street-to-street fighting, the red air hazy with even more soot and dust than normal. It didn’t look like fun. At all.

      The Proxima Gate Battles… That had been the most ‘warlike’ of all of the list, and it was when, only ten years or so ago, a coalition of raiders and smugglers had sought to close off the jump routes to the distant colony of Proxima, thus controlling all trade that flowed between the two worlds. It had been the fight for the very reason of the Confederacy’s existence, and it had been awful and bloody—proving what every pundit had already agreed upon: that the raiders, smugglers, and one-time looters were being financed and backed by some of the largest of criminal organizations right there on Earth. Or else, they had a lot of very influential friends in high places. Who else could go toe-to-toe against the Confederacy?

      But it was also the type of deployments that the Rapid Response Fleet (and hence, his Outcast unit of the MEF) got sent on that was troubling Solomon. None of these missions looked to be run of the mill, boring space lane patrols, and it wasn’t even colony and station defense, or stopping the occasional trading ship and inspecting their cargo.

      No, Solomon thought. This was all the nasty end of a soldier’s work. This Rapid Response Fleet was clearly designed to be there at the sharp and painful edge of every complicated conflict and battle, throwing themselves into situations where they would often be surrounded and outnumbered, but relying on their better training, equipment, and sheer ferocity to win the day.

      How am I ever going to survive twelve years of that!? Solomon wondered.
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        * * *

      

      Solomon was still mulling it over when his allocated study time was up, and the visor clicked off and powered down. He realized that he felt hungry and tired.

      Just how long did I spend in there? he wondered, hanging the visor back into its cradle as the cubicle screen locked back into position. He stumbled to his feet, rubbing his eyes. Around him came other bleary-eyed recruits and regulars, as it seemed to Solomon that everyone must have had a similarly intense amount of brain exercise.

      Their tiredness didn’t stop them from turning their shoulders away from him, though, even side-stepping when he came near. I guess that I’m still the leper in this community, he thought, shaking his head as he paused, sighed, and saw that someone was watching him.

      It was Doctor Palinov, standing outside Lounge 3, with a speculative look in her eyes, bright blue behind her glasses.

      What, you heard what I am capable of too, is it? He held her gaze for a moment, daring her to frown or scowl at him, but instead she just hurriedly looked away as if she had been caught doing something that she shouldn’t, before turning to hit the door release for Lounge 3 and disappearing inside once again.

      What was all that about? he thought, falling in line behind the rest and following them out to the corridors, where their route was planned out by the bright green floor lights, leading them back toward the gymnasium.

      Not again! He moaned, but luckily, the ‘evening’ session wasn’t as grueling as the first. There was no fighting this time, only running, climbing, and stretching, as well as using a host of exercise machines that slid out from the walls as they piled on. Over the next two hours, Solomon used resistance weights and rowing machines and was very much looking forward to his bed by the time the alarm CLANG-CLANG-CLANG went off.

      He stumbled behind the others, seizing the protein gunk and shake on the way through. He could hardly taste it he was so tired on his way back to his foam mattress on the floor. It was a strange kind of tired, one that was borne of intense physical and mental activity, and not one borne of natural day and night rhythms. Solomon had the impression their days or ‘watches’ were shorter here than the usual eighteen standard sunlight hours of Earth, and his body felt jittery and electric as if he had been shocked with the warden’s control chip.

      “Cready.” the large form of Arlo Menier suddenly moved to block his route to his bed.

      “Yes, Arlo?” he said, feeling so exhausted that he couldn’t care what the big man had to say to him right now. The intense experience of the day, and all of the pain and exertion that he had been through, made him feel like he had known the people in this room for years, not just a few short hours.

      “Just remember tomorrow,” the big man growled. “Don’t let me down.”

      “Okay.” Solomon was too weary to get into this right now, and it wasn’t long before, as soon as he stripped and pulled the blankets over his aching and twitching body, he fell into a deep sleep.

      Not altogether dreamless, though.
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        * * *

      

      “You have to get out of this,” his good friend Matthias Sozer said, looking up at him from the desk.

      “I can’t,” Solomon had said, and heard himself say, once again.

      Matthias had shuttled in just that morning, using a fake journalist’s visa to get into New Kowloon and track down his old friend Solomon when he had called him in.

      Usually when the two met up, there would be camaraderie, laughter, and then they would get on with the business of whatever had brought them together—a small money transport, a museum, a complicated industrial sabotage case, a wealthy businessman too stupid to hold onto his own fortune. The jobs could be as varied as a simple drop-off to a full heist. Solomon always knew that, on the jobs that he couldn’t do alone, there was only one person on the planet that he could trust to watch his back.

      But today, it was different, as Solomon hadn’t called Matty in before the job, as was customary. This time, it was halfway through.

      It was because of what Matty was looking at, on the desk, sitting atop an array of New Kowloon city maps and schematics.

      It looked no bigger than an old-fashioned pen lid, or perhaps the end of a data-cable—a thin tube of uncertain materials, with tiny wires from one end, and a small blob of iridescent silvered data-nodes.

      “And you’re sure it’s deactivated?” Solomon heard himself say, to which Matty nodded, picking up the tweezers that he had so carefully set down a moment earlier, still holding the tiny graphite diamond data-cell.

      “Sure as frack.” Matty looked a little aggrieved that his friend could ever doubt his abilities. As well as being fairly brilliant with people, it turned out that his old friend Matty was also brilliant with machines.

      Some people had all the luck, Solomon thought then and thought now—until he remembered.

      Matthias doesn’t come out of this lucky…

      “It’s not general military issue, and it’s certainly not civilian…” Matty frowned as he looked at the tiny sensor. “But I would say, from the craftsmanship, from the lack of serial numbers or identifying machine-marks…” He took a deep breath. “This has to be Intelligence. Government Intelligence. Or maybe a mega-corp, but it has to be one of the bigger ones. Who’ve you gone and annoyed this time, Solomon?”

      Anyone? Everyone? Solomon could easily have answered, but he hadn’t. “Why would the fracking government want me under surveillance?” he had said, although mostly to hide his fear. Government Intelligence or the bigger mega-corporations. Those were the shadowy sorts of worlds that he really DIDN’T want to mess around with. They were the sorts of people who orchestrated crashes in the stock market or overthrew smaller Confederate powers just to secure a trade deal. What was he to them?

      “Oh, I don’t know, Solomon, maybe it’s because—his test scores were high,” Matty said eerily.

      “What?” Matty had never said that, a not-so-asleep part of Solomon’s brain thought. The Matthias that he had known had gone on to jibe him about being one of the best thieves in New Kowloon, and that it was only a matter of time before he started ‘playing at the big table.’ Whether he liked it or not.

      “Very high,” Matty agreed with himself as he turned back to look at the tiny surveillance drone.

      “We have to initiate Phase 2 now,” Matty cryptically said.

      “What are you talking about?” Solomon heard himself say—although he had never said that, either…

      “But half of them might crash out in the next round of tests!” Matty said, apparently having a whispered argument with himself as Solomon looked on, bewildered.

      “This one is ready, at least. Do it. That’s an order,” Matty mumbled into the table as he turned the tiny thing one way or another. Solomon saw his old friend look up to give him that devilish, reckless grin that he had done before, but it wasn’t his old, living friend who was looking up at him, but the eyeless, bruised face of Matthias Sozer on the night that he had died.

      “No!”
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      Solomon woke the next day groggy and tired, and feeling like his body had been pummeled from head to foot by Malady. He wasn’t surprised to find the purple and ruddy mosaic of bruises already on his shins and arms from yesterday’s training, and he still had the healing red welts of the medical tests during his long sleep. He wondered how long a slower-than-light trip to Jupiter had taken… Three months? Six?

      Enough time for the dust to settle back home, he thought, before realizing that no, he couldn’t call New Kowloon home anymore. He couldn’t call Earth home.

      The point was made painfully clear when, on Ganymede, he went through the same routines as he had the day before: the alarm call waking them up to stand at the end of their bunk—or mattress, in Solomon’s case, then to get washed and to eat reconstituted protein food, and then on to the gymnasium, but this time, it was only a short exercise session, because their time was cut short by the CLANG-CLANG-CLANG of the station bell. Warden Coates appeared, along with two other figures in full power armor.

      “Real Marines,” Solomon heard one of his fellow Outcast cadre whisper.

      “Schlubs!” Coates greeted them with characteristic affection. “This is Colonel Asquew and Colonel Madavi of the Rapid Response Fleet, here to observe today’s training mission,” he said, looking tiny in his gray and gold suit next to the hulking Marines.

      Neither of them were as large as the full tactical unit that Malady wore, but they were large enough to stand a head taller than any of the other non-suited recruits and regulars there. The power armor looked almost like a very old-fashioned suit of plate armor, in the way that every section of their bodies were covered with poly-carbon metal plates, ones that sheathed and interlocked with each other so that they could move with almost as much flexibility as if they wore general encounter suits.

      But this power armor was heavier and larger than mere metal sheets, and Solomon remembered seeing some of the demonstration schematics in the study lounge the day before. Multiple layers of toughened alloys with thin strips of compacted, impact-reducing foam layers in between, as well as insulation and the internal system of thin heating and cooling pipes. Shoulder plates that almost dwarfed the wearer’s head, and round servo-assists at the knees and elbows. Solomon remembered hearing that just so long as you had power, you could be thrown out of airlock in one of those suits and survive for as long as the suit had recycling water.

      The Marines of the Rapid Response Fleet wore the colors of burnt-copper red, with flashes of gold pips at their breast and on their all-encompassing helmets to indicate their command-level ranks.

      “Is that a power-blade?” Solomon heard the recruit just behind him whisper. It was Wen, and she was looking greedily at one of the colonel’s weapons. It looked to be a long blade in a scabbard at the soldier’s waist, thin like a saber or a katana, but with a svelte collection of nodes and power units on the sheath.

      I bet it is, Solomon thought. Power-blades were one of the most fearsome of bladed weapons, and he had seen one in action once. A Triad boss had somehow managed to acquire one—they were military-issue only—and used it to cut through tables and chairs and computers when he needed to scare the living daylights out of someone. Solomon knew that they were made of a strengthened poly-steel, almost impervious, but that their special crystal glazing—so tough that it wouldn’t shatter when the sword met metal, brick, bones—was also connected to a power unit in the hilt, charging when ‘docked’ in the scabbard. This caused the blade to hum with captured energy when drawn, and to create explosions of light and sparks when it made contact with another object.

      “Here is your list of commanders for the day!” the warden shouted, reading from his data-pad a list of names to mixed applause or dismay from the assembled others. Solomon, Wen, and Malady, of course, were sent to make up Arlo Menier’s squad, to which he welcomed them with his own characteristic charm.

      “Right, you lot. It is simple. You follow my orders, or else… Got it?” the big man grumbled, his dark eyes glaring at each of them.

      “That’s what we’re here for, Arlo,” Solomon said tiredly, to find that the front of his encounter suit was suddenly grabbed by the larger man in his meaty fists.

      “Sir. You call me sir today, Cready.”

      Solomon felt his heart thump with hatred for this man, and he was about to tell Arlo exactly what he could call the man instead, but there was a cough from Wen beside them, and the two men turned their heads to see that the Rapid Response colonels were already beginning to walk down the groups of people, seemingly to inspect the caliber of the would-be soldiers.

      “Later, Cready,” Arlo promised, releasing him and side-stepping into a perfect salute. “Attention!” he snapped irritably at them as the colonel paced near in his heavy military-metal boots, and Solomon already knew that today was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      “Light tactical suits today,” the words of Warden Coates met them as the Outcasts filed into a room that Solomon had never seen before. It was some sort of launch bay out onto the Ganymedean surface, with access stairs down from the higher levels to a wide but narrow room with multiple vaulted metal archways at the far end. Everything had a bluish tinge down there, as the steel was lit by blue LEDs, giving Solomon the impression of twilight.

      Ker-thunk, thunk, thunk! Floodlights clacked on along the wall under the stairs, revealing what Solomon at first thought were more sleep tubes. This time, the tall oval coffin shapes were open-mouthed, and each one held a suit.

      “Augh,” Arlo muttered disappointedly at the sight, and Solomon felt himself agree when he saw that they were indeed looking at Coates’ suggestion, and not the full power armor that the Marine colonels—who were now standing on one of the metal balconies on the side of the stairs—wore.

      “Undermesh suit, jacket harness, wader boots, shoulder pads, armor gloves, and of course, visor…” Coates announced as the different squads of four approached the bays where their names were displayed on the screens.

      I guess they’ve already figured out my size, Solomon thought as he picked up the first article of clothing—the black and steel-blue undermesh suit that looked fairly similar to any of the more lightweight all-in-one encounter suits that he might wear, with zips, air-seals, pockets, and port connectors for the other bits of attire that affixed on top.

      “Each squad has their regulars who have used these before, so I want to see each of you sharing your knowledge, ladies,” Coates’s voice directed them as Solomon started to dress. The encounter suit alone was surprisingly lightweight, almost like hiking gear, and it was hard for Solomon to see how it would withstand the rigors of space. When he mentioned this out loud, his ‘sharing’ Regular Arlo just sneered at him.

      “You junker-brain, Cready. Space is all about cold and pressure. These suits have internal pressure systems and triple insulation. Totally useless against any impact, but it means your blood won’t freeze or your skin pop out there.”

      “Good to know,” Solomon muttered grimly, moving on to the jacket harness, which seemed to be a collection of bulky poly-carbon segments connected with some sort of cloth-covered wire mesh, which buckled at the front and, with magnet snaps, connected to the undermesh. Next came the waders. Really, they were heavy space boots with reinforced rims and an attached shin guard that snapped closed around his legs, and connecters that linked it into the harness.

      “Here…” He felt hands on his shoulders and flinched, then realized that it was Recruit Wen, her black hair already tied back in an austere knot, as she helped manhandle the heavy shoulder pad into place on Solomon’s shoulder. Instinctively, he felt nervous at having someone so near to him. Someone who worked for the Yakuza, he thought, remembering the countless run-ins he’d had with them.

      “You don’t have to, you know…” he grumbled as the pad—the only true bit of power armor—locked into place with his harness.

      Wen looked at him funny for a moment. “Shut up. You’re going to help me with mine in a minute.” She shook her head at Solomon’s apparent shyness.

      I’m not being shy, I just don’t know if I can trust you yet. If I can trust anyone yet… he was thinking, as Wen turned in her own undermesh and harness to present her shoulder for him to buckle on her own armor.

      “Jezzie,” she said as the pad clicked into place. “Jezebel Wen, Shanghai.”

      Is she trying to be friends with me? Solomon wondered, suddenly unable to deal with this situation. He hadn’t come here to look for friends. He didn’t deserve friends.

      “Solomon,” he grunted, turned to slide on the heavy armor gauntlets with their metal-sheathed fingers and locking wristband.

      “Where you from?” Wen asked, working beside him to do the same.

      What do I say? He paused. “American Confederacy,” he said at last. Don’t let her know I’ve been in New Kowloon. She might know who I am. What enemies I have…

      “Star-spit, Cready,” Wen said irritably. “I’m only trying to talk to you, because…” Her voice dropped to a whisper so that their commander couldn’t hear as he struggled with his own gauntlets beside her. “Because I don’t want to die out there today. We need to work together, because I don’t know if our new boss…”

      “You two done yet?” Arlo straightened up, holding his helmet under his arm as he ‘inspected’ his squad. Solomon grabbed the helmet and slid it on over his head. The world flushed to a dull blue haze, then lightened as words scrolled across the inside of his visor-screen.
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      “Form up!” Arlo ordered, and his words were clearly amplified by Solomon’s helmet. On the screen of his faceplate, he saw the overlay of a faint golden arrow that he presumed meant them, as Arlo led the way along the arrow-path to where it stopped in front of the first of the archways. Jezebel Wen walked in front of Solomon, in her own slightly smaller light tactical suit, and the larger Arlo marched in front of her. The last of their squad had no need for special equipment, of course, as Malady was already inside his own full tactical mechanized suit, and he took up the rear.

      “Simple mission today, teams,” the voice of Warden Coates was piped into their suit helmets. “Follow your squad arrows to your pre-chosen destinations, where there will be corrals of mech-walkers for you to power up and return to base. Each mech-walker can hold up to eight Marines, so each squad will have their own mech-walker to pilot…”

      Solomon wondered at the glaring inconsistency in the plan. He didn’t know if any of them could pilot one of the four-legged servo-droids, but that didn’t seem to stop Coates as he initiated the mission countdown.

      “Three…two…”

      Is it a race? The first to the mech-walkers and back? he wondered, his mind starting to buzz as he considered the mission ahead like a puzzle. He was sure that he could find a way to break into one. It was one of his specialisms—in his previous life, anyway. But did the encounter suit have tools? He would need a laser torch, probably, simple electronic equipment, a way to patch the mech-walker’s mainframe into his own suit’s. Or maybe he could just bypass the mech-walker’s computers altogether, deactivate its intelligence circuits, and just fire up the engines…

      “One!”

      The virtual gold arrow overlaying his vision flashed once, twice, three times, and then there was the sudden hiss of gases at the foot of the archways.

      Oh yeah, decompression… he thought. Presumably, they didn’t want their recruits to be sucked out into Ganymede’s thin atmosphere, to orbit the planet a few times before being sucked down Jupiter’s gravity well, right?

      The gases cleared, and Solomon felt his stomach lurch as the internal gravity and pressures of the launch bay matched those of outside.

      TZ-Thunk! Tzz-Thunk!

      He was about to rise off the floor when the heavy combat boots suddenly reacted, polarizing the mesh of magnets in their soles to create a very weak field, but one that was enough to ensure that he wasn’t totally at the mercy of the weak gravity as he felt his feet hit the ground more solidly.

      The metal archways were opening, sliding up in rows of interlocking plates, revealing the ochre and creamy white surface of the moon beyond.

      “Move out! Double-time!” Arlo was bellowing, and although Solomon could hear the distant, muffled echoes of the other squads beside them, it seemed that the suit telemetries amplified or zeroed in on communications between their own squad members, as he could also hear Arlo’s heavy, panting breath as the big man started to bound forward, and Wen’s shorter, controlled hisses as she broke into a run behind him.

      Solomon followed, jogging out onto the Ganymede surface as other squads of four or five recruits and regulars did the same all the way along the opening archways.

      The surface of Ganymede was strange. Every metal boot-strike crunched through a thick layer of permafrost, sending up slow-spinning clouds of ice and rock granules. Larger rocks that were oddly pocked and worn smooth by the astral winds and irregularities of the moon’s thin climate were scattered about underfoot as the would-be Marines found themselves running across the alien plain. There were deep solid ‘rills’ that striated across the plane like frozen waves, speckled with bits of mica and pockets of black rock dust.

      Beyond this plain, and skirting its edges, Solomon could see gorge-like highlands of rocky outcrops—fantastically sculpted ridges, walls, and stands of rocks that were decorated with pink tendrils that had to be some sort of mineral deposit, but could have been anything to Solomon’s awareness.

      Superimposed over their path was the flashing gold arrow, leading them to the left of the small plain, toward the first break in the encroaching ridges. Solomon dared to spare a look upward, seeing the dome of stars on his right, and on his left, the hulking mass of Jupiter—orange, red, and yellow, noble and kinglike—on the horizon.

      Just run to a bunch of mech-walkers, hack in, and walk one back? Solomon was thinking, increasing his pace a little. How hard can that be?

      A lot harder than he had assumed, apparently, as all of a sudden, the plain lit up with laser fire.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy spit!” He heard Arlo grunt as the laser shots exploded the compacted rocks and ice all around them, sending up plumes of dust and steam.

      “Who’s shooting at us!?” Wen had already rolled across the ground to one side, her leap in the extremely low gravity of Ganymede sending her farther than Solomon thought she might have liked.

      He was surprised at the suddenness of the attack—laser shots were hitting the dirt all around them, in front of them, to either side and behind—but he found that he wasn’t surprised by it.

      Just like downtown Kowloon, he found himself thinking as he skidded to a halt behind the nearest ridge of ice and rock, itself only three or so feet high, but enough for him to crouch up against.

      “Automated guns,” Malady said over the suit’s communicator as, a second later, the metal man appeared out of the dust and spray behind them, still marching as a bolt of light exploded into sparks across his shoulder. Solomon saw him rock a little, but his step didn’t waver as he kept on marching.

      Of course, laser shot isn’t even going to dent a full tactical, Solomon thought. Malady was the closest thing they had to a full Marine here with them, and his suit was even better than power armor.

      “Malady, sorry about this, but can you…” Solomon thought quickly, remembering all of the times he had to use a passing transport to draw fire.

      “It’s okay. It’s what I’m designed to do,” Malady grunted as he took a small leap and sailed over Solomon’s head. He landed between where Solomon huddled and Wen was similarly crouching, and kept on marching, drawing the laser shots that painted his feet with shards of light.

      “Malady’s drawing them out.” Solomon rolled uncomfortably against the rock to be able to see the sparks of light from the nearest rocky canyon top. “If we make our way under these ridges, we might be able to get in under their arc of fire.”

      “Good idea!” Wen called, already proceeding to worm her way along the frozen ‘wave’ of rock and ice.

      “Arlo, I mean, sir?” Solomon said as he similarly started squirming in the same direction.

      “Hguh,” Solomon heard a grunt from their temporary commander’s suit. “Fine. Let Malady draw ze fire, while we circle around,” he said quickly.

      Whatever, Solomon almost laughed before he realized that was probably a hint of hysteria. Let Arlo think it was all his idea, just so long as I don’t get shot!

      The squad rolled and crab-crawled quickly toward the nearest of the rocky canyon walls, as behind them and around them, Solomon could see other squads trying different tactics to get across the field of fire. He saw one regular hit square in the chest with an explosion of sparks and was lifted off their feet and thrown backwards in the thin gravity. They skidded along the ice, almost back to the base itself. Another was spun around by a glancing blow, thumping with a plume of particles. None of those hit appeared to be badly wounded, however, and Solomon wondered if it was more like getting kicked than burned.

      One of the squads had tried to make a run for it straight to their own targets, with some success as it seemed to take the guns a few moments to re-position themselves and re-fire. Another squad had copied what they were doing, using the rills of frozen surface matter to take cover, while another was performing zig-zagging maneuvers across the dirt with more success than any other squad.

      Including ours, Solomon thought grimly. He still considered this to be a race.

      “Come on!” he growled, half at himself and half at the others, as he slammed his back against the rocky canyon wall underneath the nearest of the guns, able to see the white bolts of burning light shoot across the sky to the other poor trainees below.

      “Alright, move out!” Arlo was still ahead of them, running at a hunch along the rock wall to where there was a gap that opened out into another canyon. Solomon saw him pause and crouch at the edge, at least—he wasn’t stupid enough to make himself a target.

      “Malady!” Arlo shouted over the comms, “get in zere!”

      “Roger and out.” There was a distant vibration that Solomon could feel through his boots as he joined Wen and Arlo at the edge of the canyon, their superimposed gold arrow now flashing for them to go inside. Then the barrel-like shape of the full tactical man-mecha was charging ahead of them between the canyon walls, with enough laser fire dancing off his hide to give him his own personal halo before the shots abruptly flickered off when he had passed inside.

      “Ha! Ze guns don’t have line-of-sight in zere!” Arlo said gleefully. “Wen, you’re in next.” He pushed the slightly smaller woman past the corner after Malady.

      So much for a commander always leads from the front? Solomon thought, and waited. He wondered if Arlo was so much of a coward that he would want him to go next as well.

      As it turned out, that was not the case. His commander held up a restraining hand to Solomon. “You wait here. I don’t want any surprises jumping at us from behind. If anything shows up, take it out.”

      You want me to be bait? Solomon thought. Whatever. “Yes, sir,” he said, watching Arlo turn to follow Malady and Wen into the canyon, leaving him watching the light show behind.

      We weren’t even given any weapons. How am I going to stop anything coming our way? he wondered grimly, just as there was a snarl over his squad communications.

      “Mecha-hounds!” he heard Wen call out, and Solomon peered around the canyon edge to see.

      It looked as though this mission was set up like an assault course, Solomon realized, his puzzle-fixing brain quickly connecting the dots. The first stage was the field of fire, and then each squad was making their way to their own particular openings in the rocky walls, presumably to face what Wen, Malady, and Arlo were facing right now.

      The three fighters were in a wide avenue between the rocky walls, spread out with Malady in front, then Wen, and Arlo behind. As Solomon watched, he saw a hidden port burst open from one of the canyon walls, sending rock and ice fragments high into the air to reveal a meter-high porthole. A four-legged metal form with a clamping, metal canine jaw charged out.

      I should have known, he thought as mecha-hounds burst from the rocks on either side of them, bounding through the air with a killer’s grace as they sought their targets.

      I have to help them. Solomon half-rose from his crouch, before he suddenly realized.

      Those three down there were the best hologram-mecha fighters I saw, he thought. They could hold out for a few rounds, especially if I…

      Solomon had a new idea, and he turned on his heel and started scrambling up the rocky incline above him. He knew that he had crashed out in the virtual tournament just yesterday, and he knew that his body was still repairing itself. He wasn’t a terrible fighter by any stretch of the imagination—he’d been in plenty of fist fights in the various synth-bars of his miscreant home—but he also knew that he just wasn’t quick enough to deal with them. Not in the shape that I’m in at the moment, anyway.

      Down below him, he saw Wen spin in the air, the lack of gravity lending a balletic quality as she roundhouse-kicked one of the charging mecha-hounds in the head with her metal boot. It went down in a sudden explosion of sparks. Arlo had picked up one of the larger rocks and was using it like a club to bash the head of another mecha-hound. The most impressive sight of all was Malady, with two mecha-hounds clamped to one arm and a third hanging off his opposing leg as he stamped and thrashed them against the moon’s surface with expert proficiency.

      But there was still more coming out of the portholes in the ground, and Solomon knew only one way to take them out.

      He lowered himself to a crawl and pulled himself onto the top of the rock, looking around until he saw what he was searching for. A flare of light as the static gun emplacement attempted to fire at some of the trapped squads behind him.

      I got you now. Solomon belly-crawled around the nearest boulders, dragging himself forward so that he was attacking the gun emplacement from the back, and got to work.

      These automatic guns looked like floor-mounted rifles, larger and heavier than the Jackhammer rifles that the Confederate Marines were allowed, with twin metal barrels that were almost as long as Solomon was tall, and a large control box on the back, sitting over the loading and movement gyros.

      It shouldn’t be difficult, he thought, still wishing that he had his electronic tools as he instead settled for leaning back and kicking the back control plate with the metal of his combat boots.

      Thunk! THUNK!

      The guns were solid, but even the light tactical suit was strong enough to start to dent the metal of the gun as it wobbled and shook on its chassis.

      “Cready, you coward! Get your ass down here!” Arlo was shouting at him in alarm, but Solomon ignored him, taking another kick—

      CRACK! This time, the back plate cracked and one of the bolts sheared off.

      Now, let’s see how good these power gauntlets are… Solomon seized the edge of the metal plate and pulled. He shouldn’t have been strong enough to tear sheet metal from its fixings, but he felt the magnetic whirr of his suit as the heavy gauntlets clamped shut, and he pulled with all of his might. The jacket harness tightened around his torso automatically, distributing the force and maximizing his effort, and the remaining bolts sheared and the plate was torn off.

      “Cready! I’m going to kill you for sabotaging my mission!” Arlo was snarling.

      “I’m not sabotaging. I’m helping!” he managed to gasp as he slid forward to the complicated world of wires, pipes, and controls inside.

      “It does not look like it!” Arlo snapped over the suit’s communications. Solomon ignored him. No time. One of these has to be the automated controls, and one of these has to be the firing mechanism.

      It was a puzzle. All of life was a puzzle. His eyes sought out the power unit, tracked the cables coming up out of it, to find one that plunged into the small memory chip connector, obvious thanks to its blue and viridian green circuitry.

      Gotcha. He pulled the wire, and the gun suddenly shook and dropped its barrels, lifeless, to the rocky floor of the ridge.

      Now all I have to do is… The firing mechanism was easy, as Solomon knew that the laser shot rifle had to rely on a battery that cycled to force, and then discharged. He found the battery connector, and the safety button which ‘test fired’ the battery, and the laser. Which is why there was always a delay as they re-tracked and recharged their shots, Solomon knew, gripping the gun top and whirling it around on its gyros until it faced down into the canyon where the rest of Gold Squad were fighting.

      The gun might not have any computerized automated controls anymore, but Solomon didn’t need them. The battery pack had a small blinking green LED, which he presumed must mean that it was full already… He hoped.

      And he pressed the test fire button.

      THOOM! The gun’s recoil was next to nothing as its shock suspensors took up most of the bounce, and a bolt of burning light shot down to knock a mecha-hound that was just about to jump on Jezebel Wen’s back.

      Yes! He looked down, to see that the battery light was now flickering red, flickering orange, and then…

      Green.

      THOOM! Another shot, and another of the attacking hounds was taken out. They moved fast, but Solomon was at least glad that the lack of gravity slowed everything down. It was like shooting fish in a barrel, he thought as he took out three more, and the rest of his squad down there finished the rest.

      The gold arrow was still flashing for the squad to continue through the canyon, but as soon as Solomon started to make a move, Arlo paused and pointed up at him.

      “Not you, Cready!” his gruff voice snapped through the suit’s communications system.

      What? “Why ever not?”

      Arlo was gesticulating at him back to the gun placement that he had hacked and taken over. “I want you manning zat thing and keeping an eye out for any more dangers, you got zat?”

      “But I might be able to help with the mech-walker—” Solomon said, wincing as he heard just how childish he sounded. Arlo must have thought the same, as the temporary Commander of Gold Squad just laughed and started to bound with the others along the gold arrow.

      What would be worse? Disobeying a commander on a training exercise? Solomon thought. Or not being able to prove that I’m pretty good at hacking electronics?

      Whatever. Solomon thumped to his behind on the icy rocks, back safe behind the gun. Who was he trying to prove anything to anyway? Arlo? Warden Coates? Neither of them would ever recognize his abilities anyway, and the chances of Warden Coates—who apparently hated him—ever offering him a Specialism anyway was next to nil. So Solomon just sat, and he waited.

      He didn’t have to wait long, however, before the ground beneath his feet started to shake with the heavy footfall of approaching metal. At first, Solomon thought that it had to be Arlo and the rest of Gold Squad, but he was surprised to see a shape rear itself on the other side of the field of fire where the laser blasts had now stopped, thanks to the fact that all of the squads had managed to either flee back to the safety of the base, or enter the mecha-hound challenge areas.

      It was a four-legged mech-walker, looking a little like some sort of headless animal, with a large, bulky metal box studded with sensor ports and portholes. Solomon had seen their like in the news feeds. They were used primarily for alien environments, and particularly for worlds where the gravity was different than Earth-normal, as they were powerful enough to move through heavier gravity wells, or else the lighter gravity wells, where they could carry many times their normal load.

      The mech-walker wasn’t huge, it didn’t dominate the skyline or the rocky ridges at all, but its tallest boxy top was probably the height of a regular two-story building. Solomon had no way of telling which of the teams had been the one to get the mech-walker operational, and his puzzle-hungry mind itched to be there to work it out. I wonder if they had to break the automatic computer controls, like I did with the guns.

      That was it, he suddenly saw the shape of this challenge. That was the thing with puzzles. They always had a shape, a form, a way of doing things that meant when you understood what all of the component parts were, you understood how to beat it. It was like a well-executed heist: the building had certain entry points, each with their own difficulties, but each also provided opportunities. The first challenge, that of the guns, meant that if you succeeded, you could do as he was doing—learning how to use the guns to help the squad defeat the second challenge, the mecha-hounds.

      “Clear our path!” Arlo said joyously over the suit communicator, as the ground shook with the arrival of Gold Team’s mech-walker.

      “Huh?” Solomon was confused. Wasn’t the whole goal of the mission meant to be that the entire squad was supposed to be inside that thing? Which meant him, as well. He was fairly sure of that. “Warden Coates said that each squad had to retrieve a mech-walker and drive it back to base,” Solomon said with a degree of irritation. He didn’t want to miss out on coming in second as the first mech-walker had already entered the plain, and their mech-walker was only just making it through the mecha-hound canyon on steady, ponderous legs.

      “Ze warden also said zat I was in command, are you ignoring my orders, Recruit?” Arlo snapped back as they entered the plain, a good few paces behind the first.

      No, I guess I’m not. Solomon didn’t want to add mutiny to his already accomplished list of disagreeable traits that would see him shipped off to Titan instead of free at the end of twelve years.

      “There’s nothing to clear,” Solomon said though, as he watched the race unfold ahead of him. The mech-walkers were slow, each mechanical leg rising and falling in slow-motion as the squads inside worked out how to manipulate the controls.

      I’d have set Malady in the pilot and navigation seat, Solomon thought, remembering how Malady had a data-port in his fingertips. That meant he could probably think the controls and transmit them faster than Arlo or Jezzie could manipulate them by hand. So many reasons why he should have been inside that mech-walker, instead of stuck outside here!

      “I said clear ze path. We have another one ahead of us!” Arlo said angrily. “We don’t have any weapons capability inside zis thing, and I’m not going to risk ramming zem!” He sounded annoyed.

      Solomon realized what Arlo meant. At first, the young man had thought that Arlo might have been talking about the other static guns, which were silent anyway, or perhaps some stray mecha-hound, but there were none of those visible left either.

      “He’s talking about the other Marine mech-walker,” Solomon muttered annoyedly. He wasn’t sure, but he knew that they hadn’t been given any weapons, and Warden Coates hadn’t said anything about this training exercise being a battle between the squads.

      “Aren’t we all supposed to be Marines in this exercise?” Solomon asked out loud to Arlo. “We can’t go around attacking our own forces!”

      “He’s right,” Solomon heard Jezzie say from wherever she was inside the mech-walker.

      “Shut up, Wen. I’m in charge here,” Arlo snapped back over the open gold channel. “Solomon, you had better start firing zat gun of yours at ze other mech-walker, or I’ll report you for dereliction of duty!”

      And I’ll get packed off to Titan, the first chance that Coates gets, Solomon thought, sighing and manhandling the gun so that it pointed at the first mech-walker.

      But I can’t cause it to crash! He hesitated. What if it hurt the other regulars and recruits inside? If anyone died because of him, he was sure that it wouldn’t be Titan as his punishment… It would be the death sentence.

      “Holy spit, Solomon! Zat’s it, I am reporting you to ze warden as soon as we get back!” Arlo sounded apoplectic with rage.

      Solomon fired. He angled the gun at the nearest of the mech-walker’s rear legs, hitting just above the mechanical knee rondel and causing the mech-walker to wobble on the spot, but not stop its march.

      “Zat’s it! Fire again!” Arlo was saying gleefully, as the gold mech-walker started to march quicker.

      I’m not sure I can even damage that thing, Solomon thought, and instead waited for the exact moment that the opposing mech-walker had lifted its back leg and was about to put it down again, before firing straight at the knee rondel once more.

      THOOOM! This time, the laser shot exploded to leave a blackened scorch mark on the gray-cream metal, but it wasn’t the damage of the blast that Solomon had been aiming for. The impact had knocked the descending leg off kilter, so in the light gravity, the leg moved out a little, and had only barely touched the ground in an awkward pose when the other rear leg started to automatically rise.

      THOOOM! One more shot on the same, out-of-true leg, wobbling it slightly. It couldn’t bear the weight of the mech-walker and buckled, tipping backwards, the knee rondel bending slowly so that it looked as though the giant beast had sat on its haunches with a great thud that shook the plain.

      “Yes! Yes!” Arlo was whooping as they breasted, then passed the crouching mech-walker, its joints rotating and rolling as it tried to get up again.

      I hope that I did the right thing, Solomon thought, but he didn’t worry too much, as their mech-walker and Gold Squad marched back to the entrance of their archway and powered down.

      The gold team had won.
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        * * *

      

      “Disqualified,” said the severe voice of the Colonel Asquew, looking down at Arlo’s dismayed face, Solomon’s grimace, and Wen’s scowl—if Malady had any expression at all in the solid metal, Solomon couldn’t read it.

      They were still in the launch bay of the station and were still wearing their light tactical suits—apart from Malady, of course—but now each of the trainees were holding their helmets under their left arm.

      All of the squads had returned once Arlo and his squad had ‘won’ and the challenge was officially over.

      Only we didn’t win, did we? Solomon thought miserably. He was even more aware of the surreptitious glares and hard glances from the other squads around them, standing in small rows spaced around the central area. Above them on the metal grate balcony stood the two Marine colonels still in their power armor, but similarly holding their fierce-looking helmets under their left arms.

      Colonel Asquew was a woman with a gray and brown crewcut, and a bionic eye. She looked to be middle-aged, perhaps, but that didn’t mean that her face betrayed any sign of weariness. Her head appeared small against the mighty bulk of the suit around her, but her one good eye was bright was anger. Beside Asquew stood Colonel Madavi, a similarly middle-aged Indian man with a buzzcut and grey stubble over his grizzled chin. Warden Coates stood a little further back and to one side of the two colonels, the veins in his neck standing out as though his head might burst with rage.

      “Disqualified!?” Arlo burst out. “But why? We came first!”

      Bad choice, Arlo. Solomon winced, seeing the colonel’s power gloves clench just slightly on the railings above. He remembered how much trouble he had got into just for questioning the warden’s judgement back on the shuttle. With any luck, they’ll deport him to Titan quick-sharp.

      But Colonel Asquew didn’t fly into a rage as Coates would have done. She just stared at the angry Arlo and stared some more until Arlo had to realize just who he had tried to argue with.

      “Uh, I mean…” Arlo quickly backtracked. “Colonel-sir…”

      Asquew gave a very minute nod to recognize the appropriate title and cleared her throat. “Your team has been disqualified from the challenge, Regular Menier, because you fired against one of your own side.” Her words were like thrown shards of glass. “This challenge was a test, and not only of your physical abilities but also your mental faculties,” she stated. “We are monitoring your emotional responses to stress and battle, your ability to react creatively and with excellence to a situation, but also your ability to remember your orders, and your self-discipline to stick to them. At no point did we say that you were meant to regard each other as enemy combatants, otherwise we would have given you laser rifles and let you shoot it out!”

      I knew it, Solomon thought, to be surprised when Arlo rounded on him.

      “Sir, Colonel-sir.” Arlo cleared his throat. “I was the assigned commander, and of course I take full responsibility for that role, but I would also like to bring your attention to the fact that I had extremely extenuating circumstances…” Arlo said.

      “Extenuating circumstances, Regular Menier?” Solomon didn’t think that Arlo picked up the hint of dry sarcasm in the colonel’s voice.

      “Yes, Colonel-sir.” Arlo nodded gravely, taking on the air of a very aggrieved party. “All throughout the mission, I was having to negotiate with Recruit Cready here, who seemed insistent on ignoring my commands and trying to undermine me.”

      What!? Solomon rocked on his metal boots. Maybe he shouldn’t have been surprised that Arlo Menier would stoop so low, but this was beyond petty. It was an accusation that could see him getting shipped off to Titan!

      “—I feel forced to point out that he abandoned us to fight the mecha-hounds, and instead damaged Confederacy property by seizing control of one of the guns, and then used it to fire on the enemy’s mech-walker.”

      I can’t stand for this. Solomon knew that he had to say something, and his dreadful anger was once again starting to build. “It was your order to shoot at that mech-walker!” he burst out.

      “And what about the gun?” Arlo snapped back, clearly thinking that he was still their ‘gold’ commander and in charge of them.

      Well, you’re not… Solomon could feel his chest starting to swell with rage, and his fingers clenched the metal helmet under his arm. It was heavy enough that it would cause some damage were he to bring it down in an arc against the big man’s unprotected head...

      “Trainees! At attention!” Asquew barked from above, and Solomon reluctantly dragged his eyes back to the balcony above, even though his ears were roaring with the pound of blood.

      “If you cannot take criticism, then there is no place for you in the Marines,” Asquew stated heavily, and Solomon’s heart fell. This is it. I am going to get deported. We are all going to get deported, by the sound of it…

      But Solomon couldn’t have been more surprised by what came next from the colonel’s mouth.

      “As I stated, we were monitoring your progress and evaluating each of you through the challenge. Oracle has finished analyzing the results,” Asquew stated. “Which also means that we have a complete chat record of all recorded orders given, and orders ignored,” she stated precisely, and beside Solomon, the large Frenchman blanched white.

      “It is never a good idea to lie to a superior officer, Regular Menier,” Asquew stated carefully, taking a breath. “We know that you gave the order to fire on your fellow Marines, and for that reason, your entire squad has been disqualified from the tournament, meaning that it is Blue Squad that rightfully won, and will be forwarded their specialisms based on their performance shortly…”

      “YAAAS!” A jubilant cheer broke out from the standing line of other regulars and recruits which had, up until now, been the most morose of all of the trainees in the bay, as they were the ones inside the mech-walker that Solomon had fired upon. The colonels let them have their brief moment of celebration, whooping and laughing and thumping each other on the shoulders, before making a quieting gesture with her hand as she clearly had more to say.

      “However, despite the gold squad’s apparent complete lack of operational awareness, my colleague Colonel Madavi has also made a recommendation about their trainees’ performance…” Asquew stated, passing over the job to the other Marine in full power armor, who stepped forward and stated, in a curiously still and gentle voice that Solomon hadn’t been expecting:

      “Trainee Solomon CR is to be forwarded into the command specialism.”

      “What!?” Arlo hissed, doing his best to turn his outrage into a sudden cough. He was not alone apparently, as the offended Blue Squad also fell quiet at the news, and Solomon saw several of the other trainee’s eyes once again return to their sport of staring daggers at him.

      What? Solomon echoed the surprise.

      “At several turns, we noted that Solomon CR managed to out-strategize the scenario, as well as pass on that insight to his squad: using the full tactical Malady to draw fire, using the contours of the land to avoid fire from the guns, proceeding to take control of one of the guns himself to secure the mecha-hound threat. He showed both use of strategy and tactics, as well as a concern for his fellow soldiers of his squad.”

      “…but not ours,” one of the members of Blue Squad muttered, but Colonel Madavi ignored him and just carried on talking. “These are all command specialism traits, and Recruit Cready is the only soldier that we have seen so far who has displayed them.”

      It was like Madavi was reading out a report, and Solomon couldn’t help but look over the older man’s shoulder to where Warden Coates stood, looking stunned.

      “We expect the specialisms that we have ordained to be enacted immediately, and we look forward to our next observation session,” Madavi said, turning on his heel with a nod to Coates, before the pair of them, Madavi and Asquew, marched down the balcony and through an access door.

      The room fell into an uneasy murmuring as soon as they had gone, and if Solomon could feel the enmity and hatred of the other trainees on him before, it was ten times worse now. But Solomon didn’t dare look around, as he had his eyes staring fixedly up at the only person left on the metal balcony—Warden Coates. Solomon watched as the little man stepped forward to the railing and said through a tight jaw, “Class dismissed.”

      And that was it. Squads were breaking ranks and turning to their equipment lockers to start hanging up their kit and relax from the long day of exertion.

      But Solomon stayed where he was, just as Warden Coates did above him, and the warden’s eyes bored into Solomon with utter contempt.
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      For Solomon, the next days and weeks started to blur into one endless cycle of waking up, eating, going to the gymnasium, military exercises in the afternoon as well as either long hours spent in the study lounge, or else in his new specialism class—command.

      Not that there were days, as such, on Ganymede. With the sun being just a distant—but still bright—star in the sky, the only source of constant light was the red, baleful glow of the gas giant Jupiter making the moon’s surface appear in a constant state of moody sunset.

      Instead, there were military-style shifts, which Solomon was sure changed length from ‘day’ to ‘day.’ Some days, they would have time to perform all of their lessons before the final evening klaxon would see them stumbling back to the food delivery hall and bunks. On others, Solomon was sure that they had only had time to perform half of the lessons before they were once again stumbling back.

      “Variable metabolic cycles,” Malady informed him, when he had mentioned this strange fact. “It helps the human body to function at peak, if daylight work hours are varied to increase hormone and endocrine function.”

      Huh? Solomon thought. It sounded faintly creepy, to be honest, as if he was part of some sort of vast scientific experiment. Despite Solomon’s unease, he was pleased that the full tactical golem seemed to consider him something approaching a friend—not that the mechanical man was ever anything but pragmatic and monosyllabic, but it appeared that he ventured to talk to him, whereas most of the other recruits and regulars didn’t.

      The regulars hate me because I have a specialism already and I’m still only a recruit, and the recruits think that I’m bad luck for them to be seen around. Solomon sighed, once again between his shifts.

      The only other person who would voluntarily speak to him—usually to laugh at his not quite quick enough attempts at sparring in the gymnasium—was Jezzie Wen, his fellow gold-squad member and the only other recruit to be awarded with her specialism. Hers happened to be, of course, close-combat.

      “You ready to lose again, Commander?” Jezzie called out as she approached Solomon and Malady down the food delivery hall between lessons. She looked tired and disheveled, in her tight-fitting training clothes that showed that she, like the others, had come from their ‘special’ lessons. Solomon had no idea if Malady had a specialism or whether being biologically sewn into his suit counted as a specialism all of its own. For himself, he knew that he had just spent two hours replaying hologram battles between glowing green and red markers, while Oracle, the station computer, narrated various ambushes, maneuvers, and famous tactics employed by the Confederate Marines in the past. It was tiring, and it wasn’t exactly what Solomon had been expecting, but he still found it intriguing.

      It’s all a puzzle, he kept thinking. Every battle is an opportunity to use your resources in a way that would trick, outwit, and hopefully overwhelm your opponent.

      Just like a well-planned heist, but when combined with the ceaseless physical training as well, it was more tiring than any criminal endeavor he had engaged with.

      Which was one of the two reasons he shook his head at Jezzie. “I don’t think I’m fit for another bout of sparring,” he said, forgetting himself and almost actually smiling.

      Dammit, Solomon, what are you playing at? he berated himself. Was he that starved of attention that he would make friends with a former Yakuza operative? That was reason two for not wanting to become too friendly with Jezzie. There were still Yakuza out there on Earth who wanted him dead, he reminded himself as he put the solid mask of disinterest on over his features.

      “Oh, I see… Too scared of getting beaten up by a girl?” the woman said, her mouth playing a crooked smile. All Solomon could see was the way that smile pulled at the darting forked tongue of the dragon’s head that curved over her shoulder and up her neck…

      “Oh. I get it.” Jezzie suddenly pulled herself upright.

      Dammit, Solomon thought. She had seen him looking at the tattoo. She must know that he knew what it meant.

      “It was a long time ago, now.” Jezzie’s smile faded into a flat grimace. “I should have thought that you of all people know that we can all make mistakes,” the woman said as she pushed past him forcefully.

      Ouch. Solomon recoiled from the shove as if he had actually been hit. Maybe I deserved that, he started to think, before that other part of him—the watchful, wary part of him—broke in. It could all be an act. A way to get close to you, and then mete out Yakuza-style justice. He watched as the rather athletic form of Jezzie swaggered back to the bunk, sending others scurrying away from her in her bad mood.

      “You should trust her,” grunted an electronically-amplified voice behind him. It was Malady, closing the small containment hatch on his side where he put the energy-gunk bars. Solomon had no idea what happened to them after that, and quite frankly didn’t want to know either. “She is trying to be your friend.”

      Solomon was surprised that the large man knew much about friends. Wasn’t he mostly cyborg, now? Solomon was about to point that out, his temper rising in his chest so much that he wanted to lash out at someone. You can’t trust anyone. No one changes. Not really…

      “Commander Cready,” a voice slurred behind him, and Solomon knew what was going to happen the moment he heard the angered tone in the Frenchman’s voice.

      It was Arlo, still only a regular despite the days and weeks of training that they had all been put through. Solomon didn’t turn. Don’t give him the satisfaction, he thought, as ever since that training mission when it had been Arlo that had made all of the wrong choices, the Frenchman’s dislike of Solomon had seemed to fester into a deep, violent hate. And he had managed to spread that hate around too, always appearing to stand at the corners of the hallways with his beefy comrades, daring Solomon to pass them unarmed.

      “Think you are better zan ze rest of us, Commander Cready?” Arlo whispered behind him. “Think you deserve your position, when you made ze rest of us look like a fool?”

      I did no such thing! Solomon thought. “Not today, Arlo. I’m too tired for this star-spit…” He started to walk past Malady when suddenly there was an explosion of pain in his side.

      “Urk!” Solomon stumbled to the side of the hall, grabbing the service ports to stop himself from falling to the ground. Arlo had kicked him in the side, just under the ribs, wounding him. You need to get up. Defend yourself. He was already moving, keeping his arms up in a defensive boxing position. He’d had enough beatings down on Earth to know how to protect himself. He knew that if they got him on the floor, it would only go ten times worse for him. It might even be fatal.

      Thap! Another blow hit him, but this wasn’t coming from the larger Arlo in front of him, but on his right, where one of Menier’s goons had kicked out at him.

      One in front, two at the sides… Solomon knew this game. As soon as he concentrated his attacks on one, the other would—

      “Stop this,” Malady’s heavy voice cut in, and there was a clank of a metal foot as the mechanical golem-man shifted his position slightly. The attacks stopped, briefly.

      “Stay out of zis, Malady,” Arlo snarled at him. “You know ze way it goes. You were a Marine before you got your butt kicked back down to the Outcasts, right?”

      He was a full Marine? Solomon had a chance to wonder, peering from behind his raised fists to see that Malady had stepped forward slightly, shielding the convict with one side of his massive body.

      But there were still four of them including Arlo, Solomon thought. But four unarmed guys wouldn’t be enough to bring down a full tactical, would it? He stood up a bit straighter, his arms relaxing a little to his sides as he stared at Arlo defiantly.

      “Not here, Arlo. It’s not worth it,” he found himself saying, wondering where that reserve of common sense came from. Because one day, we will have to sort this situation out, one way or another, but neither of us want to end up on Titan for it, he figured.

      “I don’t know about that, Sol,” said a new voice, as Jezzie stepped out from behind Malady. She had apparently heard the commotion and come back.

      Don’t tell me you want a piece of me too, do you? Solomon’s heart froze.

      But Jezzie didn’t join Arlo and his gang of stooges. Instead, the Yakuza combat specialist stood easily beside Malady, arms down and her body looking relaxed, but everyone there knew that she could explode into instant, vicious action the moment she desired.

      It was three against four, and one of the three was twice the width of anyone here.

      “Gah!” Arlo snarled at them, clearly seeing that this was a fight he wasn’t going to win. Instead, he very slowly raised his fingers to point at his own eyes and then at Solomon. “I’ll be waiting, Commander Cready.”

      “You do that,” Solomon shot back, waiting for his attackers to trudge off to their bunks, before turning to Malady and Jezzie.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” he said in a tight voice, still unsure just why they had done that. Jezzie was angry at me a moment before, and Arlo said Malady was a Marine. That both made them candidates for knowing that gangs have a way of sorting their own problems out, internally…

      “No, you’re right. We didn’t.” Jezzie heaved a sigh. “But one of these days, Solomon Cready, you’re going to have to accept the fact that you’re here. On Ganymede. For the next twelve fracking years. I do not intend to die because I can’t trust one of my comrades,” she said, turning on her heel before pausing. “Besides, I like picking on Arlo,” she said in a throwaway manner and stalked back to her bunk.

      “And you? What’s your excuse, big fella?” he asked Malady, who appeared as motionless as a statue. The metal man took a long time to speak, but when he did, the answer surprised Solomon.

      “Menier was right. I was a full Marine, before I assaulted my superior officer. Hence why they sealed me in my suit and demoted me down to the Outcasts,” he said in his quiet voice. “He was right, that Marines have a way of sorting out their problems themselves. Away from the officers…”

      “Then why did you stick up for me?”

      Malady paused for a moment. “I don’t know. I thought I saw something in you, maybe. That you were an outsider here yourself, like me, and that you were willing to at least be civil.”

      Solomon had never even thought that the golem was capable of human emotions, or of feeling left out, isolated. He had thought that the man inside the machine was little more than another part of the whole—a biological computer—but it seemed that he had been wrong. He was about to say so, when Malady had already turned and left the room.

      Outstanding. Solomon stood there for a moment longer, unable to tell if he was happy that he finally seemed to have friends, or miserable that his friends knew he was a jerk.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, you DO have a habit of making enemies, Sol…” Matty said, with his back turned to his friend as he stood in front of the bright window screen of Neon Vespers, one of New Kowloon’s very refined, but also very unheard-of, restaurants.

      Solomon had walked there with his friend Matthias, who had spent three days tracking down information on the governmental intelligence tracking chip that Solomon had found in his apartment.

      Matty, just like he always could, had managed to track down someone who knew something about why Solomon might be under governmental surveillance. That was precisely the sort of reason why Solomon had pulled him in on this in the first place. Well, that and the fact that Solomon was terrified.

      “What are you talking about? I’m charming,” Solomon heard the memory-self of his dreams say. I must be asleep. A part of his brain was struggling to wake up. That is what is happening here, isn’t it? It was what had happened every night now for weeks. Dreams of his murdered friend. Dreams of murdering his friend…

      “No, Sol, you’re not.” Matty laughed, turning to reveal his ruin of a face that he never had at this point in real life, but one the dream-Matty wore with apparent ease. None of the passing New Kowloon pedestrians seemed to mind or notice that this man was one of the walking dead.

      “You’re a terrible, terrible person. Difficult to get along with. Sarcastic. Taciturn. And you fly off the handle whenever you think someone’s out to get you.” Matty was laughing, but there was an edge to his voice. “I mean, Sol, do you even trust me yet?”

      “Course I do,” Solomon heard himself say. “You’re my brother, right?” By which he meant figuratively, but it was true, nonetheless. Solomon had known Matty for over ten years, easily. It was as close as Solomon Cready would ever come to having a real brother in his life.

      “Right. I believe you.” Matty just laughed as the door to Neon Vesper’s lobby opened, spilling a dull green glow over the street as Matty and Solomon were ushered in by a tall man in a tuxedo with neon tattoos over one side of his face.

      “Reservations?” The man took his place beside the lectern at one end of the lobby, in front of a set of frosted-glass doors.

      “I was told that I would be able to contact Miss Cheung here tonight.” Solomon watched as Matty gave one of his winning smiles to the warden, who, like everyone else, was unable to resist Matty’s friendly nature.

      “I will inquire as to whether Miss Cheung is receiving guests,” the warden nodded.

      “Oh, she will be expecting us.” Matty nodded, still with half of his face a mess of viscera and gore.

      The warden turned and exited through the glass doors, closing them with a soft thump to leave Matty and Solomon alone in the lobby for a moment.

      “The situation is getting tense. We need to deploy now,” Matty said in a voice that was not quite like his own.

      “Huh?” Solomon asked.

      “I can get them biologically ready. A few more applications of the PEP Serum, in combination with their chips, and they should be ready,” Matty said, and Solomon felt a sharp jab of pain in his neck…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Delivery Systems

          

        

      

    

    
      Once again, Solomon awoke to another carefully-calibrated, metabolic ‘day-shift’ on the military base of Ganymede feeling groggy and in pain.

      This was becoming a habit. He coughed and sat up, massaging his limbs to life as around him the other recruits and regulars were also groaning and moaning to life.

      Someone sneezed, and Solomon hoped that he didn’t catch whatever cold was going around.

      “Attention, Schlubs!”

      I really need to book myself into the medical lounge, Solomon thought as he stumbled to attention at the end of his mattress along with everyone else at the end of their bunks. He was tired of feeling, well, tired all the time. He knew that his body was a mess of bruises and scrapes, but this was starting to get to him. His brain burbled and thought in a vaguely sleepy manner, How long have I been here now? He wondered if it had been as long as it seemed. Two months? Three?

      He waited for the green light to flash, which was their signal for them to start the day, and when it did, the thought struck him.

      How can anyone on Ganymede get a cold?
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        * * *

      

      “It probably came in the food shipments. You know that we don’t grow our own food, right?” Jezzie Wen was saying as they stood in line to get their protein slab.

      “Clearly.” Solomon looked at his with apparent disgust. This time, it was a greenish sort of color, which meant that it would taste of vegetables and some kind of broth, somehow.

      “Microbes have been found to survive in space. And the common influenza virus is the most adaptable type of viral agent known to exist,” Malady stated. “They even use it now for biological delivery of drug treatments.”

      “Do they?” Jezzie asked as they shuffled down the line. The food hall was one of their few ‘recreation’ times, and it had fast become the place where the Outcasts could chat and bemoan their day’s training. It was to here that they returned at lunchtimes and evenings, for approximately half an hour.

      “PEP Serum.” Solomon suddenly remembered the words from his dream. His nightmares, actually. He had been having them every sleep shift, and although they were always a different episode from his previous life, they were always heavy with one thing: guilt.

      “What?” Jezzie frowned, as nearby one of the other regulars sneezed and groaned.

      In fact, a lot of the others look under the weather. Solomon stopped in his tracks and looked around at the assembled. Not Arlo, of course, loudly cursing the food and claiming back when he had worked as a master chef at the Hilton, New York, he could have turned out better slop for half what it must be costing the Department of Defense and Justice.

      “Not everyone is infected, but the majority of us are,” Solomon said. Not Jezzie apparently, or himself. He wondered if that meant that they were naturally immune. And not Malady. He figured that the full tactical suit must have its own air filters.

      “Fzt-eww!” Malady suddenly made a strange, echoing electronic noise from inside the suit.

      “Oh dear. It seems that I, too, must have caught this cold,” the mechanical golem said.

      “Impossible!” Solomon stated. “You’ve got full chemical and bio filters on that thing, right?” He looked up at Malady’s pale and shadowed face inside the faceplate, perennially looking as though he was almost asleep.

      “I do,” Malady said.

      “Then how could you get sick?” Jezzie pointed out.

      The nightmares, Solomon was thinking. Ever since what had happened to bring him there, he’d had disturbed sleep. He knew enough pop psychology to know that was all probably guilt. He wondered if his guilt was overworking his brain when he was asleep. Or maybe it was keeping a part of his brain awake while the rest of him slept.

      “The chip and the PEP Serum…” He tried to remember the odd words that he had heard in his nightmares, always coming from his dead friend’s mouth. “Deployment. Initiate Phase 2…” he was murmuring to himself, under Jezzie’s confused looks.

      “What if…” Solomon thought. “Now this is going to sound crazy, but bear with me. Do either of you remember being asleep last night? Or any night while we’ve been here?”

      “I don’t sleep. I power down,” Malady said.

      “Okay, not you then, Malady,” Solomon said exasperatedly as someone else further down the line coughed.

      “I know they think your brain is commander material, Sol, but I think you’re common sense is fracked.” Jezzie flickered her sideways grin once again. “You don’t remember being asleep. That’s kind of the point of it, right?”

      “I do. I think,” Solomon said, before shaking his head. Everything is a puzzle. You just have to figure out the pieces. “But anyway, that’s not important. What’s important is that no one talks about their dreams that I’ve heard. And we all sleep pretty soundly, I think, regular as clockwork…”

      “You do know that most of the others don’t particularly like us, right?” Jezzie said. “No wonder they’re not sharing their bedtime stories with us.”

      “Ha. Thanks for that reminder.” Solomon rolled his eyes. “But I mean it. We know that they regulate everything about us—how long each day is, what we eat, they give us person-specific mental tests via Oracle,” he continued. “What if that is not all that they’re doing to us? Experimenting on us while we’re asleep…”

      “That’s crazy,” Jezzie laughed.

      “Why did everyone wake up feeling so groggy and ill this morning?”

      “It’s called an incubation period, genius.” Jezzie was now frowning a lot deeper.

      “How did Malady here get sick, then!” Solomon burst out, his voice rising so that a few of the other bleary-eyed regulars around them turned to see if there was about to be another scuffle.

      Just as the station-wide klaxon went off.

      EEYAOOW-EEYAOOW!
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      “ATTENTION!” The bark of Warden Coates was even more abrasive than normal, even though it wasn’t amplified at all. Their trainer and superior officer stood overlooking them on the metal balcony of the launch bay, and all of the Outcasts—regulars and recruits alike—stood in rows below him, wearing their normal gray or black and red encounter suits.

      Solomon looked around and saw the slightly nervous, excited, and concerned expressions on the faces of his fellow Outcasts. He knew that he must be wearing the same.

      “No time for niceties, Outcasts, as today we have a very special training exercise for you,” Warden Coates said. Even from this distance, Solomon could see the veins standing out on the man’s forehead.

      He must be extra stressed right now, Solomon guessed.

      “Live-fire,” Warden Coates said, which was ‘special’ enough, until the warden told them precisely what he wanted them to do.

      “You’re going to Mars, ladies and gentlemen, to participate in a search-and-rescue mission on the Hellas Chasma.”

      Hellas Chasma… Where have I heard that before? Solomon wondered. He hadn’t heard it, he’d read it. It was one of the larger skirmishes that the Rapid Response Fleet-their parent fleet—had been involved in a few years back. They had cleared out a nest of Mars seditionists, or those colonists who wanted an independent, self-governing Mars, free from Confederate influence.

      Solomon almost approved of them, to be honest, which he knew was not an opinion that he could announce to anyone in this crowd. The Confederacy was corrupt, everyone knew that, and it tried to rule every aspect of its citizens’ lives, unless you managed to break out to one of the smaller pockets of miscreant freedom like one of the colonies, or New Kowloon.

      “As such, you will be dispatching as soon as you’ve suited up, and the department is even putting up a jump-ship for you,” the warden stated, and Solomon heard gasps. Jump-ships were the primary means of faster-than-light travel in the Confederacy. Specially designed ships that were created to generate a Barr-Hawking collapsible field—more commonly known as a wormhole.

      “Your mission parameters will be dispatched to your suits as soon as you go live….” Coates stated through clenched teeth. Solomon got the impression that Coates didn’t want them to go on this mission at all.

      “Live-fire? That means we’ve got an enemy, right?” Solomon overheard one of the other trainees whisper.

      Yeah, Solomon thought. You don’t order live-fire for a search and rescue, do you? Solomon frowned. There was something mighty suspicious about this.

      “No talking in the ranks!” Warden Coates glared at them below. “Now, the final thing is, no trainee is allowed to be killed in the field of battle, according to department guidelines.”

      Ha! Solomon quirked a smile. Are we under orders not to die? They would, for once, be orders that Solomon was more than happy to follow.

      “So that is why, ladies and gentlemen, you are all receiving a class-1 upgrade in your status,” Warden Coates said with apparent difficulty. “From this moment onward, you will be fully classed as adjunct-Marines, and, if you do well today, then that status might be upgraded to full Outcast Marine status.” No sooner had he finished speaking, than a jubilant eruption came from the crowd.

      Regulars and recruits whooped with joy and cheered themselves and each other. Everyone had trained so hard and given so much of their sweat and blood over the last few months to get to this point.

      “We’re passing out of basic training. We’ve done it…” Solomon heard one of his fellow recruits say beside him. He caught Jezzie’s eye and was glad to see that she was frowning as deeply as he was.

      I don’t trust this either. He nodded slowly at his newfound friend. First we got trained, then we get ‘treated’ with some special drug, delivered in our sleep…and now?

      “That’s right, soldiers, but you are all still schlubs!” Warden Coates was not going to allow them to enjoy their sense of achievement for long, however. “You may indeed have passed out of basic training, but you will return to Ganymede—or those of you that don’t get yourselves killed, anyway—when you are done and we will continue your training, where I expect you all to be striving toward your specialisms! You’ve got a long way to go yet before you are worthy to wear the full Marine power armor!” He was almost spitting with outrage by the end. The warden wobbled on his heels, taking a deep breath and straightening his jacket as he calmed himself. “Now. Repeat with me the Marine Oath, and then you will be split into your active squads and be loaded onto the transporter.

      
        
        
        “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!”
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      Undermesh suit. Combat boots. Jacket harness. Solomon clipped and buckled the equipment next to his squad, who he was pleased to see included Jezzie and Malady, and three other recruits—or adjunct-Marines, now. The light tactical suits were getting easier to wear and quicker to put on, he was pleased to notice. Almost like it was second nature after three months of training. Solomon flexed his shoulders and twisted on his hips a little, feeling the give and tension of the suit before nodding. Good.

      Gold Squad 1, his suit internal helmet read, and next to his own identification number, Sp. Cmdr Cready. Specialist Commander Cready.

      “Holy frack.” He paused for a moment as the realization that this was actually happening sunk in. He was to be the Specialist Commander for Gold Squad 1. His squad. My squad, he thought.

      “Congratulations,” Jezzie’s voice greeted him as they waited for the transporter to dock at the launch bay doors. Other squads—all color-coded as they had been before—were forming up in front of the equipment pods around them, but all that Solomon cared about were the five people in front of him.

      Combat Specialist Wen. He looked at the slightly smaller form of Jezebel Wen.

      Tactical Specialist Malady. One half of their huddle was dominated by the large form of Malady, as impassive and as dominating as ever. Then came the three new recruits that he knew a little but had never fought alongside before. That was something that he would have to factor in. Were they easily spooked? How did they take orders?

      Adjunct-Marine Petchel was a smaller soldier who appeared to already be taking direction. Adjunct-Marine Karamov. Adjunct-Marine Kol. It was hard to tell these two apart, other than their suit identifiers flaring into holographic view on his own visor whenever they were in his field of vision.

      Solomon looked at Gold Squad 1, feeling nervous. This is just like a job back home, he told himself. You assemble your team, and you get to work.

      “Right, listen up.” He cleared his throat, imagining how he would approach a complicated heist with a bunch of operatives that he had never worked with before. Get them on your side.

      “This is new territory for all of us, both the mission and the squad, so I expect all of us—me included—to pay attention to what the rest of the squad is doing, above all things, okay?” he said, earning a nod from Petchel, Jezzie, and even Malady.

      Solomon tried to remember the command classes that he had been taking every couple of days for the last twelve weeks. Clear chain of authority. Lead by example.

      “We’re going to get our mission parameters soon, and whatever they say, I expect all of you to look after your squad members first, because that is what I am going to be doing,” he insisted. “This is a live-fire exercise, so we don’t know what sort of targets or dangers we might be facing, but it might mean we have to put a bullet in someone.”

      Another round of nods, and this time, Karamov and Kol joined in, too. Good. You can listen to me, at least.

      “We’re going to be running a straight-up combat routine, as far as I’m concerned. Which means I am going to trust each of you with your roles, and I want to hear from you if you have problems. If you spot something, then tell me, and tell the rest of the squad. If you think you know better, then I want to know why. I will listen to you,” Solomon said, wondering if that was too weak. Maybe he should bark at them like Warden Coates did, call them schlubs and tell them to obey him…

      Nah. Solomon couldn’t do it. Not my style. He knew that you got more out of people who respected you than those who resented you.

      “Specialist Wen? You’re our lead combat operative. Close and personal, hand-to-hand, and I want you liaising with the rest of us on combat operations, got it?”

      “Aye, Commander,” he heard her say, and the words made him feel strangely embarrassed for a moment.

      “Malady, you’re our tactical specialist, so I want you looking at infrastructure, demolitions, transport, buildings. Wen can mess the enemy up one-on-one, but I want you thinking about how we might have to stop anything larger than an enemy soldier.”

      “Yes, Commander,” his metal voice said.

      “Petchel, Karamov, and Kol, you’re with me. I want supporting and covering fire, and I want us four to watch each other’s backs and clear routes for Wen and Malady if they have to get their jobs done. I’ll be on point, and I want Petchel on my left, Karamov and Kol on my right. Got that?”

      Standard formation, his specialism classes had told him. Being righthanded meant that his left was his possible blindspot, and Petchel seemed at least eager to listen.

      The three new squad members nodded, and Solomon felt a temporary surge of relief. I can do this. We can do this.

      “Just so long as everyone keeps their eyes peeled and keeps suit contact open, there’s no reason we can’t all get out of this happy and with all our limbs in place,” he said, meaning the last as a joke…but no one laughed.

      Okay. Humor is out, then…

      Each squad filed in line as the lights of one of the large archway docking doors flickered green. No hissing gases of decompression this time, which must mean that the transporter had docked with the station itself, its own bulkhead doors forming a tight air-seal lock with the bay. With a whine of hidden servos, the launch bay doors rolled back to reveal the large cargo belly of a ship, with rough seats and webbing along the walls.

      “Here we go,” Solomon breathed.

      “Gold Squad!” When it came time for them to enter, Solomon was surprised to see that the ramp up to the doors was flanked by other Ganymede station staff. Solomon hadn’t seen many of the other staff here, but he saw a line of grim-faced men and women in service black and gray encounter suits, each one handing out their final pieces of equipment to the adjunct-Marines as they boarded the ship.

      “Jackhammer rifle, ammo clips, combat knife,” the staffer in line said as he passed the equipment into Solomon’s power gauntlets and showed him how to clip them onto his jacket harness belt.

      “Thank you,” Solomon said, but the staffer had already turned to pick up the next set for Jezzie, behind him, forcing him to walk up the ramp to the next staffer.

      It was Doctor Palinov and her white-suited crew. “Medical kit, including battlefield surgery,” the white-suited woman said, handing him the compact unit that locked into place on his belt, as Doctor Palinov beside her was apparently taking readings from each and every one of them with a data-pad.

      What is she measuring? he wondered, but before he could ask, Palinov nodded and gestured for him to continue to the last two people in the line.

      “Commander,” said the man on the right. Actually, the Marine. Solomon realized that he was looking at Colonel Madavi, the dark-skinned man in his full power armor who had vouched for him after their first disastrous training exercise.

      “Specialist Cready,” said the figure next to him, the venom dripping from Warden Coates’s voice. The little warden was still wearing his regular encounter suit and ridiculous gold-starred, peaked cap, which made Solomon stifle a grin behind his helmet. You not fighting alongside us, Warden? he thought with more than a hint of scorn.

      “Welcome to the Marines, son.” Madavi picked up from the hovering drone table behind him one of only a few small boxes, and when he flicked it open, Solomon blinked as he saw what was inside. It was a singular gold star, the first pip on his way to becoming a full, and real, Marine colonel like Madavi.

      Solomon blinked, suddenly unsure of what to say. He’d had people compliment him on his work—usually when he’d made his clients a whole heap of money, of course—and he’d had people pay him bonuses for a job well done. This time, it seemed different. He felt suddenly unsure of himself, in a way that he wasn’t used to.

      “Adjunct-Marines,” Warden Coates clarified. “This rank of specialist commander that we are awarding today is only for operational matters out on the field,” he said, and Solomon was surprised when Madavi half-turned with a frown to the warden.

      There is a power struggle going on here, Solomon realized. The warden seemed to have total control while they were recruits and regulars, but as soon as they became full Marines… A ray of hope opened in Solomon’s mind. As much as he didn’t particularly appreciate being given orders by anyone, he would much rather be given orders by the likes of Colonels Madavi and Asquew, then the jumped-up little tyrant that was Warden Coates.

      “Everyone who receives one of these deserves it. Make sure that you look after your squad.” Madavi had turned back to take the small gold star and settled it with a sudden thunk along the top of Solomon’s shoulder pad, where it seemed to chemically bond as soon as it touched the metal.

      I’m a commander now, an actual commander, Solomon thought. Well, adjunct-specialist-commander, anyway. But it was a start.

      “I will do my best, sir.” Solomon nodded his thanks to Madavi, and realized that he meant it as he walked past.

      Only to be stopped by Warden Coates stepping forward, and hissing in a low voice, much to Madavi’s annoyance, it seemed. “There’s no room for traitors in the Confederate Marines, Cready. Just remember that today.”

      Solomon didn’t know whether to nod or argue, but either way, Coates had returned to his place, where he and Madavi awaited every newly-appointed adjunct-Marine to give them their gold pip.

      “What was all that about?” Jezzie whispered to him, opening a private suit-to-suit channel as Solomon led them to the nearest available set of seats, there to sit down and buckle the webbing over them.

      Solomon came to a sudden decision. He didn’t want to spend any more time toiling under Warden Coates. It would only be a matter of time before the warden decided to make an example of him again.

      “I’m changing my orders, Jezzie,” Solomon heard himself say. “We’re not going to just fulfill our mission parameters out there. We’re going to do it better than everyone else. If this is a search-and-rescue mission, then Gold Squad 1 is going to be the ones who do the rescuing.”

      “Aye-aye, boss.” Of course, he couldn’t see her face, but Solomon was sure that he could hear his fellow soldier grinning just as fiercely as he was behind her helmet.
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        * * *

      

      When all of the Outcasts were securely seated, the transporter ship wasted no time in disembarking. Solomon felt butterflies in his stomach, but he was well used to nerves. He was the sort of guy who was used to running on adrenaline most of the time, so he breathed through it as he had taught himself long ago and allowed the agitation to turn into excitement.

      First, the ramp door slid shut, and with a series of dull whirrs and clicks, they locked and repressurized. Then came a grinding, whining noise from somewhere deep in the ship, and the entire cargo room shook and started to tilt.

      Solomon couldn’t see what was happening outside—he didn’t even know what the transporter ship looked like—but the room that he and the other Outcasts were a part of was a large, low hall with steps that went up to a small raised area at both ends, leading to lifts. This must be the belly of the craft, he thought, imagining some bulbous, fat-bellied insect rising on thrusters.

      Actually, the specialist commander wasn’t far off, as the Rapid Response transporter was a quad-craft, four adjustable thrusters at each corner point, with an extended blocky belly of gray metal that contained troops, equipment, and anything else that they required. It was ungainly and bloated as it took to the thin envelope of gases that surrounded Jupiter’s largest moon, wavering slightly on the twin jets of plasma and flame that sent up clouds of steam and smoke from evaporated ice and rock dust.

      The transporter achieved equilibrium and started to ascend into the dark, away from the orange and red glare of Jupiter, moving faster and faster as it did so until the orb of Ganymede would have been visible to Solomon and the others—if the Department of Justice and Defense had given them portholes.

      As such, the troops inside just had to guess what was happening, and Solomon found that he could almost predict it, as the vibrations that ran through the metal of the hull changed in both intensity and frequency.

      We’re out of Ganymede’s gravity, he thought as their ride became suddenly a lot smoother, and he felt himself rise a little against the webbing harness that strapped him to the chair. Zero-G. The transporter didn’t have any graviton-engines, he saw. Not like the fancy colony ships that traveled to Proxima and Trappist.

      No, this transporter was austere and functional. Every available bit of manufacture was given over either to defense or purpose. The walls were twin layers a meter thick, with galvanized steel framework between them. The corners of the rooms inside, as well as the sensor arrays and hatchways, were all right-angled and sharp.

      Now free of the pull of Ganymede and using Jupiter’s own gravity as a slingshot, the four rocket thruster columns at each corner angled themselves and powered the vessel out into the inner system, heading sun-ward, away from the gas giant. The space that it headed toward was not dark, but silver and gray with stars.

      The transporter had one destination in mind, and even though it appeared on the outside to be moving slowly, it was actually being thrown forward at many thousands of miles per hour in terrestrial terms.

      Inside the transporter, the murmurs of the other Outcasts started up as they tried to second-guess what they were doing, and why.

      “Search-and-rescue mission, the warden said…” Solomon heard one of the nearer soldiers say through his suit.

      “That’s not all it is,” Solomon said, his voice, just like the others not on his squad, was only a muffled blur, but to his fighters linked into his suit, he was amplified and clear.

      “Commander?” Petchel surprised him by saying.

      “As soon as we get the green light, stay sharp and keep your rifles up,” Solomon said, holding his own Jackhammer across his lap. It was a heavy-barreled, stocky-looking thing with a range of empty ports for extra attachments. He also had one ammo clip already in place on the underside, plus another three that the Ganymede staffers had given him locked to his belt.

      Solomon wouldn’t have said he was any sort of expert before he had started his military training, but he considered what he had been taught in the study lounge, along with the others. “Each clip holds, what, thirty rounds? We’ve been given four clips, so that’s a hundred and twenty rounds a piece,” he said aloud to Petchel and the others. “What sort of search-and-rescue mission requires a hundred and twenty rounds?”

      Petchel nodded but said nothing. The tension in the air grew sharper.

      Outside the hull, the transporter ship’s destination was becoming clearer: another vessel waited in the sweet spot where Jupiter’s gravitational pull was balanced out by the other planets. This was the place where the Barr-Hawking jump-ship could get as much traction as possible, and not waste any fuel.

      Which was a good thing, really, considering what the jump-ship had to do.

      The transporter was large, but the jump-ship was a fraction larger. It was a ring ship, with a central body extending forward like a beak, but with an entire ring around the rear of the ship, attached to its hub by four ‘spokes.’ This ring was a vital part of the configuration of the Barr-Hawking generator, with a series of super-massive particle engines that were synched to produce precisely the same amount of force, the same disruption to the space-time layer, as each other. Any mistake between these linked particle engines meant that space-time would be ripped and folded in unpredictable ways—probably ripping a hole straight through the jump-ship, whatever cargo they were hauling, and near space as well.

      Pft! Pft! With tiny bursts of gas, tether cables made of strong steel burst from the surface of the ring and smacked onto the square face of the transporter, their magnet clamps locking to the metal as the jump-ship started to move.

      Barr-Hawking jump-ships were a marvel, humanity’s key to opening up the cosmos, and they worked along an unnervingly simple principle. The jump-ship itself produced enough energy to create a ripple in space-time. Just a small ripple, but one that folded near space-time closer together, Solomon had learned through Oracle.

      This ripple surged through local space like a bow wave, increasing in velocity and folding ever deeper levels of space-time together until they broke the light-speed barrier. The whole business of ‘jumping’ wasn’t really ‘jumping’ at all. It was merely taking a high-speed shortcut, Solomon mused. The ship was still traveling through conventional space, it was only that the gaps between conventional space were now much smaller thanks to the folded space-time.

      However, the Barr-Hawking particle engines were insanely difficult to build, as well as insanely expensive to run—even in the twenty-twos. It was the only hard limit placed on technology, one that the Confederacy was constantly trying to solve. Confederate labs had tried miniaturizing the technology to no avail, as well as using different primary fuel sources, none of which worked. All of that meant that there were only a limited amount of Barr-Hawking particle engines out there, and it was impossible to place them on every spaceship the Confederacy owned.

      Instead, Solomon knew that their answer had been a simple one. They used the particle engines in the same way that old-time Earth had used tugboats for the much larger ocean-going liners. The jump-ship created the space-time bow wave, and ships like the transporter or any other Confederacy-approved vessel got to hitch a ride to that bow wave and thus travel at the same speed. All without having to have particle engines or a ring-hull themselves.

      Solomon was thinking about explaining all of this to his squad when all thought was blasted out of his mind as the first wave of vertigo washed over and through him.

      Jump sickness, he recalled reading. It was a common ailment amongst all travelers, and there didn’t appear to be anything that the Department of Justice and Defense or the wider Confederacy could do about it. Because they were human, Solomon knew that their physiologies weren’t used to traveling at such high speeds. He was sure that there had to be some deep, instinctive, primitive part of their minds that knew what they were doing was almost breaking the rules of time and space. Almost.

      If Solomon or any of the other adjunct-Marines in the cargo hold of the transporter had been able to see the view from the cockpit far above them, they would have seen the light start to do strange things around the jump-ship. The stars started to bleed and bend, like a time-lapse picture of a night sky, only one taken near one of the poles of the Earth. The stars quickly became glowing lines of brilliance, forming a circle, and then stretched to form an egg-like shape, then an orb that stretched its brilliance all the way back from in front of the jump-ship’s nosecone to encapsulate the hauled transporter ship behind.

      The light grew brighter and more intense outside the ship as the dizziness inside the soldiers’ minds continued to escalate…

      And then, rather abruptly, it stopped.
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            Evasive Action

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ATTENTION! MISSION PARAMETERS CORRECTION!

        Mission ID: HELLAS

        Strike Group ID: Outcasts, Adjunct-Marines.

        Parent Fleet ID: Rapid Response 2, Confederate Marine Corps.

        Squad Commanders: Cready (Gold), Hitchin (Silver), Gorlais (Bronze), Hu (Red), Nndebi (Blue), Walters (Green)

      

        

      
        GROUP-WIDE ORDER CHANGE:

        Activate the jumper pack situated on your seat rest.

        Automated jumper packs will deliver each squad to intended field of operation.

        Await further squad-level orders there.

        Equipment malfunctions should be reported to squad commander.

      

      

      Solomon, and all the other adjunct-Marines that made up the Outcasts, read the scrolling words that flashed holographically in front of their eyes on their suit visors.

      Jumper packs? Equipment malfunctions? Solomon had a brief moment of panic. This mission was getting very real very quickly. The nausea was fading from his stomach and the jittery feeling of vertigo was quickly draining away, leaving behind a cold sort of dread as Solomon quickly tried to assess just where the controls for this new piece of equipment even were.

      I can’t even see whatever this ‘jumper pack’ thing is, he thought. Looking at the armrests of the cargo seat to see that there, along with several other depressed buttons, one was flashing red, with a ‘J’ embossed on it. At least the Marines like things straightforward, he thought as he punched the button, then felt the seat around him start to change. The first adaption was that the backrest extended two metal arms that swung down to fold themselves over his shoulders, clamping to his suit. At the same time, folding arms locked into place around his hips, and he felt the seat shift against him, the backrest now a padded back support.

      “Commander?” he heard Petchel say, and he turned to see that all of Gold Squad had similarly figured out the controls and were now wearing a bulky unit that was also their seats.

      Oh… A jump-pack. He had seen these before. They were the rocket-assisted backpacks that paratroopers used when deploying into hostile situations.

      “Looking good, team.” He gave them an encouraging thumbs-up, then concentrated on the transporter’s movements, which was now bouncing violently.

      “We must be entering Mars atmosphere,” he stated, as there was no other reason he knew to explain the turbulence. The Barr-Hawking jump-ship must have detached them, and their travel at faster-than-light must have thrown them across the solar system at incredible speeds, arriving above the surface of the red planet in a matter of minutes.

      “Suit check. Equipment check,” he ordered his team, before adding the final command. “Lock and load.”

      Each of the Outcasts quickly went through the standard suit checks that they had been taught and knew by heart by now. Tightening the buckles. Checking the magnet locks and the air seals. No one wanted to arrive in a near-toxic environment and find out that their helmets had been loose the entire time. Luckily, each Marine’s visor reported a readout of their suit’s current status, so they were able to check their safety according to a ‘loosen and tighten’ method.

      
        
        ID: Sp. Commander Cready.

        Atmospheric Seals: GOOD.

        Oxygen Tanks: FULL (4 hrs).

        Oxygen Recycle System: WORKING (1 hr).

      

      

      Each suit had a distributed network of tubes filled with a liquid substance loaded with high concentrations of oxygen and water—the suit separated them and delivered them to the suit’s helmet and water nozzle accordingly. The light tactical suits also had a filtration system that would suck out any of the odd oxygen particles from a Marine’s breath, as well as drawing any in from the outside environment and using it to prolong the Marine’s life. It wasn’t as good a system as the power armor or Malady’s full tactical system, which could last almost indefinitely thanks to their complicated filtration, absorption, and storage methods, but Solomon knew that it meant that each of his squad had approximately five hours’ worth of available air. If the Hellas mission lasted that long, then he would have to consider how to get his team back to the transporter or to a secure habitat.

      BLARP!

      Over the three cargo bay doors, a red light suddenly blinked to a flashing green, and a klaxon swept through the ship.

      I just wish that I knew what we were heading into! Solomon thought in annoyance, checking his Jackhammer rifle and securing his ammo clip as he stood up. He had been expecting the new jumper pack that he was wearing to be heavy on his shoulders, but some mystery either of the jacket harness or the pack itself meant that he couldn’t even feel it at all.

      “Get ready! Eyes sharp!” He was already leading his squad to the nearest hatch as the other six commanders did the same, holding their combat rifles across their bodies and pointing down at the metal floor.

      
        
        READY…

        READY…

        INITIATE DOOR CONTROLS IN 3…

        2…

      

      

      Solomon bared his teeth.

      
        
        1… JUMP-JUMP-JUMP!

      

      

      Each of the three archways rolled up, sending a vortex of wind and dust into the cargo bay and almost pulling Solomon off his feet. He looked down and saw an orange and yellow surface with plains and canyons that extended for as far as the eye could see.

      Hello, Mars, Solomon thought, and jumped out of the transporter, hundreds of feet above the surface of the Red Planet.
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        * * *

      

      Gold Squad was the first out, tumbling through the sky like a line of dropped seeds from the heavy-bellied ship above them. The orange-red surface didn’t appear to rush toward them immediately. For a moment, they could see the rise and fall of the landscape below like a panorama. A large crater surrounded by the steep walls of rocky highlands, everything cast in ochre and red hues.

      And a trail of black smoke, from the far side of the crater where it met the highland.

      
        
        Jumper Suit Activation!

        Rockets 1, 2 Firing…

        Stabilizers Firing…

      

      

      Solomon didn’t need his suit’s notifications, because he felt the kick of the rockets behind him as, unseen to his eyes, two petal-ended rocket tubes extended from the base of the ‘seat’ and started to fire jets of burning white smoke. At the same time, two much smaller thrusters burst from the ‘shoulder’ sides of the suit and similarly fired, automatically tracking with the larger, fixed-position rockets below to manage their descent.

      They weren’t falling anymore. They were flying.

      
        
        GOLD SQUAD 1

        COMMAND ID: Sp. Commander Cready.

        ORDERS UPDATE:

        Locate and Approach X23 Crash Site.

      

      

      Solomon’s light tactical suit was updated with his local orders by the Rapid Response Fleet mainframe, which he assumed was transmitted via the transporter ship, even now rising back into the sky as its own four rockets sent it up into a safe orbit.

      Well, maybe this won’t be so hard after all, Solomon thought, relaying the orders to his team.

      “Gold Squad! The jumper suits look to be self-navigating, so no need to do anything there. We’re heading for the crash site,” he said over his suit controls as the wind howled around his helmet. “Malady, I want you on the north side. Hold position until we get a clearer picture of what’s going on. Petchel, Karamov, and Kol, you’re with me.”

      “What about me?” asked Combat Specialist Wen, flying behind him with her arms by her side and looking like a human dart.

      Good idea, he thought, and copied her. Suddenly his speed increased, and so he ordered his squad to do the same.

      “We don’t know if this will be close-combat or ranged,” Solomon said as the billows of black smoke started to get closer and closer. On his suit monitor, Solomon could see the vector blips of the other five Outcast squads fanning out to various coordinates around the crater on their own unique missions.

      “Until we know, I want you hanging back between Malady and us,” Solomon said, quickly laying out his plan. “Me and the other non-specialists will approach and lay down covering fire if needed. I’ll use your skills if we get into any nastier trouble…”

      “Pffft…” He heard Jezzie’s opinions on her being held in reserve, but Solomon wouldn’t throw her in yet. She was much better up close, and they needed to secure the site first, if they could.

      As it happened, the nastier trouble found them first.

      PHEET! PHEEET!

      Tracer lines erupted from the rocky walls of the crater near the crash site, heading straight toward them.

      Solomon’s suit readouts suddenly blared into alarms and warning.

      
        
        WARNING! ENEMY FIRE DETECTED!

        INCOMING: North by Northeast.

      

      

      But the jumper packs are automated, Solomon had a microsecond to think. What were they to do?

      But Solomon Cready had one thing going for him, and that was his very quick mind—a mind that had allowed him to make decisions on the fly in the much more complicated streets of New Kowloon.

      “Use your arms! Air brake!” he shouted suddenly, remembering how Jezzie’s arm and hand positions had changed their flight. He threw one arm out and felt the torment of the wind threaten to push it back, but it had the desired effect. The air resistance that it gained sent him in a spiraling arc. The jumper suit still powered him forward, but one of the two burning tracer lines of fire swept through the empty space where the specialist commander had been.

      Jezz! he thought in alarm. Hadn’t she been right behind him? He spared a look behind him, just as he heard the worst thing possible.

      “ARRG-ZZZT!” A scream almost deafened him over his communicator, before being cut off by sudden electric static.

      No!

      But he had no time to turn his head, as the red sand and rocks were coming up fast before his eyes, too fast, as his wild hand movement had changed the trajectory of impact.

      Solomon might have been quick-witted, but he had no idea how to brace against a planet. Without thinking, he did what came naturally, throwing his arms to protect his helmet as he folded his legs

      CRASH!

      Maybe it was some trick of fate, or maybe the jumper suit’s internal controls really were far more advanced than he had given them credit for, but as he hit the surface of the angry planet, he rolled, exploding in a plume of sand before sliding some twenty meters across the surface. He hadn’t hit the ground at a steep incline, nor had he hit the larger boulders, but he had been skidded across the softer sands of the plains, and it still hurt.

      
        
        WARNING! SUIT IMPACT!

        DAMAGE ASSESSMENT: Armor Plating -30%

      

      

      Solomon groaned, his mind still tumbling and turning, even as his body was still. There was the distant thuds and crashes of the rest of his team, and for a brief, hysterical moment, he wondered if they had all come in too hot and broken their limbs.

      First hour of the first day of actual combat and look what I have achieved. His cynical thoughts struck home, before being replaced by a sharp stab of worry.

      “Specialist Wen!” he shouted on the communicator, already turning and rolling himself from his deep furrow to try and find the nearest cover he could.

      “What?” He heard Jezzie’s voice behind him. She was okay. Then who…

      The answer was already visible on his suit readouts. There, along with the other Outcast vectors, and the warning orange exclamation marks where the enemy fire had come from, was the red and crossed out glyph of one of his squad.

      
        
        Adjunct-Marine Petchel.

        DECEASED.

      

      

      “No, no, no!” Cready snarled, turning on his heel to raise his Jackhammer rifle up at the nearest of the enemy exclamation marks. His eyes couldn’t see them, and instead all he could make out was the rock walls looking like multiple ribs and columns of sandstone. Like a wall of bones sticking out from the desert, Solomon thought darkly as he squeezed the trigger.

      BAP-PAP-PAP-PAP! The gun jumped in his arms as he cradled it. He knew how to take the recoil, and he kept it trained on the first exclamation mark for a burst of three seconds.

      “Gold Squad, sound off!” he demanded. They had all landed, and he needed to know that none of them had in fact broken anything.

      “Kalamov, okay.”

      “Wen, annoyed as all hell.”

      “Kol, okay.”

      “Malady, functional.”

      Well, that’s something at least. He didn’t let his mind go to the newer, smaller plume of black smoke rising from somewhere inside the crater, which he knew to be the remains of Petchel, struck by one of the enemy tracer rounds and immolating his jumper pack boosters.

      But Petchel apparently wasn’t the only one, Solomon realized as he fired another short burst on the position. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see multiple such smoke trails now rising into the sky, and the dart of bright fire from the walls all around them.

      They call this a search-and-rescue!? he thought angrily, as suddenly there was a strafing line of explosions as his fire was supported by Karamov and Kol.

      “Mission parameters still stand. I’m going to check out the crash site,” Malady announced.

      “I’m going with!” Wen chimed in, and Solomon was about to angrily tell them to dig in, until he realized that was precisely the plan. His plan. That he and the non-specialists lay down covering fire, while the specialists did the up close and personal work.

      How many Marines have the Outcasts lost altogether? If only they hadn’t been coming in so visible in their jumper packs, he thought as he crouched behind a boulder as a couple of singular shots came from the walls behind. They were trading bullets with whomever the enemy was, as there appeared to be a series of caves in the rocky crater walls up there. They could get pinned down like this for hours, Solomon knew, unless...

      The jumper pack!

      It was still attached to his back, and now he had an idea.

      “Karamov. Kol. On my mark, hold fire. Then, when you see the enemy fire again, concentrate your fire on them, okay?”

      “Okay, but I don’t understand.” Karamov sounded stressed and uptight. “Isn’t that what we’re doing anyway?”

      “Not like this you’re not.” Solomon turned to trade a few shots with one of the hidden snipers, then barked, “Hold!” At the same time, he fumbled with the belt controls of his jumper pack, knowing that somewhere on there, there had to be—

      Phwoosh! The base rockets fired, catapulting him into the air and sideways, towards the walls.

      PHEET! PHEET!

      In another instant, when presented with such a close target, it seemed like Solomon had been right and that the two hidden shooters couldn’t help but open fire on it.

      Open fire on me, he thought as he quickly threw out one of his arms just as he had done before, forcing his body to spiral through the air…

      “Fire!” he shouted at Karamov and Kol as the enemies’ shots missed him as he tumbled, but now he had an altogether different problem. He was plummeting back to the ground, and this time, the base of the rocky walls was not smooth sand, but was littered with rocks.

      “Oh frack—”

      Crash! He hit the ground awkwardly, sliding and rolling down the grit and rock as his suit alarms once again went off.

      
        
        WARNING! SUIT IMPACT!

        DAMAGE ASSESSMENT: Armor Plating -60%

      

      

      “Urgh…” he was groaning as he lay, looking up at the sweep of rocky walls above him and the trails of black smoke now criss-crossing the sky. But at least there was some good news in all of this.

      “We got him, Commander!” Karamov was shouting excitedly. “He fell from the wall!”

      “You don’t know it was him, Karamov,” Cready groaned. This time, his body hurt as well. “And there were two of them.”

      BAP-PAP-PAP! Karamov and Kol concentrated their fire on the lines of caves for a moment, then waited. Solomon knew that he should get up, that he should move, but he felt like Malady had stood on him. He held his breath when his comrades finished their burst fire and waited for the return shot. None came.

      Elsewhere on the plain, it seemed as though the rest of the Outcasts were having similar issues with their own snipers. But who were they? he wondered. Smugglers? Raiders? They had brought down ‘craft X23,’ which he presumed was the largest of the burning pyres of debris and smoke that Malady and Wen had gone to investigate. Which reminded him.

      “Specialists Malady and Wen, report!” he said. He didn’t want to find out that they too had fallen to some random sniper.

      “ZZZZT!” There was no reply from their channels but the whine of static.

      No. No, Solomon started to think, pushing himself up, when his suit informed him.

      Unable to Establish Connection. Electronic and Atmospheric Diffusion.

      What did that even mean? he wondered, before realizing that it must be the crashed vehicle itself, and all the palls of smoke, messing with their suit’s short-range frequencies. He couldn’t even see Malady or Wen on his visor, so they must have moved around to the far side of the wreckage, cutting themselves off from Solomon’s line-of-sight.

      Okay, don’t panic…yet, he thought, looking around him. This was all too crazy, and too strange. They had fulfilled the mission parameters as far as he knew, but not the mission. There were clearly more enemy combatants out there, and they seemed to have no qualms at all about firing on Confederate Marine forces.

      If anyone even knows that we ARE Confederate Marines, Solomon considered. The Outcasts were a new unit, after all. Who were they fighting? Why had they brought down that ship?

      None of these were questions that were going to be answered here, but Solomon saw a place where he might get them. A little further down, at the base of the cliffs, was what looked to be a rounded entrance into the honeycomb network of caves. Stacked at its base was a series of large, reinforced plastic cargo crates.

      Whoever we’re fighting, this is their hideout. A base of some kind.

      “Karamov and Kol, move out on me!” he called, breaking into a jog toward the crates. First, he would try to track down and stop any more nests of these snipers in the crater walls, as he and the other Outcast Marines below were effectively becoming target practice for them.

      But it’s always a puzzle, isn’t it? And if he managed to get some clues on the journey, then all the better…

    

  



    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            The Ambassador

          

        

      

    

    
      Solomon jammed his combat knife into the seal of the ruggedized plastic crate and shimmied the blade, the strength of his suit and his power gauntlets working to snap the heavy plastic and provide more purchase for him to physically rip it open.

      He couldn’t wait until he managed to get his hands on a proper power armor suit, as the things that he would be able to do in one of those would be incredible. Knock down walls. Knock a hole straight through a light spaceship maybe…

      But it was the contents of the box that surprised him. There, stacked in their precision-molded foam trays and all separated out into their composite parts, was tray after tray of Jackhammer combat rifles.

      “Commander-sir?” Karamov and Kol skidded to the walls of the cliff beside him, panting.

      “Whoa, Commander, you look terrible,” Karamov said, and Cready figured that it must have been the multiple times falling on his head from his most recent jumper pack adventure.

      “That’s sir terrible to you, soldier.” Cready managed a weary smile. But the point reminded him. “Jumper packs off. I don’t want any chance of suddenly exploding or attempting to fly under a mountain of rock,” he said, showing the two others where he had found the controls of the suit, and the large deactivation button. As soon as each of them had pressed it, there was a clicking sound and a whining as the magnet locks decoupled, the belt unclicked, and the rocket-propelled packs landed to the sand with heavy thuds behind them.

      “That’s better.” Solomon rolled his shoulders and pointed at the crate. “You recognize these?”

      “Of course,” Kol stated, looking from his own gun to the one below. “I thought they were military issue only?”

      Yeah, so did I, Solomon thought, nodding to the inside of the cave and pointedly not telling them what he was actually starting to think. That maybe this entire Hellas Chasma mission was something cooked up by the Confederacy to see how good they were…or weren’t.

      “Come on, follow me,” he said, turning and raising his own weapon as he stepped into the gloom.

      “AIIII!” Someone jumped out at him.
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        * * *

      

      “Frack!”

      “—stars!”

      The adjunct-Marines shouted in surprise as a shadowed form leaped toward Solomon, sweeping toward them what looked to be a long weapon—

      A sword? Solomon dropped to one knee and raised his nearest arm, feeling the grating jar as the blade contacted with his greaves and skittered off his power gauntlet. It still hurt terribly, though.

      “Agh!” he hissed in pain.

      “Get back!” Karamov was shouting, as beside him, Kol apparently wasted no time at all in snapping up his own Jackhammer and firing it.

      No! Solomon even had a split-second to think when he saw the muzzle flash of Kol’s weapon. He wanted this attacker alive, to see who it was. To demand why they had Confederate Marine weapons.

      BRAP-PAP! The shots, however, did the deadly job that they were designed to do, and Solomon heard an agonized gurgle as their ambusher was thrown back against the opposing wall, to slide to the floor, dead.

      Dammit! Solomon thought, but didn’t say. Kol hadn’t known any better. He hadn’t given the orders, which he did so now.

      “Nice shooting, Kol. Quick. But I want to try and incapacitate from now on. Legs, arms. We need to bring them in for questioning,” he said, and Kol’s body inside the light tactical suit straightened a little as if he had been slapped.

      Wonderful, Solomon thought. I’ve already managed to lose one of my squad, and the other two might really be dead as well, and now I’ve insulted one of my few remaining soldiers!

      But he didn’t have time to spare the feelings of Kol, or anyone else. This was no longer a recuse mission. This was a battle.

      “That’s an order, Kol,” Cready said as sternly as he could muster, earning a perfunctory nod from the sharp-shooting adjunct-Marine.

      “Aye, Commander,” Kol’s voice stated in a thick manner.

      Whatever, Solomon thought. We can work it out later. Not now. Instead, he crossed over the small entrance cavern, past other stacked equipment crates looking suspiciously like the two outside, and to the body of the man who had tried to chop his head off.

      Ill-prepared, was Specialist Commander Solomon’s first thought. Which was strange, given the high caliber of military armaments that they had available to them.

      Cheap encounter suit. He looked at the drab tan-colored two-piece suit with its rather basic seals and close-fitting helmet-visor. It had a basic sort of cross harness over the chest, but no body armor on at all. In fact, it looks a little like… “A work suit?” he murmured.

      “What’s that, Commander?” Karamov asked.

      “This suit, it’s not military, and it’s not industrial. If anything, I’d say…” Solomon took a step closer, although he really didn’t want to, given the state of the deceased, and saw that yes, there on the shoulder was a padded shape that looked as though a patch had been ripped off and re-sewn. But the general shape could still be made out. A round shape with a line spearing straight down from it.

      In fact, doesn’t that look a little like….

      “Mars Construction,” Kol surprised him by saying. “Mars’s Logo is the red planet with a sword running down it. My uncle is in Mars Construction, working on habitat construction.”

      Huh, Solomon thought. The man himself had been fairly stocky, with broad shoulders; he had filled out the suit well. “So, either we’re dealing with disaffected workers, or people who have stolen Mars Construction uniforms.” And who have access to military-grade equipment…

      “Commander-sir!” His suit communicator came to life. It was Jezzie. Thank the stars, he found himself thinking instinctively. He had been worried that something might have happened to her.

      “You secure? Malady?” he asked quickly.

      “Well, it’s still a firefight out here, so I wouldn’t exactly say secure, but you should know that we’re at the crash site, and the X23 is a personal transport ship,” she said, her voice tense.

      “So?”

      “Malady says that it’s got Department ID numbers,” she reported, and Solomon guessed that she meant Department of Justice and Defense. “He says that it’s an ambassadorial transporter.”

      “Oh, frack,” Solomon breathed. That would explain the sudden scramble to get them out here, and perhaps even why the Confederate Marines had sent in the Outcasts, an as-yet unknown, under-the-radar expeditionary group. If anything went wrong, they might be able to deny that it ever happened.

      “So, where’s the ambassador?” Solomon asked.

      “That’s the whole problem, Sol. The ship was shot down by something heavier than the personal rifles the enemy is using. Blew a hole through the fuselage and brought it down here. There’s no sign of any bodies in the wreckage, and the survival pod is gone.”

      “Wonderful,” Cready growled. “The ambassador must have ejected at the last moment.” So they could still be out there, he thought. Or captured. “Okay, thanks. If there’s nothing else that you can do out there, come join us in the cave complex. We’re going to clear it and see if we can find this missing ambassador.”

      “Sir? I think I saw something,” Karamov reported. The slightly taller and thinner non-specialist—Solomon was starting to be able to differentiate Karamov and Kol behind their light tactical suits—had moved to the end of the cave where another passageway opened up, heading upward into the cliff. It wasn’t dark, however, as numerous wind-sculpted holes had been bored through the cliff walls to light the passageway in a reddish Martian glow.

      “Make it quick, Wen,” Solomon whispered, turning to hurry to Karamov’s side, crouching by the passageway. The distant sound of whumps and thumps could be heard from outside as the battle raged on, but Solomon could tell that they were becoming more sporadic. “What is it?” Solomon sighted down his Jackhammer into the ruddy passageway.

      “I don’t know, I thought I saw a movement. A shadow cutting across one of those side passages.” Karamov indicated where a number of other openings ventured further into the cliffs.

      What I wouldn’t give for some flash grenades, Solomon thought, knowing that he could just throw them down there and clear the area. Oh yeah, but I’m in a cave, he reminded himself. He’d probably end up bringing the whole thing down on himself. Okay, scratch that idea. We’ll just have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      “Cover me.” He nodded at Karamov and Kol, who crouched on either side of the passageway, as he slipped forward at a low, hunched crab-walk.

      From his left, shafts of reddish Martian sunlight cut across his shoulder and suit as he approached the darker openings on his right.

      What’s the protocol? He could hear his heart thumping, the blood pounding in his ears. He couldn’t remember as he crouched by the first opening, wondering whether he should just jump around the corner with his rifle blazing or whether he should try to peek first.

      A Marine would jump and shoot, he thought, but the other part of him—the criminal—knew that he would never willingly give his position away like that.

      It is all a puzzle, he reminded himself. In fact, it was the sort of puzzle that he had played before, wasn’t it? There had been many times when he had to hide at the edge of corridors, waiting for security personnel to leave a room. What had he done back then?

      Mirrors. Which was something that the Confederate Marines hadn’t thought to give them, of course, but that didn’t mean that Solomon didn’t have any reflective surfaces on him.

      He angled his suit’s helmet just slightly, so that the shaft of ruddy Martian sunlight caught it, turning the outer edge of his face visor into a sort of reflective surface. He waited, breathing out, making small and minute movements with his head until he could get a picture of what was inside.

      The opening went to a simple short passageway, inside of which was a larger cavern, and a low red LED light. They probably use red to match the Martian light, he thought. He could see the sharper edges of more crates in there, stacked next to each other. They have some very wealthy friends, Solomon thought. If that was all military equipment, that was.

      He thought he saw a movement in the gloom. A shape? Two shapes?

      
        
        ALL UNITS! MISSION PARAMETERS UPDATE!

      

      

      The words scrolled across the interior of his screen, obscuring the faint reflection.

      Dammit! Not now! He could have cursed, easing back around the edge of the wall. Whomever was in there must know that they had entered their hideout, Solomon thought, thanks to Kol shooting that first attacker. They probably thought that they could just hide.

      
        
        Mission ID: Hellas Chasma Successful!

        All Mission Parameters Met.

        Immediate Return to Hellas Plain for Pickup.

      

      

      No… Solomon gritted his teeth. Whatever the Rapid Response mainframe must have been thinking, they couldn’t know that there were still some of the enemy combatants hiding out here. If they left now, then Solomon assumed that they would just rebuild and re-equip, especially with all of that hefty military equipment they had lying about.

      “Commander?” It was Kol’s nervous voice in his ear. “What do you want us to do?”

      “The job’s not over yet,” he whispered, hoping that his voice was only carrying inside of his suit, and not out of it.

      “But the orders, sir,” Kol repeated.

      “Technically, Commander,” this came from Malady, speaking over their shared squad channel, “our mission parameters were to locate the crashed X23 craft, which we did.”

      Trust Malady to think in such functional ways, Solomon thought. He was part machine, and worse still, he had been a full Marine at one point, following his orders all the way down to his metal bones inside of his shell.

      “But the ambassador is clearly missing,” he whispered back. “You said so yourself.”

      “Not our concern, Commander.” Malady appeared to be arguing with him. “The Fleet might have already located her, or there might be another team marked with her retrieval. We have fulfilled our mission.”

      “But…” Solomon could have growled back at him, if he wasn’t so intent on being quiet.

      Which was just about when he heard a scrape from behind him, coming from the moody red-lit room.

      “Did the order go out?” His suit audio amplifiers picked up the muttered voices.

      “Yes. They’ll leave you alone. We have her. They shouldn’t be any more trouble,” answered another mumbling voice, but this second sounded strange to Solomon’s ears. Not quite human, modulated by electronics. Like Malady. Or it could have been a screen that the figure inside was talking to.

      They have her. Solomon tried to decode the message behind their words. They had to be talking about the ambassador, right? Someone shot down her ship and then what? They kidnapped her?

      And ‘the order’ had gone out, meaning that they would be left alone. But which order? From whom?

      There was only one order that Solomon thought it could possibly be. The Marine mission parameters, he thought. Whoever these fighters were, they had access to Marine equipment, and it appeared that they also had an ear on the Fleet’s communications.

      “Commander, we’d better go…” Kol said, a little nervously.

      Solomon breathed shallowly, wondering what to do. The Fleet must not know that the fighters were listening in on them. They must think that all the fighters are dead. And I’ve got no way of telling them, he thought, caught between doing his job and doing his duty.

      If I disobeyed this command, then they’ll demote me just as soon as look at me, wouldn’t they? he thought. Or worse, ship me off to Titan…

      “Calm yourself, Oortje,” the strangely electronic voice murmured again behind Solomon. “The war is inevitable now. Yes, we had to make a show of it. There had to be losses on both sides. That will give both the Confederacy and the separatists something to fight for. And the death of the ambassador will surely…” the rest descended into mumbling, so that even Solomon’s delicate helmet sensors couldn’t pick it up.

      Separatists. That’s who these people we’re fighting are, he thought. That made sense. All the colonies had some form of independence, freedom-fighter, breakaway group, but Mars was always the most vocal and the most prolific. Solomon wondered if it was Mars’s warlike reputation that made its colonials so bloodthirsty.

      “Hmkhr!” Suddenly a different sound came from behind Solomon in the room. A woman’s voice, muffled and strangled, as though she were either ill or bound or in pain.

      The ambassador! It had to be her! Solomon was already half-rising from his crouch.

      “Commander!” It was Karamov over his suit communicator. “I’m not getting shipped to Titan for this!” he said tersely.

      Maybe Malady is right, Solomon thought. Maybe he should just accept the fact that he was a part of a larger mission, a larger force even, that he had to trust that the Marines knew that the ambassador was in there, and that they had a plan.

      Trust? The thought stuck in his gullet. How could he trust the Confederate Marines? He had been forced into this life, hadn’t he?

      No, I chose it, he argued with himself. Sp. Commander Cready, it read on his internal display. That was what he was now. And even though he couldn’t see it, he swore that he could feel the weight of that tiny magnet-linked gold star that sat on the shoulder pad of his suit. He might not have had much choice when it came to picking either dying on some frozen moon or spending the next twelve years fighting the Confederacy’s wars, but they—the Marine colonels had, anyway—had seen something in him. They had trusted him and his abilities.

      That had to mean something, didn’t it?

      Solomon couldn’t remember the last time that someone had trusted him. Really trusted him. That would have been Matty. And look how that had turned out…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Someone’s sold us out,” Solomon muttered to himself, crouching behind the large steel refuse bins of Neon Vespers. He was tired, scared, and bloody. His shirt was torn, and he was sure that he would have to stop to look at the wound seeping blood down his leg before too long. He still held the heavy pistol in both hands in front of him as he tried to slow his panting.

      They had waited about half an hour inside that elite restaurant to see the mysterious Miss Cheung before the shots had started flying.

      Miss Cheung had been Matty’s contact. A woman that he had said had an ear in every office in New Kowloon, and had most of the Shanghai Departmental Authorities either owing her money or favors. She was the intelligence fixer par excellence in New Kowloon, and she would know why some deep-state surveillance program had targeted Solomon, Matty had said.

      Solomon didn’t doubt it. Miss Cheung had been one of those small, older women that he often saw around there, usually sitting at the backs of sushi bars or laundromats, calmly knitting or playing backgammon, but to whom everyone paid respect. She was old school, he could tell. One of the uniquely New Kowloon matriarchs who ran their little empires with an iron fist and an even sharper tongue.

      “Ah. Solomon Cready.” She had recognized him as soon as he and Matthias had walked in, the door warden ushering them to a small booth at the back of the not-very-crowded, dimly-lit restaurant. A tray of traditional tea was set on their table, along with a selection of sweet dumplings, steaming and looking delicious—not that Solomon had any appetite. It seemed to be a mere formality, either way, as Miss Cheung also did not make any attempt to either pour tea or eat.

      “You are here about your little problem, I take it?” she had said, after a few moments of unnerving silence.

      Solomon had nodded, saying he didn’t think that he was worth the effort.

      “Oh, but you are Solomon Cready, you are.” Miss Cheung’s eyes had glittered with mirth at a joke that she did not share. “You have no idea just how valuable you are to a lot of people, Mr. Cready.”

      But why? He was just one more criminal in a ghetto full of them! Just another gaijin white guy stumbling through the Asian-Pacific Partnership. This and more were all things that he had pointed out, and all he had gotten in response had been polite smiles and that mischievous look on the part of Miss Cheung.

      Solomon, always one with a temper, had started to get annoyed. “Tell me what I did. Who I owe. Who wants me. What can I do to get them off my back!?”

      “Nothing,” Miss Cheung said, finally stretching forward to start pouring some bitter-smelling tea into two cups. “This tea is a hundred years old. Aged and stored and incredibly expensive.” She had seemed to miss the point of their meeting, Solomon had thought. “It is a recipe of unique ingredients that go right back to the Han Dynasty, and the Court of the Emperor himself. Do take a cup.”

      “I don’t want your tea!” Solomon had snapped, but his temper did nothing but increase Miss Cheung’s mirth.

      “Always such a temper. It is amazing that you ever became such a careful thief, Mr. Cready, with a temper like that,” she observed lightly, and just when Solomon was about to show her just how much of a temper he really had, she interrupted him.

      “This is a lesson, Mr. Cready. Think about it. This tea is very rare, and very old. Its precise ingredients and methods of preparation are passed down from tea master to student for generations. Every cup of tea is like a scientific operation, one that can produce vastly different results. Yet the tea master’s endeavor to always preserve the original. Quite astounding, don’t you think?”

      Solomon had no idea what she was talking about, and told her so, quite bluntly.

      “The tea is not responsible for what it is, what its history is, or what results it will have in the person drinking it,” she stated quite happily, adding some water to her cup and stirring it lightly, before taking one, two, and then a third sip. “And yet, it is still valuable to many people.” She fixed a look at him over her cup. “This tea is like you, Mr. Solomon Cready. You have done nothing to deserve your fate, and yet there it is all the same. Now, answer this: WHY is the tea valuable, and expensive? What has this cup, and these leaves, ever done to be worthy of that?”

      “Riddles and games.” Solomon shook his head.

      “Not at all, Mr. Cready. The truth is right there, if you will but look,” she said in her quixotic way. When Solomon just looked confused, Miss Cheung gave a small sigh and set her cup down.

      “Think about it like this, Mr. Cready. How many years have you been in New Kowloon? When did you first arrive?”

      Solomon thought. He was nearing the back end of his twenties, and he had fled the American Confederacy when he was near the back end of his teens. Too many bridges had been burned, and he had been suspected or outright wanted in several high-profile heists. The only answer had been to pack up his ill-gotten gains and get a ticket to the Asian-Pacific Partnership, and then sneak into the most de-regulated and still-wild community of New Kowloon.

      “Ten years, give or take,” he said.

      “And hasn’t your time here been profitable?” Miss Cheung nodded.

      Solomon had to agree. He had done very well for himself. While he might have suggested that he was just some ‘stumbling gaijin’ in a foreign land, prone to misunderstandings and mistakes, the truth was almost precisely the opposite. He was one of the best thieves in town.

      “Isn’t it true, Mr. Cready, that you have ALWAYS had employment here. That even when a deal has gone sour, another, better opportunity has arisen? Don’t you find your apparent luck, and your opportunities, quite frankly incredible?” Miss Cheung had said.

      Solomon was about to thank her very much for the compliment, but he knew that wasn’t what she meant. “You mean to say that someone has been looking out for me? Keeping an eye on me all this time?” he’d stated, earning a nod from Miss Cheung.

      But who? Who cared at all about a lowlife like him? It was so maddening to talk in riddles, and Solomon just wanted a straight answer.

      “The tea, Mr. Cready—” Miss Cheung tapped her cup. “—is valuable because of its formula. Its history. What it contains, even though it is entirely unaware of it. Just like you.”

      What?

      At that moment, Matty had excused himself to go to the bar. Solomon thought that perhaps his friend was trying to give Miss Cheung the illusion that she could speak in private to him.

      “You are a very rare individual, Mr Cready—” Miss Cheung had started to say, just when the windows had burst apart under the hail of bullets.

      Solomon had gone from confused and angry to panicked and angry in a heartbeat. Chaos reigned supreme as people screamed, and plaster burst from the walls. Blood was in the air, as was the smell of gunpowder and smoke. Whomever was shooting at them wasn’t using just the light gangbanger pistols that the kids used on their drone-scooters every night. These were high-powered, high-intensity rounds, Solomon knew. His ten years had afforded him quite a lot of experience, after all. Miss Cheung had definitely been right about that, at least.

      “Get down! Get down!” He had been shouting at Matty, but his friend was already on the other side of the room, disappearing through the kitchen door.

      That hurt for a second, that Matty—the guy that he had known for longer than he had been in New Kowloon—wouldn’t have waited for him, but he knew that it was also the sensible thing to do. No need for both of them to die here.

      Miss Cheung was gone. Dead or whisked away to her own hiding place, he didn’t know. Still the shots were coming in thick and fast. There was no call of Enforcer action. No floodlights or mecha-hounds.

      Solomon got the uncomfortable feeling it was something to do with the government surveillance chip that he had found in his apartment.

      Whatever. Survive first, ask questions later…

      And that was how he came to be crouching against the refuse bin at the back of Neon Vespers, panting and gasping and wondering where Matty had got to. He should be out here, shouldn’t he? Solomon had managed to crouch-run through the kitchen just as Matty had done, and he hadn’t seen his body or any other ways out.

      Matty had run, Solomon thought. He had left him in there, which wasn’t like his friend. Matty might be a charmer, and he might be a bit obnoxious, but he was no coward. He was loyal.

      But Matty had gotten up to go to the bar a minute before the shooting had started, Solomon’s cynical, puzzle-solving mind had told him.

      And how did anyone know that he would be there? That he would be having a meeting…

      Crouching beside the bin, Solomon’s heart thumped, and he felt like he was going to be sick. It couldn’t be true, could it? The whole world stopped for just a moment. He had always lived by the rule that you couldn’t trust anyone in this business, but he had thought that there was one person that he could trust: Matthias Sozer.

      Had Matty sold him out?
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        * * *

      

      You can’t trust anyone. Solomon’s jaw tightened. Petchel had died because of this mission—not that he had known the adjunct-Marine for long, but the man had put his faith in him as the commanding officer to keep him safe and look what had happened.

      His death is on my hands, just like Matty’s is, despite everything. Solomon made up his mind.

      “Sod the orders. I’m finishing this mission,” Solomon hissed, working quickly.

      “What!?” Kol was saying.

      “Commander, we did good today. Don’t throw that away!” Karamov agreed.

      Don’t throw Petchel’s life away, you should be thinking. Solomon rolled his eyes and thought about what he could do. He had his Jackhammer rifle and a knife. He couldn’t sneak down the passageway because they would be sure to see him. They would either shoot him or kill the ambassador before he got there—or both. He needed a distraction.

      But I don’t have anything! He could have cried out. All he had was his suit...

      Unless…

      It was a crazy idea, but that seemed to be the only sort that Solomon had left. These light tactical suits have four hours of oxygen in their tanks, don’t they? And the tanks were set up as tubes that ran through the jacket harness….

      Moving quickly and as silently as he dared, he unclipped the jacket harness and shrugged it off. He instantly felt a lot lighter, but also a lot more exposed.

      
        
        Warning! Light Tactical Suit Compromised! Unable to Read Sensors!

      

      

      His helmet visor blared the warning at him, which Solomon thought was a little silly.

      “Yeah, I know the suit is compromised,” he grumbled. The oxygen filter was in the helmet, and it could replace and restore his oxygen for approximately one hour. That should be enough time, shouldn’t it?

      “Commander! What are you doing?” That came from Malady, but Solomon ignored him as he took a deep breath, trying not to think about the fact that he only had fifty or so minutes left of oxygen. He moved out.

      He rolled his shoulder around the passageway opening, flinging the jacket harness with one hand as he raised the Jackhammer rifle with the other and fired.

      What was the armor plating integrity down to? Solomon panicked, and wished that he had checked before he had decoupled the harness. Too late now. Was it low enough that his Jackhammer could burst the hardened steel and mesh shells to rupture the oxygen tanks beneath?

      BRAT-TAT-TAT-TAT!

      His gun jumped in his own hand, sending sparks across the passageway as the bullets hit the harness. Luckily for Solomon, he had fallen from a great height not only once but twice while wearing that thing so yes, a close-range, high-powered military rifle was enough to get past the metal plating—

      PHSSSSSSS!

      Plumes of white steam suddenly erupted into the passageway, filling it in a second as the pressurized liquid oxygen reacted with the thin Martian atmosphere. Solomon only had a moment before it evaporated, but a moment was all he needed.

      “What the—” he heard someone shouting as he jumped up, charging through the smokescreen that he had created, and pounced into the room.

      Expecting to see two people and the ambassador, he only saw a blank wall.

      No, not blank. Solomon saw a sparkling light fading and realized that at the base of the wall was a hologram generator, precisely the same sort that he would expect to see almost anywhere in the Confederacy. The lights had been the form of a man, a man in a dark uniform—with brighter hair perhaps—who dissipated into shards of fading light.

      No time to worry about that. There were two people in here, and only one of them was standing. He was stocky, dressed in the same tan and ochre work suit of Mars Construction, but Solomon could tell that the man was clearly the leader of their little group of separatists. For one, he had a lot more weaponry on him—a Jackhammer rifle in his hands and heavy pistols strapped to the front of his own harness and at his hip.

      The other occupant of the room had to be the ambassador. She was in a simple emergency encounter suit, the sort you have to don if you are traveling interstellar or orbital ships with minimal safety procedures, but her suit white and sky blue, the colors of the Confederacy Diplomatic Corps. She was also trussed with heavy poly-fiber straps that crossed her arms, waist, legs, and ankles. The separatists had even gone so far as to wind some of the straps around her helmet visor so that when she shrieked in alarm, it came out just like a muffled groan.

      Solomon swung his own Jackhammer around, but the separatist leader was too close, and too fast, flinging his own rifle up, and Solomon saw that he had modified his by adding a heavy combat blade to the barrel.

      “Frack!” There was a clang as the separatist brushed aside Solomon’s rifle, instead turning his back towards Solomon’s unprotected body.

      Oh no you don’t. Solomon had a lifetime of making crazy, reckless choices, because he knew precisely that sometimes, it was only the reckless choices that got you free. He let go of his own rifle instead of trying to sweep it back around to a firing position, seizing the man’s rifle instead.

      BRAT-ATAT-TAT-TAT! The leader’s gun fired, and Solomon was sure that he would feel his legs or his chest being blown out from underneath him.

      But no, he had managed to turn the barrel of the gun between them as they wrestled.

      The separatist was strong, stronger than Solomon was, for sure. Fortunately, though, Solomon had Marine training, and three months or more of sparring practice, every day, day in and day out.

      Solomon knew that the instinctive reaction when someone tried to wrestle a weapon from your hands was to pull it back or shove them away. Solomon pulled on the gun as the separatist easily pulled back, and then, when the separatist leader pushed out with all of his considerable strength to try and throw Solomon, the specialist commander pulled instead of pushed.

      The leader came flying forward as Solomon turned a shoulder and dropped a hip, and the man neatly tumbled over him in a near somersault that spun him through the air to come crashing down on the floor—

      “Gurr!” the man suddenly cried out in pain, and Solomon saw that, as they had twisted and Solomon held onto the rifle, it had reversed grip and, when the man had slammed into the floor, his own knife modification had slammed into his own encounter suit, right above where his heart was.

      “Ach…” Solomon panted in shock for a moment, seeing the separatist leader’s body shake, then go still.

      It was over. He had saved the ambassador. He, Solomon Cready, Specialist Commander of the Outcasts, had done it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Ganymede, 2205

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blatant disregard of mission parameters,” Warden Coates stated tersely, almost spitting as he stalked in front of where Solomon stood at attention, in one of the smaller audience halls aboard the Ganymede Marine Base.

      Solomon had been summoned to this meeting as soon as the adjunct-Marines had returned from their Hellas Chasma mission on Mars, after they had attended the grim and austere Ceremony of Remembrance, where the names of those lost were read out as rockets were fired for each of the fallen.

      Despite their apparent victory, it was still with a muted, somber air that the remaining Outcasts had returned to Ganymede. They had lost five of their number, and a further three were injured seriously enough to drop out of training. Solomon actually felt sorrier for those injured, as they would probably be sent off to Titan to do what menial work they could from their hospital beds.

      After the ceremony, instead of being rewarded a very rare free period of rest and relaxation before bed, Solomon had been summoned to Warden Coates’s observation lounge—a round room with a domed ceiling that afforded a breathtaking view of the stars and Jupiter outside.

      Where Solomon’s fate was to be decided—only luckily, not by Warden Coates alone. There also stood in the room Doctor Palinov, as well as Colonels Asquew and Madavi.

      “The mission was cancelled, and he continued to fight, putting himself and his squad at risk. We can’t have that!” Warden Coates argued. “And one of his squad died! Adjunct-Marine Petchel!”

      Solomon held his breath. There was that. Of the two charges against him, that was the only one that he cared about.

      “He should be deported to continue his convict sentence immediately!” Warden Coates ended on a victorious note.

      Solomon thought that all of this was a bit of a formality. Of course the warden was going to exile him from Ganymede. He had been waiting for an opportunity to do that ever since he had gotten there.

      “Enough, Warden Coates,” Colonel Asquew said, frowning deeply. “Insubordination, and the inability to follow mission parameters, is a very worrying trait. It shows a degree of arrogance, and…a lack of trust,” the colonel said piercingly.

      And she’s got me there, alright, Solomon thought.

      “Doctor Palinov, what is your assessment?” Asquew said suddenly, surprising Solomon. What does the doctor have to do with anything?

      “Physically, his test results are all within acceptable ranges. No major injuries that would warrant decommissioning him,” she read from a thin data-pad. “But then again, nothing to particularly recommend keeping him, either,” she offered.

      Warden Coates’s face lit up in glee.

      “However, it is his psychomotor test results that are truly…abnormal,” she said. “His ability to learn and pick up new skills is one of the best that I have ever seen, and his mental agility, as shown through the Oracle virtual tests—”

      Those jigsaw shapes! Solomon remembered his many hours spent in the study lounge. I knew it!

      “—is also phenomenal. For these reasons alone, I would recommend retaining him,” Doctor Palinov said.

      “But he disobeyed orders!” Warden Coates burst out. “It doesn’t matter if he’s a superman if he can’t follow orders!”

      “There is a difference, Warden Coates,” Madavi stated heavily, “between orders and principles, as I know that you are well aware. Whilst this man might have a long history of, uh, shall we say difficulty with orders, we can certainly say that he followed the principles of the Marine Code by continuing to pursue his goal and to rescue the Ambassador to Mars, even on his own.”

      The warden’s face glowered at the rebuke, but he lowered his head.

      “Then we are in agreement, it seems,” Asquew stated flatly. “Madavi and Palinov rule to retain Specialist Commander Cready as an Adjunct-Marine of the Outcasts, and Warden Coates, I presume, votes against?”

      “I do.” The warden shot Cready a venomous look.

      “Then it is decided. Two votes against one. Incidentally, I happen to side with my colleague Madavi.” Asquew nodded, then turned to address Solomon directly.

      “You may remain here on Ganymede, amongst the Outcasts, Specialist Commander. You will continue to train and work until we feel that you are ready to become a full Marine. I have to warn you, though, that further disrespect of your mission parameters will not be met so leniently, no matter what your physical and mental competencies are. Understood?”

      Solomon nodded that he did indeed understand. He felt something strange kindle in his chest.

      It was pride.
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      “Gold Squad, go!” the electronically-filtered voice of Warden Coates barked in Specialist Commander Cready’s helmet, and the young man was already moving by the time the fuzz of static clicked off. His heavy combat boots—sheaths of hardened poly-fiber over rubber and mesh—hit the metal gantry, powering him towards the stars.

      Cready didn’t waste time checking in with his squad members behind him to see if they had copied the order. By now, he knew that if any of the four adjunct-Marines had a problem, they would be sure to tell him.

      There were perks to being the most-hated squad in the Outcast training program, he had a brief moment to think, as the cream and gray surface of Ganymede, shot through with pink striations, appeared underneath the roof of cold stars. We do things our own way. Argumentative, tough, difficult at times, but we stand together against all the others.

      Behind him ran Jezebel Wen—or Combat Specialist Jezzie, as the Japanese Outcast and former Yakuza hitwoman was called. She wouldn’t take fools gladly and was just as likely to tell her commander to frack off as to obey an order if she thought there was something wrong with it.

      Then came the heavy, full tactical golem named Malady. Built like a walking tank, with heavy domed shoulders and fully-automated limbs, somewhere inside of that suit—but only visible as a sleeping, cadaverous ghost behind the faceplate—was a human being, once a full Marine before he had been busted down to adjunct status for assaulting a superior officer. Another one who was roundly distrusted by the rest of the Outcasts and had nothing to prove to anyone.

      Finally came Karamov and Kol, one slightly smaller than the other—and Cready would have had a hard time telling them apart in their suits if it weren’t for the holographic identifiers that flared in his visor every time he looked at another member of his squad. Both had a chip on their shoulder. Solomon had been worried that at least part of their obtuse nature was the fact that they had been assigned to Gold Squad in the first place—the squad that managed to get itself disqualified in a training exercise but had also managed to save the Confederate Ambassador to the Mars colony, but only by disobeying mission parameters.

      Then again, both Karamov and Kol always obeyed Cready’s orders, so maybe they liked being part of the outcasts of the Outcasts.

      It had been three long, arduous months at Ganymede since the Hellas Mission on Mars. Three months of grueling days stacked one on top of another. Two hours of physical training, followed by mealtime and study hall sitting in front of computer terminals powered by the Oracle mainframe, performing mental puzzles or learning Marine history, science, or flight procedures. After that came the specialist classes for those that were ‘lucky’ enough to be awarded them. Solomon was a specialist commander so he and a handful of others would be led to more computer terminals to replay and re-enact holographic battles, while Combat Specialist Wen went to the sparring circles, and so on. After that came more food, more weapons training and finally gymnasium work before crashing out to bed. It was a devastating regimen, and one which several other adjunct-Marines had already flunked.

      Break your ankle in sparring? Flunked and sent to mine ice on Titan.

      Bust a rib? Flunked and sent to mine ice on Titan.

      Get into an argument with the warden? Have a nervous collapse? Flunked and… Everyone got the idea of what was expected of them now—which was everything.

      The Outcasts were an experimental crew of ex-cons, affiliated to the Rapid Response Fleet of the Confederate Marines, training to be sent into all the dangerous, awkward situations where the Department of Justice might not want to send fully-trained, and very expensive full Marines. Not one of the sixty or so Outcasts left had any chance to argue their case. The choice was simple: Fight for the Confederacy or work out your sentence on the surface of distant Titan, probably dying miserable and freezing.

      But the Outcasts had won a recent victory. Their first ‘away’ mission on Mars had neutralized the Martian Separatists. More importantly, the newswires hadn’t picked up on the distant gun battle on the red sands. So, they had performed perfectly according to parameters, as their superiors might say. Not that their training supervisor, Warden Coates, had spared them any time to celebrate their success.

      Partial success, Cready had thought. There was still the question of how the Martian Separatists had gotten access to Confederacy military-grade hardware, and how they had managed to hack into the Confederacy communications systems, which presumably should have been the best encrypted information systems available to humanity…

      Not that any of that was important right now, of course, as Solomon’s boot hit the end of the gantry and he jumped!

      
        
        LIGHT TACTICAL SUIT:  Active.

        USER ID: Solomon CR.

        BIO-SIGNATURE: Good.

        SQUAD IDENTIFIER: Gold.

        SQUAD TELEMETRIES:  Active

      

      

      Solomon’s vision was filled with the flaring neon holographic readout on the inside of his visor plate as his legs started to cartwheel through the near vacuum of Ganymede. He was twenty meters above the surface, jumping from one of the tall towers that stuck out of the side of Ganymede Marine Training Station. On either side of him, other specialist commanders were similarly scissor-kicking their legs as they leapt into the eternal night, trying not to think about what might happen if their light tactical suit malfunctioned, or any host of other things went wrong.

      
        
        Training Mission ID: Break And Enter (Intermediate Level).

        Strike Group ID: Outcast, Adj. Marine.

        Parent Fleet ID: Rapid Response 2, Confederate Marine Corps.

        Squad Commanders: Cready (Gold), Hitchin (Silver), Gorlais (Bronze), Hu (Red), Nndebi (Blue), Walters (Green).

        GROUP-WIDE ORDERS:

        Achieve Entry to Enemy Station.

        Neutralize Enemy Markers.

        Locate and Activate the Distress Sonar

      

      

      This wasn’t the sort of training mission that Cready or any of the others were used to. So far during their time here, they had been performing training exercises every two or three days, which might include defending a location against holographic—or mecha and drone—enemies, or it might be just a race across Ganymede’s low-gravity, strange terrain.

      Those previous training missions were difficult, of course, and taxing, but at least Cready hadn’t had to worry about being attacked by his own side. This mission was different, as each squad was allowed to shoot, grapple, wrestle, or generally make the lives of every other squad as difficult as possible.

      Thank the stars they haven’t given us our Jackhammer rifles for this one. Cready knew at least one other adjunct-Marine who would happily fill him full of high-powered rocket shells as soon as he got the chance.

      Arlo Menier. Even thinking about the man seemed to summon him, as Cready saw a large shape fling itself from one of the nearby towers—easily the largest of the Outcasts apart from Malady. It had to be Regular Menier, a balding Frenchman who claimed to have killed seven people and who blamed Cready for personally destroying his chances at being awarded a command specialism.

      The man was leaping from the Blue Squad’s tower, and so should have been following his own Specialist Commander Nndebi to the surface of Ganymede below, but instead, he had angled his jump so that he shot out across the surface of the planet in a wide arc, heading straight for Cready.

      Whumpf!

      As delicate as Ganymede’s gravity well was, Jupiter’s largest moon was also the largest moon in the entire human solar system, and so even had a thin envelope of misty atmosphere. If Earth’s own Moon could exert such an influence on Earth’s oceans, then it stood to reason that Ganymede would still hurt when you jump off a twenty-meter-tall tower and expected your light tactical suit to suck up the shock.

      “Argh!” Cready grunted in pain as his calves and knees jolted, and he immediately flipped his torso over into a roll to try and negate some of the downward force. He had no idea what the sense of this part of the training mission was—to get used to low-gravity environments? To see how far intricate joint suspensor units on his ankle, knees, and hips could withstand the impact?

      
        
        WARNING! SUIT IMPACT DETECTED!

        Armor Plating: Uncompromised.

        Joint Suspensor Systems: Refilling…

      

      

      Well, the suit can take the pummeling, Solomon thought as he sailed through the air, curling up on himself like a human beachball before bouncing on the low-gravity surface of Ganymede again, and again. His body shook, his jaw and neck ached with the vibrations, but his suit wasn’t compromised, and he thought that he would probably get away with just some heavy bruising.

      More heavy bruising, he thought that he should say, as of late, his entire body had never stopped being a mosaic pattern of scrapes and lurid pigments. The only thing that did change was their location, as the light injuries rose and faded across his body in slow-motion, like the colors of a Martian sky.

      Behind Solomon came the explosion plumes as Gold Squad, and the other squads beyond that, similarly landed and rolled. Some opted to bounce as he did, while others straightened out into a dive, trusting that the ice, grit, and dust would act as a break against their outstretched arms.

      But Solomon skidded to a halt and coughed, lying for a moment looking up at the very faint diaspora of stars above him, next to the baleful dome of Jupiter itself.

      Twelve years, he thought as his head finally stopped spinning. Or, in fact, 11 years, 5 months and three days left… That was his sentence with the Outcasts, after which he would once again be a free man.

      If he survived that long.

      WHUMPF! The ground shook and the outside of his faceplate was covered with a heavy layer of dust as something much larger than him landed from the tower.

      Arlo! Cready rolled instinctively to one side, but the metal gauntlet that seized him was unstoppable.

      “Urk!” He was lifted bodily into the air by the one hand on his shoulders, turned around, and shoved in a direction. The only thing that stopped Cready from kicking out was the fact that the internals of his suit visor flared the friendly green triangle marker of Adj.Marine MALADY before him.

      The powerful, servo-assisted legs of the Full-Tactical golem had allowed it to jump further than Jezzie, Karamov or Kol, and also had stopped it from needing to roll or dive when it hit the surface. Instead, Solomon found himself looking at a widened circle of dust and rock fragments as Malady stepped out of two gigantic foot-shaped craters.

      Sometimes it paid to be a walking man-tank.

      “No time to lie around, Commander.” Malady’s own voice was modulated by electronics, and Cready had no idea if it had ever been based on the man’s actual vocal chords or not, but now it always made Cready think that a computer was talking to him.

      Generally, computers don’t come equipped with their own bullet-reflecting, radiation-shielding, blast-protecting power armor, though, Solomon had to think as he saw Jezz bounce-rolling behind Malady, and Karamov and Kol coming into the final parts of their dive—

      Clang! Something exploded off of the back of Malady’s ‘head.’ Well, Solomon considered it to be more of a continuation of the dome-like, part-bubble that was the mecha warrior’s shoulders and head. Malady’s face plate was set below this dome, giving the impression that he had no neck.

      “What was that?” Specialist Commander Cready heard his squad member grumble, clearly barely even registering the impact. It wasn’t an explosion of sparks or metal fragments, however, as might have come from some more conventional weapon, but instead, Solomon saw that it had to be a rock that had been thrown and broke apart on impact.

      But who would throw rocks at us? Is this part of the training mission? Cready thought, already crouching and looking around the plain, to see the form of Arlo Menier already bouncing off towards their destination.

      “Menier!” Cready growled. “That schlub. He probably meant that rock for me…” And the rock might have even been able to damage the much less armored light tactical suit that he wore!

      “Ignore him. The mission objectives,” Malady said in his machine-stoic fashion as Jezebel bounded up to them, quickly followed by Karamov and Kol.

      “Boss, we’re falling behind!” came the worried chatter from Kol, the younger of the two, Solomon thought.

      “You’re right. On me!” Cready turned so that the glowing holographic triangle that pointed the way to the enemy station—their objective, displayed on the inside of his visor—was directly ahead of him.

      He started running. Or bounding, as it happened. Running in low-gravity was actually a lot of fun, if you weren’t also trying to not break an ankle. Every ounce of pressure that you spent pushing off from the ice and grit surface rewarded you tenfold, Cready knew. With next to no air friction or gravity resistance, you could vault for meters in a single, leaping stride. A distance any human long-jumper would be envious of.

      Unfortunately, however, the mass of Specialist Commander Solomon Cready, as well as the mass of the near-planetoid moon of Ganymede, were still constants, which meant they still obeyed all of the boring old Newtonian laws of impact and energy transference…

      Which was another way of saying that, although it felt like they were moving in easy, slow motion, almost dreamlike, their lack of resistance meant that they could travel very fast indeed, and that when they stopped, they would be hitting the surface of a rocky world that was still far denser than their bones.

      But the Outcasts had been training in low-gravity situations for a while now, and they knew not to push themselves off too strongly in their strides, or if they did, then to brace for the inevitable impact by either rolling into a ball or being prepared to combat roll as soon as they landed. It was in this manner that Cready and all the other Outcasts were now engaged in a fast, leap-frogging race across the surface of Ganymede. Some managing to maintain a steady pace, others jumping too high or too wide, or too low. Slow-motion plumes of ice and rock dust burst across the plain like it was being bombarded by meteorites. Which in a way it was, only they were human, bouncing meteorites.

      Kol had been right however, and Gold Squad was already being outpaced by several of the other squads, in a forward wave that ran toward the distant digital marker over the rills and ridges of Ganymede’s surface.

      “Stay on me!” Cready barked at his crew as he ran. He wasn’t like the other, more frantic squads, though. He didn’t want to scatter everyone in a desperate race to some unknown ‘enemy station’ after all. Whatever Warden Coates had cooked up for them as the next part of their training exercise, he wanted his Gold Squad together when they faced it.

      Which was going to be a little harder than he had first thought, Cready realized, when the first wave of attacks from the other squads came.
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      “Kol!” Solomon had spun mid-air in his leap—just in time to see one of his squad members now spinning head over heels through the night, having been tackled by someone from Red Squad.

      Oh, so that’s how this game is played, is it? he thought as he twisted abruptly and threw out his arms, slowing his landing on the surface and converting it into a skid.

      His own suit internals lit up.

      
        
        WARNING! IMMINENT COLLISION INCOMING!

      

      

      Solomon knew what he would have done were he on the streets of his old haunts in New Kowloon back on Earth. He would have rolled or ducked, then jabbed out with whatever weapon he might have on hand. It was like that down in one of the Earth’s largest ghettoized territories. Street-fighting was a norm, as was random death thanks to one of the many ricocheting bullets that flew like June bugs at pretty much any time.

      But here on Ganymede, with a fraction of the gravity of Earth?

      Solomon turned his skid into a stamp and jumped—

      “—!” He couldn’t hear the attacker of course, as his suit telemetries were keyed only into the rest of Gold Squad or the Marine mainframe itself. No squad member from any of the other units could contact them—which was what Solomon preferred as a rule—but he would have  liked to have heard what the surprised Blue Squad attacker had just muttered, as the man flew through the air where he had been, landing awkwardly in an explosion-spray of dust and ice fragments, as Solomon’s leap came crashing back down again.

      Thump! He landed just half a meter from where his failed tackler had rolled.

      It would be so easy to leap into a flying elbow. Cready had a moment to assess the tactic but decided against it. Despite the fact that this was technically a ‘friendly fire’ mission, he had no great wish to end up trading blows with any other adjunct-Marine, and instead converted his momentum into a dive, seizing the Blue Squad attacker by the leg and flinging them bodily into the air—the low gravity really helped with being able to manipulate heavy objects.

      It wasn’t that Solomon had any great love for his fellow Outcasts—none of them apart from his own squad had shown any loyalty or camaraderie to him, after all—and Solomon had never been averse to putting the boot into a mugger or punk who might have tried to rob him on the derelict streets of his previous home, but…

      I need to get Kol out of that wrestling match, he thought, as the Blue Squad attacker rolled and flailed through the air, to come down with a thump twenty meters away. Far enough, and hard enough, that Solomon didn’t have to worry about him for a moment.

      And I want to do well on this mission, he thought. He needed to do well, more like. Warden Coates had it in for him—thanks to the details of his criminal past—and Solomon was sure he was just waiting to use any excuse from insubordination to poor performance to bust him back down to everyday convict status and ship him off to Titan.

      So Specialist Commander Solomon ignored the leaping attackers from Blue, Red, and even some of the Yellows who tried to target him. Instead, he viewed his leaping bounds like a game of dare, timing his leaps so that he sailed over their heads or else safely out of the way of those who sought to pummel him into the ground.

      “Sir. Tactics.” Malady’s voice sounded completely unfazed as it came over Solomon’s suit audio. Cready could see that Malady already had two different squad members clinging onto him—one on his back and the other on his leg, attempting to bring him down.

      The full tactical golem was calmly ignoring them.

      “Don’t get bogged down,” Solomon said to his crew. “Push and divert. Don’t end up in a wrestling match.”

      “Oh,” Karamov’s voice said, worriedly. “Someone should tell Jezzie that, then.”

      Oh hell. Solomon was still bounding over to where Kol was on the ground, being straddled by another adjunct-Marine and repeatedly punched in the helmet. He glanced toward Jezzie, who was surrounded by three assailants and was apparently loving the attention as she jump-kicked one in the chest, used his weight to slow her landing, then turned to attack another. Satisfied she had her situation under control, he turned his focus to Kol.

      “Hey!” Solomon shouted, although that didn’t make the man attacking Kol stop. Oh yeah, he’s not on my squad frequency, so he can’t hear me...

      Instead, Solomon settled for increasing the speed of his bounding leaps, straight at the man, and this time, he really did throw himself forward into an elbow barge.

      You’re not supposed to kill anyone! Solomon snarled as he collided with the man high in the back, and the momentum that he had garnered sent the man cartwheeling across the surface of Ganymede as Solomon himself skidded and rolled.

      “Kol? Report. You okay in there, champ?” Solomon asked as he came to a stop.

      “…yeah. Just shaken like a tin of beans, sir. I’m good…” Kol wobbled to his feet as a little ways away, Jezzie sent the last of her own attackers flying.

      “Right. What now, sir?” She sounded out of breath but quite happy as she bounded over.

      What he had hoped not to happen had happened. “Well, it looks like we’re about the last ones to reach the enemy station objective thanks to this little diversion,” he groaned, seeing the distant forms of the other squad members disappearing over the horizon.

      That was probably their plan, he realized with a flare of anger. Various members of different Outcast squads had purposefully attacked them! Which they were completely allowed to do of course, but there had been so many, and from so many different squads, that it sure looked as though they had conspired to delay and distract Cready’s Gold Squad to make sure that they finished last.

      “Well, we’re not out yet,” Solomon said, nodding towards the distant ‘enemy station’ marker. “Come on. The rest of those schlubs might have got there first, but that doesn’t mean that they’re going to win!”

      Gold Squad of the Outcast Marines started to bound and leap across the surface of Ganymede.

      
        
        Training Mission ID: Break And Enter (Intermediate Level).

        GOLD-SQUAD STATUS:

        Enemy Station Reached!

      

      

      We’ve never been here before, Solomon thought as his bounding steps ate up the distance to the large, holographic arrow hovering on his visor.

      Over the course of the last three months, the Outcast trainees had performed many training missions outside the safer confines of the Ganymede Military Base. Sometimes even boarding a heavy-bellied transporter to carry them to some distant part of the massive moon.

      So far, they had only managed to repeat the same terrain twice, and this one ahead of them was completely new.

      The lines of rilled ice and rock-like frozen waves were broken abruptly by the jagged lip of a massive crater. And as Solomon and the rest of Gold Squad slowed down to crab-crawl up to the edge, they saw what must be their objective.

      The crater was large, filling the foreground. It was a very old impact crater, Solomon saw, as the sides sloping inwards were smooth and not sharp or burnt.

      The center of the crater was occupied by a blocky shape that stuck out at a forty-five-degree angle to the surface of the moon. It was a ship. A crashed ship, to be precise. It must have been crashed on purpose, the Gold Squad Commander thought, as the vessel looked old, and had been stripped of all available pods and quite a few doors and hull panels as well. There were great swathes of darker, corrosive metal stains that striated across the blocky framework of what remained, and Solomon wondered if that meant it had been a battleship that had long since lost its purpose.

      Small, sparkling LED floodlights had been set here and there about the frame, four on the topmost end around four large octagonal holes into the ship, which Solomon figured must have once housed rocket thrusters. There were several more over different, gap-toothed openings.

      Other squads were already busy climbing the structure to make their way in.

      Mission Objectives Updated! Solomon’s—and everyone else’s—suits blipped as the large holographic triangle faded away on their internal visor screen and was replaced by several much smaller orange triangles, superimposed over the large hulk.

      “Those must be the enemy markers,” Solomon said. Which meant that the actual object of their mission—the distress sonar—wasn’t showing up on their suit holographics. Not yet, anyway.

      “But if there is any reason to this mission, then I would suggest that a distress sonar beacon would either have to be on the bridge of the ship, or…” Solomon thought.

      “No. Topmost corner,” Malady intoned beside him. His mech suit did not allow a crouch at all, so he just stood on the lip of the crater like a statue.

      “Huh?” Solomon asked over their squad’s suit-to-suit narrow band communications.

      “I was a Marine, don’t forget. And that’s an F-Class Heavy Bomber. Nautilus, they used to call them,” Malady said, and Solomon wondered if he could detect a hint of regret in the man-golem’s voice. “Unless the warden’s had it removed, then the distress sonar should be beyond the top thruster housing and along the ridge to the outer stabilizer fin.” The big metal man inclined his body a little to indicate where he meant. It was the topmost corner of the wreck, Solomon saw, and it made sense for the distress sonar to be somewhere near the outer edges of the craft when it was in motion—less chance of interference from the ship’s own shielding if the crew needed to activate it.

      “Well, I’ll take your word for it, big man.” Cready looked at the crater, the hulk, and the other squad members currently beginning their arduous climb up the side of the vessel.

      What is more important, the enemy markers or the ultimate objective, which is the Distress Beacon?

      “There’s no way that we can get to all the enemy markers ahead of this lot,” he mused out loud, making up his mind. “Malady? What’s your force-per-inch again?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      Solomon rephrased. “Physics. Aerodynamics. Or vacuum dynamics, in our case,” he explained, asking how many pounds of pressure the large man could exert by running. As it turned out, Malady’s size meant that it was a lot.

      “About five hundred pounds per inch.” The large golem paused as he calculated.

      “Ah. Good, then…” Solomon ran through the numbers in his mind. One of the many things that Solomon Cready was very good at was what the Marine Corps tests called ‘agile thinking.’ It was a skill that Solomon had never really considered to be special before. He just always had an easier time than others answering the daily quizzes on the data-streams, or planning a complicated heist, or working out how to trip the safety measures on a door lock.

      Or making physics calculations in his head, it seemed. “You should be able to carry me, then.” He grinned and explained his plan.
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        * * *

      

      The plan, as it turned out, was a simple one. Malady was to charge at the crater wall, with Specialist Commander Cready hanging onto his large suit—everything weighs a lot less in near zero-G, after all—and then jump, while Karamov and Kol would work to climb the hulk as the other squad members were doing, and focus on tearing their rivals off the metal structure and getting to the enemy markers themselves.

      It’s not much of a plan, Cready thought. But he hoped that he had covered all possible angles. Jezzie, Kol, and Karamov would neutralize what enemy markers they could, hopefully satisfying at least one part of the mission, while Cready and Malady would go for the beacon. It meant splitting their forces, but he wasn’t overly worried about that. After seeing what Combat Specialist Jezzie was capable of, he rather pitied the rival squad members out there, in fact…

      “If my calculations are right,” Solomon started to say, just as Malady started his lumbering run.

      “Whoa!” All thoughts of numbers and figures fled from his mind as he concentrated on holding onto the large metal golem with all of the articulated might in his power gauntlets.

      The Full Tactical Outcast Marine started slowly, its large bounds looking fairly similar to that of any other leaping, non-gravity-assisted body. Then the combined mass and momentum started to build up, and Malady was hurtling along like a train had been given springs. Great clouds of dust and ice exploded from each metal foot as he ran, and the crater walls yawned high above them, and then suddenly were down at foot level as Malady kicked out from the lip of the crater.

      It was the sort of jump that no mere human could ever do without some sort of rocket assist. Even the fully-qualified Marines in their power suits didn’t have the concentrated power that Malady had with his powered exoskeleton.

      As the other Gold Squad members similarly leapt from the edge of the crater wall, their arcs ended fast, sending them down into the crater to bound toward the bottom of the hulk as Malady and Cready kept on soaring high through the air.

      The hulk grew larger by the moment and filled Cready’s vision as he hung on for dear life. The remaining metal plates, dented and scarred, with the shadows of old military stencils still visible, were rapidly growing larger. Cready had to hope that Malady remembered some of his old Marine training, as he wasn’t sure how they were going to land.

      Kerrunch!

      As it turned out, the metal golem-man did have a strategy for catching hold of the metal hulk that swam toward them.

      It was to punch his own metal claws through the hull.

      There was an almighty shockwave that swept through Solomon’s body as they crashed bodily against the side of the upturned hulk with Malady throwing his arms out at the last minute, the heavy fists of his own power gloves—many times the size of Solomon’s—punching through the thin, desiccated metal. It was all that Solomon could do to hang on as they slid down a foot, Malady’s strength ripping the metal before finally coming to a halt, dangling over the edge of the lower booster cavity.

      Holy frack, holy frack. Solomon caught a glimpse of the surface of Ganymede, some fifteen or twenty meters below. Had we really jumped that far and that high? It was pointless to suggest otherwise, as Solomon wondered what constituted a terminal fall in low gravity. Would he survive if Malady slipped and lost his grip?

      Well, certainly not if Malady lands on top of me, he thought, looking for where his nearest handhold had to be.

      But before he could do that, and much to his surprise, there was movement as the servo-assisted motors in Malady’s joints spun lazily, and he started to claw his way up the side of the vessel, using just his hands.

      “Holy heck, Malady. Just how strong are you!?” Solomon exclaimed, astonished but glad all the same.

      “Is this the time to be telling you my pounds-per-inch?” Malady retorted flatly as he managed to dead-pull his body up the side of the bottom booster housing to where he could now also use his legs to speed the climb.

      “Was that a joke?” Solomon had thought that the metal-mechanical man was beyond such things as humor.

      “I have my moments,” Malady intoned, sounding as deadpan as if he were a news broadcaster reporting on an uneventful day.

      The pair climbed—well, Malady climbed and the specialist commander just hung on—until they had rounded the bottom thruster housing and were crossing over the complicated iron girder work to the topmost one above it.

      “Okay, hold up.” Solomon paused their ascent, dismounting from his strange steed and taking shelter in the mouth of the topmost booster cavity. “We’ll climb separately, so if anything happens to one of us, the other can finish the job, okay?”

      “Aye-aye, sir—” Malady was just through saying when the order was almost immediately challenged. The metal golem started to turn where he stood, but he hadn’t moved.

      What?! Solomon had a second to think before realizing that it was the metal girder that Malady was standing on. It was slow-motion bending and turning away from its seat, and Malady was even now starting to slip.

      It was happening too fast, there was little Solomon could do.

      “Take my hand!” he shouted, lunging forward as his other arm reached to grab onto the nearest strut support.

      But Malady was a far, far greater mass than Solomon was. And even in near zero-G, a greater mass still meant one thing: greater acceleration.

      Malady raised his heavy power gloves to reach for Solomon as he slid off the upturned girder. Their metal-capped fingers passed within an inch of each other before Malady was spiraling and tumbling down in slow motion.

      “No!” Solomon shouted out, just before Malady hit the floor of the crater with a heavy crash, sending up a radiating circle of dust, and was still.

      “Malady? Malady can you read?!” Solomon was shouting over his suit’s controls, as he stared now at the golem, lying motionless on its back far below, and as large in Solomon’s vision as his own hand.

      He’s in a full tactical. Those things can survive nuclear blasts, can’t they? he thought. He hoped. He didn’t have time to think more about it however, as suddenly he was starting to slip sideways where he stood.

      What!?

      The housing frameworks of the boosters were little more than metal support girders, presumably riveted or magnet-locked into place, with metal sheets connecting them to form the thin, inner shell of the housing compartment. The bottom lip where he and Malady had been standing should have had a ‘stair’ of metal girders ready for the rockets to be mounted on, but now these girders were slowly breaking apart from the wall and tumbling to the surface of Ganymede below.

      And straight onto Malady, Cready had a moment to think as he took a step on the twisting metal stanchion and leapt—not out or up but further inside the vessel. It was dark in there, save for the rivers of light that came in from the open booster entrance. As he soared, Solomon could make out a large, tube-like room, with more girders and the half-destroyed remains of metal stairwells leading up to the blankly open holes that had been porthole doors.

      Slam! Solomon hit the metal floor and rolled forward. It wasn’t a bad impact. Nothing that his full tactical suit couldn’t handle. He bounced up and started to turn back to where the booster entrance was. He needed to see if Malady—

      Whumpf! Something large and heavy hit him across the shoulders.
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      Solomon recoiled as one of the metal girders rolled sedately off him through the near-frictionless space. Not so sedately, however, that its reinforced steel didn’t crumple one of the front mesh panels of his light tactical suit.

      And there, leaping down after it, was the large form of Adjunct-Marine Arlo Menier.

      “You idiot!” Cready said but realized a moment later that his words were useless as Menier was on Red Squad, so his Gold Squad suit telemetries didn’t match. It was clear what this was all about, however. Arlo had been, and still was, the local ‘big guy’ in the Outcast barracks. The tall and well-built Frenchman had spent the longest time as a part of the Outcast training program and had used his bulk and experience to seize control over the bunkroom.

      He had also fully expected to be the next specialist commander, Cready knew as much because he had in fact told him that at every available opportunity. The fact that Cready, a newcomer, had been singled out along with the handful of other Outcasts to receive their first specialization—unique training categories that indicated rank as well as their future role in the Rapid Response Marine fleet—was half of the reason why Arlo hated him. The other was that Cready had been a part of one of Arlo’s unsuccessful squads, and Arlo had flubbed his own chance at receiving a command specialization.

      And of course, he blames me… Cready pushed out with one hand to flip himself through the air as Menier landed just a meter away from him.

      But as quick as Cready was, Menier, un-winded and with a fully operational suit, was quicker. He threw a hand out at the specialist commander, and Cready had but a moment to see that it wasn’t empty. He had within it a small device that looked a little like one of those ancient hand-held blow driers.

      He’s not looking to dry my hair, Solomon thought. It was a micro-welder, its open maw a glowing red nub of sparking plasma.

      No wonder the girders fell away so easily. How did he get that out here? Did he smuggle it with his suit? Now that they had spent the best part of half a year at least, with some like Arlo there fourteen months and counting, Warden Coates expected them to suit up without supervision now. He must have brought it in then…

      Cready managed to get one arm up, but Menier merely batted it back down, still following it as he landed heavily on top of Cready’s leaping body, slamming onto the metal floor.

      “Get the hell off me!” Cready was shouting, as the much larger Menier knelt down on Solomon’s chest, one hand holding his outstretched arm down as he lowered the micro-welder to Solomon’s face-plate.

      He’s going to kill me. He’d going to fracking kill me! Cready bucked and twisted, but it was no use. Menier was just too big and too strong, and the micro-welder was too close.

      Thump! Menier thumped Cready’s outstretched arm against the metal again, and Solomon realized that Menier wasn’t actually killing him. He was just holding the micro-welder a few inches from his faceplate, where Solomon could see the condensation starting to rise on the inside as the heat started to transfer.

      He could press that into the material any time he wants, but he’s not… Cready’s mind raced. That was probably what this is all about. The big guy didn’t want to kill him, not with a contraband weapon, anyway. That would only earn him a one-way ticket to Titan, or worse!

      No… Solomon realized that Menier was just trying to intimidate him. Which was kinda working, to be honest.

      “What do you want!” he shouted behind his faceplate. Despite the fact that Menier couldn’t hear him, he must have been able to see Solomon’s lips moving.

      The large Frenchman just grinned, held the micro-welder for a few more seconds over Cready, before pushing himself up heavily, making sure that he stood on Solomon at least twice.

      “Idiot.” Solomon scrambled away from the man, panting, already standing up in a defensive crouch, but Menier was already ready for any counter-attack, the welder held out. Solomon saw Menier shake his head slowly, and the message was clear. You don’t want to fight me now, I WILL kill you…

      But Solomon, apart from having an apparently innate skill at ‘agile thinking’ also had the gift—or curse—of a flash-pan temper.

      “You really think I’m going to let you get away with that?” he said, drawing himself up to his full height and starting to stalk towards Menier.

      BWAOWAOWAO!! Suddenly, before he could make the Frenchman pay for his humiliation, a clanging alarm rang through Solomon’s suit, signaling the end of the training exercise.
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      “Dammit!” Solomon swore, not taking his eyes off Menier as the large man calmly relaxed the weapon in his hand, grinning.

      It had been a ploy. Arlo had already known that someone was going for the distress sonar—perhaps one of his own Red Squad—and he had been waiting and watching for a chance to make sure that Solomon, his sworn enemy, didn’t get in the way.

      Solomon saw the large adjunct-Marine shrug as if that was all just a part of the fun and games, as Solomon’s suit pinged with the notice that the Marine transporter was arriving outside. Should he say something about Menier’s actions? Should he fight Menier here and now?

      No. Stupid moves, Cready, he berated himself, watching as Arlo started to slowly saunter back to the porthole door he must have come in through, to make his way down to the outside. Cready knew that Warden Coates wouldn’t care about what Menier had done to him, or had almost done to him, if it meant that Solomon might be kicked off the program. And to attack Menier now, with the Marine transporter and the attendant guards arriving outside, would only make his deportation that much quicker.

      He was stuck, and Solomon hated being forced into any position he hadn’t chosen.

      “Fracksticks,” he swore as he waited, panting in the dark for his heart rate to slow and his temper to ebb away. He had to check that Malady’s nuclear-resistant suit was actually that good anyway, he thought, turning to the open bulkhead which had so recently spilled the metal girders. A quick suit communications call to the big metal man confirmed what Solomon had been guessing.

      “Undamaged and operational, Commander,” Malady’s dulcet electronic voice echoed in his ear, which was apparently the only piece of good news that would come out of today’s training mission.
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      Solomon’s been in a bad mood all week, Jezebel Wen thought as she eyed her commander. And whatever bilge that Warden Coates is about to spew probably isn’t going to help…

      It was a few days after the ‘Break and Enter’ training mission, which had seen several of the other Outcast Adjunct-Marines receive specialization. It was a constant, rolling system of appraisal, Wen saw. A spectacular performance on any given day could mean that one of their sixty or so small force would be called for a private interview with the warden, the doctor, or the Marine colonels who regularly visited.

      But now, however, Wen was standing at the back of the gymnasium along with about half of the Outcasts. The other half were alternating their lessons with either the study lounge work or their personal specialization classes.

      As a combat specialist, Wen was tasked with performing double shifts in the gymnasium, and so when this next group of Outcasts came in for their regular martial training—with Solomon being one of them this round—she found that she was already tired.

      The stalking clip of the warden’s boots across the gymnasium floor toward them wasn’t helping her sense of irritation, either.

      “Schlubs! Attention!” he barked at them, using the normal slur that he had developed especially for ‘his’ Outcasts.

      Wen, along with everyone else, snapped into a straight-backed salute and waited.

      Beside the warden stalked the blonde-braided Doctor Palinov in her white suit, as well as two other gray-suited station staff. There were more subsidiary staff than Jezzie had first thought, and as she had spent more time there, she saw that the Outcasts were only a fraction of the people there at the base. All the gray-suited staff had that slightly rangy, either athletic or muscular look that told Jezzie that they probably had some kind of military training, but none of them had seemed eager to talk to the Outcasts, so she didn’t know for sure.

      “Right! At ease!” Warden Coates snapped at them as he held out a hand for one of the gray-suited staffers to pass a data-pad to him. The warden was a small man, constrained and wound-up like a spring, with a small peaked cap on which was a singular gold star. He wore the gray suit of a staffer but had a gold band running down the lapels and arms to indicate his position.

      “The results of your recent training exercise have been analyzed, and I can say that they were…interesting,” he said in a slightly more normal voice, but Jezzie still winced. What was interesting to the Warden might mean atrocious to anyone else, she thought.

      “Hiu! Farnham! Gigi! Cready!” he called out a list of names from the pad, ordering them to take a step forward from the throng until almost a third of their number—ten people all told—stood in a line in front of him.

      “Back of the gymnasium, hop to it!” He pointed for the group to move, which they did, quick-marching to the opposite wall and once again reforming into a line.

      Oh no… Jezzie had a bad feeling about this. It was never a good sign if you got singled out by the warden.

      It turned out that she was right.

      “Outcasts,” the Warden sighed melodramatically. “Do you know why they call you that?”

      It was a rhetorical question clearly, and thankfully no one actually dared to answer the warden.

      “It was a joke.” He looked up at the group that he hadn’t called out, ignoring the ten men and women that had Cready in their number. “The Marine Commandant told me to call you that, because you were the dregs of society. The unwanted. The last-chancers.”

      Wow. Great pep-talk, Warden, Jezzie glowered.

      “But instead, I took that name and I have endeavored to create something…magnificent.” A rare smile from the warden’s face, and Jezzie strangely found herself feel a shiver of pride at that. If she had done well enough to make even the horrible and mean little Warden Coates proud, then wasn’t that a good thing?

      “You, my schlubs, were hated and reviled by everyone,” the warden continued, apparently crowing with glee at the thought. “The rest of the Marines thought you would be no good. The Justice and Defense Department thought you were no good. The people of Earth turned their back on you.

      “Only I have put my faith in you. In what you can be. Other people might see you as the Outcasts, but I call it a badge of honor! Let yourselves be different! Let everyone look in fear and envy at what you can do, above and beyond any other!” The warden snarled and goaded them, his throat swelling with passion, before taking a deep sigh and standing back, as if worried that he might explode. When he next spoke, his voice was soft and serious.

      “And I can say that in many ways, my faith has been rewarded. Everyone here—” He spoke to the group in front of him, of which Jezebel Wen was part of. “—have been proving me right. You have excelled at your training and your studies. You are becoming the sort of fighting force that I had envisioned when I first proposed this idea to the Rapid Response Fleet. However…”

      The warden half-turned to include the line of ten other Outcasts that he had separated against the back wall. “There are some of you who are not performing to the standards which I expect.”

      Jezebel could swear that she could see the flicker of fear spread through the ten people standing there.

      “Farnham. Gigi. Cropper. Step forward,” the warden barked at them, and the four adjunct-Marines snapped to attention, one step in front of the others.

      “As you all know, we observe and collate every iota of data. Your physical performance, your mental stamina, your proficiencies with weapons or Marine procedures…” Warden Coates said. “And all of these ten people here have been falling behind.” There was a pause, and Jezzie’s thought chimed with everyone else’s in the room, even if she did not know it.

      What punishment was going to come for this?

      “Schlubs, I need you to understand one thing. That your success or failure—my success or failure—depends on your ability to perform. To perform as an individual Marine and as a group. If you cannot do that, then your failings are bringing down the rest of the Outcasts!” he said tersely, berating the ‘failures’ in front of their comrades.

      “You three?” the Warden looked at Gigi, Cropper, and Farnham. “You’re out. Collect your things. Return all Confederate Marine property to the lockers and await immediate deportation.”

      “What?” the adjunct-Marine named Farnham—a youngish man in his thirties with a good-looking, if slightly babyish face—burst out. “But, Warden sir, I can do better—” he started to say quickly.

      “SILENCE!” Coates roared at the man, and Farnham immediately shut up as if slapped. There was a tense moment as everyone watched Coates watching the three, wondering what would happen, until the warden just cleared his throat.

      “I thought I told you three to get your things and get off my base?” he said to them, and the cold realization hit. Yes, they had really just been dismissed from the Outcast training program, which meant for most of them a life sentence on Titan, never to see Earth or any green and growing thing ever again.

      “But—” This time it was Cropper, a larger woman, who was frantic. Jezzie couldn’t really blame her, as when your only option was dying frozen and alone on a blasted ice-moon far from home, you might as well try to argue your case, right?

      But Coates was having none of it. Without pausing, his free hand blurred and there, in its place, was the small hand-held controller that he used to—

      “Ach!” As the warden hit the dial, the three would-be Titaneers fell to the floor, writhing in agony. It’s the chip we all have in the top of our spinal column, Jezebel Wen knew, feeling suddenly hyper-sensitive of that spot at the base of her neck. They had all been injected with the micro-control chip, which was apparently a tiny drone, following their blood vessels to where the spinal column met the largest nerve cluster in the human body. Through it, Jezebel Wen knew—because she had experienced it herself—crippling electric shocks pulsed straight through the middle of the body, able to cause a minor discomfort or completely paralyze.

      It was the paralyzed, drooling option that Coates went for this time as he stood over the three twitching bodies. Now it became clear what the gray-suited staffers were for, as they hurried forward at a nod from Warden Coates to pick up the twitching, rictus bodies and carry them out of the gymnasium.

      “Let that be a lesson to all of you,” Coates called out. “You all need to perform better, but you six especially…” He frowned at the remaining failures, of which Solomon was one.

      “So, because you six seem to be unaware of what it takes to be a Marine, and to be an Outcast Marine, I will leave you with a small lesson.” Coates hit the dial once more, and the remaining six failures all gasped and stumbled, before straightening up. The shock that he gave them wasn’t as crippling as the one that he had delivered to the dismissed Outcasts, but Jezzie could well imagine how painful it must have been. The six that stood there were twitching and shaking as they attempted to maintain their stances at attention. The combat specialist saw beads of sweat on Solomon’s brow as he gritted his teeth.

      “Pain will make you better, Outcasts. Struggle will make you better. Better than you allow yourself to be!” the warden barked at them, turning on his heel and stalking back out of the gymnasium as their lesson resumed, leaving the six still being shocked behind him. Jezzie saw Doctor Palinov hesitate where she stood, looking at the retreating back of Warden Coates and then back at the six men—did she focus on Cready specifically?—before she, too, turned and hurried after her superior officer.

      Oh hell, Jezzie thought, breaking into a jog to get to Solomon’s side as soon as the green light flared over their door, which signaled the start of their training.
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        * * *

      

      “How bad is it?” Jezzie hissed as she held up the sparring gloves in front of Solomon once more.

      Their lesson today was simple combat techniques, with all of those assembled—both the six failures and the twenty-odd ‘successes’—practicing or trading blows in pairs.

      “Had worse,” Solomon grunted, his thin face still tense and with a waxy sheen of sweat that wasn’t just from the sparring lessons.

      Coates was keeping the electric shock running on them, Jezzie realized, as she spared a look at the other five members of the disgraced, who all seemed to be in a similar state of agony.

      “Hyurgh!” Solomon threw a punch, clearly meaning to capitalize on the moment that Jezzie was distracted with the other shocked Outcasts. But Jezzie was a combat specialist, and before that, she’d had a lifetime of sparring and fighting in the streets. Solomon was quick, but she was quicker, especially now that her commander was also battling muscle spasms and central nervous system pain. She stepped back with ease and raised the training pad once again.

      “Nice try, bigshot,” she said, watching the man move as he took another swing at the offered pad this time. The pain was slowing him up, she saw, but he was resisting it remarkably well, keeping his eyes focused on her and what she was doing. This time, she accepted the blow on the fist-pad, and then swung her own other hand and strike-pad out as if it were a retaliating punch.

      Smack! Solomon was supposed to duck it, rolling either forward or back on his hips, but he batted the attempted, lazy blow with his right forearm, and instead shot out a jab with his left, back at the pad.

      Thump. A good, solid jab, but that wasn’t what this training exercise was about.

      “Nice idea, champ, but keep your mind on the parameters,” she said, raising the pad once more and preparing to swing with her other fist again. A simple agility and counter-strike exercise, which she would speed up until Solomon’s body memory was able to duck and counter-strike at lightning-fast speeds.

      That was the plan, anyway.

      “Screw the parameters,” Solomon hissed through bared teeth, not striking out at the offered ‘target’ pad but instead blocking it by stepping in with his left forearm.

      “Sol, what are you…” Jezzie was already on the returning, lazy counter-strike when Solomon blocked that with his right forearm and raised his foot to kick forward at Jezzie’s chest.

      “Hey!” The woman jumped back easily, out of the way, but Solomon kept coming, this time swinging with his lead right arm in a powerful roundhouse.

      It sailed harmlessly in front of Jezzie’s face, inches from her nose as she dodged the easy to recognize, broadcasted blow.

      “Sol!” she snapped again. They weren’t supposed to be doing full sparring yet. It was supposed to be practice moves.

      Another wild jab with Sol’s left, and this time, Jezzie met it with her own practice pad, already anticipating the uppercut which Solomon was sure to follow with, turning on her hip and dropping her shoulder so that she stepped inside his blow and gave him a hard shove with both hands on the chest.

      “Oof!” She was stronger than she looked for a slight Anglo-Japanese woman, and Cready had been caught off guard. He slipped his footing as he stumbled backward, before landing on the floor with a heavy groan.

      “What did you do that for?” Solomon gasped in pain, which Jezzie thought must be coming from the electrifying chip in his neck, not the fall.

      “Get it together, Cready,” Jezzie said, a little out of breath. She offered him her fist-pad for him to grab, but he resolutely ignored it as he stood up on his feet again. “You can’t afford to stand out from the crowd right now,” she murmured to him, but his heavily shadowed eyes told her that he didn’t want to hear it.

      “What does it matter anyway, right?” he muttered back at her. “You know Arlo smuggled a weapon into the last training mission, right?” he admitted.

      “What?” Solomon had never mentioned that, and the ‘Break and Enter’ session had been almost a week ago now!

      “Yeah. Just to try and intimidate me, I think. But one of these days, he’s going to try and kill me for sure.” Solomon’s face was a mask of fury. “I’ve got people here who want me dead, and Coates will find any excuse to bust me back down to convict, for sure.” He looked exasperated and upset. “And I know for a fact that my test results can’t be that bad. I’ve been acing the study lounge, and the command lessons.” He appeared to be working himself up into a fit of rage—another thing that Jezzie thought wouldn’t help his chances.

      “Sol, calm down. Think. So, the warden is picking on you, right? Think it through. What are you going to do about it? How are you going to beat him at his own game? Use some of that amazing strategy advice you’ve been given in command!” Jezzie’s voice sounded harsher in her own ears than she would have liked.

      I’m annoyed with him, she thought. Maybe too annoyed, but she knew that her would-be Gold Squad Commander couldn’t afford a moment of self-doubt or despair. He was right that the warden probably was picking on him for his past crimes. The warden had declared in front of all of the Outcasts that he didn’t trust someone like Solomon Cready—murderer of his own best friend.

      “You gotta be better. You can’t give him any excuse,” she tried to explain, earning a jagged snort of disgust from Solomon.

      “Change up,” he snapped, looking over to where the nearest sparring partnership had broken up, meaning that it was time to swap fight partners.

      “Hold on, Sol, this is important…” she was saying, but Cready had already stalked over to the next partnership and was starting to square off against one of them, lowering his stance into a combat hunch.

      There was nothing she could do, if she didn’t want to draw attention to Solomon’s erratic behavior, but she saw that the second person of that group that she was meant to fight was already begging off. The Outcast sat on the floor, holding his hand where he appeared to have strained or sprained a wrist.

      “Fine, I could do with some water anyway.” She waved at the man that it was alright, and instead turned to stalk to the water dispensers at the side of the gymnasium. It had become customary to be able to break off a fight for injury or exhaustion, each Outcast being responsible for their own peak physical fitness, until they joined the sparring once again.

      But Jezzie was still annoyed as she got to the large wall-mounted units and took one of the flimsy plastic cups and started filling and refilling the cup until she had quenched her thirst.

      “Wen.” A voice startled her. She wasn’t used to being surprised and thought that she must be angrier with Solomon than she had thought.

      “Yes?” When she turned around, she saw that it was, strangely, one of the gray-suited station staffers who was busy pulling a trolly loaded with water barrels towards the dispensers.

      “Oh, sorry,” she murmured an apology and stepped out of the way. Almost ready to get back to the sparring, anyway, she thought as the staffer knelt beside the wall unit, and with a control pad started to transmit the codes that would unlock its interior workings.

      It was at that point that the staffer muttered something down into his data-pad as he worked, which sent chills of recognition through Jezebel Wen’s spine, almost as if the warden had activated her implanted drone-chip.

      “Boss Mihashi has a job for you.” The staffer didn’t even look at her.
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        * * *

      

      “Boss Mihashi!?” Jezzie felt as though the station’s gravity had suddenly been turned off, and she was floating in surreal freefall even though she hadn’t moved an inch.

      I came up here to get away from them. There’s no way they can reach me out here…

      “You heard,” the staffer muttered under his breath as he worked, unloading the empty barrels of water to replace them with new ones from the trolley. If any of the other Outcasts even glanced over at them, they would simply see a gray-suited staffer apparently ignoring Adjunct-Marine Wen as she watched him work.

      “But that’s impossible.” Jezzie felt faint in a way that no amount of training could do to her.

      The staffer’s shoulders jumped as he apparently suppressed a chuckle. “You think the Yakuza can’t get off-world?” he asked lightly. Of course Jezzie knew that they could, as they constantly managed to smuggle weapons, people, goods, and services up and out of Shanghai’s space elevator, even though that platform was nominally under the control of the Chinese Triads.

      But that wasn’t what the man was saying, was it, she thought. This staffer was Yakuza. Like her. Like she had been. She looked at the man now, really looked at him to see that he, like her, was Anglo-Japanese—the Yakuza had let their ‘ethnic purity’ standards slip in the last century or so, as the world had become a truly globalized metropolis.

      Jezzie Wen was also willing to bet, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that were she to pull the guy’s work suit off right here and now, she would find some sort of coiling dragon racing up his body, just as she had a long-bodied Chinese water dragon curling from her left ankle, all the way up her thigh, around her belly, across her back and finally resting its watchful head on her shoulder and neck.

      That dragon was the symbol of the most brutally punishing criminal group in the part of the Confederacy known as the Asia-Pacific Partnership—a cute, catch-all term for the old nation-states of China, Japan, Korea, large parts of Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia—all the way down to the South East Asian islands. The APP, as it was more formally known, was a powerhouse of poverty and industry, with a booming population that controlled half the world’s industries—everything from machining cheap consumables to consuming said consumables in high-rise megaflats.

      Of course, the Yakuza were only one of a number of criminal gangs and syndicates that operated in the APP, just as a whole range of underworld organizations ran the Anglo-American parts of the Confederacy too. The Yakuza ‘shared’—well, savagely fought to the death, Wen clarified—the APP with the Triads, and elements of both the American Mob and the Casa Nostra Families of Europe.

      But none of the other criminal gangs in the APP had quite the same respect as the Yakuza. They might not have control over the elevator—yet—but they ruled the streets. There were no freeloaders or junkies in the Yakuza. Every one of their highly-selective members were expert fighters, and usually fanatically loyal to the Boss.

      But the Yakuza numbers are small… Jezzie’s mind raced. Which was why they couldn’t control the other gangs in the APP. They were the best trained and offered the harshest punishments for any who got in their way, but their elitism and selectivity worked against them in some ways.

      Which was why Jezzie had thought she would be safe up here, thousands of miles away through the vacuum of space. Why would Boss Mihashi send a valuable Yakuza asset all that way just for her?

      “We’ll be in touch, Miss Wen,” the staffer said in a low growl, turning back to look at the utility machine as if nothing had happened between them at all, and leaving Jezebel still reeling in a state of shock.

      Why would they send an operative all this way just for me? she thought, but Jezzie, unfortunately, already knew the answer. Because I used to be a VERY valuable asset to them. And what this gray-suited staffer was letting her know was that the Yakuza could not only get off-world anytime they wanted, but that they could also get to her anytime they wanted…
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      ‘Calm down,’ Solomon repeated to himself, shaking his head. He couldn’t believe that Jezzie, one of his own squad members, had told him to ‘calm down’ back there. The physical training had ended, and, exhausted but still filled with an electric energy, Cready was making his way back to the Outcast dormitory, feeling like he had a supernova about to go off inside his head.

      I was better off on the streets of New Kowloon, he was thinking. If only he could find a way to get off this rock. Stowaway on one of the food transports, maybe…

      In the reflective chrome walls of the corridors, the young man caught sight of himself—just one amongst many tired and bedraggled Outcasts, morphing out of shape and back in again as the steel didn’t quite give a perfect reflection.

      A glint showed the gold band on his training jacket.

      Ah yes, Specialist Commander Cready, Solomon scoffed at the blurry, gold image. He remembered feeling proud—absurdly so—when he had received the star from the Marine colonels, claiming that his quick thinking and character traits made him perfect for a command role. It was the first time that someone had believed in him. Well, someone who wasn’t asking him to steal money for them, that was.

      Did his squad believe in him? He thought of the metal golem Malady, Karamov and Kol, Jezzie. The memory of Jezzie’s annoyed look hit him like a slap across the face. Clearly not.

      His squad would probably be better off without him anyway. He grimaced as he tucked his head down and shuffled forward. The food vending units were coming up, and the crowd always slowed when it was time to start receiving the dispensed cubes of reconstituted goop that the staffers said were full of every sort of nutrient, mineral, enzyme, and protein that their bodies needed.

      What he wouldn’t give for some New Kowloon street food. His stomach grumbled at the thought. Crispy duck. A honey and mustard dressing. Fresh noodles. Proper noodles, still steaming hot and spicy with chili, ginger, lemongrass…

      “Here he is, Commander Cready!” said a French accent up ahead, making Solomon groan and open his eyes warily. It was, of course, Arlo Menier, leaning against the opposite side of the corridor with two handfuls of the nutrient cubes.

      Who did he bully to get a second? Solomon wondered. He was already in a bad mood, and the jitters of the warden’s control chip still ran through his limbs.

      And it’s probably all this big lug’s fault, isn’t it? Solomon realized. One of the reasons that the warden had singled him out for special punishment was the fact that Solomon had been the commander who had finished last, leading his squad to the lower rankings of the last training mission.

      That had been because of Arlo cheating. Solomon’s eyes flared.

      And met their match in Arlo, who was staring at him as steadily and as hungrily as a wolf might look at a lamb. Silence seemed to gather around the two men—Arlo large and built like an amateur weight-lifter, while Solomon was thin and wiry, and a good head shorter than the Frenchman. It seemed as though the rest of the Outcast Adjunct-Marines had been waiting for this confrontation, as they stepped back to form a space for them.

      “You don’t deserve to be here.” Arlo’s first volley, which Solomon thought was pretty weak, to be honest.

      “We’re all ex-cons. I don’t think any of us deserve to be here,” Solomon countered, and heard a small chuckle from somewhere in the crowd. He wondered if it was Karamov or Kol, rooting for him.

      “You’re an idiot.” Arlo ignored his riposte, instead going for the direct insult.

      “Maybe, but you’re ugly. At least I can pretend to be clever,” Solomon stated.

      The Frenchman’s face turned a deeper shade of purple as his brain caught up with the insult, and he let out a strangled grunt of rage, stepping forward—

      “Halt!” a voice cried out, and suddenly Solomon felt that sharp singe of pain moving from his shoulders to his neck and down his spine. He lost control over his legs and staggered into the nearest Outcast member, who was similarly gnashing their teeth in rictus pain as they slid down the wall.

      “Gentlemen,” said an eloquent women’s voice, tinged with a Russian accent. The pain started to subside from Solomon’s and everyone else’s control chip, leaving them gasping for air. Solomon was able to blink aside the tears of pain to see that it was indeed Doctor Palinov, standing in the center of their circle in her white lab-coat and austere blonde braid, holding up a control device similar to the one that Warden Coates used.

      Solomon’s heart was suddenly in his mouth. She will have to report this to the warden. Even if he hadn’t thrown a punch yet, he was sure that the warden wouldn’t care.

      “Save your fighting for the gymnasium, please,” the doctor stated, turning on her heels to go, before pausing over Solomon’s huddled, pain-wracked body. “Cready. Get up and follow me.”

      Oh no. Solomon managed to force himself to his feet even though every joint ached. He was certain that this was it, that she was going to take him to the warden, who would order his expulsion from the program.

      I know that I wanted to get out of here, he chided himself. But that doesn’t mean that I want to spend the rest of my days on Titan!

      Behind them, he heard the murmur of the other adjunct-Marines, similarly struggling to their feet, but with their eyes watching the downfall of Specialist Commander Cready.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      So, Solomon was surprised when Palinov turned right instead of left at the end of the corridor, leading him past the entrance to the study lounges and toward the double-plated, reinforced glass doors that led into the restricted medical lounge.

      Palinov reached into her pocket and waved a small card of white plastic at the door controls. With a dull hum, their red restricted lights turned to green, and the doors slid open.

      “This is more for your benefit than it is ours,” Palinov said as they swept through and the doors closed behind them. “We have all sorts of pathogens, diseases, viral and fungal antibodies…” she explained, gesturing up the large, industrial air filters and fans that were mounted in the ceiling at regular intervals. “We couldn’t have the lot of you getting sick on us now, could we?” she said lightly.

      Just like the entire Outcast complement got sick with the flu—even Malady—and even though there was no way for the virus to be introduced to Ganymede? Solomon thought, but didn’t say. He already had his suspicions about that particular viral outbreak, and this might be just the chance that he got to confirm them.

      The medical lounge was built like a scientific suite, with large glass windows and similarly locked doors in front of labs on either side of them as they walked down the pristine, chrome and white corridor. Solomon couldn’t help but look through the glass. There were rows of metal tables and white-suited staffers working at test tubes or screens. Other bays were filled with reclining medical chairs, stuffed with an array of instruments over their heads.

      “Hmm.” Palinov noticed him looking and waved a hand as she strode forward. The windows darkened, the reactive chemical properties in the glass responding to some signal she gave.

      “Can’t give away all our secrets,” she said in a slightly amused tone, which Solomon knew meant she wanted to sound as though she were being agreeable and talkative. It only made him suspicious.

      She brought him to one of the rooms with now-darkened glass. The door hummed aside to reveal a more conventional doctor’s room—small, with a reclining medical chair on one side, next to a desk with a screen and walls mounted with test tubes and strange medical equipment.

      “Hop on the bed, if you please, Mr. Cready,” Palinov suggested, while she turned to busy herself at one of the desks, laying out data-pads and donning sterile blue gloves.

      “Is this, uh… Is this going to hurt?” Solomon asked. Stupid question. Everything hurts in this place. But even as he was worrying about what fresh hell the doctor had in store for him, he found that his eyes were also scanning the room in that way that he had taught himself, so many years ago.

      He had been a thief back on Earth, in the part of the globe known as the Asia-Pacific Partnership, and more specifically, the largest ghettoized urban area called New Kowloon. But Solomon Cready hadn’t just been your run-of-the-mill mugger or snatch-and-run sort of thief. No pinching tourists’ handbags for him.

      Solomon had been one of the very best, infiltrating mega-corporate laboratories and Confederacy museums, industrial factories and the elite penthouses of the rich and corrupt.

      He was quite proud of that fact, to be honest.

      Anesthetic. Antibiotics. Vaccinations. He studied the assembled bottles and jars and dispensaries. Not that he was particularly interested in stealing any of them—unless of course he could start to trade them with some of the other Outcasts for favors?

      But then again, this isn’t prison, not really. What favors do I need from anyone in here? Solomon thought in disgust. Everyone here was in the same boat. He could possibly use them to bribe other Outcast Marines to stand with him against Arlo. Maybe he could bribe Arlo himself to get off his back….

      Nah. That was a road that Solomon didn’t want to go down, as he knew where it would lead. Never be the person paying off the bigger guy, gang, or syndicate, his experience told him. You’d only end up more in debt.

      So, no. He was still surreptitiously looking at the different cabinets and metal lockers when he saw something that did interest him. Doctor Palinov had reached down to wave her ID card once again over a set of steel cabinets. There was a dull, internal click and the metal doors slid back, revealing rows and rows of test tubes. Solomon squinted at them, seeing small labels with printed names. His suspicions were confirmed when Palinov riffled through the tubes to pick out one, and, as she stood back up, Solomon was sure that he saw the letters “CREA—” stamped on its side.

      Cready. That’s me. But it wasn’t a blood sample, instead, it looked to be just a clear solution.

      “What’s that?” he asked, as he knew that he would probably get more answers from what Palinov wouldn’t say than what she would.

      “Just your antibiotic culture. We grow them now, using traces of bio-engineered viruses. Nothing to worry about. No side effects.”

      Serum 21? Solomon thought. That was what he had overheard them talking about—this very lady, he was sure, just a few months ago, when they had thought that he had been asleep. They had said that it was part of a ‘program,’ but it wasn’t one that any of the Outcasts had been told about.

      “Oh,” Solomon said, and tried to not flinch when she stuck a needle of the substance into his arm. He gritted his teeth and held his breath, waiting for whatever might happen, to happen.

      But nothing did.

      “See? I told you that there were no side effects. This will just keep your body in tip-top condition.”

      Why me? Solomon thought. Why didn’t she call all of the Outcasts here for their supposed ‘antibiotic top-up’?

      “Now, if you will just lie back and relax,” Palinov instructed, holding the small control device over his body.

      “It’s fine. I’m complying,” Solomon was quick to say, but Palinov just gave a small shake of her head and ignored him. Cready saw that she was using the control device the way that others might use a detector of some kind. Not only could it communicate to the control chip implanted in his neck, Solomon realized, but clearly that chip must be able to send back readings as well. But readings of what?

      “Hmm.” Palinov paused, picking up her data-pad as she synced the two devices and looked at the readouts. Her brow tightened a little, as if the test results were interesting, strange, or alarming.

      “Tell me, Mr. Cready, do you remember any serious illnesses as a child?” she asked lightly, setting down both the data-pad and the control device.

      Phew! Solomon was starting to get jittery around that evil little thing.

      The doctor retrieved a variety of more mundane medical devices including bands that slapped onto his arms and forehead, and read such things as heartrate, blood pressure, temperature, etcetera.

      “Not that I remember.” Cready shrugged. He had a rather uneventful childhood, from what he recalled. It was like his life had started when he had snuck into New Kowloon, desperate to make a name for himself and to put his talents to good use. He had dim, hazy memories of a time in the American Confederacy Midwest; long fields of genetically-modified golden corn, and the tower of the harvester in the background, slowly chugging away, night and day.

      It had been so utterly boring, he told himself. So utterly boring that he had to get out.

      There were other fragmentary memories, of course, like the technical college where he had studied electronic engineering. Again, boredom and wasted talent had turned that short escapade into mush. Better off forgotten.

      “I see.” Palinov frowned, studying him for a moment, before retrieving a small visor that looked like a set of shades but with larger, pull-down screens attached. “Can you run through these initial tests for me? We need to keep an update on your cognitive functioning.”

      I thought you did that every couple of days through Oracle? Solomon thought about the Ganymede mainframe: a low-cognizant AI—no personality, just data-sorting—that gave them ‘learning opportunities’ in their scheduled study hall lessons. Each session spent in the study hall was essentially the same. A personally-tailored education program, which always started with virtual-reality, holographic puzzles to ‘warm up the brain’ and then would switch to an investigation of a topic or event that they had been assigned. So far, Solomon had learned a lot about the general history of the Confederacy, and the Confederate Marine Corps, as well as been guided on several rudimentary introductions to jump theory, space travel, basic biology, modest spacecraft engineering, and other such subjects that every Confederate Marine was supposed to have a passing knowledge of. All of those lessons were child’s play for Solomon, especially compared to the far more advanced command specialism classes that saw him re-enacting battle strategies against holographic foes or studying troop deployment and inter-personal psychology.

      Now, however, he was presented with a set of tests that he had never performed before.

      There was a field of blue and red, with blotches of green in front of his face, projected by the virtual holographic sensors of the visor.

      Hmm. What’s this all about? he thought, moving his hand just as he would in the study hall simulations to see a rippling, glowing cursor highlight over the colored swathes.

      They were pixelated, he saw. Small islands of green surrounded by advancing ‘washes’ of red and blue blocks.  It would sure help if there were some instructions for this, Solomon thought, but he guessed that was probably the point.

      As soon as his ‘hand-cursor’ hovered over one of the colored blocks, he saw that he could control it, turn it in place, making it active or dormant. He did so, choosing some from the small green splotch, as for some reason he felt a little drawn to the underdog.

      In response, the field flashed white, and he saw various red and blue blocks become active or dormant and thus Solomon started to understand what he was supposed to do. Immediately, he lost one-half of his green territories as the rival red and blue ‘spreads’ chose to become active against him.

      But why didn’t my blocks take over theirs? Solomon thought, and two more turns made him see that it all depended on the ‘weight’ of the color behind the active block. If there were only two adjacent blocks of the same color, then the block could resist an attack, if there were five, then the ‘active’ block initiated a sort of ‘invasion’ mode.

      It’s like checkers, or Mah Jong! Solomon realized that the goal of the game was to precisely activate certain blocks at certain times, not always if they could ‘invade’ the enemy territory, but sometime just to ward off an attack.

      Solomon happily moved and changed his small green blocks about the field, losing one territory but managing to build a bridge between the other two so that he had a far larger ‘weight’ of color. By the time that Palinov called for him to stop, Solomon had managed to surround and almost take over most of the blue field, and he had left the red field to invade the blue from the other side.

      “Very good.” Palinov turned off the simulation and took off the visor, looking at Solomon skeptically for a moment. “Not many people choose green. The weakest of the three colors,” she said lightly, although her voice was loaded with emphasis. “And not many people are able to turn around green’s fortunes if they do.”

      “I did well?” Solomon asked.

      “Hmm.” Palinov didn’t answer, but was once again back at her handheld data-screen, looking at something. He saw her blink once, twice, and look over at Solomon again. Was that surprise in her face?

      “Is there something wrong?” he asked, trying to turn his own concern into a joke. “Are you about to tell me that I’ve only got three days to live now, Doc?”

      “Don’t be facetious.” Palinov scowled, suddenly angry for no reason whatsoever. “We’re done here, Cready. Clean bill of health. You may return to your bunk,” she said, turning with her data-screen before pausing. “Oh, and please try to avoid any more fights in the future. Your body and your mind are the future of the Confederacy, so please remember to act like it. Don’t squander it!” she said, which made Solomon want to puke.

      The Confederacy doesn’t own me! Solomon thought angrily as he took off the various medical straps and devices. He eased himself from the chair to give a nod at the doctor, then headed for the door.

      It seemed that the door controls were only locked from one direction, Solomon noted, as Palinov’s room opened to let him out, as did the main reinforced glass doors to the main, unrestricted part of the Ganymede training station.

      The doctor saw something in my results, Solomon thought. His criminal training wasn’t just about how to override security systems and how to sneak around quietly. A healthy part of it was also learning how to read people. She had seen something in his results—whether biological or neurological—and it had surprised her enough to make her annoyed. But what!?

      Solomon knew that the Outcasts were being treated with some strange ‘Serum 21,’ but he still didn’t know what that was. And were his odd test results something to do with that? It had to be, right?

      He didn’t know the answers to those questions, but he smiled grimly to himself as he now knew a way to find out. Under his training suit sleeve, tucked against his wrist, hard-edged and cold, Solomon could feel the identity card that he had lifted from Doctor Palinov.

      Solomon might have been famous for breaking into hard-to-reach places, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t a pretty good finger-smith, as well.

      He allowed himself a very small grin as he made his way back to the Outcasts dormitory, to shuffle along the food corridor and receive the rations he had missed out on earlier. He wasn’t thinking about the reprocessed protein and nutrient block, its taste, or how disappointing it seemed. No, now his mind was racing, planning, plotting, as he now had the means to find out exactly what was going on in this place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            No Possible Recompense

          

        

      

    

    
      When Jezebel Wen returned from her early morning training session, she found the bunkroom mostly deserted, apart from the few others who either had free shifts or were allowed, via special compensation from the warden or the doctor, to be convalescing.

      That was the way it went in this place, Jezebel knew. If you got something as simple as a sprain or a strain in your constant, daily training schedule, the warden wouldn’t automatically bust you out to the Titan prison camp.

      Well, he might do for Sol, she corrected herself as she towel-dried her hair with one of the Ganymede Confederate Marine regulated towels. Everything was regulated here, everything stamped with CMC or Confederate Marine Corps. Even the shower after her morning gymnasium training was regulated—precisely 4 minutes of warm water, precisely 2 minutes of scalding water, precisely 2 minutes of freezing water—so designed to have the maximum ‘metabolic effect’ apparently.

      The warden would let those adjunct-Marines that he was pleased with have a free period if the doctor thought that they could convalesce and get better.

      But it seemed as though some of the adjunct-Marines in here never did get better, Jezzie saw.

      “What’s going on?” she asked Henshi, another Outcast with a sprained knee who was allowed to beg off physical training for a few days. Henshi followed the woman’s eyes to the two bunks that were currently being cleaned out by a team of staffers, the mattresses being taken away, the small locker of personal effects and wall-cupboard being unlocked and opened for the clothes of two adjuncts to be taken away.

      “Two more bust out?” she asked, thinking of the three that the warden had made an example of just a few days ago.

      “I guess so.” Henshi frowned and shook her head. “I never heard anything, though. That’s Rogan and Cheval from Red and Green Squad, isn’t it?” Henshi added, turning on her bunk to look over to the emptied bunks, worriedly.

      Probably because she knows she has to get back to full fitness or else it might be her next, Jezzie thought.

      “We’re dropping like flies,” Jezzie murmured, earning a sour grunt of agreement from Henshi beside her. Already, the bunkroom had been depleted of approximately one-fifth of its staff, bringing the total number down to around fifty.

      “The warden’s going to have to stop this attrition rate, though,” Jezzie murmured, keeping her voice low in case any of the other wounded or relaxing adjuncts decided to make an example out of her and report this possible questioning insubordination. “I mean, how are the Outcasts supposed to be an effective fighting force if we can’t even field a hundred soldiers?”

      “I don’t know,” Henshi muttered, clearly staying out of it.

      “I heard they got sick,” called out Erebus, a much larger adjunct who had apparently done so well at his technical specialism—which Jezebel knew meant anything from electronics to starcraft maintenance and mech-walker mechanics—that he had been given this free period every ten-day shift.

      “They got sick?” Jezzie asked, keeping her tone level as she made her way past the staffers to her own bunk. Hadn’t Solomon been talking about that weird flu that went around last cycle? He claimed that it was unusual—and that there shouldn’t be any viral contaminants on Ganymede—but what did he know? Weren’t viruses supposed to be, like, one of the most adaptable and hard-living organisms known to humanity or something?

      But he had been right about the fact that even Malady had got sick, and that walking cadaver has his own implanted air-filters, right?

      Still, Jezzie hadn’t been totally convinced by Solomon’s argument that it was some strange genetically-modified super-bug, released by the warden to do something to his beloved Outcasts.

      “Hmm,” Jezzie mused. The warden DID like to make a big, public showing when he busted someone out of the Corps, she reflected. It was the sort of man he was—a small man with a position that was too big for him, she knew. The sort that needed to make an example of his authority.

      “Excuse me, Adjunct-Marine Wen,” said one of the staffers in his gray and silver overall. One of the newly-vacated bunks was right next to hers after all, and she moved out of the way to let the man pull the mattress from the wire frame and heave it onto one of the trolleys.

      “Excuse me,” the man repeated again, even though Wen wasn’t in the man’s way. She looked up to see what the problem could be and saw that it was the same staffer who had confronted her just a few days ago—the Yakuza operative.

      “What do you want?” she hissed. Seeing him here, so close to where she slept, was like one of the warden’s electric jolts through her body. Her eyes slid to the other Outcasts, but none of them seemed to have noticed or even care what trouble Wen might be having with one of the staffers.

      Keep your own nose clean. Do your training. That appeared to be the unwritten law of the Ganymede training center, after all.

      What does he want? Should I shout? Could I expose him? All of those thoughts ran through Jezebel Wen’s mind, but none of them added up to anything other than her getting shipped off to Titan for daring to question or strike Marine staff. And out there on the frozen prison world, Jezebel knew that the Yakuza and the Triads and the Mob and the White Brotherhood and every other nasty little criminal syndicate had a far greater presence. The possibility of being knifed in her sleep here was at least unlikely, as it would raise too many questions. Out there, it was almost a given.

      A pleased, smarmy-sounding grunt from the man opposite her, and he just tapped a finger to the CMC regulation cap that had obscured his features beforehand, as he turned around to wheel the trolley away.

      He probably volunteered for that job, Jezebel thought. Just to put the scare on me. She knew the game with her old paymasters, after all. She had been one of them, so she knew that the build-up was always the same: intimidate, make a show of strength, and then ask the victim to do something they don’t want to.

      And if they don’t? Well, the Yakuza punishments for non-compliance were even worse than the ones that the warden doled out with relish. Only the crippling pain that the Yakuza delivered—that she herself had delivered to people on occasion—was usually life-changing: missing digits, missing limbs, bankruptcy, homelessness, debt, life-long scarring…

      Fracker. She gritted her teeth and turned back to her bunk.

      And that was where the message was. There, on her pillow, was a tiny curl of paper—no bigger than Jezzie’s thumbnail—that she knew only too well. She snatched it up as she lay on her bunk, pretending to catch twenty minutes of much-needed rest before the next training session.

      The Yakuza were nothing if not old-school, she knew, and a scroll like this only proved it. Admittedly, they had made a few concessions in the recent centuries of the Confederate globalization of Earth—they now accepted part-Japanese gang members like Jezebel Wen, for example—but they were still in the High Edo Period when compared with such groups as the Triads.

      When Jezzie unrolled the scroll, she found that it was just as she had expected, a set of minimal command statements written in tiny, Hyogo dialect. The Yakuza probably had the money to create special encoded transmissions or even spy-drones to deliver their messages, but they also knew that some of the oldest methods were the best. A message this small, although obvious, didn’t leave a trail of electronic breadcrumbs or transactions to follow. It could easily be disposed of, flushed-away, shredded, or eaten. Its secrecy relied upon the fact of the receiver’s professionalism and dedication to the Yakuza—not the sender.

      Jezebel read the message, and her heart sank.

      S. Cready owes. Judged. No possible recompense.

      That was all that it said, but that was all that the small message needed to say for Jezebel Wen to understand precisely what her boss, Mr. Mihashi of the largest Yakuza clan in the Asia-Pacific Partnership, wanted her to do.

      S. Cready = Solomon Cready, she mentally translated, her own Gold Squad Commander.

      He had been judged, which meant that senior Yakuza elders had already met and held a secret trial over whatever crimes or evidence they had against him, which, Jezebel presumed, was money—although ‘owing’ could mean anything from a debt of service to a pact that he had yet to honor.

      Not that he had time to honor it now. Jezebel frowned. The last part of the message had clearly stated what was expected of her. There was ‘no possible recompense,’ which meant that Solomon, somehow, had already gone past all of any other options of repayment in kind or of service, and now there was only one final option left.

      Solomon Cready had to die, by her hand.
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      Solomon waited until he knew the coast was clear, which, for him, meant another two days of keeping his head down, trying his best to look normal while he trained and studied. During which time he had no major run-ins with Arlo Menier and his gang of stooges, which Solomon was grateful for, but the hairs on the back of his neck still rose every now and again, as if someone was following him.

      Luckily, Solomon knew that he was good at planning a heist. He was very good, in fact. One of the best.
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      “You haven’t been in New Kowloon for very long, have you, Mr., uh…Cready?”  said the man standing next to the younger Solomon, still in his early twenties with the ridiculous quaffed-but-ragged haircut he had sported back then.

      In fact, Solomon had been in New Kowloon all of a week, and he needed Confederate credits again, having spent every last dollar he had to get smuggled into the Asia-Pacific Partnership’s largest metropolis-ghetto.

      It wasn’t that New Kowloon didn’t have Confederate Enforcers, or that it wasn’t regulated—it was as much a part of the rest of the Asia-Pacific Confederacy as Shanghai or Tokyo or Seoul, after all—on paper, at least. It wasn’t that New Kowloon didn’t have laws, and rules, regulations or taboos…

      It was just that at some point in the distant past, some enterprising criminal gangs had managed to infiltrate city planning and local governance, and even the Confederate Enforcers it was said, to make sure that those laws had massive loopholes, and anyone who had the power to do anything about it on the streets was already compromised.

      Over the last sixty years or so since New Kowloon had come into its own, it had been designated a ‘Special Regulation Zone’ similar to an off-world colony, or the old Hong Kong of the twentieth century. Multinationals and mega-corporations and inter-state actors flocked there to take advantage of some very lax trading and business laws, and from there, the rot only festered.

      Down on the streets of one of the busiest slums on Earth, tax-deductible building investments had encouraged a diaspora of the poorest members of society to take advantage of the often hazardous but ridiculously cheap housing. Some strategists even claimed that had been a plan, as it meant that the economy was always off-kilter, with few actual opportunities for legitimate employment but plenty of opportunities for illegitimate employment.

      There were no regular sweatshops and factories in New Kowloon. Instead, there were boiler-house basements producing knock-offs of American Confederacy computing chips, or else warehouse troll companies that were funded by shady ‘marketing firms’ to target rival politicians or entire Confederate territories for their political paymasters.

      It was said that nothing happened in New Kowloon without some money being paid to someone, and that anything could be bought or sold somewhere or another on its streets. Which, so far during his week here, Solomon had found to be mostly true. It was actually a sort of gritty, grimy, dangerous paradise for the likes of someone with his skills.

      It was here in New Kowloon that works of art or archaeology or gold bullion or any other artifact could be traded to lose its paper trail and return to the market ‘clean.’ It was here that the largest mega-corporations operated their riskiest laboratories, or tested out illegal prototypes, or performed high-level (and unseen) negotiations with rivals.

      To the rich, New Kowloon was a playground where every vice could be administered to for the right price, and to the poor it was a place where, paradoxically, the American Confederate dream was at last true. Anyone COULD make it big in New Kowloon. All you had to do was have a talent, as well as be willing to pay a lot of bribes along the way.

      Which was where this thin, unassuming man who stood next to Solomon—both of them leaning over the railings of the Ho Xing Tower to look at the cramped and complicated neon, concrete, and steel world below them—came in.

      “Only a week,” the man repeated, his hair slick black and wearing a very unassuming, but also very finely made, black business suit stated, “and yet you have managed to find out how to contact us.”

      “I have contacts,” Solomon admitted. Which was actually true. Only Matthias Sozer, his life-long accomplice and ally ever since they had both grown up in the American Confederate cornfields, wasn’t even in New Kowloon, and wouldn’t be for several years still. Matthias had a good job back in the American Confederacy as a data-miner and programmer, and that was why Solomon knew that he would be able to find anything out that he needed to set up his new operation out here.

      Such as getting Solomon the contact number for the largest Yakuza crew in New Kowloon.

      “Obviously,” the man stated, not looking at Solomon. The young man hadn’t seen any of this man’s bodyguards, as all he had received was a simple, one-line postcard to meet here at this specified time. He had arrived nearly an hour early, but the man had been earlier still, and apparently alone—although Solomon was certain that he could feel people watching him from every window of the Tower’s restaurants. Even the taxi driver had seemed to know where he was going.

      But Solomon guessed that he had better get used to that. He was trying to make waves in someone else’s territory, after all.

      “Well, the people I represent have their contacts as well, and we have done some research on you, Mr. Cready.” A slight pause as he readjusted one of his emerald cufflinks. Solomon wondered if that was a signal? A sign? In any ‘normal’ person, it would be a sign of nervousness, but what would a representative of one of the three most powerful gangs in New Kowloon ever have to worry about?

      “A very passable, but still only minor, thief, I am afraid.” The man stopped his fiddling and spoke in perfect English, clipped terms. “The people I represent aren’t sure if they need another gaijin criminal…”

      “I promise you that I can be the very best that you have ever worked with,” Solomon said, and with absolute certainty. Admittedly, his point of reference had been the Midwest and the East Coast of the American Confederacy—and over there, they were a bit more…blatant about things—but something in Solomon knew that what he said was true. He could feel it in his gut the way that any young person can almost feel the limits of their ambition. He knew, too, with delight and glee that he had not reached them yet.

      Solomon knew that he was fast on his feet, agile, a good climber, and not a bad street fighter—although he preferred to never be forced into a fight in the first place. He also knew that he had managed to outwit and think circles around just about everyone he knew. Even Matthias, unless it came to computer coding, of course, in which case Matthias had the clear upper hand.

      It was one of the many reasons why Solomon had chosen New Kowloon of all places to come and put his skills to the test. He already had a string of suspicions and blurry surveillance drone pictures out on him back home, and, as good as he was, no one had a career in crime in the same place for very long. Time just wasn’t a luxury most thieves could enjoy.

      But New Kowloon was different, Solomon had told himself. He felt like an athlete, not a criminal. It was the place where he could find out just how good he really could be. It was the place where legends could be born.

      “A bold statement, Mr. Cready,” the man said in measured tones as he looked out at the vista in front of him. There was a moment of silence between the two men that seemed to stretch on forever, but eventually, the man seemed to make up his mind. “Luckily for you, the people whom I represent have also left me instructions for this eventuality. It is up to my discretion to offer you your first contract, and I personally appreciate a bit of confidence.” The man finally turned around to look at Solomon fully in the face.

      He was a middle-aged Japanese man, his brow and around his eyes slightly lined. Solomon got the impression that he might be a lot older than he looked, though, as a very wealthy life could stave off the worst of time’s depredations. But when it came to his dark eyes, it was clear that there was no comfort or sense of laughter and relaxation in the man’s life. He looked at Solomon with as much sympathy as a shark would look at a floundering swimmer.

      “You have a passing fair record, Mr. Cready. But you may find that the rules of the game are somewhat different out here than what you are used to,” the man said, his voice strengthening as he grew sure of his position. Every ounce of his stance and his voice told Solomon that he was in charge, and Solomon was there to take orders.

      Solomon had forgotten how much he hated traditional crime gangs, with all of their talk of honor and loyalty and oaths…

      “But you have shown yourself wise to approach us first. If you had started operating…independently, shall we say? Then you would have found out that either Triads, the Mob, or us would have been aware of it very, very soon. And we would have had to make sure you understood the dangers of freelance work in New Kowloon…

      “And you have been perceptive to approach us, rather than either of our main business rivals because, of course, if we were to find you working for either the Triads or the Mob, then, well…” The man opened and closed his hands in a gesture that said that the results would have been unavoidable.

      “But the people I represent, unlike the others, reward such loyalty, and such confidence. So…” The man extended his hand towards Solomon’s. “It is with great pleasure that I welcome you into the family.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” Solomon grinned and shook the man’s hand.

      Yes. He had done it. Now all he had to do was to find a way to infiltrate their New Kowloon infrastructure, find out where some of their best hide-outs and safe-houses and equipment stashes were…

      And Solomon was certain that either the American Mob or the Triads—or both even—would pay him VERY handsomely indeed for that information.

      You see, Solomon Cready was one of the best at what he did, and he wasn’t about to start taking orders from anyone. Not for long, anyway. He worked for himself, and always for himself. Who had ever even dreamed of ripping off the Yakuza? It might take years of careful work, of blood, sweat, and preparation, but he could do it. If he pulled this off, then it would prove to the entire world that he really was the best at what he did.
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        * * *

      

      Solomon opened his eyes and lay still for a moment in the darkness. He could hear the soft, whistling snores of the other Outcasts around him. What’s left of them, anyway, he thought. To his right, there was a very slight electric hum, which he knew to be Malady sitting in his charging bay in a similar state of unconsciousness as everyone else.

      Solomon counted to fifty in his head, and then counted to fifty once more. Past experience had told him that unless you were in the thick of it and bullets were flying everywhere, it was always better to be cautious. As cautious as possible, in fact. A good thief had to be patient, but able to be reckless, he reminded himself.

      When he was sure that the sounds he was listening to were regular and, for the most part, expected, he made his move. He moved carefully, remembering to pick up the half-block of protein gunk that he had eaten the night before—meaning to dispose of it, somewhere. The young man was sure that was how they were dosing them every night, and, as his nights were usually uninterrupted until morning, he rather thought that they had laced their evening ‘meals’ with sedatives or hypnotics, as well.

      Moving with a cat-like grace, his bare feet padded onto the cold metal floor and he stood up, wearing his light-weight undermesh thermals just the same as everyone else would be. He could have slipped to his locker to put on a warmer lightweight work suit, but he didn’t want to risk waking anyone else up, and neither did he want to risk looking out of place if he got caught.

      This way, I can pretend that I just couldn’t sleep, he reasoned as he moved quickly and directly to the door, lightly jogging on the balls of his feet. Although he could have ghosted from each shadow of the bunkbeds, he knew that it was almost always better just to move quickly and confidently. Any hanging around or attempting to hide and to look surreptitious was generally a sign of an amateur.

      If you look like you know what you’re doing, and that you’ve got somewhere to go, most people just believe you, he reaffirmed to himself. It was when you were ducking and hiding and pretending to hang around places looking suspicious that you got caught.

      Whisk! The door out to the food hall opened and closed behind him with a slight thump, making Solomon wince. But he was in the brightly-lit corridor now, and he started walking, not jogging. Look like you belong, he reminded himself, as his hand curled over the small rectangle of white card in his hand—the ID card of Doctor S. Palinov.
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        * * *

      

      Solomon was very good at what he did, but perhaps he was a little out of practice, or perhaps he should have spent a little longer than a hundred breaths before he had made his move, as, behind him in the darks of the Outcast bunkroom, there was a movement.

      One of the adjunct-Marines behind him wasn’t asleep at all. They, too, hadn’t eaten their nighttime protein pack but for entirely different reasons. Worry and self-hate had been gnawing at Specialist Combat Wen’s stomach for the past two days since she had received her orders from Boss Mihashi.

      She had been awake in her bunk, looking up at the metal gridwork above her and running through her mindfulness breathing practices. Ironically enough, it had been the very same Yakuza bosses she had come to hate who had taught them to her.

      But a movement had interrupted her attempt to calm her mind and see through the dilemma she was in. She couldn’t do what the Boss wanted, could she? He was a few hundred thousand miles away. More, in fact! And she liked Solomon, in a way. He was arrogant and brash and cocky, but he was also smart, and he could be funny. And there had even been times in the last few training exercises that he had seemed almost, what… Loyal? Honorable?

      But the Boss had people up here on Ganymede, the specialist knew. Where there was one Yakuza operative, there could always be more. There was no escape from him. And if she refused, then she probably would have some sort of fatal accident one day as an airlock mysteriously depressurized at the wrong moment, or she would have a catastrophic equipment failure, or…

      Jezebel wasn’t so much worried about her own death, no more so than anyone else was. She had a very healthy respect for her own life of course, you don’t manage to survive as a Yakuza Enforcer without earning that, after all…

      But what Jezebel Wen was far more worried about was what the Boss Mihashi might do if she refused. She still had family back on Earth. An estranged family, admittedly, and one that she hadn’t seen for the last ten years even before she came up here to Ganymede. They were still people that the Boss wouldn’t think twice about punishing for her crimes.

      Jezebel Wen made up her mind in the dark. She slipped from her thin covers in a moment and ghosted toward the food hall, after Specialist Commander Cready.
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        * * *

      

      Idiots. Solomon could have laughed if he had dared to make a sound. He should have known that Ganymede would have been like this—easy.

      He had emerged from one end of the food hall, first hanging back from the glassed automatic door so he didn’t trigger it to open. He could see the much larger front atrium outside, with doors leading to the study lounges, the audience chambers, and deeper into the service, mechanical bays, and gymnasiums of the Ganymede Marine Training station. And the wide corridor with its reinforced glass doors that led to his destination: the medical lounges.

      The place was brightly lit, so it should have been easy for any passing staffer or security drone to spot him, the only person up in his dark gray and blue undermesh suit. The light from the overhead wall lights were a little different though, he saw—not as ‘clean’ and bright as they were in the daytime, and with a slight reddish tinge to the spectrum. He imagined that it had something to do with what Malady had called the ‘metabolic regulation’ of this place. Every aspect from the length of the ‘day’ shifts to the light to the food that they ate was all carefully calibrated to get the most results out of their bodies.

      But for all of their technology, it seemed to Solomon that the Confederate Marine Corps were still a bunch of idiots.

      It was always the same in a place like this—a top-notch, top-of-its-game institution. They believed so much in themselves that they couldn’t imagine that any possible threat would come from inside their organization. Solomon had encountered companies like that before—usually academic or scientific institutions—back in New Kowloon.

      Kinda naïve, really.

      There were no internal security measures, apart from certain identity-locked doors. The Confederate Marine Corps were so passionate about their mission that they just couldn’t believe that they might need to have a watchful eye inside their own corridors, Solomon thought.

      At least, that was what he hoped, anyway, as he stepped up to the doors for them to hiss open and for him to cross the front atrium and approach the medical lounge.

      Inevitably, the small torrent of anxieties rose in him.

      What if Doctor Palinov had noticed her ID card was missing?

      Of course she had.

      What had she done then? Had she figured that Cready had stolen it?

      What if she had changed the security features on the doors?

      Solomon paused, counted to five this time, and breathed. These sorts of anxieties and fears were natural for a guy in his position, and he had long since learned how to let them be. The trick was knowing that these thoughts would rise anyway, and that there was nothing that he could do about it now in any case. It was one of the reasons why he made a very good adjunct-Marine—his ability to parcel out his worries, to recognize them, and then get the job done anyway.

      Now or never… He walked forward to the glass doors, raising his hand and as he did so—

      Whisk!

      The door hummed open just as normal, and Solomon almost did a doubletake. The Confederate Marine Corps really are idiots! He could have laughed as he strode forward…

      Only to see that there were people in some of the rooms.

      Frack!
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        * * *

      

      Jezebel Wen waited for the shape of her Gold Squad Specialist Commander to move out from the food hall before she followed. She was no thief or burglar, but the skills of a Yakuza executioner had a lot of crossover. She knew how to move silently, and she knew how to listen to her body in a way that kept her calm and focused. Little did either Jezebel or Solomon know that their aptitudes in this regard were very similar. Both man and woman had settled into a self-awareness of their own breathing, the push and pull of their muscles, as well as a heightened sense of any possible threat. Would a piece of their suit snag as they walked past that wall? Where were the blindside entrances and exits around them?

      But whereas Solomon’s mind had been washed with the anxieties of a thief, Jezebel Wen’s mind was clean. That was where her previous training had been far, far different than Solomon’s.

      She had started with the Yakuza at a fairly young age—a not-so-tender nineteen years old. She was already the head of a notorious neo-punk girl gang that ran the Tokyo streets.

      That was how she had come to the attention of the Yakuza, and her choice had been simple—join or be punished.

      It had been no choice, really.

      But of the many perks of her new family, one of them had been the rigorous and vigorous training that she had received both physically and mentally. The Yakuza prided themselves that they not only turned out excellent killers, but that they also taught their family members how to think.

      And so, with the aid of many years of meditation and concentration exercises, Jezebel’s mind was now a calm, still pond as she ghosted through the food hall after Cready. To peer around the door just as he disappeared into the medical lounge.

      Damn. A small disturbance in that clear pond of her mind. Cready must have found a way to fool the restricted area sensors, she thought as the ripples of her agitation settled once more into tranquillity.

      Well, tranquil and deadly, anyway…
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        * * *

      

      Solomon turned on one heel to swing his body to the side of the nearest window, breathing. He waited first for any signs or sounds of surprise, or any movement from the white-coated scientists inside. None. Then he waited a little more, in case one of the scientists was having second thoughts about whether they really did see a sedated adjunct-Marine out of their bunks.

      No one did.

      The problem was that there were also windows on the other side of the wide corridor. Even though Solomon couldn’t see anyone in them, he could see the ghost-like reflection of himself pressed against the wall in them.

      Solomon’s eyes tracked the reflective glass until he found the blindspot that he had been looking for. That was another thing that he had learned from his criminal activities. Windows and mirrors are a pain, but people get used to looking at them. They get lazy and stop looking at any of the places that aren’t reflected. Solomon lowered himself to the floor and crab-crawled along the very middle of the corridor, underneath the level where the windows met the metal walls, and out of sight.

      It was slow going, but he crawled all of the way to the end of the corridor to Doctor Palinov’s private medical suite, and he eased himself up to peer out of the lower corner, inside.

      She wasn’t there. Good.

      Whisk! Another wave of the good doctor’s ID card, and the door opened. He rolled inside as the door clicked behind him.

      Now, time to get to work…
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        * * *

      

      It took Solomon a couple of tries before he had mimicked the hand movement that turned Palinov’s window dark. I don’t want any chance staffer peering in and seeing what I’m up to, he thought as a line of darker and darker gray and then eventual black shimmered down through the glass.

      Next, it was to the cabinets that held the ‘unique antibiotic cultures’ that the doctor had injected him with. He took the first few he saw, before hunting for his own, and moving to the desk to fire up the medical scanner.

      Solomon had never used one of these machines before. It looked a little like a three-dimensional printer, crossed with a holographic generator with its bright white bed underneath two arching sensor arms. He had seen various medical staff using one before.

      He set first one test tube on the bright bed and hunted for a ‘scan’ command—which turned out to be just a small green triangle—and hit it.

      The bright underlit bed flashed once, twice, and a third time before the two robotic arms started to whirr and wind lower over the test tube, seeming to detect where it was on the bed. Tiny LED lights flashed on at the tips of the metal pointer-arms, and Solomon saw a haze of golden light flare into the test tube. He leaned back, half-expecting the thing to shatter from the apparent laser beam. This medical scanner, however, was far more sophisticated than a mere point-and-shoot laser, and he watched as the twin beams of laser light diffused into a broad glow, and then recalibrated until he was looking at two thin beams of shimmering reddish-gold light, penetrating the tube.

      The nearest screen suddenly flared to life and started displaying the results.

      
        
        COMPOSITION:

        Poly-crystallite: 70%

        Organic Rubber: 5%

        Liquid Solution: 25%

      

        

      
        ANALYSIS:

        Poly-Crystallite… Widespread manufacture. Industry standard 4.3mm thick. Medical apparatus. CONCLUSION: Test tube.

        Organic Rubber… Widespread processing. Heat resistant to 200degC. CONCLUSION: Cork.

        Liquid Solution… PROCESSING… PROCESSING…PROCESSING…

        H2O solution (base carrier).

        Antibiotics – Cefitibrole, Valacin.

        Vitamins – Thiamin, Niacin, Arginine.

        Amino Complex – Creatine.

        Minerals – Potassium, Phosphorous, Magnesium.

        DNA Complex-strand variant 21.

      

      

      “What?” Solomon frowned at the last element contained within the test tube. “What the frack is a DNA Complex-strand variant 21?” He could almost understand all of the others. Just as the doctor had said, the solutions appeared to be a mixture of minerals and nutrients and antibiotics designed to keep all of the adjuncts at peak physical performance.

      But she didn’t mention anything about that last one, Solomon thought.

      “Hmm…” He flicked through the screen into the medical database so he could run a search for this ‘DNA Complex-strand 21’ while he powered down the machine and ran the next test tube.

      
        
        COMPOSITION…

        ANALYSIS…

        PROCESSING… PROCESSSING…

      

      

      It turned out that each one was almost exactly the same except for the percentages of nutrients, minerals, and the exact quantities of the antibiotics. Palinov hadn’t been joking, apparently, when she had been talking about how each of these cultures were specifically tailored to each person.

      The one thing that remained absolutely constant throughout each and every test tube that he checked was this ‘DNA Complex-strand 21’ thing. The amount that had been given to every adjunct-Marine was always, precisely, to the microgram, exactly the same.

      Solomon came to the last test tube—his own—and paused for a moment before he put it on the medical scanner bed and ran the test. A part of him didn’t really want to know, but he knew that he had to. He had come this far, and there was every reason to believe that his results would be exactly the same as everyone else’s.

      He hoped, anyway.

      

      
        
        ENTRY: “DNA Complex-strand variant 21”

      

      

      
        
        SOURCE: CMC Medical Database v5.1

        Last Updated: 9 days ago.

      

        

      
        OVERVIEW:

        The Complex-strand variant 21 is a synthetic chain of DNA, able to be gene-edited and shaped to attach to specific parts of the host’s own genetic structure. Unfortunately, as any mammalian genetic structure is encoded throughout the body (in each individual cell), multiple and some might say excessive doses of said variant 21 have to be administered to get a full-spectrum coverage. Discontinued in 2183, for this reason, and for the Confederate Health Investigation Report 781, which claimed that such genetic-editing was tantamount to ‘a crime against the species of humanity’.

      

        

      
        ORIGINATOR:

        American Confederacy, Virginia.

      

        

      
        USES:

        Discontinued, but has led to the development of more site-specific gene-editing complex strands. Variant 21 was used as a means to increase metabolic rates, auto-immune functions, cell regeneration, and neurological development, as well as enhance general mammalian healing and recovery properties. Deemed too expensive to be of use and was taken off of public licensing database.

      

        

      
        SIDE EFFECTS:

        Brain seizures. Fits. Convulsions. Auto-immune system collapse. Neurological disorders (paralysis, fatigue, migraines). Death.

      

        

      
        PROPIETOR:

        Neuro-Tech Biofirm (originally); rights since bought by Confederate Marine Corps (current).

      

        

      
        DEVELOPMENT:

        Variant 21 has shown to produce astounding performance results in higher mammalian species, but has lacked the ability to maintain said higher results over time as the synthetic gene strands break down. Possible avenues of development have seen this lifespan of the effects spread for longer periods of time, but nothing longer than 12 years has been reported.

      

        

      
        Continual administering has been the favored route of action, during which time individuals naturally plateau at their new levels of peak performance. Possible avenues of development include ways in how to administer smaller doses to have more permanent effects.

      

      

      “Twelve years, eh?” Solomon frowned at the screen. Which was funny, because that was precisely the amount of time that the Outcasts were given as their military sentence. At which time they would be more or less free to return to civilian life, with their criminal records, if not expunged, then at least obscured a good bit.

      The Confederacy had bought the rights to this experimental gene therapy drug. Solomon’s mind, honed and trained through years of working out complicated cons and now working out battle strategies, put the pieces together.

      And then they created the Outcasts… Which were an experimental Marine outfit made entirely out of ex-convicts and attached to the Rapid Response Fleet of the Marine Corps. The unit who had to bust in first and do all of the dirtiest, messiest fighting in the name of Earth.

      Who better than a bunch of life-long criminals that Earth has already exiled to use as guinea-pigs for their experimental, illegal drug? Solomon saw. It made sense to use people that no one else cared about, right?

      We get twelve years of being superhuman, Solomon realized. Superhuman in the name of Confederate Earth, that is, he corrected. And then when the drug started wearing off and their bodies gave up and returned to whatever shabby state that they had been before, that was when they got retired from the program.

      And then what happens? If he was a betting man—which he wasn’t, at least, not with money anyway, only with his life—then he would say that one of the reasons why Warden Coates was pushing them so hard was to prove results from this Serum 21 to his paymasters further up the paygrades. If he could show that Serum 21 worked, then why not fund more development into it to make the results permanent? Or administer it to every Marine in the Confederate Corps?

      Or maybe they’ll just pick up another batch of exiled cons set for Titan. Solomon thought that was a much more likely scenario. Why bother creating permanent superhumans, who one day would leave the service and could get in to all sorts of mischief out there, when you could just simply have any number of convict super soldiers for your little army?

      The idea was pretty genius really, Solomon thought. He was annoyed that he hadn’t realized it earlier!

      “But I’m not liking that list of side effects,” he muttered at the screen, as the scanner reached the end of its cycle on his own test tube.

      “Paralysis. Fits. Brain seizures. Death,” Solomon sighed. He wondered if there was a way that he could stop eating the protein gunk. How many Outcast adjuncts had they already lost so far? Ten? Twelve? And not all of them had been busted out to Titan, either, he knew. Word was going around the bunks that some of those empty bunks had been the result of their occupiers being ill.

      Had been having some sort of seizure, in fact… he thought with a fair bit of dread. Would he be next? Would one of his squad just never wake up?

      The screen above him flashed as the readout of his own, uniquely-administered Serum 21 test tube appeared. He read through the exact same facts and names just as before, finding small differences in the amount of potassium or B-vitamin or antibiotic that the doctor thought his body needed.

      And then he coughed out loud, and suddenly felt faint.

      There was one huge difference in his own test tube results. Something that was different from each of the previous three other adjunct test tunes that he had seen. Their percentage levels of ‘DNA Complex-strand variant 21’ had been imperceptibly small. And always the exact same number: 2.3%.

      A solution of 2.3% concentration of the gene-editing strand in each of the test tubes, all apart from his.

      His stood at 48%.
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        * * *

      

      “What!?” Solomon gasped as he looked at the screen. Surely there must have been a mistake. He read the numbers again, then scrolled back up to see that yes, the previous concentrations of the drug had all been exactly the same, apart from him.

      He was sorely tempted to start going though each and every adjunct-Marine test tube that he had in the cupboard behind him to see if he was the only one, but he could feel, deep down in his gut, that he already knew the answer.

      Doctor Palinov had been the one to defend my actions to the colonels, when they were arguing about whether to dismiss me and send me to the Titan prison camp. Solomon’s heart was starting to race. Was this what a seizure felt like as it started?

      She must have known. She must have administered the high dose to him, after all. And she had argued to keep him here on Ganymede, under her watchful supervision so…what? So she would get a pet experiment to play with? Did she want to see how far she could push the drug? What would happen if she completely went beyond all safe limits?

      Other Outcasts have already started dying thanks to this serum, Solomon thought darkly. Had they been on the 2.3% dose, or the same as him, the higher 48%?

      He was busy having his own personal panic attack when the next thought hit him. Why am I not dead yet?

      And a moment later, he heard the distant, muffled sound of footsteps coming down the hall.

      “Frack!” He seized the test tubes, punched the computer off, and stuffed the tubes back into their cupboard as the footsteps got closer and closer. They weren’t pausing or halting beside one of the other medical laboratories. With a sickening feeling, he realized that whomever it was, they were coming right to him.

      It has to be Palinov, he thought. Could he reason with her? Stop her from reporting him?

      All hope failed in that eventuality, as Solomon could hear, muffled through the dark window, the angered tones of Warden Coates himself.

      “…still don’t know why you couldn’t schedule the meeting for the morning, Doctor…” Coates sounded annoyed and tired.

      Great, Solomon thought dourly, his eyes scanning around for somewhere—anywhere—to hide in this small room. The last thing he wanted was a grumpy Warden Coates in charge of his electro-shock command unit. It was bad enough when he was in a good mood.

      There. The other side of the desk was half-walled with a line of metal container boxes, boxing off one corner of the room. So long as the warden and the doctor didn’t decide to do any furniture arranging during this meeting of theirs. He dove for the other side of the metal crates and wedged himself as small as he could against the corner of the wall, wishing that his heart wasn’t about ready to punch its way out of his chest.

      “Strange, I don’t remember shading the windows last night…” the hiding Solomon heard Palinov mutter. “I must have been exhausted.”

      “I hope this doesn’t mean that your work has been suffering, if you are allowing yourself to get exhausted all the time!” Warden Coates snapped at her in his usual snide voice.

      He really isn’t a happy bunny when he’s missed his beauty sleep, is he? Solomon thought.

      “Of course not, Warden,” Palinov’s voice floated over the metal medical crates as they walked into the room, and the door whisked shut behind them. She did sound tired, but more exasperated with the warden. Solomon could almost feel a sort of pity for someone in her position, having to work with such a nasty little man as Warden Coates But then again, she was the person who was experimenting on him and putting him in danger of imminent death at any moment of the day, so he wasn’t that sorry for her.

      “Anyway. What is this all about?” the warden snapped.

      Solomon heard their boots slapping forward into the room, and then scrape to a stop abruptly. He hadn’t turned the scanner off! The thought speared through him. Would she notice?

      She did.

      “Too many late nights,” he heard her mutter as lighter, softer feet moved swiftly to the other side of the desk, uncomfortably close to his hiding place. There was the diffusing hum of the medical scanner as Solomon presumed that Palinov had turned it off. There was an impatient sigh from behind her, and Solomon found himself thinking that it was almost encouraging to find that the warden was a complete prick to everyone he worked with and not just him.

      “Well, you know the general told us to report back to him on the development of Serum 21,” Palinov said, her voice sounding tense.

      Solomon’s ears pricked up. I knew it!

      “Well, I just got the latest analysis through to my personal screen this morning, which is why I brought you down here. The results are…significant.”

      “Explain,” Warden Coates said.

      “Here, I can show you.” There was a flurry of tapping and typing, and the soft electric hum of one of the screens firing up. “You see, here…?”

      “No, I really don’t, Doctor. What am I looking at exactly?” The warden was not a happy man when he first woke up, clearly.

      “That is a radiological map of one of the gene structures, you can see the RNA and DNA strands here in red and orange…”

      The warden made an interested, but exasperated, noise.

      “RNA can be thought of as read-only memory. Like a data-stick. You plug it in and use it, and when it’s done what it is supposed to do, you don’t need it anymore, right?” the doctor said. “Whereas DNA is the unchanging, permanent codes that actually dictate how the body can function. Meta-commands, if you will. The problem with most mammals is that there is no efficient way to dispose of RNA. You end up clogging the gene structure with what they call ‘junk’ DNA strands—mostly RNA—and it’s this, uh, genetic static that leads to minute failures of communication, which leads to eventual gene atrophy and misalignment.”

      “We’re not running a hospital here, Doctor. I didn’t hire you to find a cure for cancer.” The warden sighed.

      “Understood, Warden,” Palinov said tightly. “But it is pertinent. Junk RNA leads to such things as cancer, growth defects, diseases, and what have you. It’s the reason why we eventually age and die, as the DNA can no longer transmit its meta-commands out to the rest of the system.”

      “Like I said before, Doctor…” the warden warned.

      “But here, you can see the complex-strand variant 21, colored in green…” Palinov said quickly. “It was designed as a complementary string of genes, see? Ones that attached onto the double-helix. And here, you can see something very interesting: it is replacing the RNA with its own super-structure!”

      The warden grunted in confusion.

      “It’s… It’s…” Palinov was apparently at a loss for words. “What I am saying is that this is incredible. It’s also spreading at a much faster rate than otherwise thought possible. It means that we’ve essentially found a way to create a new breed of human. One that unlocks specific parts of the DNA structure—that we can target!” she said proudly.

      That seemed to get the warden’s attention, at least.

      “So, are you telling me that if I wanted a unit of infantrymen who are strong, tough, resilient, we could program it?” the warden asked.

      “We can tailor it, Warden!” Palinov said excitedly. “We can perform the work of twenty or even fifty thousand years of evolution overnight. Imagine this: Mars is roughly point-eight of Earth’s gravity. The moon is roughly point-four. Both are close enough so that humans can function, and our tactical suits mean that we can adjust for weight and mass, etcetera. But it still takes intensive training to get used to local gravity. That is why the colonists generally are better adapted to their environment. Their bodies have started to lose bone density with every generation, making them more adapted to moving around out there.”

      “Get to the point, Palinov,” the warden demanded, clearly losing patience again.

      “Well, in a few months, we would be able to create a special team of Outcasts perfectly suited to point-eight or point-four gravity, by tailoring their DNA. They would be able to perform better than any Marine ever has, with a fraction of the training!” Palinov stated.

      “That is…interesting.” Coates finally sounded impressed. “It would give us an upper hand against the separatists, at least.”

      “And of course, it will help against…” Palinov’s voice was a low murmur. She seemed hesitant to say just what the serum would be most useful for, and Solomon racked his brain to try and work out who she could mean. The space mercenaries who attacked freighters? Criminal gangs on earth?

      “Perhaps. We don’t know enough about that yet.”

      “Then take a look at this,” Palinov said, and there were more sounds of keys being hit. “These are the physical performance results of all of the Outcasts who have survived the treatment.”

      A shuffle of feet, and a low whistle. “That is one hell of a performance spike, Doctor.”

      “Precisely. Their recovery rates are going through the roof. They need less time to rest. Their reaction times are getting quicker.”

      “What’s that one there? That spike?” The warden’s voice grew frighteningly close to Solomon as he must have leaned over to take a better look at the screen.

      “That, Warden, is Adjunct-Marine Cready,” Palinov said lightly, and Solomon could well understand her hesitation, as suddenly there was the scraping sound of a chair being pushed to one side, angrily.

      “Him! I don’t know what you and the colonels see in him!” Coates burst out irritably. “He’s a murderer. He’s arrogant. He doesn’t understand loyalty, or honor. And he has an attitude a lightyear wide!”

      Well, at least I made an impression, Solomon had to consider.

      “These results are what we see in him, Warden.” Palinov sounded…defensive, almost.

      “If he’s turning into such an amazing solider, then why aren’t his training exercises showing the same uptick in performance then, huh?” the warden stated angrily.

      “Well, most of these results are from his recovery rates and reaction times. But with Cready, there is something a lot more interesting going on. These results are his neurological response-times, the effectiveness that his neurons and dendrites in his brain transmit information.”

      “He’s becoming smarter, is that what you’re trying to tell me? That is all I need!” the warden stated, apparently miserably.

      Am I? Solomon thought, He didn’t feel smarter than he had ever been before—especially since all of his brainpower had led him to be currently wedged in a corner, trying not to make a sound at all.

      “Intelligence is always hard to measure. There’s so many kinds—working intelligence, data-retrieval, memory-storage, image-processing, emotional intelligence,” Palinov said in a tone that was the equivalent of a shrug. “But it means that he can think quicker than anyone I’ve ever known. He’ll make an amazing strategist or unit commander one day.”

      “Pfagh!” the warden scoffed. “I doubt that very much!”

      “Warden, with respect, this is exactly the sort of result that the general wanted to know about. Why she sanctioned the Outcasts program in the first place,” Palinov said.

      “We all know why she authorized the Outcasts program, Doctor. And why I was tasked with administering it!” the warden said. It appeared that Palinov had hit something of a raw nerve.

      “The Message,” Palinov agreed.

      What message? Solomon thought.

      “Yes. And as much as I admire what you have done here, Palinov, I cannot ever imagine a future where I put my faith in that schlub of a man Cready to deal with it when we have to!” The warden was worked up now.

      “But, Warden, do we really have a choice?” Palinov asked.

      “Choice?” Coates apparently flipped, his voice rising further. “Nothing here is about choice, Doctor! You of all people should know that. You do not have a choice, you carry out orders!”

      “Hgnh!” There was a sharp intake of pain, and the sound of shuffling bodies.

      Had Coates slapped her? Solomon thought, his fear tripping over into indignation. He might not like Palinov overmuch, but at least she was in his corner. He felt his chest tighten and his muscles tense as he tried to control his anger and stop himself from jumping up and smacking the Warden then and there.

      But no, the Warden hadn’t slapped Palinov.

      “Yes. It’s been a long time since you’ve felt the snap of the command chip, isn’t it, Doctor?” Coates said, as Palinov’s loud breathing started to ease.

      The warden must have shocked her. That meant that Doctor Palinov had one of the implanted chips just like all of the adjuncts, Solomon thought. Did that mean that everyone here in Ganymede—the Outcasts and the staffers—all could be shocked into submission at any time by the warden? Solomon started to reappraise the fate of all those around him a little.

      “I’m sorry for questioning you, Warden Coates.” Palinov sounded subdued, but also sullen.

      “Apology accepted. Just no more mention of this to the general. Not until I say so, clear?” the warden stated.

      “Of course, sir.” Palinov’s voice was low and muted, followed by the sound of angered boots leaving the medical lounge.

      Solomon waited and held his breath. Should he make himself known? Now that he knew that she was under the thrall of the warden just as he was, he wondered if that meant she was more likely to become an ally. Would she tell him what his mutated genes meant? What would happen to him in the future? Or what this ‘Message’ was?

      “Prick,” he heard the Doctor mutter under her breath, clearly passing judgement on her superior officer, before there was the clatter of computer keys and the sound of things being moved around, tidied, and the hiss of the door as she exited the lounge.

      Solomon waited, counted to a hundred, and then a hundred again, before he was sure that she had in fact gone and wasn’t about to suddenly return. He let out a long sigh of relief and slowly unfolded his limbs, wondering if the fact that they hadn’t gone to sleep or gotten pins and needles was another sign of his apparently enhanced genetic structure.

      He cast a look at the terminals and the instrumentation. It was all dark now, and he considered for a moment staying around for a bit longer to try and ferret out more information. No. Don’t push your luck, his more criminal expertise told him.

      Maybe I am getting smarter, he thought as he sidled to the door to make his escape back into the Outcasts bunkrooms. Because now I’m even going to follow my own discerning advice.
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      The next day saw Jezebel Wen once again hitting the gymnasium at the crack of the day shift, running through her series of high-intensity exercises with a passion that she hadn’t exhibited before.

      Now I’m the angry one, she considered ruefully, as she dared any of the other combat specialists to spar with her. No one was eager to volunteer to be the first victim, it seemed, as Wen was radiating annoyance in her savage roundhouse kicks and fast jabs on the training mannequins.

      Unfortunately for the other adjunct-Marines, however, ‘choice’ was not a part of Ganymede vocabulary, and by the time the first two-hour shift had ended, at least three of the best fighters in their training circle were now walking with a limp or ringing ears from Wen’s furious blows.

      Get it together, Jezzie, the specialist thought as the green light flared over the door, signaling the end of their shift and the turnover for the next set of regular gymnasium Outcasts to arrive. It also meant that she and the other specialists would have an hour off to recuperate and wash, before everyone came together in an hour and a half’s time for the next set of study lessons.

      Jezebel knew why she was annoyed, of course, although she didn’t want to admit it to herself. The answer was unavoidable, however, as she saw that the next group of Outcast Marines—all there for standard gymnasium exercise—included her own Gold Squad Commander, Solomon Cready.

      The man that I’m supposed to kill.

      He arrived at the back of the group as usual, as Arlo Menier had already made it fairly clear that if any of the other Outcasts not in the Gold Squad were to make friends with his rival, there would be trouble. Not that everyone obeyed Arlo, but he was a big man in a very small world, and his word had enough weight to keep Solomon on his own most of the time.

      Solomon had lost that chip on his shoulder today, Wen saw. He looked almost reflective and thoughtful as he kept to himself and headed for the cross-trainer machines. She wondered if she should say something to him.

      But what exactly are you supposed to say to a man that you’re supposed to kill? This was the type of thought that she wasn’t used to having—not when she had been back on Earth, anyway. What was wrong with her? Was she growing a conscience? How messed up was she, that it took coming to a Confederate Marine bootcamp to grow one!?

      “Jezzie!” She was startled out of her twisted thoughts to see that it was none other than Solomon himself, having seen her by the lockers and hurrying over.

      Oh great. No, not now, Sol. She gritted her teeth and forced her face into a smile. Her previous meditative tranquility, the skill that she had exhibited so well last night, had apparently evaporated this morning. Don’t talk to me, Solomon. Don’t make me like you, for heaven’s sake!

      “Jezzie, I hoped I would see you in here. Look, it’s about the serum. The one I was telling you about.” Solomon looked almost excited, if a bit nervous, which just made Jezebel even angrier.

      “What is it? You mean that crazy conspiracy theory you have about us being secretly injected in the middle of the night?” Wen snapped. Maybe it would make this whole mission go easier if he remained an idiot, she considered.

      “It’s not a conspiracy theory!” Solomon didn’t even look hurt or taken aback by her vehemence. If anything, he looked excited. “Look, I’ve got proof. Well, I haven’t actually got any proof, but I know where some is, and…”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Sol,” she said, shaking her head. “Look. We’re here for twelve years. Twelve long years. Let’s just make sure we don’t go space-crazy before then, shall we?” she said irritably, walking past him and ignoring his surprised look.

      Jezzie couldn’t talk to that man’s face right now. She couldn’t even look at it for any longer than she had to. She was annoyed at Solomon. Annoyed at him for being the mark of her current mission, and annoyed that it wasn’t easier than this. Why couldn’t she just hate him? Why couldn’t the Boss have sent someone else to do it?

      I can’t kill Sol, she told herself once more. She had grown to, well, maybe not like him per se, but she had trained beside him and sparred with him and taken orders from him. She had argued and negotiated and listened—and all of that kind of built up empathy for someone, when you’ve both sweated together.

      No, I won’t do it, she decided. How could she, really? Solomon was her commander, after all. He was almost her friend, if anyone even had friends up here.

      But I have to! She thought about her family. Her hard-working engineer of a father she hadn’t seen for almost fifteen years. He worked as a fabricator in one of the northern province’s factories, churning out units for whichever mega-corp controlled the plant on a given week. He was a traditionalist, a conservative sort of a man who placed a lot of pride in the hard-working, straight and narrow life.

      Which was why he had been the one to kick her out of the family home when he found out just what she was getting up to—running around the streets of Tokyo, beating people up. That was before the Yakuza, of course, when Jezebel had been young and defiant.

      She had hated him back then, she considered as she made her way out of the gymnasium and back to the bunkrooms. She had hated him enough to spend the next fifteen years as a Yakuza executioner and hadn’t spoken to her father in all of that time.

      Her mother had died when Jezzie was still a baby, a fact that Jezzie had always assumed her father had blamed her for. She had died of the same colicky-sort of cough that a lot of workers got in the northern industrial towns, but Jezzie knew that her pregnancy had weakened her.

      Why should I care about him? Jezzie was thinking about her distant father, who had probably remarried by now, and probably had a whole new, better family than his first tragic one. Maybe he had even moved out of the Asia-Pacific Partnership altogether?

      No, not Dad, Jezzie thought. His pride meant that he would stay in the house that he had bought for his dead wife probably until the day that he died.

      What did she owe him, really, at the end of the day? Her loyalty? Her love? To a man who had done nothing but make her feel trapped, miserable, and ashamed—and then had kicked her out?

      But if Boss Mihashi gets his hands on him… She knew only too well the sorts of terrible things that Mihashi would do to her father. And the idea that Boss Mihashi might not be able to find her father or might spare him out of the goodness of his heart was, of course, ridiculous.

      If I don’t kill Solomon Cready, then my father will die. Probably a very slow and agonizing death, Jezebel thought, over and over.

      “Wen.” Once again, a voice startled her from her torment. This time, it wasn’t her intended target, but it was none other than the staffer in the gray and blue jump-suit that she knew hid his winding dragon tattoo.

      The man that Wen was coming to think of as her Yakuza handler here on Ganymede was busy loading one of his service carts into one of the wall lockers. She could see an arrangement of cleaning products and ventilation pipes inside.

      Jezzie considered just ignoring him, but the image of that tiny command scroll sitting on her pillow made her stop. This guy was able to get to her any time he wanted, after all, so there was no point in avoiding him.

      “What do you want?” she muttered under her breath at him. Others of the Outcasts from her combat specialism session filed past her, completely ignoring them as they stood, apparently chatting.

      “You’re taking your time,” the man stated, not looking at her.

      So he knows just what my job was, she thought. That changed things. Usually only the higher-ups in the Yakuza knew everything about what the lower-down operatives should be doing, not the handlers. Does that mean that this guy is actually a captain of the Yakuza? He didn’t seem like one, though. Even despite his restrained and quiet menace, he didn’t swagger as they usually did. And no captain would ever deign to masquerade as a mere staffer, would they?

      But him knowing the job also meant that he might become compelled to see it through himself, if she failed or refused. Which meant that Solomon would still be in danger, even if she told the man to go frack himself.

      “I couldn’t do it last night,” she said lightly, remembering how she had waited for Solomon to return from whatever nefarious act he was up to last night. She still wasn’t sure if she had been waiting to kill him or simply talk to him. It was something that she hadn’t let her conscious mind work out yet. Unfortunately, she had been interrupted by none other than Warden Coates and Doctor Palinov, following after Solomon.

      Jezebel was sure that her commander was going to get caught, but apparently not. He was better at that sneaking thing than I had given him credit for, she was forced to admit.

      “I know. But there are always opportunities,” the man said lightly, fiddling with the cart to load it into some sort of self-powering battery charge unit, before drawing out a small personal data-screen and laying it angled on the top of the unit so that Jezebel Wen could clearly see the images on the screen.

      It was surveillance footage. Of the station, which surprised her, as Jezebel hadn’t seen any such obvious cameras during her night jaunt.

      From the angle of the image, it appeared to be coming from one of the light fittings, displaying an empty front atrium with all of the doors in and out clearly visible. Then a shadow moved at one of the doors, and it whisked open to show an image of Solomon Cready, moving fast and quietly across the screen to the medical lounges.

      “This was taken from last night,” the man stated, wiping a hand over the screen to show the same image once again, but this time without Cready as another shadow emerged from the food hall door. Jezzie recognized herself as she had ghosted after Solomon, before being unable to follow thanks to not being able to pass through the medical lounge glass doors.

      Oh no, Jezzie thought. If they had both been caught on internal surveillance cameras, then it was only a matter of time before Warden Coates would know.

      Luckily for both Jezzie and Solomon however, that was not to be the case.

      “This is the only footage on the station,” the man stated in an eerily calm voice. “I deleted and re-looped the cameras on the mainframe, thinking that last night was you fulfilling your orders…” A pause. “It clearly wasn’t.”

      “I got disturbed, the warden and Doctor Palinov—” Jezzie started to hiss, but a cold, measured look from the staffer silenced her. Contained in that scowl were all the years of training of a Yakuza. There are never any excuses for the likes of us, it said.

      “You have twenty-four hours,” the man stated, making the screen vanish with a wave of his hand and slamming the wall locker shut.

      Twenty-four hours until what? Jezzie was thinking, too shocked to say anything, or to call out after the man as he turned to walk away. Until they kill her father? Or until he releases the footage of her out of her bunk in the middle of the night?

      Or before he took matters into his own hands and decided to kill Solomon himself? None of the options were anything that she wanted to face.
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      Solomon was now aware of his body in a way that he had never been before as he went through the rest of the day’s training sessions and lessons. His hour and a half of gymnasium saw him paying less and less attention to the other adjuncts around him as he tried to measure his own recovery rate, his strength, speed, and stamina to see if it really had improved.

      He thought that they had, but it was hard to tell if that was from half a year of sustained physical training and the apparently ‘perfect metabolic environment’ that they were supposed to live in here, or from Serum 21.

      It wasn’t until he saw Arlo Menier using just his arms to ascend the climbing wall that Solomon was starting to think that yeah, maybe there is something to all this Complex-strand DNA variant 21 stuff.

      He knew that Arlo was a strong guy. After all, the Frenchman was built like a gladiator, tall and wedge-shaped. Once Solomon had started noticing it, though, he saw evidence of the Outcasts’ improved genetic code everywhere. To one side of the hall, Karamov—his own squad member—had just collapsed after circuit training. Solomon counted the seconds as he watched Karamov pant, wipe his brow for a couple of seconds, and then apparently jump up to his feet once more to have a final lap.

      How’s that for recovery time? Solomon thought.

      Still more adjunct-Marines appeared to be reaping the benefits of Serum 21. There was one Marine who had just apparently lifted his personal best at the weight sets as he loudly whooped and punched the air. There was a Green Squad member who had been on one of the available running machines solidly since they had all started their session and had apparently not slowed or stopped from his medium-fast sprint.

      Holy crap, Solomon thought. He realized that he was truly looking at the Outcasts for the first time. Warden Coates, he hated to say, had been kind of right when he had said that he was going to turn them into an elite fighting unit, one of the best fighting units since the Spartans. Solomon looked around him in frank amazement as he saw his comrades and colleagues in comparison to who he had been back in new Kowloon.

      If I had met any of these guys back then… Solomon thought that they would have appeared to be top-athletes, possibly even superhuman, to the likes of him.

      Which was precisely when the price of their newfound abilities became painfully obvious as Joachim, one of the regular adjuncts without a specialism from White Squad, suddenly fell off his treadmill.

      At first, no one reacted, but Solomon was already moving across the floor of the gymnasium by the time that everyone else noticed the white bubbles forming on the side of Adjunct-Marine Joachim’s mouth.

      Solomon reached his side first, to find a man whose limbs were busy shaking and locking into tight positions every few seconds. “Joachim!” Solomon called out nervously. Weren’t you supposed to support their heads? He realized he had no idea what to do in this situation. “Medic!” he shouted, just as the other Outcasts started to realize that something very wrong was happening in their midst. “Someone get a medic!” Solomon shouted again.

      The man’s hands were like curled claws as he was gripped by seizures and fits right there before Solomon’s eyes. Keep the airways open, Solomon thought, remembering his first aid training, and reached to steady Joachim’s head.

      “Huh…” Just as Joachim’s shaking suddenly subsided, his body relaxed, and his eyes closed as gently and as peacefully as if he was going to sleep.

      “No!” Solomon said, quickly reaching for a pulse, but it was already too late. Joachim from White Squad had died, right here in front of them.

      CLANG! CLANG CLANG! The klaxons above the door sounded, and they hissed open to spill a small gaggle of fast-running staffers, heading straight to Solomon and Joachim, to separate them and push Solomon out of the way.

      “ATTENTION, ladies and gents!” the very familiar and also very unwelcome tones of Warden Coates cut through the commotion. “Let the boys in gray work. Clear a space! That means you, Cready!” Coates was bawling at them, and although Solomon had no real wish to be electrocuted again, he didn’t back away from Joachim’s body as the warden strode forward into the room, behind the staffers.

      “Cready! On your feet! Attention!” Coates and the others came to a stop just in front of him. The man was a walking steel rod, Solomon thought grimly as he looked up at Coates’s glare of indignation.

      “You disobeying an order, Specialist Cready?” Coates said.

      “This man is dead, Warden,” Solomon heard himself say. A surge of anger ignited in his chest, making him ball his fists and want to scream. Keep it together, Solomon, he told himself, even though every fiber of his being told him not to. Told him to scream and shout at the man that he knew just what they were doing—all of these experiments with Serum 21, which were slowly killing them, one by one.

      And I’ve got the highest dose of anyone in here, Solomon thought, too, his glance moving to the glassy stare of Adjunct-Marine Joachim underneath him. It was probably even Coates’s idea, he considered. Dose me up, kill me off, then he wouldn’t have to think about how much he hated me.

      “Pfagh!” a grunt of annoyance from Coates as he must have registered all the other adjuncts’ worried and shocked looks around him. “Get him up. Take him to the medical lounge, now!” Coates snapped at the staffers, who hurriedly moved to the dead adjunct’s body and lifted him between them. Solomon slowly stood up from his crouch, but he could not find it in himself to salute.

      Coates held his eyes for a period, and Solomon saw the man’s lip twitching in a similarly barely-held-in-check rage. But whatever internal debate was going on inside the warden’s head—whether to shock Cready or just shout at him—it was overcome by what he had come here for.

      “Adjuncts!” Coates shouted, using his training voice that echoed around the gymnasium. “We’ve had an urgent call from the Rapid Response Fleet. One of our station-ships has gone missing, and command deems it high time that you are put to the test!”

      I thought our mission on Mars proved our worth, Solomon thought.

      “Get to the launch hall, now! Light tactical suits everyone. Double-time!” he shouted, and, after the surprised second of confusion that followed, Coates shouted once. “WELL!? Move it!”

      Around Solomon, all of the other adjunct-Marines broke into action, but Solomon stood still. He was scared that if he even so much as moved a muscle, it would only be to hit the warden in the face. Which would be very satisfying, of course, but it wouldn’t do him any favors…

      “What about Adjunct-Marine Joachim, sir?” Solomon said as neither man moved. What are you doing, Solomon! a small, more sane part of him argued. Staring down at the warden is sure to only get you electrocuted!

      The warden held Solomon’s glare for a moment, then shook his head in frustration. “Death happens, Specialist Cready,” Coates barked. “You’re in the Marine Corps now. You’d better get used to it.” And, much to Solomon’s surprise, the warden turned on his heel and followed the rest of the adjuncts and staffers out of the gymnasium.

      What, no insult? No punishment? Solomon was deeply confused by this outcome as he broke into a jog. Did this mean that the doctor had been right? That the fact that he, Solomon Cready, was one of the best performing of the Serum 21 experiments meant that the warden wasn’t eager to punish him anymore?

      I doubt that very much, he reflected as he skidded out of the door and turned to the lifts that went down to the launch level—large hangar bays where their suits and equipment were stored in personal identification lockers. As well as where the transporters docked, ready to take them into deep space.

      Solomon wasn’t sure what this new reaction from the warden meant, but he was sure that he wouldn’t be able to push his luck much farther, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Kepler

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LIGHT TACTICAL SUIT: Active.

        USER ID: Solomon CR.

        BIO-SIGNATURE: Good.

        SQUAD IDENTIFIER: Gold.

        SQUAD TELEMETRIES: Active.

      

      

      Solomon’s vision flushed with a wash of neon greens and oranges as his light tactical suit activated, and he clicked the visor of his helmet into place. He stood in front of his booth in the main launch hall, and alongside him, their forms highlighted with the fading green line of his suit identifiers, were the rest of Gold Squad. As Solomon turned to survey how they were getting on with their own suiting up, he saw their identifiers flare above them on his visor screen, fading to almost transparent wording as he turned.

      
        
        Sp. Adj. Marine MALADY

        Enhancements: Full Tactical Suit

      

        

      
        Sp. Adj. Marine WEN

        Combat Specialist

      

        

      
        Adj. Marine KARAMOV

      

        

      
        Adj. Marine KOL

      

        

      
        ALL GOLD SIGNS GOOD… SUITS ACTIVE…

      

      

      As the specialist commander of their squad, his readouts held slightly different information than the rest. An overlay of strategic and tactical options rendered into faintly glowing green lines and arrows pointing their quickest route to the launch hall doors, as well as a minimal set of information on each of his squad’s life signs.

      “All looking good,” he announced, his voice echoing slightly as it repeated across Gold Squad’s suit-to-suit channel. In front of him, his squad and the other squads of the Outcast Marines looked a little like humanoid beetles in their tactical suits. And these were even only the light versions, apart from the walking man-tank that was Malady, sealed inside his full tactical suit for crimes against the Marine Corps.

      The suits were a second skin to Solomon and the others now. A light undermesh suit with ports and connectors for the harness that attached to the leg and arm part-plate armor, as well as the heavier jacket that looked like sheaths of different sculpted metals. It was actually a poly-composite material said to be superior even to sheet steel.

      But there were still plenty of gaps between the plates and the joints of the harness, Solomon knew. Unlike the full poly-metal shell that Malady wore, the light tacticals were designed for faster movement and greater flexibility. The only overt display of power was the singular shoulder pad that each suit had over its right shoulder, emblazoned with the red ‘O’ of the Outcasts, the smaller Eagle-and-World insignia of the Confederacy, and whatever personal ranking identifiers that the adjunct-Marines might have. On Solomon’s shoulder was a small, magnetically-sealed gold star, for instance, which designated him as the specialist commander for this squad.

      And also the one any enemy would want to shoot first, Solomon thought. But there wasn’t time for misgivings, as the holographic countdown on the inside of his visor was already hitting the last minute before they had to ship out.

      “Grab your glad-rags, ladies and gents,” Solomon heard himself saying. It was weird, hearing himself slip into this role so easily. He didn’t remember when it had become so easy to pretend to know what he was doing as a commander.

      Maybe it’s the super-smarts the serum is giving me? he thought wryly as he gestured to the equipment lockers. On the racks was an assortment of weapons from flash-bang grenades to localized EMP charges, and even a few bladed weapons. Solomon stuck to the tried and true, pulling for himself the Jackhammer combat rifle that was standard issue.

      “We don’t know what we’re facing out there today,” he said. In their infinite wisdom, the Marine Corps only gave them the details of the mission when they thought there was a ‘need to know.’

      “…so I want you all to pick what you’re most comfortable with. No surprises this time, okay?” he said, seeing Karamov and Kol follow suit in picking the Jackhammer, but with Kol adding a selection of grenades to clip onto his harness.

      Specialist Malady was a unique case, however, as he picked first two small Rotary MGs—small machine guns with rotating barrels that could spit out small, but very high-density bullets at a rate of three a second—as well as one much larger, tube-like apparatus that he slung over his rounded metal plate shoulder.

      “A particle cannon? Really, Malady?” Solomon had never seen the walking metal golem use one of them before, and he wondered if Malady had been listening when he had said ‘no surprises’ just a second ago.

      “I’m the only one who can handle the recoil. I fired them when I was in the Marines,” Malady stated in his deadpan, slightly electronic voice.

      Specialist Wen, of course, picked a Jackhammer along with two poly-steel blades. They looked like katanas but a little smaller, and she slid them into place in her thigh holsters.

      “You ready?” Solomon asked her, still feeling a little wary around her as he hadn’t seen her since their argument in the gymnasium. Another reason I’ve got to talk to Malady and Wen, he thought. He was closer to those two than to Karamov and Kol—not that he didn’t trust anyone on his squad—and he still wanted to share his late-night findings with them about Serum 21.

      That the Marine Corps is experimenting on us. And that any one of us might drop dead at any moment, just as Joachim had, Solomon thought.

      “ATTENTION OUTCASTS! SQUADS ASSEMBLE!” the speaker system announced, and a golden-green vector line appeared over Solomon’s visor screen indicating the path that he was designated to take. As they jogged to their position, the other squads were doing the same until the sixty-odd Outcasts left were now formed into small groups of four to five adjunct-Marines. Each stood before the ramps that led up to the double-doors of the hangar bay.

      “Right!” a voice bellowed, amplified from above. Solomon looked up to see that it was, of course, Warden Coates, standing on the balcony beside two other staffers with Doctor Palinov a few steps behind him. Solomon wondered if the doctor looked a little subdued today, as her head was down, studying a data-screen.

      Probably checking our performance results, he thought with a twinge of unease.

      “Listen up, schlubs! This order comes down from Marine Command, working directly under the Fleet General!” the warden barked. “The deep-field station-ship Kepler is a generational transport ship between Earth and Proxima. You all should know what that means.”

      Solomon did. The ‘deep-field’ ships were a class of spacecraft designed to travel far into deep space, and to jump for prolonged distances on eternal round journeys that looped in and out of Earth’s system, delivering much needed materials and resources to the far-flung colonies of the Confederacy. It was a necessity that even jump travel couldn’t get around, unfortunately. While it was possible to send smaller Barr-Hawking jump-ships back and forth from the colonies in a matter of days, the smaller ships could only manage to carry so much back and forth. Since the colonies were also important for extracting gold and rare minerals to be sent back to their buyers on Earth, then a large-scale, industrial transport network was needed.

      Hence the deep-field ships, each fitted with their own Barr-Hawking particle generators, and able to perform multiple small jumps on their long journey across the hundreds of lightyears that separated the colonies.

      But the Kepler deep-field was apparently also a station-ship, which meant that it functioned pretty much as a moving space station, with habitats and dormitories and recreational facilities. The warden had said that it was a generational ship, which meant that the Kepler had been designed as a miniature traveling Earth colony all by itself, with families of settlers running the ship for years at a time, before moving out to be replaced by a new family.

      Solomon had seen the adverts back on Earth, of course. Glossy, airbrushed photographs of young moms and dads with their earnest teenaged children. ‘Are You Looking For A New Start In Life? Do You Want A Secure Future For Your Children?’ and so on. The deal was a five, ten, or fifteen-year contract that would see the families become expert station-ship operatives, and reward their children with specialist training skills such as astro-navigation, space craft maintenance, logistics, or communications.

      It sounded like a pretty good deal for a young family, if you didn’t count the fact that the deep-field ships were also the ones most likely to be targeted by raiders—rogue bands of mercenaries and criminal gangs who had managed to launch their own spacecraft to seize, kidnap, or ransom the precious materials inside.

      “We lost contact with Kepler just after the Erisian Asteroid Field, so your search will begin there. You will deploy in scout-class Marine ships, and when you have located the Kepler, you will attempt to ascertain what happened to it, and whether there are any survivors,” the warden barked. “This might be a case of emergency response, so I want every squad to be carrying a full medical kit. Or it might be a firefight against the raiders, so every squad has to be ready to respond with deadly force if threatened. Your goal is to locate the Kepler, and to return its crew and merchandise safely to Confederate hands. Got that?”

      “AYE-AYE, sir!” the congregation of Outcasts roared.

      “Then repeat after me, the Marine Oath.” Warden Coates led them in the standard litany that they recited every morning during their audience briefing.

      “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!’

      The lights over the hangar doors started to flash green, and steam hissed out from jets at their feet as the warden and the rest of the staff took their leave. It was a fairly short speech, Solomon thought, and he wondered if that counted as an inspirational ‘pep’ talk in Coates’ twisted little mind.

      With a grinding noise, the double-doors creaked open, revealing the industrial-looking insides of the Marine transport ship on the other side. The cargo hold was filled with pull-down chairs with webbing attached to the walls that they were expected to clip themselves into, in squad order.

      “GO! GO! GO!” the speakers blared at them, and Solomon was running forward, leading his Gold Squad to their second mission on behalf of the Confederate Marine Corps.
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        * * *

      

      Just as before, their Barr-Hawking jump-ship awaited them in the sweet spot where the pull of Jupiter’s massive gravity well was met by the pull of Ganymede and the outer moons. It was in this place, where the different ‘tides’ of gravitons almost balanced each other out, that was the ideal place for the Barr-Hawking ship to fold space-time.

      Pfft! Pfft! Bursts of gas-propelled wires and magnet clamps were fired back from the giant ring that completely overshadowed the small ship, surrounding it like a god’s game of hoopla. With dull metallic thumps, they slapped onto the reinforced nose of the box-like Marine transporter, and the four particle generators at each cardinal point of the ring started to fire.

      If Solomon or any of the other adjunct-Marines had cockpits to view what was happening outside, they would have seen something strange starting to happen to the light around the Barr-Hawking ship. The distant stars on the other side started to double, refract, and split apart.

      With all the balletic grace of deep space travel, the Barr-Hawking ship fired its thrusters and started to move forward. Its magnet clamps transmitted the exact overrides to its passenger’s engines and the other ship matched its forward propulsion. Behind them, Ganymede started to grow smaller and paler, and Jupiter became just one giant crimson eye.

      And then, Solomon and all the other adjunct-Marines on board felt the first wave of vertigo that heralded space sickness, the primate awareness that you were doing something that your biology should never allow.

      The particle generators of the Barr-Hawking vessel created enough turbulence at the subatomic level that it created a ripple in space-time, a ripple that folded the fabric of space, allowing normal travel to eat up lightyears even as the body of the craft moved at its regular pace.

      In his seat, Solomon felt as though he were shaking, although he and every other member of the Outcasts weren’t moving other than to shuffle uncomfortably in their seats. The webbing across their chests held them tight against the chair, and the main cargo hold was cold. No in-flight luxuries for the Outcast Marines.

      Just as Solomon’s nausea spiked, and he was sure that he was going to be sick, the ship shuddered and appeared to have reached a stop.

      Are we there yet? Solomon’s frazzled thoughts made him feel slightly hysterical, but he was answered anyway, as the holographic commands scrolled down the inside of his visor screen.

      
        
        Mission ID: KEPLER

        Strike Group ID: Outcasts, Adj. Marine.

        Parent Fleet ID: Rapid Response 2, Confederate Marine Corps.

        Squad Commanders: Cready (Gold), Hitchin (Silver), Gorlais (Bronze), Hu (Red), Nndebi (Blue), Walters (Green), Mendez (White), Suriman (Orange), Khan (Purple), Lovelace (Gray), Molko (Fuchsia).

        GROUP-WIDE ORDERS:

        Proceed to Hangar Launch Docks.

        Receive Command of Marine Scout Vessel.

        Follow Search Protocol Pattern #3

      

      

      Well, this is new, Solomon thought as the buckled straps of his webbing automatically unlocked, allowing him to float upward a little in his chair. “Damn, this ship hasn’t got any graviton generators, has it,” he muttered to himself, earning a wry chuckle from Karamov beside him.

      On his visor, the flashing green-gold line indicated that he take his squad not to the main cargo doors that they had entered through, but instead up the metal stairs and through one of the doors in the balcony that overlooked their seating.

      “We have our orders, Gold Squad,” he said, using his hands and feet to push himself off and swim through the air.

      All of the adjuncts had been through hours and hours of zero-G and near-zero practice, but it wasn’t without a few muttered curses and collisions that Solomon managed to ‘swim’ his squad over the steps to hit the door controls.

      The Marines really aren’t offering any luxuries on this flight, are they? he thought, realizing that they hadn’t even bothered to pressurize and atmospherically control the internal corridors of the transporter this time. He wondered if that meant that Marine Command regarded this as a real emergency.

      Three or four squads were directed to each of the doors, and as soon as Cready had gotten his people through, he realized why. On the other side, there was a long metal corridor with chrome handrails on the inner side, and with four large bulkhead doors facing outwards, and pressure-sealed.

      Those must lead to the scout vessels, Cready saw, following his holographic arrow toward the farthest door, there to float in the corridor, holding the rail as he waited for his squad to form up.

      “Okay, I’ve done my basic piloting in command classes. Anyone here got better experience than that?” Cready asked.

      “I used to pilot freighters between the satellites and the space elevators,” Kol surprised Cready by saying. It was weird thinking of any of them having a life before this, let alone the life of a space transporter pilot who had regularly traversed the complicated and busy spaceways from any of Earth’s three space elevators and the blanket of satellites that constantly moved through the upper atmosphere.

      “Good enough for me. Think you can handle a Marine scout?” Solomon asked.

      The suited Kol shrugged. “Can’t be more complicated than a two-person hauler, sir,” he said, and Solomon could hear the grin in his voice.

      “Commander Cready,” this time it was the absurdly floating megalith that was Malady’s turn to speak. “I believe that, although not against regulations, the Marine Corps will expect that their own Marine training will be sufficient to perform any operation in an away mission.” Malady’s tone was precise and exact.

      “Which I guess is your way of saying that it should be me piloting that thing, because I’m the one that has been given the simulation training?” Solomon said.

      “I merely mean that if we wish to avoid the ire of our supervisors, Commander…” Malady corrected.

      Well, Solomon could heartily agree with that sentiment at least. He knew that Coates, at least, would be looking for any dereliction of orders on his part, but he hadn’t been given a direct order to pilot the scout ship himself, had he? And besides which, he made up his mind. “Well, I take your point Malady, but right now, I would feel far more comfortable if we had a Marine behind the wheel of this ship who had actually flown a real spaceship, not just a simulation.”

      “As you see fit, Commander,” Malady said, and that was that. When all of the squads were floating in front of their bulkhead doors, the lights over each turned green and steam suddenly hissed into the corridor.

      “Brace!” Cready called out, as their room was pressurized and their metal combat boots thumped to the floor as the atmospheres inside and out equalized.

      “Looks like they’ll even give us some breathable atmosphere when we’re out there!” Cready tried to sound ‘peppy,’ but none of his crew answered him. Fine. He started to wind the crank that released the bulkhead door. More steam followed as the inside of a small craft on the other side was revealed. Solomon suddenly realized it must be docked on the side of the transporter—alongside ten or twelve others—and not inside the transport at all.

      “Kol, up front with me.” Cready jumped down into the craft to find that it was remarkably simple. A large, slightly wedge-shaped tube of a ship, with one pilot and co-pilot seat up front under the cockpit screens, in front of desks of controls and levers. Behind the piloting seats, the stations and instrumentation continued with another chair waiting to take one of the Outcasts, which Cready guessed had to be comms, navigation, or technical.

      “Karamov, technical seat behind us,” Solomon indicated as he strapped himself into the co-pilot seat, allowing Kol to take the pilots seat.

      Behind the ‘command’ end of the scout vessel was a very small bay area with storage lockers, a spare seat with no designation, and then a set of metal stairs leading to the engine rooms.

      “Malady?” Solomon called.

      “Aye, Commander, I understand. You want me to talk to the engines for you.” Malady thumped to the floor, barely fitting down the central bay, and disappeared down the steps to what must be the engine room.

      Well, actually I wanted someone back there with enough protective armor who could handle it if there is a malfunction back there, Solomon thought. He also remembered the way that Malady had managed to talk to the Ganymede mainframe computer—Oracle—merely by connecting to one of the many ports on his suit. It paid having a cyborg member of your squad.

      “Are you seriously trying to tell me that I have to play nurse, then?” Wen asked, moving to the only spare seat left, the empty one underneath the overhead storage lockers. There were apparently two pull-out medical gurneys, and a host of spare equipment fitted into storage boxes at foot level. “I bet it’s because I’m a girl, isn’t it?” She was not impressed, even though she did have the exact same first aid emergency training as the rest of them, and she would be able to cope admirably as a combat nurse when they came across the survivors of the Kepler.

      “Not a gender thing, just short straw, I’m afraid,” Solomon said. “And besides which, if you look at the bay floor, I think that’s the exit hatch to disembark. That means you get to be the first to jump out at any enemies if we have to do something up close and personal.”

      “Now you’re talking,” Wen muttered over the suit-to-suit controls, before settling into her seat.

      Right. Everyone’s on board, we’re good to go, Solomon thought, looking around at the co-pilot’s dashboard as he tried to remember his lessons.

      Which of course he could in perfect, crisp detail.

      Solomon had never stopped to wonder how he could memorize the floor plans of museums and private corporate banks with such ease, nor how he could memorize the individual circuit diagrams of various security scanners and sensors, back in his previous job. It was one of the many natural aptitudes that had meant it was easy for him to become a thief, and easy for him to decide to go to New Kowloon, but now…

      With the addition of Serum 21 to his own genetic structure, Solomon wondered if he had always been this good at recalling every detail, or whether it was his mutant, extra genes that was making it easy for him to pull up the schematics of the scout craft controls in his mind, from a memory of his study hall and command classes.

      “This should be the one then.” It was like having an invisible manual inside his head, as he started running through the decoupling procedure.

      The hatch that led to the transporter bulkhead clanged shut automatically and whirred into a pressure seal. Then there was the dull whumpf as the engines far behind them fired up.

      “Engines working and all good to go,” Malady’s voice informed everyone over the suit-to-suit comms.

      “Malady, I only want a fifteen-percent injection. Keep the engines on a low burn until we’re clear of the transporter,” Kol said, sounding suddenly calmer than Solomon had heard him sound for a long while.

      I think Gold Squad just found our pilot. Solomon grinned, listening in as Kol directed Malady on the precise running of the thruster engines. The young criminal Outcast had taken to his position with ease, as he started warming up the positioning thrusters and counted down.

      “Three…two….one…decoupling from parent ship. Decoupling now,” he called out loudly, lifting the flight handles very gently toward him and easing them away as the scout vessel juddered and suddenly felt—different. Untethered.

      “Technical!” Kol called out with a little more urgency.

      “I’m on it.” Karamov’s hands moved over his own controls as he at last figured out how to throw up the overhead display of the scout vessel’s sensors. Suddenly, Solomon could see screens of smaller graphs and images that showed a three-sixty view of the other scout vessels nearby plus the much larger transporter ship hovering behind all of them. To Solomon’s eyes, the scene looked like some alien mother-bug was sporing its insect offspring around it in a cloud of movement and activity.

      “What are all those blips?” he asked, looking at the holographic overlay on the screens above him. In front of the scout vessels, there appeared to be a cloud of smaller markers, indicating…something.

      “Ah.” Karamov didn’t sound very pleased. “That would be the Erisian Asteroid Field.”
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      “Evasive action!” Kol called out. Solomon beside him in the co-pilot’s chair thought that he really should be feeling more of a reaction to this apparent emergency, but since it was the third time that Kol had called this, he just knuckled down and concentrated on working the sidereal positioning thrusters.

      The Marine scout spun on its front right thruster, sweeping its larger engines up as though it were about to tip back over head, and narrowly avoided a large chunk of black and silver rock that had been about to take out their engine room.

      Not that Kol and Cready’s quick maneuvers got them out of immediate danger, however, as they were now about to be sandwiched between two much larger asteroids rolling towards them.

      “Fracking stars!” Solomon swore, as Kol punched the firing buttons to the main thrust engines, sending them shooting forward out of the way of the giant pieces of space rock.

      “Three o’clock starboard!” Karamov called out, indicating that there was another imminent collision about to happen. Solomon hit the starboard positioning thrusters, and the vessel rolled out of the way, accompanied by Kol firing the main engines to throw them through an opening in the asteroid field.

      Watch out! For an awful moment, Solomon didn’t think that they were going to make it. It would just be his luck to get flattened by a giant piece of space rock out here on the edge of the solar system.

      Almost…

      “YES!” With a whoop, Kol had managed to plunge them out of the underside of the field, and for a blissful moment, their screens cleared as they entered a much larger area of space, bare of murderous bits of rock.

      “Technical?” Solomon didn’t waste any time returning to the mission parameters. “Any sign of our ship?”

      “Scanning, Captain,” Karamov called out. He cast the scan results to the overhead cockpit screens as Kol repositioned the craft to look up at the asteroid field from their current position. Distantly, Solomon could see the small flashes of light from the other Outcast scout vessels as they bisected and quartered the field from above.

      On the screens above, Solomon saw two images from Karamov’s scans. One was their own, a radiating green circle that did little apart from highlight just how many bits of metal-pounding rock lay above them. The other, however, was a much larger map of the Erisian Asteroid Field from above, with many such overlapping, radiating green circles.

      “This is the Fleet scan chart,” Karamov called. “They’ve already covered about half, running from the Sol-ward end out.”

      Solomon muttered his agreement that he could see. None of the other crews had apparently raised a hail or a distress signal, so he had to assume that no one had found the Kepler station-ship yet.

      But how is a thing the size of a small town hiding out there? Solomon wondered. Even if some of the asteroids were so large as to be almost moonlets in their own right, the sensors should have been able to pick up the more complicated signatures of metal alloys and poly-plastic. Not to mention the electrical transmissions from the ship.

      Unless it’s powered down, Solomon thought. That would explain the lack of radio frequencies to detect, but that still left the unexplained lack of unique metal signatures that made up the Kepler.

      Oh, of course… Solomon suddenly realized. “Karamov, run a chemical analysis on that field, will you?”

      “I’m already scanning for poly-steel, carbon-glass, and titanium alloy, Commander,” Karamov said. “Even if the Kepler has broken apart, we should be reading signatures.”

      “Show me everything,” Solomon said. Why couldn’t everyone think as fast as he could, he thought in exasperation.

      “Okay.” Karmov did as instructed and overhead, the green circle radiated once more before a line of scientific jargon began to scroll down the side just beside it. Solomon’s eyes scanned over the results.

      “Carbon, iron, nickel, water-ice, magnetite, I knew it!” he said. “That’s why we can’t find the Kepler. The asteroid field is full of iron and magnetite. The whole thing is generating a low-frequency charge, messing up our sensors!” Solomon said. He was no engineer or scientist, but he knew basic chemistry, both from his stealing days and his strategy lessons on Ganymede.

      Magnetite was especially conductive of electrons. As was iron, he knew. Put the two together and you created an almost permanent-loop battery, which emitted a wave of ‘static’ that would effectively hide any ship that was inside it.

      But it hasn’t affected our scout ships, because we’re all keeping above and below the field, not entering into it, Solomon thought.

      There was really only one answer to the dilemma, in that case. “Kol? I want you to set a course for the darkest, largest bit of the field over there.” Solomon indicated the mess of asteroid boulders that were untouched by any of the ship’s scanners.

      “As soon as we go in, we’ll lose contact with the rest of the group,” Karamov advised.

      “We’re not going to find the Kepler hanging around out here on the edges, either,” Solomon said grimly. “Look’s like we’ll have to do this search the good old-fashioned way.” His hands flickered over the controls, and floodlights turned on all over the small scout’s hull, casting an eerie, sublime glow on the rocks around them.

      “Take us in, Kol,” Cready said.

      “Aye, Commander.” Kol’s face was set in a pinched mask of concentration as he engaged the main engine thrusters, and they moved forward into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      “Twelve-percent injection,” Malady’s voice confirmed Kol’s recent request over their suit comms. The Marine scout slowed to barely a crawl, as all around them the large bodies of the asteroids rose like floating mountains, or icebergs.

      There were whole canyons and gulleys in here, Solomon thought as they moved their careful way forward between the rocks. It was a landscape that was constantly changing, constantly moving, but at least here in the center of the asteroid field the movements were much slower and more sluggish. The high electron charge created a very weak gravity field, keeping these rocks moving only meters at a time, not tens of meters in the more disturbed edges.

      The asteroids were much larger here as well, only a few smaller than the scout craft. Most were many times larger. Solomon saw the tracks of meteorite scars on the rocky walls, as well as impact craters and cracks through the schists of reflective rock. It was an alien place he was traveling through, and he couldn’t understand for the life of him why the super-large station-ship had ever dreamed that it could navigate through here.

      Tock! A small sound made him look up at the screen. A tiny metal knock somewhere on the hull from outside.

      It must have just been a bit of rock bouncing off the hull, he thought, thinking nothing of it until it happened again.

      Tock-tock.

      Solomon would have ignored the noise as everyone else was doing, peering at the screens or out of the portholes around them to see if they could get a visual on anything that could be a part of a Confederate deep-field station-ship.

      But there was something about that small metal noise that was bugging Solomon.

      Tock-tock-tock.

      “Just a few rocks,” Solomon muttered to himself. Who goes into an asteroid field, after all, not expecting to get hit by bit of passing rocks?

      Just not in the exact same place.
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        * * *

      

      “Wen, get eyes on our rear starboard hull,” Solomon called out. That was what was bothering him. That those sounds were all coming from one position on the vessel. Which was crazy. What were the chances of them being hit in the exact same spot multiple times in a row?

      And we’re under propulsion, as well… he thought. Which meant that either something must have come untethered and was attached to their outer hull, or that something was keeping pace with them.

      “On it, Commander.” Wen jumped to the task, moving down the length of the small bay to the trapdoor that led to the low hold and external docking ports. While her voice disappeared from Solomon’s hearing, it re-emerged a moment later in his suit-to-suit radio.

      “Standard hold configuration,” she reported as she moved. “Lots of spare emergency equipment down here. Portholes on both sides, and decompression chambers that must lead outside…” she announced.

      “Moving to the rear starboard porthole. What am I looking for, Commander?” Jezzie asked.

      “Oh, anything that could have come loose, or—” Solomon was halfway through saying, just as he heard a small intake of breath and Wen’s radio suddenly crackled into static.

      TSSSSSSS!

      “Jezzie!” Solomon said, unclipping his harness and jumping up, just as all hell broke loose in the small hold of the craft beneath them.

      BADA-THAB-THAB-THAP!

      The bright flashes and the snapping bone cracks as someone fired weapons down there. “Wen! What the frack is going on?!” Solomon had already run to the bay trapdoor, just as there were loud CLANGS from all around.

      “What the—” He looked up, just as Kol suddenly shouted.

      “Holy frack!”

      There, emblazoned on the front cockpit screen and clinging onto the outside of the vessel, was the figure of a human. Another silhouetted head and shoulders crossed in front of the wall portholes.

      What’s going on? We’re being boarded! Solomon grabbed his Jackhammer in an instant.

      The figures on the windows outside weren’t Confederate Marines. If anything, they didn’t look to be soldiers at all as their spacesuits bore no regalia or military emblems.  Solomon did see that each one had some sort of red design on their chest. A smuggling gang? Mercenaries?

      “Raiders!” Karamov called out in alarm.

      Solomon cursed. He should have known. The raiders were notorious for doing this—lying in wait in out of the way asteroids or nebula fields, before launching lightning-fast raids to dismantle and overpower any ship deemed valuable. He’d heard that most of them were disgruntled colonists who had managed to steal a ship or two, but there were conspiracy theories out there that said that some of the raiders were actually funded by the colonies as a sort of illegitimate navy. Or even by various mega-corporations, as a way to target their competitor’s ships.

      Whatever their origins, it didn’t change the fact that Solomon had to find a way to get them off his ship before they could do some real damage like cutting some vital cable or air supply.

      “Hyurgh!” There was a grunt of exertion over his visor’s speakers, and the shooting from below stopped.

      “Commander, I think we’ve got a problem,” Wen panted.

      “You’re telling me!” Solomon growled as he jumped down through the trapdoor. He saw Jezzie holding one of her poly-steel blades, dripping red, onto the body of a raider on the cold metal of the hold’s floor.

      “Came out of nowhere. They must have breached the airlock,” Wen said, nodding to the pressure hatch at one end of the hold.

      “Which means they could blow a hole through that hatch and depressurize the whole ship at any moment,” Solomon realized. It was a standard raider move. As soon as they figured out that you weren’t scared of a fight, they would just plant enough explosives to blow a hole in your hull, starving you of oxygen or at least gravity, before they came in and cleared up the mess.

      The dead raider wore a motley collection of suit parts, cobbled together to form an incoherent whole. Here was a breastplate from some sort of colonial security firm. An ex-industrial undermesh suit, still complete with the extra pouches and pockets, and with its original factory identifier stenciling. His gear was topped off with large metal storm boots some decade out of date and a slim-fit helmet with front-loading air canisters.

      Only now, the undermesh suit had a dirty red tear in its side from Wen’s blade.

      “Come on.” Solomon had already moved to the pressurized hatch, checking the seal and controls. “It’s still reading that the chamber outside is intact. We have to act fast.” He raised his voice to shout over the suit radio. “Kol! Evasive maneuvers, as fast and hard as you can. Let’s shake ‘em about a bit!”

      There was a distant, muted ‘Aye’ and suddenly, Solomon and Jezzie were thrown to one side to thump into the wall, as the scout craft started to spin on its axis as Kol fired first one set of positioning rockets, then another.

      “That should give ‘em something to think about.” Solomon grinned inside his suit, hanging onto the metal bulkhead as the scout vessel shook and rolled.

      After another nausea-inducing turn and a thump, Kol had apparently cleared the hull of the interlopers, and instead fired the rear engines to throw themselves forward.

      Not that it got them out of trouble.

      “We need to call this in,” Jezzie was saying. “The rest of the fleet will need to know it’s an ambush.”

      “Our ship-to-ship communicators won’t work in here. We’ll need to leave the asteroid field to get a clear connection,” Solomon countered, just as the scout ship’s alarm split the air, and the ship shook from several much larger impacts.

      AWAOWAOWAOOW!

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      
        
        Warning! Marine Scout Vessel 17 is Under Attack!

        Assigned to: Gold Squad (Sp. Cmdr. CREADY)

        Hull integrity: 52%

      

      

      The alerts scrolled over Cready’s visor in a warning orange as Scout Vessel 17, which they were inside, connected with their Gold Squad channel.

      “Someone’s firing at us!” he heard Kol shout in alarm.

      “We’ve got two raider ships coming up behind at our starboard four and seven o’clock,” Karamov announced a moment later.

      Looks like they weren’t content with trying to swarm us. Solomon growled, racing back with Wen to the top deck, leaping over the body of the dead raider. Of course, the raiding party had to have been launched from somewhere, and as soon as he got to his seat, he could see on the screens just where that had been.

      There were two craft flying toward them as Kol tried to swerve and dodge out of the way of their rockets. They weren’t heat-seekers or auto-guided missiles, at least, Solomon saw. They were single-thruster propulsion rockets launched from any one of the four ‘arms’ of the raider craft.

      The enemy ships looked a little like dragonflies—a large ‘X’ with a long bulbous body sticking from the center. At the end of each of the arms was a positioning thruster, as well as a weapon’s pod that apparently fired salvos of their small rockets at them. On the screens above him, Solomon saw the raider craft rolling and swerving around the body of asteroids to try and get into a better firing position.

      They’re just going to try and blow us up and pick through the carcass for anything useful, Solomon thought as the ship swerved and rolled once more.

      “What kind of weapons do we have on this thing?” he growled, checking through the controls. Surely a Marine vessel—even a scouting one—had to have some kind of armaments, didn’t it?

      
        
        MARINE SCOUT VESSEL 17:

        Operational:

        Guide-Laser (small-object orbital particle generator)

        Weapons Pods x 2 (3 seek-and-destroy missiles per pod)

      

      

      “Now that’s more like it!” Solomon found the interface between his suit and the ship, and used a series of eye movements to pull up the details on his visor screen, matching the graphics to the ones on the desk in front of him.

      Guide lasers would be no use in a firefight, he thought, although they could pack a pretty powerful punch, as they were designed to send a super-heated radioactive particle beam to destroy rocks and obstacles in the way.

      No, it was the seek-and-destroy missiles he knew that he wanted, as he clicked open the targeting window and swiveled the firing stick until it held one of the racing raider craft in its sights.

      “Firing! Weapon Pod 1, full salvo!” he called out as his fingers pulled the trigger and there was a slight judder of recoil through the ship.

      Outside the cockpit, on the underside of the scout craft, a bulbous dome of metal broke open to reveal the nasty, snub maw of a missile holder with three darkened ports set back at an angle. There was a glint of light and then suddenly—

      WHOOOOSH!

      Steam and fire burst from each of the three tubes as three small missiles—barely bigger than Solomon’s arm—erupted from their sanctuaries and performed an almost immediate turn in space in front of them, swinging back to dart underneath the scout and straight toward the first raider craft that was right on their tail!

      “It’s a hit!” Karamov called out from his chair behind Solomon, watching as the small vectors of the heat-seeking, seek-and-destroy missiles smashed into two of the out-flung arms of the craft, while the third scored a direct hit on its central body.

      Sensor screens don’t do justice to ship-to-ship combat, as all Karamov, Kol, and Solomon could see were the vectors and the sudden disappearance of the attacking raider craft. Their scout vessel was suddenly rocked by the first bow-wave of the explosion as outside, the four-armed raider craft broke apart in a plume of disappearing flames and escaping gases.

      That left one raider ship.

      “Spin us around, Kol!” Solomon called with a savage grin. “I want them running from us this time!” And I also want them to lead us back to wherever they’ve stashed the Kepler, Solomon thought. He felt the G-force pull on his body as Kol hit the forward propulsion rockets—which would normally make them go backwards—at the same time angling the rear engines and firing at the same time. The result was that they flipped end-over-head and were now facing the oncoming raider craft.

      
        
        Guide Laser: Activate.

      

      

      Solomon didn’t want to destroy this raider craft, not yet, so instead of firing the second weapons pod of missiles—which would surely destroy it at such close proximity—he hit the front nosecone’s guide laser button instead. The lights along the interior of the craft flickered as the engines experienced a momentary drain of energy, and then a scintillating beam of white, yellow, and red light burst out, missing the raider craft by ten meters or so, and burying itself in the asteroid wall behind it.

      “You missed!” Karamov said in dismay.

      “I wasn’t trying to hit it,” Solomon said.

      His ruse worked. The sudden burst of a high-powered particle weapon, accompanied by the sudden loss of its fellow craft, were enough to make the raider vessel think twice about attacking this smaller, but clearly very well piloted, Marine vessel. It spiraled on its propulsion arms, performing a spaceship equivalent of a handstand before spinning off between two asteroid boulders.

      “After her!” Solomon shouted, and Kol was only too eager to comply.

      The scout burst into motion, spinning to avoid a narrowing gap between asteroids as it followed its spiraling target. The raider was fast, and clearly suited to maneuvering in tight spaces such as this, but the Marine ship had the advantage of far more sophisticated engines. The scout narrowed the gap between them, only for the raider to suddenly turn and duck down the flat rock face of an asteroid, screaming underneath it.

      Kol matched his positional thrusters perfectly, but still, they came close to slamming into the asteroid wall, before they too were racing underneath the giant asteroid and then coming up the other side.

      And then there, in front of them, was the deep-field station-ship known as the Kepler.
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      “Whoa…” Kol sounded a little awed, and Solomon didn’t blame him.

      “Is that it?” Wen was peering over their chairs at the cockpit screens in front of them.

      “Not just it, apparently,” Solomon said, as it seemed that they weren’t just looking at a ship, but at a graveyard of ships.

      The raider craft had spiraled high above the twisted and mutant metal in front of them and was even now disappearing up into the asteroid field above.

      “Shall we go after them, Commander?” Kol asked distractedly.

      “No need. We got what we came for. I think,” Solomon said, looking at the mess in front of them.

      That was the thing about space, Solomon reflected. It held infinite wonders like folding space-time, or time itself slowing to almost nothing around a blackhole. There were the wonders of particle fission in the hearts of super-massive star.

      And yet, for the most part, it obeyed natural laws.

      The Erisian Asteroid Field was out beyond the reaches of one of the furthest planetoids of humanity’s Sol System. Out here, the gravity of the sun was weak, and objects easily lost their drift towards the solar center. Instead, they congregated like flotsam around the nearest densest objects or formed their own instead.

      What had been holding this field together was a graveyard of dead spacecraft, their dense metals and slowly decaying reactors creating a slow gravitational pulse that drew the Erisian asteroids to congregate around it.

      Solomon wondered how many people knew this was here. He saw the partial remains of a large, blocky tanker-style ship, as well as several smaller tubes of the fast messenger-style rocket ships primarily used for super-fast planet-to-planet travel. He wondered if this had once been a decommissioning site, or a work yard for some corporation, before the asteroids came. Maybe the raiders themselves hauled all of their seized victories here, to better hide their presence?

      By far the largest and most derelict of all of the craft here, however, was the large rhomboid shape scattered with pods and domes and blocky bulkhead doors. Rows and rows of porthole windows lined its hull, speaking of a complicated interior world of rooms, habitations. Enough for several families, at least.

      And on the side of the craft, there was printed in giant machine-plate, industrialist lettering:

      KEPLER DEEP-FIELD

      “It’s got no engines,” Wen said, pointing out the great gouged and ragged holes near the back where several large engine blocks—each one larger than the scout vessel itself—used to reside.

      “Those weren’t just propulsion engines, either,” Karamov confirmed. “That size? They’re Barr-Hawking generators.”

      Jump engines. Solomon knew that each of the deep-field ships had them, although he had never seen them on any craft other than the hauler jump-ships like the one that had brought them out here.

      And well, I guess I’m not looking at them now, either, he admitted. “They’ve been scavenged by the raiders, clearly,” he said, which was probably bad news for someone down the line, he figured. If the raiders had Barr-Hawking generators that size, then they could pretty much run their own deep-field ships, competing directly with the Confederacy for trade to the Outer Colonies.

      But whatever, we’re not here for politics. Solomon shook his head.

      “What happened to her? Raiders?” Kol asked.

      “Looks like it,” Solomon started to say, before he stopped himself. The Kepler did indeed have blackened scorch marks pocked all over its nose and belly, betraying the fact that it must have had many of the raiders’ rockets fired at it. The ship was so large, though, that he knew that would be like gnats biting an elephant.

      “Unless they boarded at the same time…” Solomon considered, sweeping his eyes over the vessel.

      Wait a minute. “What’s that?” His gaze stopped on a broken section of the hull, which looked to be where the raiders had started to tear apart the metal walls for their own salvage mission.

      Only, from the outward jags of blackened and twisted metal, it looked as though it had been burst apart from within, not from without. Almost like the Kepler had given birth to some monstrous, murdering child all its own out here in the depths of space. Solomon shuddered superstitiously.

      “That’s an internal explosion.” He tapped his finger on the screen.

      “Sabotage?” Wen considered.

      “Could be. Or a malfunction?” Solomon shrugged. “It either means that the raiders got on board first and crippled her, or that the Kepler was in a bad shape anyway and had suffered an almost catastrophic accident by the time the raiders hauled her in here.”

      There were no lights along the entire length of the Kepler, and short-range scans either returned with asteroid static or inconclusive results.

      “Looks like we’re going to have take a closer look,” Solomon said, nodding to Kol to begin the approach. “Karamov, I want you staying here with Kol. Keep this boat in a tight scouting circuit around the Kepler. Flush out any more raiders if you can. Wen and Malady, you two are with me on the away mission.”

      “At last!” Even though Wen had recently had the excitement and terror of hand-to-hand combat to the death in the hold of this very ship, it appeared that she was only too ready for some more.
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        * * *

      

      Three vaguely humanoid shapes threw themselves from the airlock of the Marine vessel, arms and legs wide in star positions as their momentum carried them across the emptiness of space toward the jagged hole in the Kepler.

      The three shapes looked almost like satellites themselves, the metal of their suits shining under the vessel’s floodlights, their collars glimmering with their own subdued suit lights.

      “Ready?!” Solomon called from in front as he flew past the first twisted and half-slagged girder and into the belly of the metal beast. Behind him and slightly above was spread-eagled Specialist Jezzie Wen, and last of all, looking like a cannonball compared to the rest of them, powered Full Tactical Malady.

      The bright, reflective glare of the Kepler’s outer hull vanished in an instant, to be replaced by a confusing darkness of shadows and shapes threatening to criss-cross their flight path.

      Solomon’s suit lights showed buckled girders thicker than he was wide, as well as plates of bulkhead metal that had been seemingly torn and pushed out with the force of some kind of explosion.

      And then his suit lights revealed that they were floating through a large, empty space.

      “Looks like some kind of holding bay,” he called out over the suit’s Gold Squad communicators.

      “TZZZZRK! What’s that, Commander? I can’t…TZZZRK!” The fuzzy voice of Karamov in his ears, dressed in static, revealed that the Kepler was disrupting any attempt at long-range communication. They were on their own in here.

      “I read you loud and clear, Commander,” Malady informed him.

      “Aye, same here,” Wen confirmed. “We should be able to use short-wave suit-to-suit in here.”

      The ‘in here,’ as it turned out, was much larger than Solomon had initially thought.

      “No graviton generators working, clearly,” Solomon heard Malady say. “Depressurized. No oxygen.”

      “I think we can see that, Mal.” Solomon even managed a joke as he floated through the center of the vast metallic cavern.

      This was one of several holds in the ship, Solomon surmised, whereas the upper floors of the station-ship would be given over to workshops, domestic units, and even galleries of shops. Down there, in the massive vault space that could have easily fit several of the scout ships that Gold Squad had come in on, was where the hundreds if not thousands of tons of cargo would be stored. These deep-field ships were the caravans of the colonial Confederacy, hauling everything from raw minerals to prefabricated buildings, entire drone assembly units, or even spacecraft.

      It was all gone.

      “Where is everything?” Solomon asked. “Did the raiders really strip it that fast?” He couldn’t believe his eyes.

      “Stealing stuff is what they are famous for, Commander,” Wen said dryly as she floated up behind him, making small, languid movements with her hands to direct her flight.

      Solomon flinched a little at that. He wondered if he should feel some sort of strange criminal loyalty to the raiders that he had just fired upon, and doubtlessly had killed in the process. I was a thief once, too, he thought. Being a thief also gave him a little inside into the nature of this crime, though.

      The hold was a large oblong room, whose walls were criss-crossed with metal gantries that led to bulkhead doors. Some of those doors would doubtless lead up into the more personal and human areas of the Kepler. He could tell easily which four, six, or eight-man doors were also the loading and unloading ports. When he craned his head up, he saw a whole forest of metal winches and grabbing arms stationed securely above, which would have been used to move containers around.

      On the floor far below him were metal bars and bridges, which presumably would once sit between the different stacks of boxes, and to which the crates could be secured.

      Solomon didn’t see one strap, webbing harness, or tie dangling anywhere.

      “No way.” He shook his head. “This is too big. It would take a meticulous crew weeks to clear this out, if not months. And look at the sort of job they’ve done. Nothing is out of place, absolutely nothing. No packing materials left behind, no container crates, no ropes or ties that had to be cut or burned apart.” He was an idealist by nature, one of the universe’s eternal optimists in some ways, although it was very well hidden under a cynical demeanor.

      But even so, even the reckless, best-thief-in-New Kowloon couldn’t believe that any gang had the skill or the audacity to perform such a feat.

      “The ship must have been empty when they found it. The Kepler must have jettisoned its cargo,” he called out. The cargo that they were supposed to find, he remembered his mission parameters pretty much exactly.

      “Excuse me, Commander, but that is unlikely,” Malady’s voice said in his suit’s ear. “The deep-field ships are simply too expensive to run empty. It would cripple the families who lived here, not to be paid at the end of a run. Traditionally, the deep-field ships leave with minerals and cargo, and return with their colonial equivalents to sell in Earth’s on and off-world markets.”

      Then how did they achieve this? Solomon was thinking. “Malady, find a system computer. Patch yourself in and see if you can find the manifest. And the crew information.”

      That was the other thing that was worrying Solomon. No crew. Anywhere. Not even body parts, or spatters of blood or signs of a firefight as far as he could see. Who wouldn’t defend their home, their livelihood?

      Unless they mutinied, he considered, moving his hands in a swimming motion to descend through the gulf toward one of the gantries.

      And then, of course, there was the hole that they had entered through. As his boots settled on the gantry and he held onto the railing, he looked again at the vast hole in the side of the Kepler and tried to imagine just what could have caused it.

      “Some scorch marks, but not many,” he muttered to himself as Wen flew slowly around the vault room, and Malady made his laborious way to one of the bulkhead doors, sure to have some kind of computer screen access, if nothing else.

      Solomon looked at the tears in the metal, the splintered and twisted girders. There was slagged and melted metal, but it appeared to be from the inner supports as far as he could make out. It was as if something had managed to rupture gas and power lines that threaded through the Kepler’s hull, further weakening it. But the inner walls were all buckled outward, twisted, and all…clean.

      Just what in the name of Jupiter’s moons could cause that much of an impact that it ruptured the service cavity between the walls? Solomon wondered, slightly horrified.

      And then, he saw something glinting down there, near the bottom of the opening into outer space. It was something that was out of place, a flash of reddish color in an otherwise sea of silvers, blacks, and grays.

      Blood?

      “Wen? On me!” Solomon called, vaulting over the gantry and propelling himself toward the small red mark, unhooking his Jackhammer and priming the cartridges as he did so.

      “Ready, Commander.” Jezebel was already swimming up to rendezvous with him, not kicking with her legs but swimming like an eel or an otter through the vacuum.

      As they drew nearer, Solomon saw that it wasn’t blood like he’d first thought. Instead, it was a fragment of plastic, slightly transparent, lying wedged at the bottom of the hole. It had some sort of lettering stenciled across it, and Solomon tried to read it as he swam forward.

      “Near… Nova… Neo?” he hazarded a guess. “It looks to be some bit of packing container for whatever was in here, maybe?” he said.

      “But why was this the only bit left behind?” Wen asked as her feet clanked on the floor and she reached down to pull at it.

      “Wait!” Solomon called. It was all too obvious. What if this is a trap?

      But Wen had already seized the piece of plastic that was almost as tall as she was and pulled. It shuddered where it had stuck against a twist of blackened metal, but then flew free with a scraping shriek—

      Revealing an arm.

      A very large arm.

      “What the heck is that?” Jezzie let herself hover backward, away from the appendage.

      It was a silvered arm. One that was entirely made of metal, and which clearly had servo motors, wires, and metal plates along its form. It didn’t have normal human digits, but instead just three vice-like metal claws and one clamping ‘thumb.’

      “That’s a robot, clearly.” Solomon almost laughed at Jezebel’s reaction. He guessed that this place was spooking everyone out. Everyone apart from Malady, anyway. “Well, it’s a bit of a robot. Not an entire one.”

      “Yeah, of course.” The combat specialist shook her head at her own overreaction. “It’s probably an industrial robot, used to lift stuff in here.”

      “No. I think it was being shipped,” Solomon countered. “It was with that bit of corporate packing crate, right? I reckon it was one of the things that was being transported back to Earth.” Solomon had a thought. “Malady? Any luck with that computer? Where was the Kepler bound for?”

      “I’m into the mainframe, but the systems are down, Commander,” Malady stated. “But, luckily for us all, I can speak machine code. I’m reading the BIOS data-files as we speak.”

      “Look at you, multitasking,” Jezzie said dryly.

      “Kepler deep-field, bound for Mars Colony, then Luna Colony, and finally Earth before looping around the sun on its return journey to Proxima,” Malady intoned a moment later. “Crew complement: one hundred and fourteen. All radio and telemetries contact ceased two Earth-standard days ago. No distress beacon activated.”

      “Okay, but what was it carrying?” Solomon asked.

      There was a small electronic sound from Malady’s channel, which Solomon took to be the metal human-golem’s equivalent of a snort of frustration.

      “It doesn’t say. Restricted Access Only.”

      “Restricted Access? We’re the stars-be-damned Marine Corps!” Solomon burst out. “Don’t we get an automatic override or something?”

      “No one told me if we do,” Malady said. “Still Restricted Access Only. Whatever the Kepler was carrying, only the captain of the ship knew about it.”

      Instinctively, Solomon knew that meant trouble.
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      “TZZZRK! Come in. Is anyone there? Come in! TZZRK!” The cargo hold erupted with the sudden sound of radio static coming from the overhead speaker system.

      “Malady, I thought you said the computers were down?” Solomon startled, looking around.

      “They were, Commander,” Malady said. “A survivor appears to have found a way to run a generator, enough to run the speaker systems.”

      “TZZZK! Please, I know you’re there… Please help… I’m in… TZRK!...eighteenth floor, and…TZZZZRK!”

      As fast as it had come, the survivor’s message clicked out, leaving them wondering if they had even heard it at all.

      “Uh… Commander?” Wen turned to look at him.

      Someone is alive in here. Someone managed to stay alive. Solomon shook his head. “Malady, get those doors open. Blow them apart if you have to. We need to get to the eighteenth floor, quickly!” He was already swimming toward Malady to see the man-golem draw the cable from his wrist back into his metal body. The mech then seized the double bulkhead doors with metal, servo-assisted fingers—very much like the weird robot arm, Somolon thought—and heaved.

      CREEEEEAK! Much to Solomon’s astonishment, Malady managed to force the bulkhead doors open, releasing a sudden blast of steam and gases from the other side as what little bit of atmosphere was left in the corridor behind the door escaped.

      “Remind me to never annoy you, Malady,” Solomon said as he flew to the golem’s side, raising the Jackhammer to cover him.

      “You’d know about it if you had annoyed me, Commander,” Malady said, which to Solomon wasn’t entirely encouraging, he had to be honest.

      “Clear!” Solomon called, seeing the wide, empty corridor on the other side. The ceiling was vaulted with the heavy steel girders of the bulkhead. On both right and left, there appeared to be large service elevators. “This must be a loading hall.” Solomon pushed himself off the walls to float toward the elevators. “Malady, can you get the doors open?” he called, and the large golem-man seized the first of the lift’s doors to wrench them open, revealing a wide shaft with ladders around the outside and cables spearing down the center.

      No lift, though. Solomon looked up and down until he saw industrial-plate markings stamped on the wall.

      LEVEL 24 ACCESS: CARGO HOLD 1

      “I guess we go up, then,” Solomon said, kicking out from the open lift door to languidly float into the elevator shaft, trying not to look down. Despite the Kepler’s current depressurized state, it was still unnerving to be floating inside a large and dark elevator shaft, with apparently a hundred meters or so of empty space under his feet.

      Floating turned out to be quicker than using a lift, and Solomon had already started grabbing onto the cables and pulling himself up, ascending effortless meters with every handhold. Beneath him, Malady followed with a grace that he never had in gravity conditions. Combat Specialist Wen took up the rear.

      23…

      22…

      21…

      The floors swept by quickly, and even though Solomon kept his eyes peeled, he still couldn’t see any sign of whatever it was that had ripped a hole out of the ship. No burn marks on the walls, no signs of forced entry or exit on any of the doors.

      Where did everyone go? he thought, before remembering that there had to be at least one person left alive inside here. And hopefully, they would get more information…

      20…

      19…

      “Here we are,” Solomon whispered over the short-wave suit channel, slowing as he realized that there was something different happening at level 18.

      LEVEL 18 ACCESS: ATMOPSHERIC REGULATION LABS

      The lift door was open, and he saw a shaft of slightly grayer light hitting the back wall of the lift shaft, coming from the door. That meant two things. The hallway on the other side was depressurized just like he was right now, and also that someone must have tried to open them.

      “Malady?” Solomon allowed himself to float upward until he was above the partially open door, keeping his Jackhammer trained on the crack of graying light as the full tactical clanked onto the inner side of the door. Malady braced his large metal boots on the frame and started to heave the door apart with his hands—

      There was a sudden movement from the door. The graying light cut out, as if something on the other side had blocked it.

      Slap! A metallic ringing sound as if someone had struck a bell made Solomon jump and look down.

      “Unhand me!” Malady was roaring suddenly, trying to break free from the door.

      A large silvered arm, just slightly longer and more prehensile than Malady’s own, had reached out through the open gap of the doors and seized the metal golem by the wrist.

      “What the heck!” Solomon gasped, raising his Jackhammer. He couldn’t get a good line on it, though, without risking hitting Malady.

      It’s that robot, Solomon saw. The same one who lost an arm? It’s gone haywire.

      The chrome, steel, and silver arm held Malady’s wrist in the vice-clamp of its fingers. Despite the large metal man attempting to jump back from the partly-opened door, the robot arm held fast then suddenly yanked him back to smash into the lift doors with a grinding crunch.

      “Malady! Get clear!” Solomon was shouting, skidding himself down the wall above his squad member as the golem was pounded against the lift doors again, making them buckle.

      “Get off!” Solomon shoved the barrel of his Jackhammer into the gap between the doors, which was now almost a foot wide. He caught a glimpse of complicated steel and chrome shape on the other side, moving—a body?

      BADA-DAP-DAP! The Gold Commander fired into the hole, causing an explosion of sparks as his high projectile bullets hit something on the other side and ricocheted off.

      Phtock! Ping! Some of his own bullets spat past him to zigzag up the shaft as they bounced off the metal.

      “TZZZRK!” Even though sound is almost nullified by a vacuum, there is still a modicum of noise as objects move, even in space, and Solomon’s suit amplifiers picked up the snarl of electric static from the other side. The lift doors were suddenly ripped inward as the robot arm dragged Malady with it.

      CLANG-Klaaang! The doors rolled and bounced into the room, scattering around the giant silvered form that was even now lifting Malady and shoving him against the nearest wall.

      The atmospheric regulation laboratory looked more like a factory, with large ceramic and metal pipes emerging from square, blocky units over stilled turbines, before plunging into the grated floor. It was a large space, but a complicated one as the giant pipes rolled and snaked through the room everywhere. And it was into here that Malady and the silver robot rolled as they wrestled and fought.

      The thing is huge! Solomon thought as he rolled himself through the air, staying close to the ceiling to try and get an attack line on the thing. Beneath him, Jezzie was doing the same but along the floor of the laboratory, hoping to attack in a pincer movement against the beast.

      It was vaguely humanoid, but only vaguely, taller than Malady and broader too. Its arms and legs weren’t really limbs at all, Solomon saw. They each articulated from the corner of the thing’s square body, meaning that when the thing charged against Malady, it looked a little like a table or one of the mech-walkers that had become dangerously sentient.

      “Gragh!” The thing used its slab-like metal body to pin Malady against one of the pipes, driving its metal legs into the grate floor as it raised its two forward arms or legs, preparing to drive them down onto—or into—the metal golem.

      “Hyai!” Suddenly, a shape from the floor somersaulted up to attack the thing. Jezzie, having made her way around the pipes of the floor to spin through the air, landed on the thing’s back and drove one of her blades in the thing’s arm socket.

      Clang! TZZRK! There was a shower of sparks from whatever small gap Wen had found in the thing’s sheathed carapace, and it reacted violently, spinning around and throwing her from its back. Even in zero-G, being sent head over heels still meant that when she slammed against the nearest metal pipe, she rebounded and didn’t move.

      “Jezzie!” Solomon shouted in alarm, opening fire.

      The Jackhammer used high-propulsion bullets, each one having a tiny explosive charge in a miniature thruster-tube at the back. In effect, they mimicked tiny rockets as they speared down at the thing.

      Thtock! Ping!

      Oh crap. Solomon quickly saw his mistake and ceased firing. The Jackhammer’s bullets had exploded into sparks across the robot-thing’s back, before breaking apart and spinning off around the room. He couldn’t afford to fire in here and risk the ricochet possibly hitting Malady, Wen, or himself.

      But the Jackhammer had done some damage, he thought, seeing pockmarks and dark scorches across the thing as it lurched and stumbled back from the onslaught. One of its leg-arms was held out at an awkward angle, and Solomon could see Jezzie’s blade sticking from its gears and servos at the top, still sparking.

      THOCK! Now freed from where he was pinned, Malady swung his heavy metal fists into the body of the thing, making it roll onto its side with the force of the blow. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to seriously damage it and the machine swept out one leg, casually batting Malady to one side. The mech-man smashed through one of the ceramic pipes, causing a cloud of crystalline dust and steam to explode into the air around him with a dull roar.

      We can’t fire at it. We don’t have any explosives. Think, Solomon! The Gold Squad Commander had a second of complete indecision as he tried to think of a way to overcome the behemoth. The escaping gases from pipes Malady had crushed were filling the laboratories with a roiling fog. Solomon only hoped that it wasn’t anything explosive. It obscured half of the room in moments, until Solomon couldn’t see the robot thing, or Jezzie, or anything apart from humped shapes in the confusion.

      Think, Solomon! He forced his mind to catalogue what his options were.

      Come on. That serum is supposed to make you brighter, isn’t it!?

      But whichever way he looked at it, a Jackhammer, a small blade, and an emergency medical kit weren’t going to put a stop to that thing. There was nothing that they had that would injure it, he realized.

      Nothing that I have, he realized, the thought forming like a seed in his mind, just as the gases rolled and leaping out came the gigantic robot-thing, straight for him, with one hand reaching to grab him. Unlike Malady inside his full tactical suit, Solomon knew that those vice fingers would easily crush his suit and the organs and bones that they protected within.

      I don’t have anything that can hurt it. I’ll have to use something bigger than me then… Solomon reacted in an instant, throwing aside his arms so that he could jack-knife through the vacuum as the thing’s undamaged leg-arm shot past him.

      He was rolling over the thing’s arm and body. He reached down, feeling his suit’s power gauntlets grab the handle of Wen’s hardened poly-steel blade, catch on, and he thumped onto the thing’s back, rebounding as the robot crashed into the wall after him.

      “Malady!” Solomon screamed. There was nothing that he had that could hurt it. He needed something bigger.

      “TZZRK!” If it was possible for robots to get enraged, then it seemed that was precisely what this thing was doing as it turned and tried to shake Solomon off of its back.

      “Rarrrgh!” Solomon felt his own arms starting to wrench and pull from their sockets. He held on for dear life. He couldn’t see the full tactical golem, but he just had to hope that Malady wasn’t unconscious—or dead. “Malady, the lift shaft!” he shouted as he seized Wen’s blade with both hands and wrenched at it where it was stuck

      “TZZRK!” Another explosion of sparks scattered across his visor and suit from the mechanisms inside the robot as it awkwardly juddered from the internal damage and tried to flip its back—and the small human clinging to it—against the wall.

      CRUNCH! Before Solomon became human pate, however, a force hit the robot’s legs, and the impact sent the robot scrabbling down the access hallway.

      Looking down, Solomon saw that it was Malady, seizing onto two of the thing’s legs and charging as the golem bowed its metal and reinforced back and shoved the thing toward the broken open doors.

      “Yes! That’s it!” Solomon seized Wen’s blade and once more tried to yank at it.

      “TZRK!” More sparks erupted from the robot’s back, and the thing was scrabbling, first one of its legs and then another skittering over the open edge of the lift as it tried to maintain a hold.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Solomon heard Malady roar over the suit channel. It was the only time he had ever heard any emotion from the golem-man as he shoved harder this time, sending the robot flailing and turning into the shaft. The momentum of Malady’s shove pushed it down—not falling, but tumbling through the zero-G.

      With Solomon on its back.

      Nothing I have is big enough to damage it, Solomon’s thoughts raced as he felt Wen’s blade suddenly loosen in his grip. But I have a Malady. And I have an entire ship to play with.

      Jezzie’s blade suddenly came free, and Solomon was leaping up as the robot’s arms flailed and spun around him, reaching for him.

      Solomon swung the blade in mid-air, his legs kicking in the vacuum.

      CRACK! The combat specialist’s blade hit one of the metal cables, and, with a shower of sparks, the hardened poly-steel edge cut through it.

      And nothing happened. Not for a moment, anyway…
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        * * *

      

      That was the thing about Solomon. He had been a fast learner even before the addition of Serum 21, and a good part of his life had been about learning to make the most of his environment.

      And the thing about lift mechanisms, Solomon knew, was that they were the same the universe over—one cable held at tension on a flywheel, the other held at rest. By pulling one or the other, you moved the lift. Even in zero-G, the rules of force still apply. If anything, they applied even more so than they do in the complicated world of gravity.

      Lift mechanisms were also mechanical in essence. Not electrical. Which meant that you didn’t need an electrical current to make the cables work, they just held onto their respective tensions unless acted upon externally.

      Solomon hadn’t cut the tense cable, which in a gravity environment would release the service lift to the pull of gravity and send it plummeting to the floor.

      He had cut the slack cable, meaning that the flywheel suddenly pulled on the lift mechanism with all of its might, and with no counter-forces.

      There was a distant series of lights from above Solomon and the thrashing robot. It had clearly not been designed to deal effectively with zero-G environments. At least not as well as Commander Cready could. The lights were flickering as they grew closer and brighter.

      They weren’t actually lights. They were sparks as the giant metal service lift above was pulled down by the ever-tightening mechanical flywheel.

      Oh double-frack. Solomon moved, swimming for the broken-open door once again as the lift above him sped ever closer, and closer.

      I’m not going to make it. He couldn’t swim fast enough. The robot had punched one of its legs into the side of a wall and was hauling itself up again towards him.

      “Gotcha!” A hand shot out of the murk, grabbed his and pulled him in, microseconds before the lift was pulled down to smash the climbing robot and continue hurtling toward the mechanisms far below.

      TZZZZZRRRRK! A grinding, electron noise as the robot-thing’s metal was scrapped and mangled against the walls of the lift, before—

      Whumpf. The lift tried to lock into place as it smashed into its own lift mechanics, but it had a large robot-thing in the way. Compressors in the silver robot burst, and circuits sparked, and there was a roll of red and orange flame as the thing exploded.

      “Down! Down! Down!” It was Jezebel Wen who had caught Solomon’s wrist and was screaming at him as she threw them both to the floor of the trashed laboratory as the flame roared past them and disappeared just as quickly.

      There was another series of crashes as the lift, thrown by the exploding robot, once again was pulled down onto its body, and then, after sparks and flashes of light, there was apparent silence.

      “I think you killed it, Commander,” Jezzie groaned, floating in the air beside Solomon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Experimental Industry

          

        

      

    

    
      “There were no survivors.” The words of Warden Coates met them on the screen of the small audience room on board the Marine transporter, where Solomon, Jezebel, Malady, Karamov, and Kol had been summoned before they disembarked, heading back home to Ganymede.

      The warden looked, as ever, annoyed that he even had to perform a debriefing session with his schlubs, but on the split-screen beside him stood none other than Colonel Asquew with her stern and permanently tired expression.

      “They deserve to know, Warden,” Solomon heard the woman say. “This is their battle, too,” she said, a phrase that made Solomon’s ears prick up, despite their ringing from all of the decompression and battering he’d had in the last few hours.

      The experimental industrial robot was indeed dead, and right now was being dismantled by a team of Marine Corps engineers, dispatched by the arrival of one of the Rapid Response Fleet’s warships, which had taken jurisdiction over the Erisian situation.

      The Outcasts were summarily dismissed, and for the most part, most of the adjunct crews had suffered a completely uneventful, boring search mission. A few—the ones who had ventured into asteroid field as Solomon’s Gold Squad had done—had encountered more raiders, all of whom were eager to try and get out of the Erisian field, as if there was something in there that scared even them.

      As well it should, he thought as he read through the initial findings of the Marine Corps engineers. That experimental robot had been shipped from Proxima, a part of a new design that it wanted to offer to potential buyers on Mars, apparently. Or so the damaged mainframe of the Kepler had said. Something had gone catastrophically wrong mid-flight, though. The robot had started malfunctioning and had broken into the atmospheric laboratories to wreak havoc. The crew tried to contain it, but it was too large, and too dangerous. Then the thing had apparently damaged the pressure system, meaning that air and pressure built up inside the cargo hold, sucking it away from the rest of the ship. The crew had tried to get to their escape rafts, but were found, frozen and suffocated in the access corridors above.

      Then who had we heard in the cargo hold? Solomon had asked.

      “The robot apparently had a human-friendly interface,” Colonel Asquew said dryly. “A digital persona, if you will, that it could activate to make the operators feel at ease.”

      “Wait a minute… Are you telling me that the robot used its own digital persona to lure us to Level 18?” Solomon said, flabbergasted.

      “Its programming had gone haywire. It must have activated some sort of distress protocol, at the same time as running a defensive routine,” the colonel stated severely.

      Solomon shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. Why even program an industrial robot with defense protocols? It’s not a war machine, is it?” he asked out loud.

      “That’s enough, Cready!” the warden snapped. “Or are you questioning your superiors?”

      “No, sir.” Solomon shook his head. He still felt it odd, though. If he was a guessing sort of man, it would seem to him that the robot had purposefully and deliberately set up an ambush for them, and then had worked its hardest to try and kill them!

      And then there was the other problem that stuck in Solomon’s mind. The empty cargo hold of the Kepler. Had it just been transporting one of those robot things to Mars? Surely not. Then where had all the others gone? And who did the spare robot arm belong to?

      Mars. Something stuck in Solomon’s mind. The planet where they had fought the separatists so recently. The separatists who had tried to kidnap the Confederate Ambassador from Earth. The separatists who had access to Marine Corps equipment and had clearly been planning something big. A civil war?

      It could be a coincidence, of course, the fact of this robot’s destination and his own recent away mission. But Solomon was still left with a sour taste in his mouth as he considered just how dangerous the Martian separatists would have been if they had one of those gigantic killer robot-things on their side.

      “You’re dismissed, soldiers,” Coates prodded them from his screen, clearly not wanting to discuss this anymore. “Back to your seats, where the jump-ship will take you back to Ganymede. Don’t think that this gets you any time off!”

      “Gold Squad did do very well, given the limitations on their scanners and limited numbers,” Asquew noted, earning a baleful glare from Coates at Solomon.

      “Keep it up, Specialist Commander, and I’m sure that the Rapid Response Fleet will have a place for you,” Asquew said, throwing a casual salute down at the Outcast.

      Solomon blinked, feeling oddly proud for a moment, before his mood darkened a fraction later. Would that be before or after Serum 21 kills me? he thought as he saluted and turned on his heel, to lead his Gold Squad back to their seats.
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            On Shaky Ground

          

        

      

    

    
      Jezebel Wen ran over the frozen rocks of Ganymede, plumes of dust and laser-bursts scattering around her feet.

      Move it, move it, move it! The woman breathed hard in her helmet-visor, wishing that she didn’t have to wear the cumbersome suit but doubly grateful that she was. To unlatch and unseal any part of her light tactical suit would mean a quick but certainly agonizing death. The reflected radiation being thrown up by Jupiter would probably have baked her skin in minutes. The moon Ganymede was large, but its thin envelope of atmosphere was barely thick enough to do anything to protect her from space radiation, whereas the freezing cold of the near-vacuum would ice up her lungs and crack her eyeballs.

      Eurgh… The combat specialist didn’t like to think about it. She was used to always being a few moments from death, of course. The dragon tattoo that snaked unseen from her leg to around her midriff before sprawling, possessively, on her back and licking at her neck was testament to that.

      Jezebel Wen had once been what the Yakuza call an ‘executioner,’ the person called up late at night or in the ghost hours of the forgotten afternoon, given a name and an address, or sometimes a digital photo if she was lucky, and told to get the job done.

      Which she always had, before…

      Before Ganymede. Before getting caught. Before being forcefully inducted into the new Marine Corps outfit known as the ‘Outcasts’—all ex-cons who had nothing more to look forward to in life than a long, slow death on the prison-moon of Titan. That was, unless they signed on the dotted line and gave the next twelve years of their sentence to the Marines of the Confederacy of Earth.

      In truth, Jezebel Wen had been coming to almost like her new life up here on Jupiter’s largest moon, along with the other misfits and criminals. Her squad commander, Solomon Cready, was a sharp guy, an ex-thief, and she knew that she could rely on Malady—a walking metal mountain that had once been a full Marine, now forever imprisoned in his full tactical power suit like a metal golem.

      But that was before the Boss caught up with me again… She snarled as the plate of rock she had been bounding across suddenly shifted under one foot.

      Thab-thap! Small explosion-plumes of dust and ice burst on the ground next to her, sending jagged cracks along the plate. What she had thought had been a thin ‘shelf’ of alien rock—shale maybe, or something metamorphic—in fact turned out to be a frozen aggregate, as fragile as the ice and dust around her. Its surface had been burnished by the cosmic winds, giving it a dull silvered look that Jezebel had mistaken for something solid.

      Only it really wasn’t, as she suddenly found the section of the plate she was bounding across starting to upend, sliding down into itself—

      A sinkhole! Frack!

      The live laser rounds continued to fall all around her as Jezebel leapt, the articulated metal of her power gloves seizing the edge of the ice and rock-dust plate as it rose above her—

      No-no-no-no!

      Luckily for Wen, Ganymede, although massive for a moon and almost classified as a planetoid, still had a lower gravity than Earth. Which meant that when she swung her leg up to crunch on the downward-sliding top-edge of the plate and kick outwards, her bounding leap sailed many meters higher and further than she ever could in Earth gravity.

      Below her, a crevasse yawned open, and the ice plate fractured and split apart as it slid down into the darkness.

      Wen’s legs kept kicking, and then she tucked her head and arms into her chest, scissor-kicking to jackknife her near-weightless body into a roll and spin through the blackness until she hit the far side of the chasm with a heavy thud, sending up sprays of dust and rebounding back into the air again, before coming to a skidding halt twenty yards away.

      “Urgh…” Wen groaned. I’ve failed. She was certain of it. The live-fire obstacle course that she and the rest of the combat specialists had been put on had been excruciating. So far, the fifteen or so adjunct-Marines—they were still awaiting graduation from the Ganymede Confederate Marine Corps Training Facility—had been dropped off in the Hubble Highlands just north of the facility and given no other orders but to race back home. No weapons to return fire. No medical kits. Just their legs.

      They had barely gotten three steps when the automated gun emplacements burst into action, ice shattering from them in silvered clouds as they moved to fire their low-intensity laser rounds at the racing Marines. Wen had seen at least a third of their complement get knocked off their feet and sent spinning across the floor or into rock walls by the lasers—but not her. Not yet.

      Wait a minute, you were in front. You might still be able to make it… Wen pushed herself up into a crouch, warily looking around her. Why weren’t the guns firing at her?

      Just a little way south, she could see the silver-line of strata where the ice field ended, opening out into the open rock plain before the low, squat collection of buildings that made up the facility. Two hundred meters maybe?

      The last section is a straight-up race, she realized. She’d passed the live-fire part of the exercise, by leaping to the other side of the chasm.

      I can still make it!

      She was just about to push off when a shape burst into view out of the corner of her eye. It was Erebus, the very large, meaty Outcast who barely fit into his light tactical suit. She hadn’t thought that he was second. He looked too large to be able to run as fast as her!

      But her competitive streak turned to shock when she saw that her fellow Outcast hadn’t seen the chasm. He was making the same mistake that she had, mistaking the shelves of darkened ice for some weird alien rock plate—

      “Erebus, no!” she called out, but the sound only echoed in her own helmet. Their suit-to-suit telemetries had been turned off. She had no way of contacting the other members of this challenge.

      Erebus’s metal boot bounded onto one of the silver and black plates, just as the gun emplacements far behind him on the highlands burst into sparkles of fire once again.

      THAP! THAB! This time, the combined weight of the larger combat specialist and the impacts of the laser shot broke the plate he was on much quicker than Wen’s. She saw the cracks radiating out from under his feet and the ground started to collapse around him.

      The place is riddled with sinkholes and crevasses! Jezebel gritted her teeth in anger. How dangerous and foolish is that!?

      Not that Warden Coates and the rest of their supervisors would care, obviously.

      There was a silent thud as Erebus was upended onto the rising plate, before beginning to slide backwards, down towards the new gulf.

      Normally, Wen might have ignored the plight of her fellow Outcast during a training exercise. Unless someone got a little too into the sparring, there was little chance of anyone walking away with anything worse than a broken limb. But over the last few days since getting back from the Kepler mission, it had seemed that Coates had only stepped up their training regime. This was now a live-fire exercise. And that chasm looks deep, deep enough to kill.

      All these thoughts flashed through her mind in an instant as Jezebel found that she was already swinging into action, throwing herself onto the floor and sliding across the edge of the crevasse as she reached out with her hand.

      “Erebus, grab it!” she shouted once again, unable to contain herself.

      Her fellow adjunct-Marine was sliding past her, arms flailing, reaching out—

      “Gotcha!” She seized his wrist and rolled, pushing out with her free arm and kicking at the floor at the same time. Ganymede had lighter gravity than Earth, which meant that you could carry far more than you usually could, even if it was just a handhold.

      The star-filled sky appeared in Jezzy’s visor-plate as she flipped backwards from the edge, and the momentum was enough to swing Erebus out of harm’s way and send him floundering through the air over and behind her, for them both to thump and roll on the surface of Ganymede like a child’s bouncing ball before finally coming to a halt.

      “Urgh…” Jezzy repeated, opening her eyes and reaching up to wipe the dust from the outside of her helmet. As she struggled back up to a crouching position to check that Erebus was okay, she saw that their recent adventure had at least done something other than save her friend.

      Dust and ice burst into the air under the bounding feet of the first two Outcasts who had been close behind. They must have seen Jezebel almost falling, and then her desperate rescue of Erebus, because now it seemed that they were fully prepared for the chasms and crevasses and ice sheets. Jezzy saw them lengthen their strides into long, bounding hops, sailing over the unmissable holes ahead of them to land on the far side and keep on running.

      “Looks like I really have lost then.” Jezzy frowned, before pushing herself back up to rejoin the race. She wouldn’t come in first, nor second, and from the speed that the rest of the Outcasts were gaining on them, probably not third or fourth either…

      Tap-tap. It was Erebus, who had moved to her side to thump lightly on her shoulder pad.

      “What do you want?” she said, knowing he couldn’t hear her but hoping that he could lipread.

      The larger man pointed at the crevasse as another Outcast sailed over in a gravity-less high jump. Erebus pointed at Wen, and then at himself, and gave her an exaggerated thumbs-up sign.

      “You’re welcome,” Wen sighed, shaking her head as she crouched into a sprint, and Erebus did the same. “I would tell you to buy me dinner, but there aren’t any fracking restaurants up here!” she grumbled to herself, before breaking into a fast, bounding run, down onto the flat rock plain, heading for the two, bright yellow glowing sticks that marked the finish line, already with two adjuncts lounging on the other side, and two more ahead of her.

      Wen came in fifth, and Erebus sixth, but at least she consoled herself that they hadn’t died out there today.
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        * * *

      

      “See now, thanks…” the mangled lips of Adjunct-Marine Tycho Erebus moved around the words, and Jezzy wondered if he was a man who was used to being grateful. A man like him probably never had much reason to be, she considered as she towel-dried her hair and adjusted her undermesh suit, having just stepped out of the changing rooms, along with the other combat specialists.

      The others were loudly horsing around, those that had managed to make it to the finishing line congratulating each other, while the others who had been totaled by the laser shots nursed bruised limbs and winded torsos.

      “Feynman, better get that to Doctor Palinov,” Jezzy called out to one of the smaller combat specialists, who was still sitting on the floor, rubbing his knee where it had taken a direct hit.

      “Nah, I’ll be golden, see— Argh!” Feynman tried to walk on his damaged knee, and instead collapsed to the wall once again, muttering curses loud enough to turn the recycled air blue.

      “Look, I get it,” Jezzy said. “You’re scared the doctor will find you unfit for duty, and they’ll pack you off to Titan… But that’s not going to happen.” She held Feynman’s eye. “I reckon you’ve got a sprain, maybe a hair-line fracture. With the doctor’s treatments, she can get you in top condition in less than a week. Not worth the fuel cost it will take to exile you,” she said, although the younger combat specialist didn’t look particularly convinced. It was, after all, the threat that hung over all their heads every shift.

      Break the Marine Corps rules and regulations? Get sent to serve out your sentence on Titan.

      Perform so badly that the warden didn’t think you’d make full Marine? Get sent to Titan.

      Get so badly injured that it will take you months to recover? Get sent to Titan.

      It was a frack-show, she considered. But even under this pressure, it wasn’t as steep a learning curve as she’d had with the Yakuza. At least here, if you got exiled to the prison colony, you might be able to serve out your sentence or even try to escape. If you made a misdeed in the Yakuza, you’d end up in a rocket fuel tank, just as it is about to take off…

      “Fine…” Feynman growled, wincing in pain as he hobbled along the wall to the door and eventually, Jezzy hoped, the Doctor Palinov’s medical lounge.

      Even though Jezzy was the exact same rank as all the other combat specialists—one step up from adjunct-Marine, one step below specialist commander, and all of them underneath the coveted position of ‘full’ Marine—she had achieved a sort of seniority amongst this little cabal. Not one of them belonged to the same color squad as she did, but amongst the combat specialists, it seemed that the usual rules of mutual competition, intimidation, and jealousy wasn’t an issue.

      Maybe it’s because we’re all learning how to deal with death on a daily basis, kinda puts the playground politics in perspective, Jezzy thought idly, turning back to Erebus. All the other adjuncts—specialists or not in their own disciplines of technical, medical, or command—generally hated everyone according to squad. The Reds hated the Blues, who hated the Greens, who hated the Silvers, who were always lording over the Bronzes, and just about everyone outside of this changing room hated her squad under Specialist Commander Cready—the Golds.

      “Don’t mention it,” Jezzy said to the man she had saved from being crushed in the ice-caverns of Ganymede. Erebus was a large, well-built young man with mashed ears, nose, and more than a few teeth missing from his head. He had short, light-colored hair, and he looked as though he might have been a boxer or underground cage fighter before coming here.

      I wonder what you got caught for, Jezzy wondered for a moment, and then shook her head slightly as Erebus turned back to his locker. I don’t want to know, she thought. Do your own training. Not anyone else’s.

      She had enough things to worry about, anyway. Like how to keep her Gold Squad alive and performing well when Warden Coates had it in for her commander and seemed hell-bent on finding small ways to trip him up, punish him, or otherwise make his eventual dismissal a reality.

      And Solomon has been running all over the base, getting obsessed with his Serum 21 thing, Jezzy thought as she picked up her kit, shut her locker, and made her way out of the sliding metal doors and into the front atrium.

      Solomon was convinced that they were being experimented on by Doctor Palinov, and that Coates was in on it. He thought that was why plenty of the adjuncts had crashed out recently, suffering fits and seizures for no apparent reason.

      Which made sense, Jezzy considered that piece of evidence at least. But either way, she was exasperated. What did Solomon want them to do about it? They couldn’t very well form a union and ask for International Health Rights, could they? They were criminals. They should all be either dead or exiled from Earth by now. Jezzy wasn’t even sure what their legal status was anymore. Did the Confederacy regard them as human beings now, or secondhand property?

      “Wen,” a voice coughed from just behind her shoulder, and Jezzy’s heart sank.

      This is the other reason why I am stressed as frack, she thought, standing still and wondering if she could pretend that she hadn’t heard him. But she had.

      “Adjunct, I need help with those containers,” the voice said a little louder, so that when she followed the gray and silver-suited staffer under the peaked cap, it wouldn’t look out of place to the other staff and Outcasts.

      “I’m really busy…” she tried to say lightly, even as ice gripped her belly.

      “Make time,” the voice said, as the staffer pushed past her to pick up the first two of the poly-plastic crates and carry them into one of the side storerooms that opened out onto the front atrium.

      Dammit. Jezzy walked towards the stack of boxes in slow motion, cataloguing what items she had on her.

      Emergency medical kit.

      Hand wrappings.

      Toothpick.

      That was about it. No weapons, she cursed silently as she bent down to pick up one of the crates and follow the staffer inside.

      It was a narrow but long storeroom, with uniform cargo crates stacked on metal shelves up and down the walls.

      “Here.” The staffer indicated an empty shelf and stood to one side as Jezzy very carefully, and very casually, eased the crate to its position, always keeping the man in her forward vision in case he made any sudden moves.

      “You been avoiding me,” the staffer said in a low growl as Jezzy straightened. He was a bit smaller than her, with dark hair and dark eyes that burned into Jezzy’s. He wore the silver and gray jumpsuit of his position in Marine Corps society, studded with utility pockets and belts, as well as the small peaked cap. But his small stature belied what he was, Jezzy knew. He was the one who had made contact with her here, thousands of miles away from Earth.

      He was a killer. He was her Yakuza handler.

      “I’ve been busy…” she said defiantly. This, at least, was true. The warden had thrown them all into excruciating training sessions as soon as they had returned from the Erisian Asteroid Field and the hulk of the Kepler. She had hoped that their sudden call-out by the warden and the subsequent training would have meant that her handler would have cut her some slack. It didn’t.

      “I gave you twenty-four hours. You didn’t get the job done. Boss Mihashi will be sorely displeased,” the man stated in exact tones. He wasn’t making a threat or a promise, he was just stating the facts.

      “Twenty-fours hours? We were called on an away mission!” Jezzy said. “Constant supervision. A crazy enemy killer robot thing. Don’t you think that changes things?”

      “You were on this away mission with Solomon Cready, I take it?” The staffer was indefatigable. “He is the commander of your squad still, isn’t he?”

      “What do you want me to do!?” Jezzy almost burst out, before checking her voice and keeping it low in case anyone overheard. “I couldn’t very well put a bullet in his back out there, could I?”

      “Couldn’t you?” the man said dispassionately. “You know the order. The Boss has judged Cready. And punishment must be delivered. And you are going to be the one to deliver it.”

      “Isn’t a life spent waiting to get shot at or blown up punishment enough!?” Jezzy said, earning a cold silence from the Yakuza infiltrator in front of her.

      I guess not, she thought. I should have known, after all.

      “If you cannot perform your duty, Miss Wen, then you know what will happen,” the staffer said, before reaching into one of the pouches on his belt and drawing forth a small fold of paper to hand to her. “I have been authorized to give you this, as an…incentive.”

      Jezzy took it gingerly, feeling the paper crinkle under her fingers as she unfolded it. For a moment, she wasn’t sure what she was looking at, and then she saw the name and her heart dropped.

      
        
        WORK PERMIT ORDER #3301

        ISSUING AUTHORITY: Asia-Pacific Partnership

        SIGNING OFFICER: Snr. Development Officer-in-Chief Bien

        Valid Until: Six Month Permit

      

        

      
        NAME: Mr. Hoshu ‘Harry’ Wen

        POSITION: Mechanical Engineer & Fabricator (Guildsman status)

        EXPERIENCE: 34 years

        DISCIPLINARIES: None

        PAY-GRADE: 0-4

      

        

      
        UNIQUE IDENTIFIER: 23/01001b/389

      

      

      Harry Wen. Jezzy looked at her father’s name as if it were the first time she had ever seen it written. Her father. Hoshu-Harry, as she had heard his work colleagues call him. They teased him for taking a Westernized name, and for allowing his daughter to take her own, too.

      But he said that it brought in more business… She scoffed at the old man’s optimism. Hoshu-Harry was always trying to win ‘international’ clients for his engineering skills. He applied every year to the American Confederacy mega-corp factories, knowing that they had a much better rate of pay than the Asia-Pacific did.

      And every year, you get turned down, she thought, well, at least as far as she remembered. She hadn’t actually spoken to the man since he had kicked her out of their hovel of an apartment for running around Tokyo getting into trouble.

      That was before I even got with the Yakuza. He’d kill me if he found out what I’d been doing for the last ten years…

      “What is this?” she said, holding the paper up.

      “I would have thought that it is obvious.” Her handler didn’t even frown. “It’s your father’s work permit. The original, not a copy. It should show you that we have access to your father’s files, which means we know where he works, and we can use the unique identifier to trace where he lives, and…” The handler didn’t have to go any further.

      “Are you threatening him!?” Jezzy crunched the paper into a ball in her fist and shook it at him. “Because…” she hissed, not knowing what she would say after that. What could she do, really? Her father was a jump-ship away. It would take days for her to get back to the APP, even if she did find a way to smuggle herself out of here. And then she would have to smuggle herself down the Shanghai Space Elevator somehow, avoiding all the Triad and the Yakuza operatives who would doubtless be looking for her…

      “I should have thought that what we are doing is obvious,” the handler said wryly. “Get your job done, and no harm will fall on your father’s head, I promise.”

      Jezzy still seethed where she stood, but at least she knew that much was true. The Yakuza were awful, terribly cruel, but they also kept their word above all things. If someone was given the all-clear, then no Yakuza would ever go near them again.

      But if someone had been judged guilty… Jezzy hung her head at the futility of her situation. She had no intention of killing her commander. How could she? That would get her shipped off to Titan. But how could she let her own father die because of her morals?

      I might not like my father. I might not get on with him, and I might not even know him anymore, but that doesn’t mean I want to see him dead!

      “I see that you understand the situation now, Miss Wen,” the handler said casually, readjusting the last crate and slipping out beside her, leaving her to her dark thoughts.

      What can I do? I have to buy time. I have to get a message to Earth. I have to…

      Jezzy had no idea what it was she could do to save her father. Aside from kill Solomon Cready, that was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            A Personal Request

          

        

      

    

    
      ACCESS DENIED!

      The holographic display over Solomon’s visor flared a warning orange sign, and the young man bit his lip to stop himself from swearing.

      Oh crap, Solomon Cready thought as he looked at the input box he had been trying to get past, as well as the warning sign flashing over everything. He sat with his head contained in one of the ‘learning visors’ of the study lounge, secluded in his own private booth, supposed to be learning from the mainframe called Oracle about various technical specifications of guns and equipment.

      Yeah, I get it. Fire-y bit at the end, pully-trigger bit at the other end. Angry murder-bullets put in the middle, inside the cartridge… he told himself.

      It was his designated study period in here along with approximately a fifth of the available adjuncts, and each of them were working through a set of problems as well as searching and referencing history available via the screens in front of them. The Oracle awarded each of them with unique lessons, based on their previous session of study and their latest performance reviews by the staff and the doctor.

      Apparently, someone reckoned that I needed to know a heck of a lot more about how firearms are put together, where they come from, and how useful they’re not in the wrong situation. Solomon sighed. Probably because the very last time he had been in combat, he had to resort to using the boxy shell of a lift cubicle instead of a weapon.

      But Solomon had better things to do than to study the relative merits of guns vs. a half-ton lift.

      Like Serum 21, he considered. And this killer robot on the Kepler.

      It had been a simple thing for his skills to create a small fake ‘ghost instance’ of his workroom here, and by creating a small code program that ‘refreshed’ the pages of information every few moments. Enough to fool Oracle that he was still hard at work, when in fact he was trying to crack into the restricted areas of Oracle’s memory.

      Bizarrely, it had been relatively easy to find information on Serum 21—or as it was more scientifically known, ‘DNA complex-strand variant 21.’ It had been first dreamed up by a company called NeuroTech, who traded out of the American Confederacy before being deemed illegal by the Confederate Board for Health. There were too many side effects, such as seizures and dying spontaneously, and the implied results—the forced mutation and recreation of someone’s DNA—had been deemed far too ‘existentially risky’ to allow a private company to develop.

      Which meant that the science boys in the Marine Corps got to play about with it all they wanted to, Solomon knew. The Marine Corps had bought the rights to the drug, and that appeared to be that. They now dosed him and all the other Outcasts up with it, in an attempt to turn them into ‘superhuman’ fighters for the Confederacy.

      But against who? The Martian separatists? Solomon had to wonder.

      If it was easy to find this much out about the drug they were being unwittingly exposed to, then it was impossible to find anything about what had happened on the Kepler.

      The official line was—Solomon knew because he had been there—that the Kepler had suffered some catastrophic computer error, resulting in a loss of cabin pressure and the eventual death of all of her crew.

      But what Solomon also knew was that he, Malady, and Wen had been fighting some sort of experimental robot that was being shipped from Proxima Colony all the way back to Mars.

      The robot was large and unlike anything that Solomon had ever seen. It had also been entirely murderous, as well as apparently intelligent enough to mimic a human survivor’s voice, which it broadcast through the hacked Kepler’s internal speaker system to lure Solomon’s squad to its lair.

      And let’s not forget that before we even got there, the thing had managed to damage enough of the atmospheric laboratory to cause a blowout that took out half the Kepler itself, dooming the crew, Solomon considered. None of that sounded like the random actions of a faulty industrial robot.

      It sounded like a planned sabotage, to Solomon’s ears.

      Not that he could find any evidence on what that robot thing was, or where it had been built. Only that it came from Proxima colony. Was it a boobytrap? The Confederacy got on well with the colonies—still nominally under its power—or at least that was what the news wires had led Solomon to believe. The truth was that there were always separatists, seditionists, and freedom fighters bubbling under the surface.

      But even so, Solomon thought. The notion that one of these tin-pot, idealistic fringe groups could ever get the money or resources together to design, build, and ship a robot like that, with the intention of killing everyone, was laughable.

      The thing killed its own chances of ever reaching Mars, or Luna, or Earth… Solomon thought as he stared at the ACCESS DENIED sign, which cropped up every time he tried to find information pertaining to the Kepler, or what he had seen and fought inside of it.

      If the killer robot had been meant as some sort of ambush, boobytrap, or gesture of defiance to the Confederacy, then whoever had programmed it had done a spectacularly bad job, as it hadn’t waited until it even got to Mars before unleashing hell on every carbon-based lifeform around it.

      Unless… Solomon considered the fact that it hadn’t been intended to get to Mars, or Luna, or Earth at all.

      What if it wasn’t an act of war at all…but a field test?

      WAOWAOWAAAOO! Solomon jumped in his seat as the chimes of the station-bell ran through Ganymede, and he hurriedly clicked out of the Oracle database that he had managed to worm his way into and back to his very boring reading about gun barrel dimensions and forces of travel for various classifications of bullets…

      “All members of Gold Squadron please report to the front audience hall immediately. Repeat: all members of Gold Squadron please report to the audience hall immediately. Out.”

      Solomon stayed where he sat in the study lounge booth for a full three seconds. He knew because he timed it, and his heartbeat was hammering two to almost three beats a second all of a sudden. Had Warden Coates somehow found out that he was rampaging through the Oracle database? Or had Doctor Palinov reported her ID card stolen at last—which he had on him, right now, in his pocket? Or was this to be just the latest in a long line of shouting, scolding, and mocking addresses by the warden as to precisely how terrible, and how far below the standards expected of the Marines, that his squad was?

      Solomon rather hoped that it was the latter option.

      But as it turned out, it was none of the above.
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        * * *

      

      “The warden isn’t best pleased…” warned Doctor Palinov as she met Solomon and the others outside the audience hall where the daily morning briefings were held. Solomon tried to distract himself from glaring at Palinov. Up here on Ganymede, there weren’t really any ‘mornings’ anyway. There was Jupiter Rising and Jupiterian Dusk, but that was about it. But still, the old traditions remained.

      Just like, when someone is cheating you, you owe them payback… Solomon thought of another old tradition, but one from the criminal underworld, as he tried to avoid Palinov’s eye. She’s experimenting on us. She doesn’t give a frack if we drop down dead or not, right here! He breathed through his teeth to control his temper.

      “Cready, are you feeling okay?” the doctor—a woman with an austere blonde bob, spectacles, and a faint Russian accent—asked delicately. She almost sounded concerned.

      As if, Solomon inwardly scoffed. “Fit as a fiddle, thank you, Doctor,” he said, not wanting to give her any more excuses to poke needles into him.

      “Well, your color is flushed, and I’d say your breathing is accelerated. If you still feel this way after the briefing, I will want you in the medical lounge,” she said with a nod and all the assured authority of someone a few ranks higher than he was.

      “I’m sure the briefing will leave me feeling…enervated,” Solomon said with a thin-lipped smile, knowing that every encounter he had with the warden always left him flushed and his breathing—and temper—elevated.

      “Speaking of which…” Jezzy cleared her throat beside him. She had been uncharacteristically subdued, Solomon noted. Normally, her salute to the doctor would be crystal-sharp, at least, and she would always spare a nod of respect in his direction, given that he was her specialist commander, after all. “You said that the warden wasn’t entirely comfortable, ma’am?”

      Behind Jezzy loomed Malady, looking as solid and as sullen as ever, and then behind him sidled the last two members of Gold Squad—Karamov (undesignated) and Kol, who had just received his technical specialism, meaning that he was about to become their unofficial engineer, mechanic, and all-round technology guy, Solomon noted.

      The doctor shared a worried look at the double set of doors behind her and lowered her voice. “Someone has put in a request for Gold Squad personally.”

      “What?” Solomon coughed. Can that even happen? He thought that they were supposed to be the dregs of the dregs, that the Outcasts were the laughingstock of the Marine Corps? And besides which, they were Marines weren’t they? Not mercenaries. Weren’t they?

      “I don’t know any more than that, Specialist Commander. I’m only here to sign off on your physical readiness…” she said as she hit the door controls behind her and smoothly turned to walk into the audience hall.

      It was an oval room, with the far wall given over to a triple-glazed and reinforced glass shielding, creating a view of the white, gray, silver, and pink Ganymede surface outside. It was amphitheater-like, with rows of wooden benches descending in terraced layers down to the lower speaking platform under the windows, where stood, ramrod-straight, Warden Coates.

      “Late!” he snapped in a voice that appeared too loud to come from his small frame. The warden was a small man, and like many small men, he had learned to accommodate for that fact in other ways. His method was the Marine Corps, and his fanatical obeisance to its regulations and rules—no matter who they crushed in the way.

      “Attention, Gold Squad!” he snapped again, and Solomon led his small team into the top terrace to stand shoulder to shoulder, where they all performed a near-perfect salute.

      “Hm.” The warden nodded, looking if not precisely pleased, at least somewhat mollified. “At ease. Come down and take your seats.” He pointed to the front row directly opposite him, as the doctor demurely bowed her head and headed to the other side of the speaking platform, there to take a desk and her data-screen and start performing calculations, writing reports or taking notes.

      “Specialist Commander Cready,” the warden said, not looking at Solomon directly but keeping his chin raised high as he looked above their heads.

      “Sir, yes, sir?” Cready stood up immediately.

      “Would you say that you are happy with the progress that your Gold Squadron is making?” Coates asked.

      Er… That was not something that Solomon had been expecting at all. He chose the diplomatic answer. “We are always striving to be better, Warden sir,” he said, earning another appraising nod from Coates once and a gesture for him to return to his seat.

      “Good. Because so far, the performance results of Gold Squad have been absolutely appalling. Do you hear me? Appalling!” He ended on an almost bark. Solomon and the rest of Gold Squad waited for the inevitable torrent of abuse, but it never came.

      “Apparently, however, that has not stopped the Confederacy’s Ambassador to Mars from especially requesting your services, although heaven alone knows why!” Coates frowned.

      The Ambassador to Mars? Solomon thought. That was the woman he had rescued at the Hellas Chasma on Mars. She had been captured and held hostage by the Mars Seditionists, and they were going to use her—or her death—to trigger a war between the Confederacy and Mars. Solomon remembered a tearful, terrified woman in her middling years perhaps, bound and gagged and only too happy to be released from her torment by him and his team.

      “Your suits will be updated with all of the mission parameters, but I can tell you that you will be functioning as personal security and bodyguards to the ambassador and her people. I do not need to remind you that you will be representing the Marine Corps in all of your actions, just as the ambassador represents the Confederacy in all of hers. Understood?”

      Not really, Solomon thought. What risks are there? Where are we going? When are we going? What sort of enemy might we be expected to face?

      “You ship out in the hour to rendezvous with the ambassador at Nuryien Orbital.” The warden’s voice dipped on this last phrase, as if the idea of letting them out of his sight appeared to be anathema to him.

      But…Nuryien? Solomon felt a spark of hope amidst the bleakness that was his time here. The Nuryien Orbital Platform was famous—a floating satellite-station that hung over Jupiter in high orbit. Although it had originally been designed as a scientific station, it had since been transformed over the last sixty years or so into a hub for wealthy Confederate tourists, who would pay seemingly anything to come and see the iron-rich atmosphere of Jupiter for themselves.

      “But do not think that this means you can take it easy!” Coates suddenly hissed severely, and this time, he really was glaring at Cready. “As part of the initial hand-over, I and a small team of Ganymede staff will accompany you.”

      Oh. Solomon’s spirits fell. That was all they needed, a nanny in the form of Warden Coates.

      “But now you have only fifty-four minutes in which to get your light tactical suits, undermesh suits, boots, gloves, and equipment squared away, operational and polished to the best I have ever seen in the history of the Confederate Marines!” he ended on a rising, supposedly rousing call to action. “You’re representing the Marine Corps now,” he repeated. “And what’s more, you Outcasts are representing me!”

      As they were dismissed, to quick-march out of the audience hall and rush to collect and clean their kits, Solomon couldn’t help but hope that there was nothing in them that reflected Warden Coates at all.
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      Solomon tried, he really did, to shine and buff and oil his light tactical suit so that it looked ‘the best that any one had ever seen.’ He just didn’t know how he was going to get around the dents and scratches from the various scrapes, collisions, and outright combat that he’d had to endure in it.

      He wasn’t surprised when his inspection in the launch hall, beside Jezzy, Malady, Kol, and Karamov, earned him nothing but a sigh of disapproval from the warden when it came time to embark.

      The warden himself looked nothing if not dazzling—quite literally so, in a white suit with red and gold braid, and a different peaked cap with his gold star, but exactly the same format as his regular one that he usually wore. Beside him stood Doctor Palinov, apparently not attending as she wore the same white lab-coat with its set of pens sticking out of the breast pocket, as well as several other gray and silver-suited staffers, who apparently counted as ‘entourage.’

      “All test results good. Better than expected, in fact,” Solomon overhead the Palinov murmur as she handed a data-screen to Coates, who looked at it cursorily, then dismissed the doctor with a nod. Solomon wondered just what it had said on that pad. Maybe their Serum 21 levels? Their chance of having a seizure during the ambassador’s state dinner?

      “Well? What are you waiting for? Get on board!” The warden gestured to the hissing doors as the main hatch opened to reveal not the large cargo hold of the Marine transporter they were used to, but instead a much smaller box-like room—still with webbing and uncomfortable seats on one side, but this one had round portholes as well.

      “Courier ship,” the warden explained. “No need to attract undue attention, is there? Come on, Commander, step to it!”

      “Sir, yes, sir.” Solomon snapped to attention, before calling to his squad. “Gold Squad, after me…” He quick-marched into the room to see that it was broadly split into two levels, with the higher level containing crates and boxes, and a lift that must go up to the flight deck and engine rooms. Cready picked the furthest seat and stood by it as he waited for his squad to form up. Malady, Karamov, Kol…

      He was one combat specialist down. “Where’s Wen?” he whispered at Malady next to him. “She was here just a second ago!”

      And then Solomon saw her, seemingly frozen in the doorway to the hold of the courier, looking aghast up at the second level, where a team of Ganymede staffers were busy piling crates at Warden Coates’s orders.

      “Jezzy!” Solomon hissed, trying to catch her eye before the warden saw her falling out of line. “Wen, get over here!” he tried again.

      To which she slowly turned to face him as if only hearing him for the first time, shaking her head and quick-marching to her place beside Malady.

      “What was all that about?” Solomon whispered. “You looked like you had seen a ghost.” Solomon nodded up to where Coates was busy berating the staffers for apparently not doing a tidy enough job.

      “Oh, I just…” Jezzy frowned. None of them were wearing their helmets and had instead clipped them onto their belts, so Solomon could see Jezzy’s face flush pale, and then look at the metal grates of the floor. She’s worried, very worried, about something.

      “Jezzy, c’mon, what is it!?” Solomon gave a fake, carefree laugh. Nothing could be that bad, right?

      “I was just shocked at the amount of stuff the warden is bringing, that’s all.” Jezzy lied to him, and Solomon knew it.

      But before he could press her further, the warden had shouted at them to stop dawdling and get strapped into their seats, as they were about to launch, and the journey wouldn’t take long at all.
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      The small Marine courier, with its sharp nosecone over two fat triangular ‘wings,’ burnt through the short distance between Ganymede and her mother planet, Jupiter. From their place in the seats, Solomon and the others could see the red giant growing larger and larger in their view, its baleful blur eventually turning into the complicated bands of orange and red, ochre, yellow, and ruby gasses that constantly circled the planet.

      The gas giant grew larger and larger until it almost seemed too impossibly big, its strange light illuminating everything in their cabin with its malefic glow. If Solomon was a superstitious man, he might have thought the shiver that ran down his spine was for what was to come, but he wasn’t.

      Soon the stars were blotted out from their place above the horizon, and the courier was skimming the upper atmosphere of the gas giant, heading towards a small dark shape that grew, turning into a disk, a star, a platform—the Nuryien.

      From a distance, the Nuryien looked like an impossible snowflake spread-eagled above the clouds of Jupiter. Its metal ‘arms’ stuck out in five points, each with smaller access-tubes or habitat modules branching off of them, and in the center, a rising tower that pointed away from the surface of the planet, where already a number of other vessels were docked, and still a few more hung in orbit outside of the platform.

      Lights on the platform flashed a complicated staccato rhythm as they were greeted by Nuryien’s flight bridge, and the Marine vessel answered in its own coded rhythm of lights. The authorization and the code-lights accepted, one small green light started to blink on the northern pole-ward side of the tower, over a docking bridge, extending out into space. With effortless skill, the courier maneuvered itself into position using its positional thrusters, gently thumping against the extended rectangle, which clamped around the courier’s doors with magnetic locks.

      Docking Procedure Initialized….

      Pressure Seals: Activated…

      Normalizing Atmosphere: Checked…

      The words spilled out over the vessel’s speaker system, before the orange light over the door buzzed green, and the warden and his team appeared on the upper level of the cargo deck.

      “Attention, Outcasts! This is it. Formal march, on my command. And, march!” the warden snapped. Solomon and the others rose to their feet as the door opened to reveal the long corridor of the docking bridge, where a blinking line of recessed floor lights indicated their route straight down the avenue. Solomon led the way at a fast-paced but stiff-legged ‘formal’ march, as it was called, with the warden and the rest of the staffers falling in behind.

      
        
        WELCOME TO NURYIEN PLATFORM.

        ALL VISITORS PLEASE REPORT TO CHECK-IN.

        NO BIOLOGICAL FOODSTUFFS, PLANT MATERIALS ALLOWED.

        TIER-3 HEALTH CHECKS MANDATORY.

        HOME OF THE JUPITER EXPERIENCE! PLEASE ENJOY YOUR STAY…

      

      

      The words glitched into life on either side of them as the Outcasts fast-marched down the corridor to the doors at the other end, already hissing open with the escape of steam to reveal color and noise on the other side.

      “Att-eeeen-HUT!” the warden called as soon as Solomon and the others had emerged though the doors and were halfway down the ramp on the other side. They snapped into a line on the ramp, Specialist Commander Cready at the lead, then Specialist Malady, Specialist Wen, Specialist Kol, and finally Adjunct-Marine Karamov.

      The tower of the Nuryien platform was an open structure on the inside, with wide balconies spiraling down the inside, each of which held a ramp out to a docking bridge interspersed up the tower levels. The noise of advertisements and the glare of glowing neon holograms assaulted Solomon’s eyes, and he realized for the first time in almost a year just what sort of austere life he had been living on Ganymede.

      This was supposed to be normal. He remembered the downtown streets of New Kowloon, with its constantly blaring advertisements and synth-pop.

      It was busy in here, every level a murmur of people—both Confederates and colonists. Solomon saw the flowing robes of Martians, the generally white uniforms of Proxima, alongside all the chaotic diversity and exuberance of the Confederacy. People moved in and out of the docking bridges, or accessed the small information terminals on the walls, or else used the lifts that shot up and down the center of the tower to the rest of the platform.

      “Gentlemen, ladies,” said a voice, and Solomon found that he was looking at a face that he recognized. The Ambassador to Mars, wearing her small gold circlet and deep maroon business suit, was standing at one end of the ramp, flanked by two impossibly tall and thin women wearing robes in a matching maroon color.

      The last time Solomon had seen her, the woman in her early fifties with dark hair and a sprinkling of wrinkles around the eyes, had been teary and pale, terrified that she was about to be executed. He remembered her asking short, practical questions: Are we safe? Are there more of them coming for me? What can I do?

      For just a moment, the eyes of the specialist commander and the ambassador connected, and she gave him the briefest of nods. It was a small act, but one that left Solomon feeling oddly touched.

      “Ambassador, a pleasure to finally meet you.” Warden Coates stepped forward, followed by his small team of staffers carrying the crates. “I am Warden Coates, acting Commander of the Outcasts, I hope that there is somewhere that we can speak in private?” he said sternly.

      Weren’t you supposed to be more respectful to ambassadors? Solomon thought, wondering how this woman would take to Coates’s abrasive demeanor.

      “No need, Warden. I understand why you are here…although I did not request your presence,” she said with a brittle smile, and Solomon had to bite his lip to stop himself from grinning. “You wish to negotiate for more funding on behalf of your Ganymede Training Facility,” she pre-empted him. “Please, send the funding forms into the department, and I will be sure to send in a recommendation.” She nodded, and that appeared to have concluded that.

      “I, uh… Of course, Your Excellency.” Coates scowled deeply.

      “But please, feel free to stay here at Nuryien for the watch, and you can return at second shift.” She smiled just as icily.

      Wow, the ambassador really is made of tough stuff, Solomon thought. She just told the warden that she didn’t have any use for him, and could he please leave!

      “With greatest respect, Ambassador, I also must discuss with you the details of the mission that you require my Gold Squad for…” Warden Coates quickly recovered his aplomb, tugging his brilliant white jacket into perfect position as he stood a little straighter in front of the woman.

      “Of course,” the Ambassador sighed dramatically. “We’ll be having a dinner in under an hour, you and your men and women are of course invited to attend, where I will fill you in on my requirements of them…”

      “No need to invite the squad, ma’am!” Coates said, surprised. “They will take your orders no matter what—”

      “I would prefer it if they were there, Warden Coates,” the ambassador cut him off. “I never want to have people guarding me who do not know me, thank you.”

      Well, she sure told him! Solomon threw a look at the rest of his squad, to see Malady looking dispassionately forward, as always, but Karamov and Kol had very small smirks on their faces. Jezzy Wen, though, was looking as stoic and flat-mouthed as Malady was.

      What is up with her!? Solomon thought in frustration as the ambassador and her two staff turned to leave, and the warden barked at them to follow in formation.
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      Yeah, I could get used to this—if this was what it really meant to be an Outcast! Solomon thought. Maybe the constant threat of having a seizure and dying wasn’t so bad, if he also got to eat salmon and brie canapes and drink the odd glass of Cava at the same time.

      He and the rest of Gold Squad stood awkwardly at the side of a room that was opulent and dripping with finesse. An authentic Persian rug was draped across one wall, as the other held small stands of art or interesting artifacts designed to impress: a Picasso; a Neo-Turner watercolor painting of Jupiter; a small replica model of the Apollo 13 sitting next to the Hubble Mark III telescope.

      These were the ambassador’s private rooms on board the Nuryien, one of many such suites that Solomon presumed she and the other Confederacy officials must enjoy as they traveled through human space meeting delegations and settling trade disputes.

      The ambassador herself sat at one end of a glass oval table, while Warden Coates sat at the other, and in between them the two tall women with the white skin and auburn hair—who Solomon figured must be some kind of personal assistants to the ambassador—had sat down, after laying the table with platters of food—everything from the canapes that Gold Squad were eating, to plates of sushi, a bhaji and pakora mix, fresh bread rolls, steamed Chinese dumplings…

      “How the other half live…” Kol whispered under his breath, earning a chuckle from Solomon. They still wore most of their light tactical suits but had been persuaded, and grudgingly allowed by the warden, to dispense with their shoulder pads, weapons, helmets, and breastplate-harnesses. Chimes of delicate gong and bell music emerged from hidden speakers somewhere, and Solomon wondered how much money the younger him would have made if he had robbed this place.

      Millions of credits? Billions? He eyed the Picasso…

      “The Outer Space Alliance?” The warden frowned as he responded to what the ambassador had just said. “I’m afraid that I am not aware of…”

      “Don’t mention it. I don’t expect Ganymede to keep up to date with current affairs.” The ambassador smiled once again in her icy, cat-like way. She’s a sharp operator, Solomon thought. Far sharper than he had thought her to be before. “They only formed this last year—an alliance between the colony worlds to represent their interests against the Confederacy.”

      “But…but…they are the Confederacy!” the warden spluttered on his salmon roll. “We are all the Confederacy.”

      “Not quite all of us, apparently.” The ambassador took a sip of wine. “But it was bound to happen sooner or later. It is a contingency that the department has been planning for, for some years.”

      “You’ve been planning for a seditionist movement?” The warden scowled deeply.

      The ambassador smiled wryly. “Ah, well… How long can we claim that the riots on Mars, the sabotage on Luna, the repeated tax hikes on Proxima are the result of seditionists and subversives, Warden?” she asked rhetorically. “Sooner or later, they will start calling themselves a breakaway faction, or a freedom-fighter movement, and then we really do have to deal with them.”

      Solomon listened into their conversation as he ate another canape. As far as he saw, the seditionists on Mars did not appear to be anything but fanatics, and dangerous ones, at that.

      “So now, the Imprimatur of Mars, Joseph Valance, and the Imprimatur of Proxima, Mariad Rhossily, as well as half a dozen of those asteroid guild people, have formed what they call the Outer Space Alliance, and they have asked for neutral territory to discuss where we go next.”

      “Where we go next? The gall of them!” the warden burst out. “Does Marine Corps Command know all of this? I’ll tell the generals, and they are sure to send the Rapid Response Fleet to round them all up and throw them away on charges of treachery!”

      The ambassador said nothing for a moment, just played with her dining fork on her china plate, leaving the warden’s comment to hang in the air as if it didn’t deserve a response. Ultimately however, she did respond.

      “Yes, I can see why you might think that, Warden. But it is on the advice of the generals of your beloved Marine Corps that I am in fact meeting with them.”

      “But…” the warden spluttered once more, and Solomon relished his confusion. The warden was a career military man. He was as fanatical about ‘the Corps’ as Solomon assumed the seditionists were about their independence. Solomon wondered what it meant to the warden to understand that his beloved, patriotic Corps had decided to allow the colonists to talk openly about defying the Confederacy and not just throw them all in jail instead.

      “It is the future, Warden Coates. It is a time of changes, and the Confederacy needs to re-evaluate its position,” the ambassador said. “Sheer economics alone dictate that we cannot enforce trade tariffs and taxes as heavily as we would like on colonial goods. As soon as Proxima cracks the Barr-Hawking generator system, then they will build their own jump-ships and can completely bypass Confederacy control…” She shrugged.

      “But…but Proxima is sworn to Earth!” The warden’s small mind still tried to clutch onto the foundations of his world. “As is Mars, Trappist Star, the asteroids… Every station and colony and ship is sworn to the Confederacy!”

      “A Confederacy which is itself made of numerous power-blocks on Earth alone, Warden. Regional presidents and senators, protectorate districts, special interest zones… And then there is the entire society of the mega-corporations, who are always trying to maneuver for or against whichever Confederate group they like…” the ambassador continued, leaning forward as she seemed to finally warm up to explaining her dilemma to the warden.

      “You see, the Confederacy is a band-aid. You should know this. A thin plaster holding together all the rebellious, difficult nations and creeds and beliefs of humanity. It is only the fact that the Confederate machine works and that we can maintain our place with our jump technology and our Marine Corps that has kept the Confederacy from breaking apart a generation ago!” She tapped her fork on her china plate as a rhythm to her words.

      “I aim to show this Outer Space Alliance that the Confederacy of Earth is a very broad church indeed, and that there is room enough for their interests inside it. If I can prove that to them, then they won’t secede.” The ambassador yawned and leaned back in her chair, “And besides, the Marine Corps has already supplied me with five of their best young soldiers.” She nodded at Solomon and the others. “I am sure that when the Imprimaturs see that I have the total confidence of the Marine Corps on my side, they will think twice about leaving us.”

      It was a small compliment, one that was intended to butter up Warden Coates, Solomon knew, but it was charming none-the-less. He found himself smiling into his flute of wine, the only time that both he and the warden actually felt the same positive emotion at the same time.

      “Mostly, I want this complement of Outcasts to be at my side, looking ready to deal out Marine Corps justice whenever I cough,” the Ambassador moved on. “Obviously, there are always the natural security concerns for someone in my position. I will need bodyguards to secure rooms, neutralize threats, be vigilant against assassination or kidnap…” Her voice wavered on that last word, and Solomon knew that her ordeal of a few months ago must still be fresh in the woman’s mind. “…but on the whole, it is a show of force that I want to portray, and I know that these young men and women are very good operators.”

      If only the warden could see that as well, Solomon thought.

      “There is one added risk I should mention, however.” The ambassador cleared her throat. “The Outer Space Alliance has demanded that the neutral talks start with a gesture of goodwill on the Confederacy’s part.”

      “The arrogance!” Coates muttered across the table.

      “Yes, perhaps. But that is what diplomacy is all about: arrogance and gestures. So the talks will take place on Titan, where we will also be orchestrating the release of some twenty-five colonial seditionists to be repatriated to their colonies,” she explained.

      Solomon felt the flicker of fear in his gut at the merest mention of that dreadful planetoid. Titan. The place where criminals go to die.

      “A prisoner release?” Coates was shaking his head. “Unthinkable…”

      “Unavoidable, Warden. As I say, this is the business of diplomacy. Just so long as the Outer Space Alliance continues to pay their taxes and import duties, then my superiors really do not care what they ask for…within reason. But the added threat of the prisoners and the fact that Titan is a prison planet has forced me to consider armed protection.” Another nod in the Outcasts’ direction.

      “That will not be a problem for them, will it?” she inquired. “They are trained enough to ensure that they can meet these risks?”

      “Oh yes,” the warden said, too quickly for Solomon’s liking. “They are some of the best fighters that I have ever trained in all my years of running Ganymede’s training programs for the Corps,” he said. Solomon wondered if he was talking about them, Gold Squad, or just about the Outcasts in general…

      “And besides which…” The warden turned to glare at the Outcasts. “I am sure that it will do them all good to experience what life on Titan is really like.”

      Wow, thanks, sir. Solomon managed to keep his face calm as he returned to sipping his drink.
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      Jezebel Wen was feeling something that she wasn’t used to: fear. It wasn’t like the ex-Yakuza operative hadn’t felt fear before. Such thoughts of dying and pain had been a daily part of her ‘professional’ existence for as long as she could remember, but never before had she felt a dread like the one she was feeling now.

      It’s because there’s nothing that I can do about it… she thought as she re-checked and re-packed her kitbag. They had been given the all-clear from Nuryien flight bridge to depart, and she was now supposed to be heading along with the others to the ambassador’s personal transporter—an elegant ‘schooner’ as they called them, large ships made up of one round habitat at the end, connected to a docking bridge and a rotating ring of solar sails over the propulsion rockets. They were almost as large as the larger Marine transporter ships, but they were designed to carry only a fraction of the people—giving the ambassador plenty of space to wine, dine, and run circles around any guests that she had to entertain on behalf of the Confederacy.

      Like I care what she’s up to, Jezzy thought irritably. It was one of her many failings, she sighed as she refolded a spare undermesh suit and stuffed it into the kitbag. She had always found it easier to lash out at someone who probably didn’t deserve it when she was stressed.

      Which she was. Because he was here.

      My handler, she thought with scorn as she zipped and latched the kitbag. She was already late, and the rest of Gold Squad were assembling outside to board the ambassadorial schooner.

      She had seen him the moment she left Ganymede. The short and wiry Asia-Pacific Partnership man who was also the Marine Corps staffer, who had managed to get signed up to the warden’s logistic staff, somehow.

      He’s come to make sure that I get the job done, she thought. That I kill Solomon Cready and spare my father.

      But that was never the way that it worked, was it? She straightened up, adjusted the harness of her light tactical suit, and looked at her reflection in the mirror of the small room that they had been given to freshen up in before leaving.

      She saw a lithe young woman looking back at her in her mid-twenties, looking good for all of the terrible things that she had been through in her life. Jezzy fixed a stray strand of her dark hair back into her braid. “You can do this,” she whispered to her reflection, who did not appear convinced.

      Her reflection seemed to be telling her silently that she should know better. That as soon as you give in to Yakuza demands, then it never ends, does it? I should know, after all. She could kill Cready somehow, and her father would be safe for a while, but then what? Then Boss Mihashi would want something else to get done on Ganymede, and evidence of her father’s danger would once again be brought to her, but maybe next time, it would be one of her father’s fingers, or an ear…

      “No, you can’t give in. You have to shut down the situation, at once.” She tried to think like her old self—what the Yakuza in her would have done.

      But that was a long time ago now, almost a year, and she was finding it harder and harder to be dispassionate and cold about these matters.

      But it’s still my father! Her reflection wavered a little opposite her, shook by extreme emotion. Could she brazen it out? Could she call the Boss’s bluff?

      But the Yakuza never bluff, her reflection knew. That was the key to their strength. They were unforgiving, they were cruel, and they were always exact.

      What do I do!? Jezzy could have screamed at the other Jezzy in the mirror, but the other Jezzy just returned her look of confusion and misery back at her. She didn’t have any answers either.

      “With any luck, that guy will be returning to Ganymede with the warden…” She breathed through her nose, trying to see a way out of her predicament. This away mission would buy her some time to think what to do. She might even be able to come up with a plan—

      But in the next moment, it seemed that someone else already had a plan all of their own.

      WHA-BOOOOM!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Cover the ambassador!” Jezzy heard Solomon’s voice ringing out over the hiss of spitting wires and escaping gas.

      Escaping gas. Not oxygen, please no, don’t let the platform be ruptured… Jezzy thought as she staggered through the door, which wouldn’t open properly and had got stuck halfway.

      On the other side, their balcony was in chaos. The railing was buckled and bent, and below it, in the main thoroughfare of Nuryien, the combat specialist saw a scene of devastation. Doors had been buckled, shopfronts had been smashed, and the wide, usually well-lit room was now covered in detritus and alternating between red emergency lighting and darkness. She heard sobbing from somewhere and realized that there were people down there in the wreckage. What had happened?

      “Wen! You okay?” Solomon emerged from the smoke, similarly not wearing all of his light tactical and his face smeared with soot and ash. “You’re on point, with me. We’re going to get the ambassador to her schooner and get her airborne. Clear?”

      Jezzy nodded. “Aye... Weapons?”

      Solomon had already half-turned back to the smoke, covering his nose and mouth as he mumbled, “No time. They should already be on board. We’ll just have to get creative if…”

      Phbap! Phbap! Sparks exploded beside Solomon and Jezzy’s heads, and they dropped to the floor instinctively.

      Those weren’t sparks, Jezzy thought. They were bullets. “Permission to get creative, sir?” she said.

      “By all means!” Solomon was already combat-crawling back under the smoke to the next door, similarly stuck, where he started kicking it and forcing it open.

      It must be where the ambassador was preparing to depart, Jezzy thought. Someone is trying to kill the ambassador. All previous thoughts of her own worries vanished as the cold, calculating mindset of the executioner took over Jezebel Wen’s mind. She was pinned down on a balcony as shooters—at least two—were down in the main thoroughfare. They were the ones who had probably planted the bomb, hoping to kill the ambassador?

      No poly-steel blade. No Jackhammer rifle. She catalogued her inventory. Their kit was already stowed on the schooner, including the armor pieces to their suits. Which meant she only had what was a part of her basic harness provision.

      Which, unluckily for them, means that I have my service knife… Jezebel eased a hand down to her side, where the small knife was locked into place on the harness over her kidneys. It was something she had never had reason to use before, and she knew it was just a necessary precaution for all Marines to be able to cut wires or straps or webbing when they had to. The blade was barely as long as her forefinger, but cruelly sharp.

      It would have to do.

      Jezzy lay still, waiting for a gap in the firing before she moved.

      She only had microseconds to isolate her target, but she had listened to the gun reports, so she had an idea where the nearest must be.

      Southwest corner. She pulled herself up with one hand on the railing, already extending her throwing arm back and turning to the southwest.

      A heartbeat to differentiate between screaming citizen and shooter, but there they were. Not even hiding behind cover, as they must have thought that they had the upper hand. A figure in sandy robes and a hood that swamped their form, apart from the stubby-looking weapon they held.

      Is that a Jackhammer? The thought arrived at the same time her instincts kicked in. She threw the service knife with as much force as she could muster in her awkward position, just as the shooter registered her movement and was looking up, raising the barrel of the Jackhammer up to the balcony—

      “Urk!” the figure gave a guttural shout of pain as they fell back, Jezzy’s knife sticking out from where the hood met the shooter’s chest.

      Phbap! Phbap! More shots sparked off the railing beside her as Jezzy threw herself the other way. There was still the second shooter, and she was all out of knives…

      But not everyone was unarmed, apparently, as two figures emerged from the ambassador’s room beside their own, dressed in deep maroon and raising small handheld guns. It was the two personal assistants, Jezzy saw, and each one had been transformed into a graceful angel of death as they slipped around each other, taking up positions as they fired simultaneously on the second shooter.

      THADA-DAD-DAD! The muzzle flare from their small guns illuminated their pale faces, each one a mask of fury, and then everything was once again silent, aside from the hissing of the gases and the ticking of some damaged machinery somewhere.

      “Clear?” one of the women called.

      “I think so…” Jezzy called back. “That was some nice shooting,” she congratulated them, but the two women just ignored her as they swept their guns back and forth over the available avenues and balconies that joined this one. There appeared to be no other shooters, and for the moment, they appeared safe—relatively.

      “Gold Squad!” There was the sound of running boots, and it was Warden Coates, surrounded by a complement of Nuriyen security, as well as Malady, Karamov, and Kol, who must have been waiting at the ambassadorial schooner. “Report! How is the ambassador?” the warden called.

      “She’s fine, Warden.” The ambassador herself appeared, looking a little warily around her in the smoke. “Your team have already started work, I see…”

      “Cready! Get Her Excellency on board and ship out. Now!”

      “With pleasure…” Jezzy heard Solomon mutter under his breath as he turned to the ambassador. “This way, ma’am,” he said, raising his head to nod at Jezzy. “Rear guard?”

      “Aye, Commander,” Jezzy said, taking up a position behind the ambassador even though she had no weapons to use if they were attacked again.
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      “Any intelligence on who the attackers might have been?” Solomon asked the ambassador as her schooner broke away from the platform and was already starting to put distance between it and the threat of the past.

      They stood on the flight bridge, with the two personal assistants now apparently functioning as pilot and technical officer. Solomon wondered where they had been trained, as they appeared to have an almost Marine-like efficiency.

      “Private contractors.” The ambassador saw him looking as she leaned against the small railing over the rest of the bridge. The schooner had a scattering of Confederate staff, Solomon saw, but it was a skeleton crew compared to the importance of its mission.

      “The ambassadorial section always travels light,” she had said when explaining the layout of the ship. “Delegations tend to get nervous if you turn up with a full battle fleet at your disposal.”

      “Ambassador Cathleen Ochrie,” she then introduced herself. “And you may call me Your Excellency, ma’am, or Cathleen.”

      Solomon had elected for the first two options so far, as he still wasn’t sure how much power she held over his future—just that someone was trying to kill her.

      “Your Warden Coates is working with Nuryien Security,” Ambassador Ochrie read through the latest transmissions from the platform behind them. “It was an improvised explosive device, doubtless designed to cause more mayhem and panic than it was to actually kill me…”

      “The two shooters were the real assassins.” Solomon nodded. He had sent the rest of Gold Squad below decks to get themselves washed, ready, and kitted up in their light tacticals. Even though they should be safe on board the ambassador’s personal ship, being caught surprised on the platform meant that he didn’t want to take any chances again.

      “Yes, it looks likely. Still no positive identification on them, although it could be anyone. Luna unionists, Martian separatists, Proxima guerrillas…” She shook her head. “Their style, though…an explosion to cause maximum terror and chaos sounds more Martian to me than anything else…”

      Solomon nodded. Mars had long had a volatile reputation, and their own bands of separatists were the most outwardly violent of all, he’d heard before coming to Ganymede.

      “But why would they try to kill you, now of all times?” Solomon pointed out. “If you’ll excuse me being blunt, ma’am—”

      “That’s why I asked for you, after all, Commander Cready,” the woman said.

      “But you’re on your way to negotiate a favorable prisoner release for the colonies, aren’t you? And quite possibly a favorable trade deal for them, too… Why would they kill you now?”

      The ambassador shrugged as if the question was of no real importance. “Oh, a hundred and five reasons, Commander… It could be rival factions within one of the groups—one which wants their own outright war for independence—or it could be just an internal power-struggle between guerrilla gang chiefs.” She shook her head. “There’s no way of telling, but secessionists and separatists are always known for their rather erratic structures. Which is half the reason why we need to bring them into the Confederate fold, not isolate them…”

      “You’re still going ahead with the negotiations?” Solomon said out loud, surprised. “I mean, this was an act of war, wasn’t it?”

      “Don’t say that, Commander—at least not in my presence or anywhere near the colonists, or the press, you hear me, soldier?” The ambassador suddenly rounded on him, her tone like ice but her eyes sparking with fury and threat. Solomon could see that behind her approachable demeanor was a woman who was every bit as tough as the adjunct-Marines she was surrounding herself with. “It is talk like that, rumors and gossip of war, that begin real conflicts, Commander Cready. And no one here wants to go down in history as the person who triggered humanity’s first interstellar war, do we?”

      “As you wish, Ambassador.”

      “I told you, Cathleen or Excellency please, Cready. I can’t stand titles,” she said, dismissing him with a nod and turning back to her screens. “We’ll be jumping within the hour, tell your people to get ready. It’ll only be a short hop to Titan,” she called over her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      As it was, Solomon barely had time to get his errant crew in their seats before the Barr-Hawking jump-ship had attached itself to the schooner and had folded space and time before it, jumping the short distance to Saturn.

      Really, Solomon knew it was an extravagance to jump the short distance between Earth’s fifth and sixth planets. He imagined that it was all an effort to wow the colonists with how much energy and money the Confederacy had to burn.

      Raised from colonial taxes, no less… he thought as the space sickness washed up through him and he felt nauseous. No matter what sort of experimental gene therapy they were giving him, it was clear that it wasn’t doing anything to stop him from feeling sick every time his body was forced to travel through warp.

      They whumped into existence as if they had always been there, the flexible membrane of reality snapping back to its previously regular constitution.

      “Right, load up and suit up, squad!” Solomon was already decoupling himself from the webbing and pulling on his shoulder-pad, the breastplate, and his helmet. “Weapons at the ready.” He nodded to the stand that held all of their personal weapons.

      “Are we expecting trouble, sir?” Kol asked, always the slightly nervier of their team.

      “Well, the ambassador did just survive a bomb plot on a safe Confederate station, so I’m taking no chances,” he said. “From here on in, we have to treat everyone as a potential threat to the ambassador. This might be the ambassador’s chance to make some friends…or it might be some separatist fanatic’s chance to kill her.”

      “Deployment plan?” This came from the sullen Wen, her voice deadpan as she slid her helmet over her head.

      Something is still bothering her, but what? Solomon thought, before realizing that now was not the time anyway.

      “We’ll play it loose for the moment, until we know what sort of rooms she’ll be meeting in, who else is there. For now, we flank her and just be ready to carry her out of there and back to this boat as soon as things get hairy.”

      “Very good.” Wen nodded and clicked her helmet into place.

      “Any more questions anyone? No? Then I guess we should all take a moment to savor the sights!” Solomon called as he clicked his own helmet into place.
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      The inside of Solomon’s helmet visor flared and scrolled with holo-projections of suit and squad information. The mission order was ridiculously simple: ‘protect the ambassador.’ That made Solomon almost chuckle. Protect her from what? Everything? Food Poisoning? Saying the wrong things?

      He was worried again by Wen, and he turned his head slightly so that the green holographic arrow of her identifier showed up on the inside of his screen, hanging over her head. Elevated heartrate, he read, staring at her form critically where she stood on the other side of Malady. She wasn’t slouching or leaning, but neither did she appear jittery or nervous or agitated. Of course, he cursed that now he couldn’t get a better look at her face, to see if maybe she was coming down with something. The last thing they needed was to contract a space-virus out here.

      Suddenly, Jezzy moved, half-turning her shoulder to him in an obviously dismissive way. Had she seen me looking at her? Is she annoyed with me? he wondered. It might, in fact, explain her weird behavior the last few days, the specialist commander considered. Maybe that was all it was—she had a bone to pick with him.

      Whatever. He felt the schooner move and did as he had invited the rest of his squad to do: look out of their portholes at what was awaiting them.

      Solomon was immediately struck by the grandeur of Saturn. It was a smaller world than super-massive Jupiter, of course, but it was no less impressive for it. Its ochre, orange, and almost umbral green surface was a constantly dancing sea of gases and vapors, and there, spearing across their vision, was its famously banded ring.

      Solomon wondered if he was simply getting bored of life on Ganymede. Just as he had felt overwhelmed walking into the Nuryien platform, he felt overwhelmed now at the mere sight of another planet.

      Which wasn’t alone.

      Something scudded in front of them, a tiny black object that caught the light every now and again, revealing a sleek metal hide on powerful twin rockets. It was a small passenger craft, little more than a rocket with positional thrusters… He followed its trail as it crossed in front of Saturn, becoming smaller, more indistinct, and harder to see against the backdrop of space. Only its flashing navigational light gave it away as it crossed over the top of the ring and underneath one of Saturn’s many near moons—Rhea or Enceladus maybe, Solomon thought, until it neared…

      Titan. One of the few moons in the solar system with an atmosphere—like Ganymede, ironically, but Titan’s atmosphere was far denser. Solomon wondered how the early Italians, Venetians, or Greeks must have viewed Titan when they first spotted it in the age of space observation—with wonder and awe perhaps.

      But to him and the rest of Gold Squad, it had entirely different connotations.

      It was yellowy, blushed with a burnt orange and much lighter, whiter brilliances in its atmosphere. But that didn’t stop it looking sulfurous to Solomon Cready, like a little droplet of Hell itself had been thrown up into the sky and waited for his inevitable downfall.

      Titan was where the bad people go to die, he remembered the old joke amongst criminals on Earth. It was true. If you had performed a serious enough crime—anything from grand theft to major fraud, and any violent crime with no remorse or hope of rehabilitation—that horrible little poisonous orb was where the Confederacy exiled you to. Solomon gritted his teeth at the injustice of it.

      It was where the warden had argued for him to go ever since he had arrived on Ganymede. No one ever came back from Titan. Even if your sentence was only a paltry seven or eight years, no one came back. Many people speculated that meant that they just died out here, and that the working conditions on Titan were so tough that to be exiled here was effectively a death sentence.

      Although, Solomon also knew that those ‘released’ might also have just as easily decided never to return to near Earth or Luna ever again. I mean, why would you return to the planet that deemed you so much of a risk that they sent you most of the way around the solar system?

      Down there under the nitrogen and methane clouds, Titan was a frozen wasteland of rock mountains, canyons, flood plains of liquid ethane, toxic rivers, and ice mountains…

      But the damn place is stuffed full of nitrogen, Solomon knew, and paradoxically, the purest, cleanest water that you would ever find, if you could drill down through the surface, past the ice plates to the subsurface oceans.

      Which was where the exiled convicts came in. Nitrogen-processing plants shipped out enough of the compound to contribute to humanity’s colonies and terraforming efforts on distant worlds, while the fresh water was drilled and pumped and tested, then used to supply the fleets. In a cosmos where a human-friendly habitat was rare, Solomon guessed that the Confederacy was making every attempt that it could to maximize every useful resource it could. ‘Titan not ready for crop cultivation? Fine, we’ll strip it of its nitrogen and sell it to Proxima instead…’ Solomon imagined some Confederate bigwig declaring.

      Only working in lakes and rivers of flammable ethane or combustible methane, with a subsurface ice plate that could crack under the immense pressures that it only barely held in check, was dangerous business. So dangerous that none of the mega-corporations wanted to work it, or risk igniting the whole moon in some terrible industrial accident.

      So, the Confederacy uses criminals instead. Solomon’s eyes scanned the sulfurous-looking orb, as if he might be able to see the plight of his fellow kind. People like me, he was only too aware of this fact.

      Looking at Titan was like staring at his own judgement.
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        * * *

      

      The ambassadorial schooner had no way of landing or breaking atmosphere in Titan, as it was designed as an interstellar craft alone. Luckily, Titan had its own docking station—a rough ‘H’ of metal modules with solar panels peeling from it like an iridescent, golden fungus.

      
        
        PERMISSION TO DOCK…GRANTED

      

      

      The static-laced radio made the announcement, and the schooner moved past the other circling vehicles to maneuver itself into position. From his place with the others in one of the holds, Solomon and the rest of Gold Squad scanned the other craft that waited outside, trying to figure out which one was likely to be from which colony.

      A sizable amount of the waiting craft were logistics or criminal transporters, though. Solomon even saw one large, blocky Marine transporter, looking like a snub-nosed rectangle with four rotational thrusters at each end.

      Probably here to offload another batch of prisoners. Solomon grimaced.

      Beside that was a tanker, by far the largest of all the craft here, with its steep keel and long, bloated body. Those things cruise all over Confederate space, depositing or picking up fuel. Solomon considered it was probably here to harvest more of Titan’s precious nitrogen for the Outer Worlds.

      There was a scattering of smaller craft like the one that Solomon and the others had already seen crossing Saturn—patrol or scout ships, he assumed, as the prison moonlet was permanently classified a top priority risk.

      And then came the colony ships.

      The Martians had brought with them one of their characteristic saucers, half the size of the ambassador’s schooner and looking more like a russet-iron doughnut than an actual saucer. Its thick rim was a band of black grills, vents, sensors, and flickering positional thrusters, giving it an aggressive, growling appearance.

      “That’ll be the asteroid belt.” Karamov nodded to the strangest looking craft—barely a space vessel at all but a stationary craft with its ‘T’ of modular tubes strung with support frames and booster rockets. The traders and mining communities of the asteroid belt, although drowning in rare Earth materials, were still the least sophisticated of all the colonial powers. Everything about their ship and their difficult way of life spoke of a harsh, industrial functionality.

      Which was nothing like the final colonial ship in attendance. It was sleek and white, looking like one of the old Saturn 5 rockets, but with small wing fins dotted at intervals all the way around its body. Solomon realized that the main outer section of the craft was actually able to rotate, meaning it could generate its own gravity while the nose cone and the rear propulsion rockets stayed in place.

      “Proxima,” Kol said without hiding his admiration.

      Proxima Centauri was the closest of the bio-available Outer Worlds, which meant that by the time humanity had gotten there, they had discovered that it was already teeming with plant, fungal, animal, and insect life. It was commonly called the ‘Second Earth’ and was close to Earth in size, mass, density, and gravity. The only thing missing was the people.

      As such, the colonists of Proxima Centauri under their Imprimatur Mariad Rhossily were the ones that were most vocal about pushing for their independence, while the Martians were the most violent about it.

      Looking at the different ships arrayed against them, Solomon had the disturbing sensation that they were outnumbered.

      
        
        ATTENTION ALL CREW! DOCKING PROCEDURE IMMINENT.

        AMBASSADORIAL STAFF TO DOCKING BRIDGE 2.

      

      

      “That’s us,” Solomon said, nodding to the others. “Let’s give them a show who they’re messing with, shall we?” he said with a grin, firmly holding his Jackhammer rifle across his chest as he quick-marched out of the hold, with the rest of Gold Squad behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “Ambassador, an honor and a pleasure,” called the gruff voice of a man who met them on the other side of the Titan dock.  He was a military man, large and barrel-chested in a somewhat shabby silver and black uniform some twenty years out of date. Solomon saw the seal of the Confederacy on his breast pocket, over a selection of gold stars, and a larger insignia underneath that of the CPS: Confederate Prison Services.

      It looks like he’s been out here too long, was Solomon’s first thought as he looked at the man’s un-regulation shaggy brown hair and full beard. Solomon stepped up to stand at the ambassador’s righthand side, two steps away and ready for anything.

      “Thank you, Warden Harj,” the ambassador replied as the Warden of Titan turned to beckon them into his station.

      Cramped and noisy, Solomon thought, quickly surveying the available exits.

      Too many. The Titan Docking Station was made up of large thoroughfare ‘tubes’ with two levels inside each, and a host of bulkhead doors that led off to smaller module rooms and cargo vaults. Steam was escaping and being released constantly at odd intervals, and the strung lights flickered here and there as announcements in different languages beckoned staff to this docking procedure or that loading one.

      The main thoroughfare they were being led down was speckled with bistros and shops, Solomon was surprised to see, as each of the staff and baristas and waiters wore the gray suits of convicts.

      “The tankers usually spend a shift or two here while they get loaded up. It made sense to be able to offer a modicum of entertainment,” Warden Harj explained. “It gives the convicts some life skills, and the Confederacy makes a little money…”

      Solomon wondered if he was trying to impress the ambassador.

      “Squad, stay sharp.” He cut his external microphone and spoke solely on their suit-to-suit channel. “I don’t like this…” he said. I can’t see any weapons on anyone. He looked. No open carry then, not on this station. Not that it stopped the assassins on Nuryien smuggling their own weapons in, however…

      “Why?” he was surprised to hear Wen answer him irritably. “Because the staff here are convicts like us?”

      Ouch. What is her problem? Solomon thought as he scanned the wary eyes of the watching convict servicemen inside their food stalls and booths. Are they paying too much attention to the ambassador? Or is it just a prisoner’s interest in anyone new? Solomon couldn’t tell.

      But then again, maybe Jezzy was right. If he had been about to assume that the convict staff here were a threat to the ambassador, then he might just as well put himself and the rest of Gold Squad under suspicion as well, right?

      “Just stay alert, Wen,” Solomon growled back anyway, his chagrin only making him a little more annoyed as they walked forward.

      Warden Harj was gruff and pragmatic, but not entirely uncouth, Solomon decided by the end of their short pilgrimage. He offered the ambassador and her people—the two private assistants that Solomon knew could shoot the wings off a fly if needed, as well as the five Outcasts and the small handful of ambassadorial support staff, carrying crates and wheeling trolleys full of clothes and computers—a choice of any food that they saw. But although Solomon would have ripped his own ear off for the chance to try some of the various offerings of street food from around the world, the ambassador wisely declined everything.

      “I have my own cook, and I expect to sleep and dine aboard my ship during my stay here,” she said casually. “But it has been a short journey and I am not tired yet at all. Shall we begin immediately? The other delegates?”

      “Ah…” Solomon saw the warden make a face as if the very word brought with it a foul smell. He was about to say something, before a commotion at one end of the thoroughfare interrupted him.

      “Unacceptable!” boomed a voice as a small crowd approached them.

      “Squad!” Solomon stepped forward.

      It was a team of people wearing red-sandy-colored robes over undermesh encounter suits, Solomon saw. In their center was a tall, aquiline-looking woman with short black hair slicked back to her scalp, while next to her strode a smaller, rounder man with a bald head but an impressive handlebar mustache, similarly in the reddish over-robes.

      Martians, Solomon recognized. It was the smaller, rounder, and rougher sort of man who was doing the shouting, and as he drew nearer—the other tanker crews and convict staff scattering out of their way as they did so—Solomon realized that the man only had one eye. The other was a dark metallic orb.

      “Totally unacceptable, Ambassador Ochrie!” the angry bald man bellowed. “Have you seen the conditions that our people are kept in? No. Of course not. Another perfect example of the Confederacy’s complete lack of regard for the human rights of colonists everywhere!”

      “Father Ultor, what a surprise to see you here,” the ambassador said, stopping and not moving an inch. Solomon could tell she wasn’t about to be intimidated by this angry man.

      Four guards. Solomon saw the other robe-wearing men and women around the two central figures. They looked capable, bulky, rounded shoulders and short necks—undoubtedly mercenaries. He took another half-step forward as Malady stepped behind the ambassador and loomed.

      “Oh, and is this supposed to make us meek and servile, is it?”

      ‘Father Ultor’ gave Solomon and the other Outcasts a dark look. Behind him, the four members of their own guard complement started to jostle on their feet.

      “Easy, Father…” the taller, black-haired woman from the Martian delegation said, raising one perfectly pale hand and resting it lightly on the man’s shoulder.

      “Imprimatur Valance.” The ambassador nodded slowly.

      The legal representative of Mars, Solomon realized. Apart from the robes, she didn’t look like a Martian. If anything, from her exact hair and carefully elegant robes, the imprimatur of the notoriously contradictory Martian colony looked every bit the Confederate.

      “Ambassador Ochrie.” She didn’t say that it was a pleasure or an honor, Solomon noted as he looked at the four Martian bodyguards. Each one, two men and two women, were staring hard at him and the other Outcasts, daring them to make a move.

      But we’re the ones with automatic rifles. Solomon rolled a shoulder and readjusted his grip on the Jackhammer slung across his chest, before grinning through his face visor at the nearest one. Go ahead, he thought. Let’s see how far you get with a bullet in your kneecap!

      “Father Ultor here is my counsel,” the imprimatur said. “And he has legitimate concerns about the treatment of the Martian prisoners-of-war.”

      “The Martian criminals, you mean?” Warden Harj said bluntly, glowering at the imprimatur.

      “Prisoners of conscience!” Father Ultor burst out, looking ready to get into a fight with the Warden of Titan here and now if he could…

      “Well. Then let’s waste no time in getting to the surface, shall we?” The ambassador didn’t even blink before turning to Warden Harj.

      “The Proximians and the Belters?” she asked.

      “Well, the Proximians have already made their way to the surface…” Harj looked uncomfortable. “…and the Belters won’t leave their ship.”

      “I see.” The ambassador turned to speak to one of her two Valkyrie-like personal assistants. She didn’t bother to lower her tone or hide what she said from the warden or the Martians.

      “Please send a message to the Asteroid Belters expressing my concern and gratitude for their arrival. Assure them that their questions will be answered, and tell them that if they don’t get their ass to the negotiating table at once, I’ll put a freeze on all commodities heading to their ugly little asteroid field,” she said with an icy smile, turning back to nod at the slightly aghast-looking Warden Harj and the enraged Father Ultor. The actual spokesperson of Mars however, Imprimatur Valance, didn’t appear upset or affected by the ambassador’s harsh words.

      “Shall we?” The ambassador nodded at the sign that pointed the way to the surface transporters.
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      “I don’t like this,” Solomon said over his gold channel to the rest of his squad. They were packed into a small shuttle-transporter—little more than a rounded dropship that burned and juddered as it fell through the orange nitrogen, methane, and sulfur clouds of Titan on its way to the surface.

      Through the use of carefully-timed rockets, as Solomon realized they couldn’t burn large amounts of fuel on Titan due to the moon’s mostly volatile compounds, they slowed their descent a fraction. As soon as they fell out of the cloud layer, everyone felt the sudden lurch of vast parachute sails being deployed.

      Ugh. Solomon felt sick, but he managed to keep it together as he noticed that none of the delegates appeared to be faring much better.

      But there are too many of us in one place. He concentrated on his job. Locked into their chairs were all the ambassadors and delegates, while the four-man Martian bodyguards and the five-man Outcast Marines stood, hanging on to the overhead handle grips.

      This lady’s already been shot out of the sky once… he thought, starting to feel tense. As a way to try and calm his nerves, he cleared his throat and turned on his external microphone to speak to the warden.

      “Warden Harj, can I ask your security arrangements here on Titan?” Solomon said. “I am sure that the ambassador and our friends from Mars will be grateful to hear it…”

      “Friends from Mars!” snickered Karamov on the private suit-to-suit channel.

      “Play nice, Karamov,” Cready returned, having to quickly turn his suit microphone off and on.

      “Of course,” the warden replied. “Titan is a high-security facility, which means that the prisoners are in a state of constant lock-down—”

      “Outrageous!” Father Ultor muttered.

      “As such, any prisoners that you encounter will only be allowed in certain zones of the prison camp and factory, and they will be under watch by at least two other wardens.”

      Two!? Solomon thought in alarm. “Only…two, Warden Harj?”

      “Well, they are the only personnel with guns, so…” the warden said. “It is a system that works for us. Each prisoner has an identity bracelet that we can track from both the guard base here on Titan or the docking station above, and each bracelet transmits a code, which means only the doors to their permitted areas can be opened. Even if a prisoner was crazy enough to try to escape, they wouldn’t be able to get beyond the first barrier!”

      Oh, there’s always a way, Warden Harj. Solomon knew that only too well. Although what he’d heard might ameliorate any other bodyguard’s concern, for someone with his previous experience, it only made him more paranoid. Identity bracelets that open doors. Presumably magnet-locked. But there are ways to break magnet locks, even if you don’t have a set of industrial clippers. And there are ways to steal someone else’s identity bracelet…

      “PREPARE FOR LANDING,” the speakers announced, giving them a moment to brace as the dropship shuttle swayed, swung, and thudded to the surface of the alien moon.
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        * * *

      

      “Out, out, out!” Solomon made sure that he and Malady moved quickly down the ramp, flanking each side of the flattened avenue that led directly to the gates.

      
        
        Light Tactical Suit: Active and Fully Operational.

        Atmospheric Controls: Active. Filtering Nitrogen, C02, Methane.

        Backup Air Supply: 3.8 Hours.

      

      

      The Titan facility looked absurdly similar to a human prison camp, with high steel walls—very high, given the low gravity of Titan—topped with razor wire, and a set of double-doors directly in front of them. Peeking over the top of the walls were regular metal guard towers like fingers pointing accusingly at the sky, and the dim sodium lights did little to illuminate the surface.

      The ground juddered and shook underfoot as Solomon turned around to find the source of the noise. Don’t tell me I’m about to step on a damn cryovolcano! Solomon cursed, knowing that many of the Outer Worlds and moonlets did not have regular geology as Earth did, but instead could erupt into massive ‘ice volcanoes’ that could break rock and spew hardened ice and steam, just as deadly as magma if it hit you.

      But what Solomon saw was a poisonous, toxic world. Everything was cast in an orange-yellow haze, which Solomon guessed was glare from the heavy nitrogen clouds above. A mist blanketed the middle distance, and from which emerged jagged rocks and bluffs, and not a hint of green.

      The shaking appeared to be coming from south of their location, and Solomon saw the silhouette of a static shape through the mist: a giant box with a tall tower from which the vibrations were coming from.

      “Ice mine,” Malady informed him, before electronically announcing, “All clear on the north side.”

      “All clear on south,” Solomon said, although he felt a fraud for saying so. How could he even see anything through this murk?

      “Ambassador Ochrie, good to go!” he announced as the dropship shuttle started to shake and transform. First, the ramp that Solomon and Malady had jumped down slid flat back into the ‘floor’ of the shuttle above its thrusters, and then the central housing of the shuttle started to move as different plates clicked into place. Solomon’s external microphone picked up the whine of gears as the entire middle section of the ship started to pull away from its seat, leaving an empty ‘shell’ of the dropship-shuttle behind.

      When the middle oval was halfway removed, it extended four sets of tracked wheels from its underside, crunching them down on the surface of the inhospitable planet before disengaging completely. Solomon was now looking at a small surface rover vehicle, made out of the central body of the shuttle. Its portholes were now the viewing ports of the occupants inside, and it apparently had no cockpit or pilot, as it started to trundle on radio controls towards the gate, with Solomon and Malady bounding in Titan’s much lighter gravity on either side.

      A flash of lights from the ‘roof’ of the shuttle-rover were answered by the blink over the door, and the double gates started to roll backward on hissing pistons, revealing a wide yard on the other side, already crowded with blocks of ice as large as Malady and a few prisoners standing in their bubble-helmets and protective encounter suits, looking at the approaching shuttle-craft. On the other side of them was another chain-link fence topped with more razor wire, leading to a narrow corridor through the fences to the main doors of a gunmetal gray building, studded with more sodium lights and slit-windows.

      To think I came this close to calling this place home… Solomon shivered in horror as he eyed the nearest convicts.

      “Your two o’ clock, Malady,” Solomon murmured.

      “Spotted,” Malady returned. One of the prisoners who had been hauling the ice blocks into position for loading had paused, turned, and was taking large, bounding steps towards the shuttle with the giant ice pincers still in their hand.

      “Welcoming party?” Solomon said, as Malady quickly bounded between the prisoner and the shuttle-car, dwarfing the convict by a factor of two, easily.

      Solomon watched the exchange carefully as the convict stopped, looked Malady up and down, and then proceeded to wave the pincers at the shuttle-car anyway as it rolled steadily past them. Is it a threat? Or just one guy blowing off some steam?

      Whichever it was, one man with a set of pincers against the full power-suited man-golem that was Malady wasn’t anything for him to worry about, so he turned back to check the perimeter.

      The gates had closed behind them, and there were no prisoners flanking them, but when he turned back, he saw that the shuttle had stopped because another of the working convicts stood solidly in front of it.

      “Commander, do you want me to disengage from this one and…” Malady said, still looming over the pincer-wielding prisoner.

      “No, I got it,” Solomon said. With a short hop and a larger bound, he jumped over the shuttle-rover and landed with a thump on the far side, standing up slowly in front of the prisoner.

      Who looked just like the others, in their gray and brown encounter suits, several years out of date, and the ridiculously large, bubble helmet. This one didn’t have a set of pincers and wasn’t doing anything but standing there.

      Solomon flicked on his external microphone and prayed that all the prisoners’ encounter suits were wired to pick up external noise. They had to be, surely. Since when would the Confederacy pay to install expensive suit-to-suit communicator channels for a bunch of exiles?

      “Stand down,” he said, his voice sounding oddly muted in the misty, heavy atmosphere. Solomon released and gripped his Jackhammer across his chest as he made it obvious that he meant business.

      The figure didn’t move at first, but very slowly raised one hand to point its bulbous glove straight into one of the porthole windows. Solomon caught a flash of the man’s face behind the bubble helmet. He was old, dark-skinned, and with eyes as dead as a fish.

      “I said, stand down!” Solomon took a step forward, his Jackhammer coming up to point at the man’s chest in one smooth move.

      The man continued to point over Solomon’s shoulder, before slowly moving his focus to his aggressor. Solomon saw the man’s dark eyes clearly, and for the first time, in his life it felt like he was staring into the abyss. This man held no expression or spark of hope or life or humanity at all. How long has he been up here to get like that?

      “Can you hear me?” Solomon shouted louder this time.

      The convict held Solomon’s gaze without a flicker of fear or even anger, before slowly lowering his hand and stepping out of the way.

      “What the hell was that all about?” It was Kol, speaking over their suit-to-suit channels. Solomon figured that he must have been watching from inside the shuttle-rover.

      “I have no idea. Maybe some crazy guy.” Solomon shook his head, before jumping lightly out of the way as the shuttle-rover rolled forward.

      But then again… “Kol, did you see which window he was pointing into?” he asked as he watched the rover roll through the opening chain-link gates and move up the ramp to a hangar bay inside the prison facility itself.

      “Yes, Commander, straight at our ambassador. Which is weird, because the porthole is behind her. The man could only see the back of her head, surely,” Kol said. “Maybe he recognized her robes?”

      The prisoners don’t get the newsfeeds out here, I shouldn’t think… Solomon thought. How would that man know just who the ambassador was? If he did, that is… “Probably just a lucky guess, and he was just randomly pointing at anyone he didn’t like the look of…” Solomon figured, although the entire event had spooked him, he wasn’t too proud to admit.

      But maybe I’ll go ask a few questions… Solomon looked around as Malady bounded past him into the hangar, but of the strange, older pointing convict, there was no sign at all.

      Hey, where is he? Solomon was confused, before the flashing lights over the hangar alerted him to the fact that the door was hissing closed, and he had better get in if he didn’t want to join the convicts. Solomon turned and bounded towards the facility as the chain-link gates and the hangar doors auto-shut and locked behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “Here we have the hangar and deployment halls.” Warden Harj took them on a brief tour of the prison facility when they had finally pressurized the hangar and were able to step into the building without the use of helmets.

      Not that Solomon and the rest of Gold Squad had taken theirs off, though. They remained fully suited and would remain so until they were allowed to stand down.

      “And next we have general population.” Harj swiped his identity card through the door locks.

      Another thing that could be easily stolen at the right time by the wrong person, Solomon thought grimly.

      “General population!?” Solomon said out loud from where he stood at the ambassador’s side. He was alarmed. Was the warden really going to take one of the highest-ranking officials in the Confederacy into the general hustle and treachery of the convicts here on Titan?

      “Oh, don’t worry, Commander Cready. They’re all on lockdown, as I say. No criminals beyond trusted volunteers allowed out of their rooms,” the warden said as a klaxon went off somewhere deep inside the building, and the audible thump as the doors released open.

      Revealing on the other side a hellish, austere world of off-white painted walls, broken by the rows of barred rooms.

      “Gerrayh!”

      “Get out of here!”

      “We don’t want’cha!”

      They were met by the shouts and screams of the prisoners as the warden ignored them, leading them across the bottom hallway.

      “You see, all entirely safe. Locked into their cells, with no hope of getting out…” the warden stated proudly, but Solomon didn’t like it. It looked like Ultor felt much the same way, but for different reasons, as it turned out.

      “These people are not animals, Warden!” the Martian Councilor stated loudly, raising a fist in the air as he strode after us. “Friends! I am Father Ultor, and I have come to hear your confessions!” he roared.

      A true demagogue, Solomon thought, easing his hands on the Jackhammer as he turned around to keep an eye all around them. The convicts were everywhere, above and beside them, peering and jeering down from their cells. If they were to break out right now, there would be nothing I could do to save the ambassador…

      Although it seemed that breaking out was the very last thing on any of the prisoners of Titan’s mind, as most of them started to whisper and gasp, before starting to murmur, then to chant…

      “Ultor. Ultor. Ultor…ULTOR!”

      “Just who the hell is this guy?” Solomon murmured, looking at the way Ultor beamed and strode back and forth, now with two fists in the air instead of just the one.

      “No idea, Commander…” Karamov said, and Wen grunted a similar monosyllabic dismissal.

      “The First Martians.” It was the Ambassador who responded to him, and Solomon realized that he had left his external suit microphone on! Dammit! Not such a great start for a diplomatic mission. But at least the ambassador had information.

      “Father Ultor is their spokesperson, with a following largely across the poorer elements of Martian colonies. They have an almost religious belief that they are the chosen of Mars,” the ambassador said under her breath.

      “I can see why you weren’t too pleased to see him with the imprimatur then…” Solomon whispered, knowing that the din from the chanting prisoners would at least mask his derision. “But wait…not all of these prisoners can be Martians, can they?”

      There was an awful lot of chanting going on around and above him, Cready thought. But not all. At least half of the prisoners were silent, or else were jeering and cheering for no other reason than to cause a scene for their warden, it seemed.

      “Mars has been very active in its independence efforts,” the ambassador said lightly, a moment before the first object pinged off Malady’s suit.

      Oh, come on! Solomon thought, as it was followed by an enamel cup, bouncing along the floor, and then a plastic fork. “Your followers are getting a bit excitable, Father…” Solomon called out loudly, although none of the thrown objects appeared to be falling anywhere near him and the Martian group, he saw.

      “They merely wish to express their disapproval of the Confederacy, I am sure…” The father laughed a loud, echoing roar as this time another cup, followed by a tube of toothpaste, hit the floor at Ambassador Ochrie’s feet.

      Well, I know this doesn’t exactly count as danger, but still… Solomon had enough. “Right, that’s it. Warden Harj? Where’s our exit, please? I’m taking the ambassador out of here,” he said loudly, for the warden to quickly usher them towards the gate at the rear of the room, followed by the cheers, jeers, and catcalls of the prisoners behind them.

      “Patience, brothers and sisters!” Ultor boomed at his flock as he followed the rest of the delegation. “The day is soon coming when you will all be free, as citizens of Mars!” He raised a fist to a rousing cheer, and then the door clanged in front of him and the ambassadorial delegation moved on.
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      “You see? Totally, absolutely unacceptable!” Father Ultor, the ‘pastor’ and leading figure of the Chosen of Mars, berated the ambassador as the delegates continued their hasty ‘tour’ of the Titan prison facility, under the somewhat nervous eyes of Warden Harj.

      In any other circumstance, Solomon would probably be inclined to agree with the father—were it not for his belligerence. Titan wasn’t a ‘nice’ place. They viewed the canteen kitchens, where food was dispensed by other prisoners through a hole in the wall, and prisoners were fed in shifts of fifty at a time, with no talking allowed. Next came the ‘recreation facilities,’ which was essentially a gymnasium with static exercise machines to help the prisoners maintain their bone density in the lighter gravity and extreme conditions.

      “And what of radiation!?” Ultor demanded of Harj. “How many of my confederates are going to develop some wasting disease by the time they are forty?”

      “We dose the prisoners rations with iodine and B-vitamins, according to Confederacy-approved guidelines…” Warden Harj was growing less and less patient with the upsetting priest, and Solomon saw him now answer in a high-minded and officious air.

      Which didn’t go down well.

      “Oh! The Confederacy-approved guidelines which dictate half of what the average Martian needs in order to maintain a healthy immune system?” Ultor questioned. Underneath his bravado and bluster, Solomon saw that there was actually a very sharp mind as he reeled off facts and figures to the put-upon warden.

      “These men and women are prisoners, uh, Father,” the warden stated—unwisely, in Solomon’s opinion. He had met people like that when working in New Kowloon. Never argue. They don’t like it when you argue with them…

      “They are enemy combatants at best!” Ultor stated as they marched down a drafty, freezing corridor to their next site. “And we all know what the Universal Convention of War states…”

      There was a mumbled cough from Imprimatur Valance beside him, and Solomon noticed that the father immediately shut up. So, the imprimatur is still the one who calls the shots in your relationship, is she? That might be a useful piece of information for later, Solomon considered.

      “Are you suggesting that Mars is currently at war with Earth, Father Ultor?” the ambassador asked lightly. “Because if that is the case, then I am sure that I can leave the negotiations up to the generals of the Marine Corps instead.” She gave the man a brittle smile. Her meaning was obvious: negotiate or fight.

      “No, well…not at war of course…” Father Ultor grumbled into his mustache.

      “Really, Ambassador,” Imprimatur Valance finally broke into the conversation. “How can Mars be at war with anyone, when everyone knows that Mars does not even have any of its own military forces? We all rely on the Marine Corps for our protection.”

      Not what I saw on Hellas Chasma. Solomon gritted his teeth. Those Martian separatists had weapons—Marine weapons—and knew how to use them. Which meant training. Someone was training them. Is it you, Imprimatur? He studied the woman with the black hair, but she remained inscrutable to his observations.

      “And you are suggesting that Mars, and by extension all of the rest of the colonies, require their own defense forces?” the ambassador asked levelly.

      “We are all prey to raiders and mercenaries, Your Excellency… Sometimes, the Marine Corps, even these brave boys and girls of the Rapid Response Fleet—” The imprimatur turned to nod at Solomon and the Outcasts. “—even they can often arrive too late when they are responding to a colonial call rather than an Earth one.”

      That touched a nerve. Solomon saw the ambassador stop in her tracks. “Are you suggesting that the Marine Corps is willing to sacrifice colonial security, Imprimatur Valance?”

      “They are willing to charge us with batons and shock-sticks whenever we raise our head out of the dirt!” Father Ultor muttered darkly.

      “I wouldn’t dream of saying so,” Valance said casually. It was kind of fascinating, Solomon thought, watching these two women go head-to-head in this way. Both were clearly fiercely intelligent, and very good at what they did. And they knew it.

      “Nevertheless, there really is no need to waste time. We all know why we have been asked here: a full pardon and a release of colonial prisoners in return for some goodwill.”

      “A cessation of hostilities by colonial seditionists,” the ambassador said firmly, to which imprimatur nodded. Father Ultor didn’t, Solomon noted. This was the game, wasn’t it? Everyone knew that the Mars, Proxima, and asteroid governors must have some say over their ‘terrorist’ factions. But no one was willing to point the finger in case they, as Solomon had heard Ambassador Ochrie herself say, ‘be the person who started humanity’s first interstellar war.’

      “I never said anything about a full pardon, however,” the ambassador added, almost as an afterthought.

      “What?” The imprimatur finally took the bait and lost her temper. “I beg your pardon, Ambassador?”

      The delegation had come to the end of the rooms after viewing the Orwellian control room—a tower with armed guards on permanent patrol, protecting a room wallpapered in screens, showing every possible angle of the facility and the nearby ice fields—and Warden Harj seemed impatient to hurry them along.

      “I’ll be taking you out to one of our ice mine facilities, where the Proxima delegation are currently inspecting…” he spoke a little too loudly, as if he hoped to break the looming argument between the imprimatur and the ambassador.

      “None of the prisoners released from Titan will receive pardons or clean records.” The ambassador ignored Harj. “I thought you were already aware of this, Imprimatur? Their citizen identity cards will record that their sentences have been served, but they will not vanish.”

      “You are dooming fifty-six Martian nationals to a life of factory work with records like that, and we all know that Earth operates a no-tolerance policy to criminal convictions. Those men and women will never be able to visit their relatives who still live on Earth, and they will be unlikely to ever earn enough money to allow their children to, either…” the imprimatur spat.

      “Outrageous…” Ultor growled.

      “Necessary,” the ambassador countered. Harj was busy trying to use the door communicator to call up another rover, and the delegates were organically, primally forming two sides of a circle—with the Martians and their guards on one side, and the Earth Confederacy Ambassador, her personal assistant, and the Outcast Marines on the other.

      This could turn nasty, Solomon thought, eyeing his opposite guards. Are they the sort to fire? To start that interstellar war if the imprimatur tells them to?

      Not the Martian Imprimatur, Solomon thought. But they might do for Ultor. He was the firebrand. He was the figurehead that the seditionists must look up to, with the imprimatur just pulling the strings.

      “Earth cannot afford to have violent offenders—those ideologically opposed to the Confederacy—with clean records, applying for jobs in our own space lanes, or as border Marines, customs officials, or occupying places of authority. That would be insane!” The ambassador laughed, making it sound as though the Martians were just being childish.

      “What would happen if, five years from now, one of those good and loyal Martians takes a job on a Lunar transporter and decides to crash it into New York Island?” she scoffed.

      It’s a good point, Solomon thought.

      “Imprimatur, Father, you are both intelligent people, you realize that there always have to be checks and balances. You will get your wayward citizens back—on the provision that they are never able to have anything to do with Earth ever again. That is my offer,” the ambassador stated and turned to where Harj had finally succeeded in getting through to someone at the next facility.

      “What do you mean something’s gone wrong over there!?” Harj had tried to whisper the words into the wall communicator, but the lull in the conversation and the empty, drafty metal hanger that they stood in meant that everyone heard it perfectly.
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      “There’s been an explosion at the ice mine. The Proximians are trapped…” Solomon looked at Warden Harj’s ashen face. His mustache and beard quivered. The tough prison guard looked about ready to faint. This was clearly something that the warden had never expected to happen on his watch.

      “Then we go rescue them,” Ambassador Ochrie said without hesitation. “I have the Outcast Marines here at my disposal. With their help and your wardens, we can get them out, come on…” She was already moving towards one of the parked rovers.

      “But, Ambassador…” Solomon felt himself impelled to say. I am supposed to be her security consultant, after all. “It’s going to be dangerous out there. We should get you back to your ship first…”

      The ambassador spun on her heel. “Not going to happen, Commander Cready. Those Proximians are technically the guests of the Confederacy, and those prisoners are Confederate citizens…”

      “Martian comrades, more like!” Father Ultor muttered angrily.

      “Perhaps, Father,” the ambassador conceded. “But while they’re still on Titan, they’re a Confederate responsibility. Which, in this room, and on this moon, would mean me. Now load up, soldier!” She was already stalking to the doors of the rover as Solomon spared a shrug with Warden Harj. There was clearly no arguing with the woman. Harj activated the rover controls, and the ambassador and her personal assistants stepped in.

      “Malady, I want you and me on point, like before,” Solomon said, “Wen, Karamov, and Kol? Stay with the ambassador.”  Solomon spared a glance at the Martian delegation. “And what of your men—will they help us?” he asked them, but Ultor was already blustering and heading towards the rover.

      “They’ll help true Martian citizens. I’m not allowing the Confederacy to take the credit for this one!” he stated, barging in after Kol, but Solomon was pleased to see that Wen and his Outcasts had flanked the ambassador and wouldn’t let any of the Martians get to within touching distance of her.

      Last to load up was Warden Harj, and then Solomon and Malady were the only ones left in the prison hangar, looking at the hissing steam as the door lock depressurized.

      “Travel fast,” Solomon growled over his suit channel. “I don’t care what the Martians or the Proximians say. If we run into any trouble, whatever side they’re on, we’re not going to be taking names and addresses.”

      “Understood.” Malady rolled his huge metal shoulder-pads. His commander’s message was clear: put down any would-be attackers with extreme prejudice first, and ask questions later…

      The door opened, and Malady and Solomon bounded into Titan’s sulfurous light.
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      PHABA-BOOOM!

      The rover and two attendant Marines had barely gotten past the outer gate when the ground shook and the southern horizon swirled with dense, dark clouds.

      “What was that?” Solomon called.

      “Commander…” It was Karamov, bouncing inside the rover vehicle next to the ambassador. “Warden Harj says that has got to be the air-processing plant at the ice mine. If it’s blown, the whole place will depressurize…”

      Which means that everyone inside there, Proximinan negotiators and First Martians and assorted convicts, will all die in minutes… Solomon lengthened his stride. The rover beside them chugged forward over the black and orange rocks of Titan’s surface, but its electric motors didn’t allow it to go beyond six or seven miles an hour. In this light gravity, Solomon knew that he and Malady could get there faster.

      “Change of plan,” he announced, “Me and Malady are going on ahead. We’ll secure the site. Rescue who we can. Wen stays with the ambassador at all times, rest of Gold Squad help when you arrive.” His voice sounded clipped and tense as he suddenly broke into a leap, kicking out at the Titan surface with his metal combat boots with all his might.

      Solomon sailed through the air in a long jump as Malady did the same, bounding into the air behind him.

      Oof! He hit the surface with both legs, the shock being absorbed by the suit’s compressor pistons at the ankles, knees, and hip, before hop-running two more steps and then kicking out again in a massive, low-gravity leap.

      Behind them, the ambassador’s rover receded into the distance as Malady and Solomon ate up the short distance to the mine. Another couple of jumps, and Solomon realized that they were entering a patch of heavier mists and yellow fogs, laden with grit and rock dust.

      
        
        Warning! Light Tactical Suit Warning!

        Atmospheric Filters Report +62% Mineral Buildup.

        No Radiation Detected.

      

      

      “Outstanding,” Solomon growled to himself. All he needed now was for his suit filters to pack up, and then for him to die of oxygen starvation ironically inside his suit, rather than out of it.

      Solomon quickly reached to his harness to activate the suit’s self-cleaning process, forcing precious air from his reserve oxygen tank to be forcefully expelled through the suit’s filters. It was a risky move, as losing too much oxygen could only ever be a bad thing in a hostile alien environment, but seeing as he had no idea how long it would take for his air filters to completely clog up from the dust of the explosion flooding its air system, he knew that he had no choice.

      “One-second injection,” he said, flipping the catch that opened onto the small valve on his harness, and pulled.

      PFFFFT! Solomon felt buffeted inside his suit, and his body staggered as jets of pure air burst from his visor and back, before he released the valve and felt it click back into place.

      
        
        Atmospheric Filters Report +38% Mineral Buildup.

      

      

      “Better than nothing, I suppose…” Solomon grimaced and pressed on into the murk.

      The yellow clouds suddenly lifted, revealing a scene of devastation.

      The ice mine had once had a tall chain-link fence surrounding it, but now that lay in pieces, its concrete stanchions pulled from the frozen Titan soil by the powerful tremors. Beyond their haphazard forms, Solomon saw a crater—no, not a crater, a pit—in the ground, on the side of which, leaning over the edge of the vast hole, had once stood a large, block-like metal building of many levels, and a tall cylinder that stretched high into the murk above them.

      Which must be the drilling rig. Solomon saw that the different sections of the wide tube had whorls of threading, indicating that it twisted as it drove into the rock and ice.

      But the metal levels of the main building were in disarray, two of the wall sections clearly crumpled from a sudden, catastrophic decompression event, and the building as a whole was slanting towards the ice pit below it.

      “That whole place is going to go down.” Solomon saw it immediately. “We’ll lose everyone in there…”

      On the far side of the pit were huge metal pipes, each one bigger than the distant prison rover behind them, rising from the pit and plunging into a dam-like concrete and steel structure. But these pipes were cracked, and jagged metal was bent back from the seal as rushes of steam poured into the air above.

      That is what is clearing the nitrogen clouds around here, Solomon realized. That had to be the mine’s air-processing plant, extracting oxygen trapped in the frozen ice below and recycling it to keep the mine pressurized and livable.

      She’s hemorrhaging air… But was it coming from the mine’s reserve tanks or straight from the ice extraction?

      “Malady, you’re the only one of us big enough to do something about that.” Solomon pointed to the air-processing plant. “See if you can find a way to stop that from happening.”

      Solomon had no idea how the full tactical golem would do such a thing, but he had to trust that Malady would find a way. Now was not the time for despair.

      “Suit scanners on,” Solomon said as Malady broke into a bounding, leap-frogging run around the sides of the ice and rock pit to the broken air processors. Suddenly, Solomon’s visors flushed with a line of green as his rather basic sensors activated and sent out small echo-waves of particles.

      
        
        Suit ID:

        Radiation Scan… COMPLETE

        Electrical Scan… COMPLETE

        Radionics Scan… COMPLETE

        Thermal Scan… COMPLETE

        RESULTS:

        Radiation Levels at Titan-Normal.

        Electrical Signals: Multiple. Industrial Firmware. Personal Suit-ware Detected.

        No Radio Frequencies Active.

        Industrial Heat Signatures Detected. Multiple Individual Heat Signatures Detected.

      

      

      “Good.” He saw an overlay of the results on the internal screen of his visor. There were at least three collections of heat signatures scattered from the inside of that building to below them. The mine must have service caves and tunnels down there, with still living—or still warm, anyway—convicts and delegates huddling together. That was confirmed by the multiple suit-ware electrical signals—prisoner and delegate encounter suits like the ones he had seen the others wearing before, still active and presumably doing all of the things that an encounter suit should do: keep their occupant warm, filter oxygen for them, and shield against unwanted radiation.

      But no radio frequencies. Solomon grimaced. That meant that there was no way to contact them. He would have to go in and find them.

      And their suits could clog up with Titan dust at any moment if there is another explosion, he thought with a grimace, already moving towards the building.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “HALT!” His external speakers picked up the broadcast warning as he jumped into the concrete courtyard in front of the ramp that led up to the mine. The doors had been blown open by the sudden explosion and lay in mangled fragments down the ramp. Solomon could see the spark of broken wires and glitching electronics illuminating a hangar inside in strobe bright and dark effect.

      And there, in the doorway, were two Titan wardens, their suits covered head to toe in the gray dust of the explosion and leveling their rifles at Solomon.

      Great. Going to get shot by the very people I’m here to help.

      “Specialist Commander Cready! Outcast Marines, attached to the ambassadorial delegation,” he called out quickly, raising one open palm to show that he meant no harm. “I’m here to help...”

      “Thank god,” one of the guards stated. “It was an explosion in the entry level. We don’t know how it happened. It must have been a gas leak or—”

      Phbp. The noise picked up by Solomon’s suit amplifiers was small and would have easily been missed amidst the chaos, were it not accompanied by the sudden dispersal of red mist around the back of the talking warden, and the effortless way that he crumpled to the ground.

      “Shooter!” Solomon called out, already jumping to one side and skidding along the concrete floor as something sparked off one of the bits of door.

      “Who is it!?” he heard Wen calling along the gold channel, sounding alarmed.

      Oh, gotten over your bad mood now that I’m about to get shot, is it? He squeezed himself under the raised bit of door as another shot pinged off its surface.

      “Don’t know. It seems to be coming from the facility…” Solomon’s quick mind calculated. The guard was shot in the back. He was facing out of the open door towards him. He risked peeking around the edge of the metal fragment to see that the accompanying warden had also been dropped, similarly shot in the back.

      “Stars damn it!” he growled. I don’t have time to get pinned down here, not when the entire building could slide into the pit!

      Luckily for Solomon, he was a quick thinker. He had always been a quick thinker. It was, after all, what had made him the most daring thief in New Kowloon. And the other advantage was that in lower-gravity environments, you can carry much heavier stuff…

      He pushed the large door piece he was huddling behind up as its front pinged with more shots. Finding the handle on the underside, he lifted the eight-by-four foot solid piece of metal in front of him like a shield and bounded up the ramp to the facility.

      Ping! Ping! The bullets ricocheted off the front, sending angry shockwaves into Solomon’s hands as he turned and threw the door forward at the last minute. It spun and clattered against a half-moon booth in the center of the room where Solomon presumed there had once been guards in position, overseeing the workers coming and going on their shifts.

      And a perfect place to take cover in. Solomon jumped, following the door as he burst through the already shattered glass to land on the other side of the desk.

      “Gargh!” He heard a snarl as someone rose beside him, a warden’s rifle in one hand and a massive service wrench in the other—

      It was one of the prisoners, Solomon saw that in the blink of an eye as he recognized the man’s gray and brown, out-of-date suit and bubble helmet.

      Ask questions later, he had told Malady. The specialist commander shoved the butt of his Jackhammer into the man’s helmet and heard a satisfying crack and the sudden wailing hiss of steam.

      “Arghhh!” The prisoner staggered, dropping the rifle and the wrench as his gloved hands immediately swept to the leaking cracks in his helmet.

      Solomon kicked the weapons away, then kicked the man in the shins, bringing him to the floor with a heavy thump.

      “Stay down!” he snarled as he leaned on the convict’s chest, already reaching for his utility compartments on his suits harness as he radioed in. “Karamov, get your medical kit ready. I got one combatant here incapacitated with oxygen starvation and pressure sickness."

      “Aye, Commander.”

      Cready found what he was looking for—the poly-filament metal wire. He wrapped it around the man’s hands, before clicking the small magnet locks closed. He wasn’t going anywhere.

      “The leak’s not bad,” he hissed down to see a man’s terrified face on the inside. He didn’t look like a terrorist or a trained killer of any kind. Just a prisoner who saw his chance and took it.

      “I’d say you’re going to run out of oxygen in two minutes, maybe three. Maybe my squad will get here in time to treat you, maybe they won’t,” he said, leaving the man tied up with an expanding stream of oxygen escaping from his visor.

      As harsh as he knew he sounded, he knew that the rover couldn’t be more than a minute out anyway. This man would survive. Probably.

      But Cready had more pressing matters. He had to find the others and hoped that the people he had come to save weren’t as difficult to rescue as this first one had been.

      “Situation report,” he breathed as he jumped back over the desk to survey the room. “Clearly an explosion. Centered on…” He looked at the scorch marks on the floor, and the spread of debris. The main entrance hangar of the mine was a wide room, with a balcony around the rear half of it, leading apparently to the more technical workings and guard rooms. Down here on the ground floor was a wide-open corridor that led down into darkness.

      “It was just the door,” Solomon realized. The rest of the room, although flooded with rocks, dust, broken glass and debris, had not suffered significant damage. The balcony was still intact. There were no burn marks on the corridor that led down into the rest of the mine facility.

      “Someone blew the doors open,” Solomon knew. That wasn’t a gas leak, or an accident. That was too precise and methodical. Someone knew that if you took out the pressure-sealed door, it would start a catastrophic ‘blow-out’ of pressure and air, which had probably caused the entire building to slump as it did…

      “Which means we’re looking at an act of sabotage,” Solomon thought. “Could be prisoners trying to escape, or…”

      There had been another explosion on the Nuryien platform, Solomon thought suspiciously as he started to run down the corridor towards the next set of heat signatures on his scan. Explosions seem to follow the ambassador around, don’t they?
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            The Savior of my Enemy is still my Enemy

          

        

      

    

    
      The ramp must have been designed for carrying the massive blocks of ice up from the pit below, Solomon thought as he saw the deep track ruts in the concrete floor. It was dark up ahead of him as he bounded downwards. Even the power to the emergency lighting had gone off, leaving just Solomon’s suit lights available to illuminate the way.

      “Commander Cready, we’ve just arrived at the mine. Securing the wounded prisoner now,” Karamov reported over the gold channel.

      “Good. Follow me down when you can. Keep an eye on the Martians. Wen stays with the ambassador,” Solomon reiterated his commands as the walls shook.

      Frack! The entire mine complex was unstable. He had to be quick.

      “Hello!” He turned his suit amplifiers up to maximum and his voice boomed into the darkness. Did he hear something in response? A ticking noise. Could that just be the damaged pipes and lights?

      Tap-tap.

      No…there. Solomon reached the first crossroads that leveled off in front of him, before the corridor continued to plunge downward, turning as it did so to zigzag its way through the rock. The walls were a jigsaw of metal plates screwed onto girders, spaced between the brown and white composite of rock and ice.

      And one of the crossroads was completely blocked by a jumble of rocks and girders.

      Thermal Scanners… Three Signatures.

      His scan results revealed three dull-red forms on the other side of the rock, and without knowing what else he could do, Solomon started to attack the boulders, clawing at them with the articulated fingers of his power gauntlets.

      Thunk! The outer boulders weren’t that difficult to move, thanks to the lighter gravity, and Solomon soon saw a thin jet of mist escaping from one end of the cave-in.

      Air. Oxygen from the other side of the tunnel.

      “HOLD ON!” he shouted, grabbing the twisted end of one of the girders and pulling.

      It didn’t budge. The weight of the rocks against it was just too much.

      “Dammit!” Solomon was desperate, just as he picked up the sound of running bounding down the corridor behind him.

      “Commander!” It was Karamov and Kol, followed by Father Ultor and his five Martian heavies. The ambassador, Warden Harj, and the imprimatur must still be up top, secured by Jezzy, Solomon was glad to note. Jezebel Wen was strong enough to keep the ambassador safe—and everyone else, if she had to.

      “Take heart! We’ll get you out of there!” Ultor was shouting, as three of his guards seized the girder alongside Solomon, and together they heaved.

      “On three. One…two…and pull!” Father Ultor shouted, and Solomon was surprised at the man’s apparent willingness to get his hands dirty. Maybe it was the fact that Mars was an overwhelmingly industrial world.

      KERRRRUNCH! The girder shifted, and there was a rumbling noise as the rocks around it shifted, falling apart, and sending up plumes of steam and smoke as the oxygen in the next chamber was forced out.

      But it left a hole, barely big enough for a person to squirm through.

      “Get out of there!” Solomon shouted, and the three trapped convicts wasted no time pushing and shoving each other to haul themselves through the hole to collapse on the other side. Their bubble helmets were scraped and scratched, but all of their suits looked to be in working order, Solomon was glad to see.

      “How many more of you are there?” Father Ultor was saying.

      “Where are the Proximians?” Solomon added.

      “Stuff the Proximians!” Ultor snapped. “These are fine and good Martians we need to save!”

      Solomon ignored the man, as the first, gasping convict’s voice rose from his own suit’s speakers.

      “They were on an inspection—the Proximians, I mean. Some of their people were working at the lower levels, so they went to interview them. Then there was an almighty explosion and…” The convict was panting.

      “What’s the quickest route down? That corridor there?” Solomon nodded to the downward-sweeping ramp.

      “No. That switches back and forth under the surface mantle. There’s a shaft back through…” The man pointed to the hole he had just crawled out from. Back into the collapsed tunnel.

      “Where are the Martian convicts?!” Ultor was demanding, but Solomon had no time for petty allegiances.

      “Karamov? Kol? Come on. Let’s go stop a diplomatic incident…” He grabbed the lip of the boulders and squeezed himself through to the tunnel beyond.
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        * * *

      

      “The commander’s last report suggested sabotage, Ambassador.”

      Up on the surface, Jezebel Wen spoke carefully to the woman beside her, as she stood in front of the rover parked in the main courtyard, with Harj and the imprimatur already helping to load the injured prisoner on board the rover.

      The ambassador and her singular personal assistant stood looking at the open maw of the mine, her face shadowed by the sleek black visor helmet that all the delegates had found stowed away on the rover.

      “It wasn’t us,” the imprimatur called out from within her own visor helmet. “You should know that, Ambassador. This wasn’t Mars’s doing.”

      “And I doubt whether Proxima would kill off its own negotiators…” The ambassador’s voice sounded like a scowl. “Prisoner breakout then?”

      “Absolutely not, Ambassador!” Warden Harj called loudly.

      Then who did this? Jezzy thought. It had been the Martian separatists who had bombed the Nuriyen. And now the ringleader of those separatists was down there in the dark with Solomon.

      Why would Father Ultor go down there with his men, if he was planning an assassination attempt? Jezzy thought. None of this made sense.

      It was at that point that the rover, along with Warden Harj and the injured prisoner, was thrown up into the air by an explosion that threw the imprimatur, the ambassador, her personal assistant, and Jezzy to the ground.

      “Ambassador! Report!” Jezzy was hissing in pain. Something had hit her leg. Is my suit compromised? She rolled over, looking down to see that the leg guard had buckled and now had a deep dent that looked as though it was impacting her calf. Not good.

      But no time to worry about her own pain. Was the Ambassador still alive?

      The scene in front of her was terrible: a blackened circle of wreckage, and the still-recognizable bits of a tracked wheel, a wall. Someone had blown up their rover, and that meant either someone had planted a bomb, or…

      Phfft! A small plume of ice and dust a little way from her, followed by another. Almost like it was raining… Only it wasn’t rain, was it?

      “Shooters!” she shouted.

      “Hgnh… Wen?” It was the ambassador’s amplified voice as her maroon-robed form twitched and moved from the spot where she had been flung. On the other side of her lay a very mangled, very dead personal assistant, eliciting a sob of angered misery from Ochrie. “No!”

      The shooters had targeted their position not from the mine, but from the rising rocks on the opposite side of the ice pit, Jezzy saw. They were sitting ducks. “Get inside!” she barked at whoever could listen, jumping forward to seize the ambassador with one hand as she pointed her Jackhammer rifle out at the line of sulfurous rocks and fired a quick, staccato burst. She had no intention of actually hitting anyone, just of forcing their attackers to keep their head down.

      Warden Harj was dead, as was the prisoner he had been tending to and the Ambassador’s personal assistant. Jezzy, the ambassador, and the Imprimatur of Mars bounded up the ramp and into the relative safety of the mine building as it continued to shake and judder…
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        * * *

      

      “Is this wise, Commander?” Karamov was saying as they felt their way through the darkness, their suit lights revealing a tumble-down world of boulders on the other side. It was surprisingly quiet in here, no hissing or ticking or screaming, Solomon thought as they searched for this shaft that would lead down to the other delegates.

      “Probably not, soldier,” Cready said, as his hands suddenly disappeared into darkness. A hole.

      More than a hole, an opening half-covered by rock, leading to a shaft with steps cut into its surface. Under the suit lights, the walls and steps gleamed a dull, opaque white.

      “We’ve reached the ice layer,” he said. “And I guess that’s where we need to go…” He stepped over the rocks and started taking the steps three at a time, as fast as he dared without falling down the shaft himself.

      “Situation report: found the access to the Proximians. Going down,” he called out on the gold channel, at least expecting to receive some sort of ‘aye-aye’ or an okay from Jezzy far above.

      But there was no response. Funny, he thought, checking the suit telemetries.

      There was his own suit identifier (SOLOMON CR) as well as the bright green blips of Karamov and Kol following along behind him. But of Malady or Jezzy Wen, there was no sign.

      Had they been attacked?

      “Jezzy! Malady! Come in!” Solomon ordered suddenly. No… Their suit telemetries would still be visible. Even if they were dead, it would come up with a warning message on their names…

      “It’s the rocks, sir…” Kol, their technical specialist, told him. “These Marine suits are good, but they haven’t got the space for a full-strength transmitter-receiver. A few hundred feet of rock and ice like this will kill the signal quicker than pulling the plug.”

      “Just great,” Solomon grumbled to himself as he continued to bound down the steps, already raising a sweat. How long had they been descending for? A minute? Two? How far down did this thing go, anyway?

      “Hello?” The sound was slight, but Solomon’s suit picked it up. It was a voice, echoing up to them from below.

      “I got something!” Solomon redoubled his pace, and in a few minutes, he saw that they were coming to the end of the shaft, as there was light dimly glaring from below.

      “This is Confederate Outcast Marine Solomon Cready, Commander. We’ve come to help!” he called out as the glow grew brighter, revealing itself as an opening at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Thank god…” an amplified voice said from the other side. Solomon found himself stepping into a rough-hewn room without the metal walls and girder supports this time, forming a long gallery through the ice and rock. One side of the avenue looked like a child’s game of blocks—rectangular and oblong sections had been cut from the wall and apparently dragged out of an opening that had completely caved in.

      There were people in the room, a selection of three white and silver-suited people in sleek visor helmets, as well as two convicts in their drab brown. They were huddled against the cave-in, sitting on the floor.

      “Why didn’t you climb out up the shaft?” Solomon was the first to say, bemused, when he suddenly realized why.

      A shadow detached itself from the wall on the other side of the entrance and something flashed in the darkness. Muzzle flare, as a bullet at point-blank range slammed into Solomon’s back, and the world went dark. He was unconscious before he even hit the floor.
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      “Commander? Commander!” Jezzy shouted over her suit communicator. But it was to no avail. There was no response at all. “Karamov? Kol? Malady?”

      “Malady here,” his electronic drawl arrived. “I’ve secured the air-processor. Re-sealed the crack, but it won’t hold if there is another blow-out. Moving on enemy position now.”

      “You saw the attack? Someone killed the warden and almost killed us!” Jezzy said. Beside her, the ambassador and the imprimatur sat, shoulder to shoulder, their faces nervous behind their visors.

      “Short-range personal missile. I saw the tail-flare. Attackers are in the ridge of rocky highlands around the mine. I am making my way to their presumed location now.”

      “A personal missile system??” Jezzy said out loud. Well, that would certainly kill a rover, she thought. But surely no one on Titan had access to such armaments, did they? Not even the wardens would have a battlefield weapon like that, would they?

      “Okay. Just…be careful. Whoever these people are, they’re trained, and they mean business.”

      “So do I,” Malady stated in his deadpan way before clicking out.

      “Marine?” The ambassador was pushing herself up, sounding fierce. “I need to open a channel to Confederate Command. This is a military matter.”

      “It wasn’t us,” Imprimatur Valance repeated.

      “I don’t care who it was right now, just so long as we catch them…” the ambassador stated.

      “As you wish, Ambassador…” Jezzy hit her suit telemetries system, using a mixture of hand gestures before fiddling with the controls on her belt.

      
        
        Light Tactical Suit Telemetries:

        Short-Range Radio…

        Short-Range Wi-Fi…

        Transponder GPS…

      

      

      “Dammit!” she cursed out loud.

      “What is it?”

      “These suits… They’re no good unless we’re in closer contact to a transmitter station,” Wen explained. “Usually there would be a battle cruiser or a Rapid Response Fleet ship hanging around with its own signal boosters, able to field and respond to calls, but my suit just isn’t powerful enough…”

      “Maybe this command unit has a transmitter…” Jezzy and the ambassador were surprised when the imprimatur immediately turned around to sweep the rubble from the desk they hid behind and start hunting for a long-range radio transmitter.

      “Why are you helping us to contact the Confederate Marine fleet?” the ambassador asked.

      “Because maybe I don’t want to die down here, Ochrie!” the imprimatur’s suit hissed back at her. “And I think we’ve clearly seen that just as many Martian convicts have probably died down there as Confederate ones, so it can hardly be said to be Mars’s fault, can it?!”

      Jezzy had to admire the politician, she thought. She was willing to work with her supposed enemies to secure their safety. But we’re not safe, are we? She frowned as she thought through the ramifications of what had just happened.

      “Someone first set off some kind of explosive device in the ice mine, while the delegates from Proxima were down there…” she said out loud.

      “And then they fired on the Imprimatur of Mars and the Ambassador for Earth…”

      “Destroying any chance of escape,” the ambassador agreed.

      “Oh my frack.” Jezzy looked at the open door, and the burnt-out shell of the rover clearly visible outside. “This is a trap. Someone wanted to force us all inside the building.”

      The building that was at any moment going to collapse.

      CREEAAACK! The walls and the supports groaned and shifted a little bit more…
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        * * *

      

      “You heard me, soldier! I said if anyone moves, I’m putting another bullet in him!”

      Solomon rose through layers of numbness to awaken to pain.

      “You can’t shoot all of us. Not before we get you.” That was Karamov, Sol recognized his voice even through the fuzz of his suit’s speaker system and the acres of pain between him and reality.

      It was dark. Was he dead? This certainly wasn’t Heaven, so he presumed that this must be Hell…

      He had been shot.

      The thoughts arrived in fragments, none of them fitting together very well. All he knew for certain was that his body felt heavy and full of pain.

      He had been shot. That was bad, wasn’t it? It was hard to know anymore, given that his whole recent life had been bad. Was this worse than getting electrocuted by Warden Coates? Than worrying if he was going to wake up with Arlo Menier’s service knife sticking out of chest? Or worse still, waiting for the inevitable seizure that would shake loose his spinal cord, thanks to the cocktail of illegal drugs that the Confederacy were feeding him?

      Yes, Solomon, this is worse. Much, much worse. The small, almost-sane part of his psyche informed the rest of him, and the pain flowed up through him like a dark blood-red sea, that he could no longer hide from or block out…

      “You’re probably right, but at least your commander will die, and maybe one of you two, as well. Which one of you wants to be the last man standing? Come on, step up, soldiers!” The voice was modulated through its suit, but the mocking and sarcasm was clear enough.

      Just shoot them! Solomon tried to say the words, but all that came out was a thin whine of air. There was something in his mouth. Spit? Blood? If it was blood, then he really was in a bad way. That meant that the bullet had somehow gotten under his armor, past his battle harness and through the undermesh suit to penetrate his lungs. He would drown in his own blood before he died of shock.

      How about starving of oxygen? a capricious, devilish thought informed him.

      Oh yeah. He had been shot, he remembered, while on Titan. The alien moon with its poisonous atmosphere. A hole in him meant a hole in his suit. Which meant that his general options for the future were: he could either drown in his own blood, his system could shut down because of shock, or he could die of asphyxiation.

      Of the three choices, Solomon would rather not have to do any of them if he was being honest—which, given his pained circumstances, he had nothing better to be.

      “Wise choice, lads.” The shooter once again sounded contented. “You just stay there, keep your weapons where I can see ‘em, that’s it…”

      There was a shuffling sound and the scrape of metal on rock. The shooter has taken their guns, Solomon thought raggedly. Anything to take his mind off the pain. Now the shooter will execute them, one by one…

      “Sayonara, dirtbags!” There was the slow tread of feet, and then silence.

      “Frack,” Solomon heard someone say. He thought it was Kol. It was hard to tell them apart once again.

      “We couldn’t let him kill the commander,” said the other one. Which must be Karamov. “How’s that seal?”

      “Hmm.” The voice grew louder, and Solomon felt a shadow fall over his face, although he was still having trouble seeing anything but indistinct pictures. “Hold on, I’ll put some more sealant on it.”

      There was a popping sound, and then a high-pressure spray, and Solomon gasped as cold seeped into him from his side.

      “Well, throw me down a black hole, the commander’s still in there!” he heard Kol say, excitedly, and then the same voice much closer once again. “Hang on in there, Commander. We’ve stopped the bleeding and patched up your suit. You won’t die of asphyxiation.”

      Great bedside manner there, Kol, Solomon would have cursed him, but it hurt too much.

      “Here,” this was from Karamov. “I got a stimulant injection. That should get him up on his feet, and a painkiller injection.”

      “Ace,” Kol responded.

      Ah yeah, I told Karamov to bring his medical kit with him, didn’t I? Solomon remembered. Something was happening to his forearm. It was being lifted and the access patch to the small compressed-valve catheter lifted. It was one of the marvels of the Marine Corps that they had already thought of the need of a wounded soldier, in a poisonous or near-vacuum environment, to have life-saving injections. The valve kept the inside of the suit pressurized, creating a small pocket of air underneath a rubber seal. Once the injector pen was attached and sealed in place, the valve could be opened, ‘accepting’ the pointy end of the injector into the same pressure as the rest of Solomon’s suit.

      Just like an airlock, but one made of fabric, rubber, and a simple brass valve, Solomon thought, before wondering why he was thinking about it. Oh yeah, because of the pain—

      “Ow!” The first injection was painful enough. What size needle are they using?! A stars-be-damned harpoon?! Solomon could have shouted.

      And then his heart pumped and his blood flushed around his body, flooding his veins and drawing along his arteries, hitting his organs and his lymph nodes and his blood-brain barrier…

      And his blood was now loaded with some of the sweetest military-grade stimulant that the Marine Corps could afford. And the Marine Corps had a budget of billions.

      “Hgzzkrgk!” Solomon shot up to a sitting position, almost headbutting Karamov in the process. Vitality and energy flooded through him, making him grind his teeth, making him feel invincible. But there was a ringing in his ears… What was that?

      Oh, it’s not ringing. Solomon panted as the drug held him. It was the hammering of his heart. It must be going at easily one-fifty, one-eighty beats a minute…

      “Whoa there, Commander! You’re a long way before you’re out of the woods yet,” Karamov was saying, trying to bring the second injector pen down to Solomon’s suit catheter.

      “I don’t need painkillers. I don’t feel anything,” Solomon said, grinding his words as his teeth refused to part fully.

      “Ha. You say that now, but in five minutes, the pain will kick in.” Karamov forced Solomon’s hand to the floor, leaning on his commander’s elbow as Cready’s over-stimulated body twitched and jerked. “And this painkiller will take the edge off the stimulant. Don’t want you going psycho on us, Commander.” Karamov punched the second injector pen into the rubber seal and released the brass valve one more time.

      This time, Solomon didn’t feel the sting of the injection—probably thanks to the drugs circulating his system—but he did feel the slowing down of his thoughts, and the warmer, fuzzy feeling that crept up his arm until his entire body felt elastic. It was a little like being slightly drunk, but without any of the giddy humor, he thought.

      “Thanks…” he coughed. He was still aware of the pain, and a sense of tightness around his side as Karamov got off him and allowed the man to sit back up again. But he couldn’t sit up fully, one side of his body—under his left arm and his hip—didn’t seem to want to obey him.

      What?

      “Commander, look at me. Listen to me.” It was Karamov, kneeling in front of him and looking at him with his wide dark eyes, gilded with the neon information lights of his own visor helmet. “You’ve been shot in the side. You’ve still got the bullet in you. These drugs will keep you on your feet for a bit, but you’re going to crash out unless we get you to a surgical facility, okay? I have no idea where the bullet is. One false step and it could rip something vital in there. You gotta be careful, you hear me?”

      Solomon nodded. His thoughts were a mixture of fastest-ever and warm-and-slow. It made it hard to know what he should do.

      “The Proxima delegates,” he croaked.

      “Fracking hell, Commander,” Kol said out loud, looming behind Karamov in the dark light. “Do you ever stop thinking about the job? You almost died, man!”

      “They’re fine. Scared, disorientated, but fine,” Karamov said, nodding beyond Solomon’s shoulder. When the commander—stiffly—turned his head, he saw that there indeed were the three white-suited Proxima delegates, and the two convicts that they had been talking to.

      One of which he recognized.

      It was the old man, still looking quiet and watchful, but perhaps a little subdued. The one who had pointed at the ambassador.

      “You.” Solomon coughed, and the older convict just looked back at him without saying a word.

      “Please, Commander, sirs?” said the first Proximian. Their helmets were domed like semi-circles, but Solomon could see their underlit faces inside. Young. Short-cropped, very smart hair. They looked too young to be negotiating a possible civil war.

      “We need to get these men out of here, officers…” the Proximian said, casting a hungry look at the shaft that Solomon and his two other Outcasts had just climbed down. “We were on our way back when that man stopped us. I think he was going to kill us…but you got here.” The young man with the perfect auburn hair nodded tearfully at Solomon.

      “Ha. Look where that got me,” Solomon wheezed as Karamov and Kol helped him to his feet, and then turned to help the others.

      “Kol, on point.” Solomon said. “But that shooter could be waiting for us up there. I know we haven’t got any weapons, but we need to get out of here anyway…”

      “Don’t worry about me, Commander,” Kol said fiercely, drawing his ridiculously small service knife and turning towards the shaft and its steps—

      WHUMPF! There was an almighty roar as the ground and walls started shaking.

      “Kol!” Solomon shouted, as the shaft went dark with the sudden in-rush of rocks and dust.
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      “We have to get you out of here,” Jezzy said to the ambassador. Her words had broken the worried silence that followed the dreadful, shuddering creaks and cracks that had rocked the building. Jezzy wondered if that was the worst of it, or if tunnels had collapsed and escape routes had become blocked far below them.

      Jezzy wondered if Solomon, Karamov, and Kol were still alive.

      “I’ve found it,” the imprimatur said. She was now braced against the back wall of the guard booth, clutching at the control desk as the entire platform had shifted on its moorings and tottered precariously over the ice pit.

      “The transmitter controls?” Jezzy asked. Her suit transmitter wasn’t powerful enough to get a message up and through Titan’s thick, noxious atmosphere. Their only hope was that the ice mine still had one that was remotely operational, and that they could use to call in support from the docking station above.

      “Does it have power? Jezzy asked worriedly, as she felt another judder go through the floor.

      “It has its own reserve power, and there’s enough residual power in the building’s generators to…” The imprimatur’s hands moved quickly over the board, turning dials and reverting circuit diagrams on the data-screens under her fingers.

      Thunk. An audible sound clearly heard over her suit amplifiers, and a set of overhead floodlights flickered on in the reception room.

      “Backup generator working. Feeding power to the transmitter…” the woman said, as far above their heads something twitched to life on the roof of the Titan ice mine.

      It was a radio dish, almost as large as a person. It had been pointed back at the prison facility itself—powerful enough to send signals across space but dedicated to providing constant contact with its nearest neighbor.

      The gunmetal gray of the receiver/transmitter dish twitched on its moorings, breaking apart frozen ethane from its mounting as it started to jerk upwards in unsteady moments. It hadn’t been used to send a signal up into space like this…probably ever.

      “Thirty degrees off the elliptic, forty, fifty…” the imprimatur was muttering to herself. Jezzy imagined that she wanted to get the transmitter as close to a 90 degree straight-up angle to ensure the maximum chance that their transmission would be received by any rescuers above.

      “Sixty, seventy…”

      Ker-thunk! The humans couldn’t hear it, of course, but the transmitter, in place for over twenty years and suffering the daily freezing temperatures that could warp or constrict metals, twitched and stopped moving. It wasn’t going to go any further, as it pointed at an angle over the horizon.

      “Dammit!” the imprimatur hissed through her teeth. “It’ll have to do…” Her hands flickered over the controls, sending a message.

      “Ask for tactical support,” Jezzy said suddenly. “We saw a Marine transporter when we were coming in up there. It might not have a full squad of Marines, maybe only the drivers and engineers, but they’ll all have combat training, and the transporter itself has got enough firepower to give our attackers something to think about…”

      But entering atmosphere takes time, even for a dropship like the transporters, Jezzy thought. She had to hope that the building would last that long—

      “What are you doing? We have to get out of here!” an angered voice was shouting, as a group of people staggered up the downward ramp behind them.

      Sol? Jezzy thought wildly, but, as her eyes hopefully scanned the small and weary crowd, she saw that there were no Outcasts amongst them. It was Father Ultor, his guards, and a ragtag group of convicts, perhaps ten all in all.

      “I’ve picked up as many as I can find, but the caves are getting too dangerous,” the Martian priest announced heroically. “Come on, Imprimatur. We need to get back to the rover…” He and the others were already jogging across the room to the open ramp of the doorway that led outside—

      “Father, wait!” Jezzy called out, just as the sparks and puffs of concrete dust hit the ramp.

      Pheet! Thock! Phttt! The shooters were still out there, still keeping them inside.

      “Get back!” the father snarled, throwing his arms in front of the running group of convicts as the bullets raced up the main entrance. His group scattered, leaping and diving for the walls as a couple of shots hit the back of the wall.

      “What the hell is that!? Where is the rover?” Father Ultor was shouting.

      “We’re pinned down. The rover’s gone,” Jezzy shouted. “But we’re working on it. Calling in support.”

      “This whole place is going to go down any minute!” the father shouted back, and beside him, the combat specialist could see the worried faces of the convicts behind their own bubble helmets. They were close to deciding to make a run for it anyway, she thought.

      But she did have an ace up her sleeve. She hit the call button on her harness.

      “Malady? What’s the sit-rep?” she called to the only member of Gold Squad that she could actually reach at the moment: the metal man-golem currently bounding around the outside of the vast ice mine to attack the suspected positions of the shooters.

      “Found two foxholes,” the almost-man’s electronic, bare voice came back, as flat and as stern as always. Jezzy wondered if being surgically sealed in his full tactical power suit also meant that he no longer thought and felt like any other normal living human did anymore. No time to ask him that now, though.

      “Foxholes? No shooters?”

      “No. But they were dug in, as you said, occupying the eastern ridge around the mine. I found ground bolts, empty cartridge cases…”

      “Ground bolts.” Jezzy nodded to herself. They were the small, self-firing pins that would lock a heavy weapon into the ground, and a twist-off charge that released them. You only needed them for really large weapons—bigger than their personal Jackhammer rifles. Heavy machine guns. Personal missile launchers. Sniper rifles. Mortars… She listed off any of the possible armaments would require such equipment.

      “These guys are tooled up,” she said sourly.

      “What, you didn’t guess when they blew apart the rover?” the ambassador said at her side. Cathleen Ochrie was a strong woman, obviously, but it seemed that even she was starting to crack under the pressure.

      “Fair point,” Jezzy said. “Okay, Malady. Keep on moving till you find them. We’re still pretty hot across here. There has to be at least one shooter trained on the mine entrance…” she said, which wasn’t very far, as it happened. She heard the sudden crackle of gunfire over Malady’s suit channel.

      “Mal!?” she called out desperately.

      “Contact. Two shooters, East-by-northeast and east-by-south. Responding with extreme prejudice,” the man-golem said, and Jezzy heard the booms as he opened fire with his own heavier particle cannon. He was the only one large enough to use it as a two-handed weapon.

      “The shooters have got company. It might be enough of a distraction—” Jezzy said

      Kerrraaack! A burst of dust as a crack suddenly burst through the concrete floor and ran almost all the way to the opposite wall.

      “I’m not dying here!” One of the convicts jumped up and ran for the door.

      “No! Wait!” Jezzy called out, but it was too late. The tide had already turned as the other convicts that the father had rescued from the mine scrabbled to their feet and bounded out.

      “Imprimatur, come on!” Father Ultor was shouting as he and his guards jumped up. “It’s better to have a chance of life out there than being crushed to death in here!”

      “I’m sorry, he’s right…” the imprimatur said, hitting the send button on the board and racing to join the father and his Martian guards.

      “Oh hell,” Jezzy cursed as the ambassador, too, started to rise to her feet. “Ambassador, I don’t know if the enemy is pacified…” she managed to say as she got to her feet to follow.

      “This building is the enemy now, Marine!” The ambassador was already moving, and Jezzy was caught like an insect in amber in a moment of total indecision. The rest of her squad—Karamov, Kol, and Cready—were still down there somewhere looking for the Proxima delegates. They could be trapped, behind a boulder wall, or they could be hurt.

      Or they could be dead already. Her training kicked in. As much as she wanted to run down the ramp to find them, to drag them out, every hour of Marine training and before that her Yakuza training dictated the same thing: save what you can, what’s in front of you. Don’t throw your life away on an uncertainty.

      I was supposed to be the one to kill Solomon Cready, she thought miserably as she turned to follow the ambassador. She had also been tasked to protect the Ambassador to Earth. In a way, I’m still killing him by abandoning him down there. She gritted her teeth as she ran, blinking back the tears that had suddenly sprung into her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “Kol?” Solomon coughed. His throat felt scratchy, raw. That was a bad sign. The atmospheric filters on his suit must have been overcome, and now particles of rock dust were being circulated into his oxygen supply.

      Wonderful. Die of shock, crushed alive, or choking to death. His day wasn’t getting any better, but he hoped that it was worse than Technical Specialist Kol’s, who had been standing in front of the shaft that would lead them up to safety when it had caved in.

      “Kol!? Report back, damn it!” he said again into the murk.

      It wasn’t totally dark, however. There were thin beams of bluish light that he realized must be from his light tactical suit. The suit still had power then. Hood. He was lying on his back, and the room, in the hazy illumination of his suit, looked as though it had been rearranged. There were now the dark silhouettes of blocks and boulders everywhere that hadn’t been there a moment before.

      “Specialist Kol here, reporting for duty…” wheezed a lighter voice in the dark.

      “Thank the heavens. Are you okay? Can you move?” Solomon was asking.

      “I think so, Commander…” A grunt, and a scrape as detritus and rubble moved somewhere in the gloom. “Yeah, I’m good. Bruised, but most of the heaviest blocks filled the door and shaft tunnel, only over-spill came in here,” Kol said.

      “Good. Karamov?” Solomon asked.

      “Hurgh.” There was a groan, and then twin shafts of light as Karamov’s suit lit up. “Adjunct-Marine Karamov, still alive, I think.” Solomon saw in the increasing light that he had apparently been thrown to the back of the room by the blast. But he can stand up, which might be more than can be said for me… Solomon nodded to himself. His body was still flooded with the rubbery-warm feeling of stimulants and painkillers, but he was aware of a tight red pain hovering over his side whenever he attempted to move.

      He tried not to think of the ugly little bullet, still lodged somewhere in his flesh. He failed.

      “How about everyone else?” Solomon asked, to hear a series of coughs, grunts, and groans as the two convict miners and the three white-suited delegates from Proxima emerged from the rubble. Or they had once been white-suited, everyone and everything was now coated with an ochre and gray layer of dust.

      “All present and breathing. No major injuries,” Karamov confirmed, as lights were switched on and suits fiddled with until they could once again see each other, crouching and leaning in a considerably smaller chamber than they had been occupying before, with their only exit now filled with blocks of rock and ice.

      “We could melt through it,” one of the convicts said—a burly, youngish woman with a scar running across her forehead. “We should have our block cutters under this mess here somewhere…”

      Oh yes, these miners had been busy cutting out blocks of rock ice, to be refined and for the nitrogen, oxygen, and water to be extracted, Solomon thought.

      “Won’t work,” Kol burst their bubble by saying.

      “What? Are you the miner now?” the convict woman turned on Kol immediately. Solomon wasn’t going to have a seniority contest, not stuck a good few hundred meters underground. “No, but he’s my technical specialist. Adjunct-Marine Kol has my total faith,” Solomon said severely as he forced himself to stand up, next to his two brothers-in-arms. Their weapons might have been stolen, but they were still Outcast Marines. They still had some authority, he hoped.

      “I reckon there must be a good few tons of rock ice filling that up.” Kol moved and bobbed his head as he examined the blocked-up entrance. “Your cutters will melt the water content for sure, but you’d only be weakening the landslide from below—meaning more will fall in the more you cut…”

      “Well, what better idea do you have?” the convict woman snapped back. “Stay in here and pray?”

      Not with the building about to fall on top of us. Solomon remembered the sight of the entire mining facility above. It had been slowly sliding downwards, halted by the concrete plugs of its massive stanchion legs, but for how long?

      No, we need to get out of here before a factory falls on our heads… Solomon tried to think through the options, but it was hard to with his body thrumming with chemicals and the echoes of pain. We have no weapons. Our transmitters don’t work down here.

      Scrape-thunk! A sound drew his eye—it was the other convict, the much older silent man who had pointed at the ambassador.

      What is he doing?

      He was crouched at the rear of the cave, using his over-large, barely-sealed leather gauntlets that the convicts wore to pull and tear at the blocks on the other side of the tunnel.

      “Hoi! What’s through there? Do you know a way through?” Solomon asked, as all eyes turned to the old man, ignoring the rest of them.

      “It doesn’t go anywhere, it just leads to a dead-end,” the scarred woman said in annoyance. “An old works tunnel that they had to abandon before my time here. Look, I know you guys are supposed to be the rescue party, but it looks like you haven’t got any answers, so…” the woman was saying, but Solomon’s mind had seized upon one throwaway comment.

      Before her time here… Solomon moved to the old man’s side, doing his best to crouch down.

      “But not before your time, huh, old man?” he said in a low voice, still clearly audible to the others.

      “That’s Malcom Jeckers,” one of the Proximians said. “He was one of the architects of the Proxima Constitution. A real firebrand in his early days. Almost had a shot at becoming the Imprimatur of Proxima, before the Confederacy…”

      “How long has he been here?” Solomon asked, since Malcom appeared to be ignoring them as he tore at the rocks.

      “He was the first to call for Proxima independence. He was deemed too dangerous by the Confederacy to ever set foot on Proxima again,” the younger delegate said. “He’s been here thirty-off years…”

      Thirty years. Solomon couldn’t even begin to imagine it. Is this what I would turn out like, if I had been sent here instead of the Marine Corps? Solomon was fully aware that he along with every other Outcast should have ended up here, had it not been for the Doctor Palinov selecting the criminals from their transporters and sending them to Ganymede instead, according to their health results. Solomon didn’t even know if anyone down on Earth knew that he wasn’t on Titan, doing what the rest of these convicts would be doing, day in, day out.

      And I was sentenced for murder. I was given life imprisonment here… He shuddered at the thought. How long would it take him before he ended up mute and crazy?

      But thirty years was long enough, presumably, to learn every tunnel and intersection in this place. “Is there another way out? Through there?” Solomon leaned closer, trying to catch the man’s attention.

      The architect of the Proxima resistance paused, his hands slowing then stopping, before he turned to look up at the adjunct-Marine commander looming over him. His appearance was ghostly behind the ridiculously outdated bubble helmet, but Solomon could see the straggle of white hair and beard, and rheumy, almost myopic eyes behind the plastic shell.

      A nod, and the man turned back to the wall.

      “That’s good enough for me,” Solomon muttered, turning to start helping the man claw at the collapsed boulders and blocks at the rear of the cave. In a second, Kol and Karamov had joined him, attacking the wall beside him as they hefted out rocks behind them.

      “Come on!” Kol said over his shoulder, and, to a muted grumble, the other convict and the Proximians joined, forming a chain to remove the rocks ahead of them.
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            Light in Dark Places

          

        

      

    

    
      Phbp! Phttt!

      The ground in front of Jezzy exploded in plumes of dust, concrete, and ice as bullets sought out the escaping survivors.

      They’re trying to keep us in that death trap. Jezzy grimaced. The rescued miners had scattered across the courtyard compound, heading for any upturned piece of fence or rover wreckage that they could to evade the shooter. Already, two of them were lying on the ground, bullets having found them in lieu of freedom.

      “Ambassador!” Jezzy saw the shot-lines walking towards where the maroon-suited woman was bounding. The bullets were faster than human legs, but Jezzy was faster than the ambassador was.

      She leapt, using every ounce of power from the assisted servos of her light tactical suit, as well as every hard-earned muscle in the last fifteen-odd years of physical training, as well as the lighter Titan gravity.

      She broadsided the ambassador, her power gauntlet clamping around the woman’s shoulder as she knocked her out of the way of the bullets.

      Ping!

      
        
        Suit Warning! Impact Detected!

        Light Tactical Armor Plating Reduced to Approximately 48% Effective Protection!

      

      

      She had been hit. The thought hung in her mind as both she and the ambassador tumbled through the air, skidding along the floor and heading for a collection of outflow pipes, designed to pump dust out of the mines, but were now still and silent.

      “Ooof!” She rolled, remembering to tuck her head down as she braced her arms around the ambassador’s more vulnerable helmet visor. The last thing she wanted was to accidentally crack the ambassador’s suit and have to explain to the generals how she had watched as the ambassador asphyxiated to death.

      They crunched along the ground, with Jezzy’s back hitting the large metal pipe.

      
        
        Suit Warning!

        Light Tactical Armor Plating Reduced to Approximately 42%

      

      

      She groaned, her head spinning, but she couldn’t give in to the pain or weakness. “Get up. Inside.” She dragged the ambassador bodily over the small lip and shoved her in the empty mouth of the pipe, before jumping in behind her.

      By the stars… Jezzy flopped to the floor as she heard a ping and a crack on the outside of the pipe. They had managed to find cover, but for how long?

      “Are you alright?” It was the ambassador, sitting up to wipe her suit and helmet of dust as she looked worriedly at Jezzy.

      “Me? I’m fine, I think…” Jezzy followed the woman’s eyes that were looking at her in, quite frankly, amazement. What?

      Then she saw what had happened. She had been shot by whoever was trying to kill them, but luckily, the poly-carbon and steel plates of her light tactical suit had saved her life.

      But only just.

      The front of her suit, where the plates segmented onto the battle harness, were crumpled and blackened, and she could see a broken splay of wires from where the nearest module of the harness had been destroyed, and there, lodged into its circuitry, was the snub of a bronze-colored bullet.

      “Hey, well, that’s what they’re designed to do, ma’am.” Jezzy shrugged, although there was still a quiver in her voice. Of course, the light tactical suits were designed to protect them, but it was still unnerving to be able to see the bullet that would have disemboweled you, just sitting over your abdomen.

      “Malady?” she radioed in to her colleague.

      “Specialist Malady here… TZZK!” his returning voice was glitchy, and Jezzy could hear the thocks and thunks of battle happening around him.

      “One target down. Two more. One due south of my location, another at the end of the ridge, opposite the mine entrance...TZZZP!”

      Jezzy risked leaning out as far as she dared to get a quick look at the ridge on the other side of the ice mine. The yellow rolls of Titan fog were heavier up there, but she could see flashes that illuminated their undersides, like a strange alien storm. It had to be Malady, locked in a life-and-death gunfight with two of these highly-trained shooters.

      And there is nothing that I can do! Jezzy could have screamed. She was pinned down, all the way out here, and she was also tasked with keeping this ambassador lady alive. She just had to hope that the imprimatur’s distress call got through, and that the Marine transporter was even now breaking the upper atmosphere in response—or that Malady managed to kill everyone ‘with extreme prejudice.’

      She caught sight of the compound of the factory. There was the blackened and still-smoking hole, crater, and wreckage that used to be the rover. She was quite thankful that the destruction was total in many ways, as that meant she couldn’t see the remnants of the Warden Harj, the convict miner, or the body of the ambassador’s personal assistant.

      Bits of industrial machinery, both new and old, were dotted around the facility—giant segments of pipes, a stack of metal stanchions presumably used for shoring up tunnel walls. It was huddling behind and beside these that Jezzy could see the rest of the survivors. Convicts dotted here and there in ones and twos, and then a huddle of the Martian delegates, their guards and the imprimatur crouching by the stack of the metal stanchions.

      We’re safe…for now, she thought

      Ping! Another ricochet off their pipe, this time hitting near the edge, and Jezzy quickly swung back into its sanctuary of darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Ker-thunk! The final block shifted, releasing a small avalanche of grit and causing the boulders beside it to shudder and shake before re-settling. Solomon winced, leaning back, although he knew that if the wall decided to cave in on them now, there would be hardly anything they could do about it.

      But the wall held, thanks to Malcom Jeckers carefully pointing out which boulder to pull and which to leave. His skill had paid off, clearly, as there was now a clearly visible hole through the collapsed wall to the rest of the tunnel beyond.

      “It’s still a dead end,” said the other, scarred convict, but Jeckers was already worming his way through.

      “Hey, wait up!” Solomon said. The old man was too wiry, and Solomon’s body still wasn’t quite responding to his demands as well as it should.

      “The Proximians after me, then you—” Solomon nodded to the convict. “—then Karamov and Kol.” He gave the order before following Jeckers through the small tunnel that they had created.

      “Argh!” Suddenly, his side flared with pain as he pulled and kicked through the narrow aperture. I thought the painkillers were supposed to take care of this, he thought, but they were clearly starting to wear off. Either that or he had done some other, terrible sort of damage inside of him.

      “Commander, you okay in there? You stopped moving.” This was Karamov over their suit channel.

      “I’m fine. Just…fine.” Solomon forced the words through clenched teeth as he reached up to the far edge of the tunnel—

      —as hands clasped his wrists and pulled.

      “Whoa!” The pain was excruciating, but it lessened as soon as he popped from the other side of the tunnel like a cork and could once again lie on the floor and not have to put any pressure on his bullet-ridden side.

      “Thanks,” he breathed, looking up to see the shadowed, eerie form of Malcom Jeckers looming over him.

      “They received the Message,” the old man said over his own suit speakers, stooping close. “They received it, but they don’t know what to do with it. I do. I know. That is what this is all about,” the old man went on before turning suddenly as the first Proxima delegate appeared at the lip of the hole and pulled themselves clear.

      “Phew! That was a tight squeeze!” the delegate said a little self-consciously, before turning to help their colleague through the hole behind them.

      But Solomon’s ears were only listening to the old man’s words. “What Message?” he asked out loud, forcing himself, through hissing and wincing steps, to follow the man to the far side of this cave, where a sheer and blank rock wall appeared to completely cut off their escape.

      “See? I told you! This is a dead end!” the other convict had now made her way through after the three Proximians, and Solomon saw the glint of Karamov or Kol’s suit lights as they made the journey through as well…

      “What Message?” Solomon repeated, approaching where the old man was fumbling at the wall, as if searching for something. He looked mad.

      Maybe he is, Solomon considered. Was that what this was all about, really? That he had been spooked by one crazy old timer here on Titan—the place that had haunted his nightmares ever since he’d been on Ganymede?

      But Malcom Jeckers said something about a Message, and I’ve heard someone mention ‘The Message’ before now, too… But who? Where? Solomon leaned against the wall, panting as Karamov stepped up to his side.

      “More drugs, Commander.” He inserted another injector pen into the commander’s suit catheter, and once again, Solomon felt the slight sting and the spread of fuzzy warmth roll through his body. The pain in his side lessened, became distant, and then just became a warm ache.

      “That’s the last I can give you though, Commander, unless you want to fall unconscious,” Karamov said heavily, his eyes looking worried behind their visor-plate.

      Unconsciousness right now didn’t sound that bad, Solomon almost conceded, but no, he had a job to do. “Thanks,” he said, turning back to the old man.

      The Message.

      That was it. The memory swam back to the top of Solomon’s mind. That was right. It was Doctor Palinov and Warden Coates. He had overheard them arguing, and Palinov had said that ‘The Message’ was the reason why the Outcasts had been formed in the first place, and that ‘The Message’ was why the Outcasts were being treated with a dangerous, experimental genetic drug.

      But what is it?

      “Malcom. Mr. Jeckers… I need to know…” Solomon was saying, just as the man hit the wall with a rock held in his gloves.

      Thunk!

      “You see, the old fool has gone mad. He probably got confused, thought this was another tunnel entirely…” the scarred woman said derisively, and the worried stares of the Proxima delegates thought that maybe they thought the same thing too, as Malcom Jeckers struck the wall again with his rock.

      For a section of the wall like a thin plate to crack and fall off.

      “It’s not solid rock,” Solomon saw. “We’re down at the level of pure ice. That’s just an overlay of rock dust…” He started to grin. The old man had been right, he saw when he examined the walls and the floor.

      “We’re in a rock tunnel, but with a block of ice blocking it.” He pointed out the difference in the sheen of the walls and the floor. “You still got that ice cutter?”

      Of course, the convict had it, pulling out the long-handled contraption that had been strapped to her back and leveling it against the wall. It looked like a lance, but with a sort of curved blowtorch at the end.

      “Out of the way, Jeckers,” Solomon heard the woman grumble before firing the trigger piston at the far end, just as a boiling red ember of heat sparked and fizzed at the extreme end. When she set it to the ice, it started fizzing and bubbling immediately, and she was able to start pushing the long contraption into the wall.

      They were going to make it. They were going to get free! Solomon saw the hole in the ice block start to grow wide as a steady rivulet of water flowed from the cut. The ice cutter made a high-pitched fizzing sound before suddenly changing timbre as it shuddered in the woman’s hands.

      “We’re through to the other side. This plug isn’t wide at all. They must have left it here and forgotten about it...” she was muttering in a frustrated way, probably annoyed that she had been proven wrong, Solomon thought.

      “We got…” The convict had put her helmet to the heat-smoothed tube she had created through the wall of ice, peering at the other side. “I see stairs! Metal stairs. Old and pretty grimed up, but that is definitely a stairway heading up!”

      We’ve done it, Solomon thought, looking at the other Gold Squad members, and then at the three Proximians with their own exhausted and gleeful faces. They had managed to rescue the negotiators, and now there wasn’t going to be humanity’s first interstellar war.

      Little did Solomon Cready know just what was about to happen, but at least he had this hopeful thought as the building above them started to collapse…
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      There was a rumbling sound that at first Jezzy didn’t even register, modulated as it was by the pings of attacking bullets, the shouts of the convicts, and the static that her own suit amplifiers produced, trying to replicate the rising winds of Titan’s alien landscape.

      But the sound grew louder, turning into a high, screeching whine.

      “That’s a ship!” Jezzy sat bolt upright in the tube where she sheltered beside the ambassador. “Say what you like about the Martians, but right now, I could kiss their Imprimatur Valance!” Jezzy whooped.

      “Just because she called in the cavalry for us, it doesn’t mean that she’s on our side…” the ambassador said glumly.

      “I don’t care what side she’s on. If she just called in air support, she’s got my vote.” Jezzy knew that she was being a bit facetious, but her giddiness at the turnaround of her fortunes was overwhelming. She dared to sidle to the edge of the outlet tube, looking up into the sky—

      —to see a bruise of darker color just a little way off from them, which she knew had to be the breaking bow wave of the ship that had come to rescue them. Maybe they have deep scanners that will be able to locate Sol and the others, she said, as out of the corner of her eye she saw flashes along the ridge. Flashes of gunfire as Malady tried to eliminate the combatants, all on his own.

      FZZT! Even this far away, the scalding sound of Malady’s particle generator could be clearly heard through Jezzy’s suit pickups. The light illuminated the dark shadows of the rocks, and where it touched, there was an explosion of ice and dirt.

      I hope you got one, the combat specialist thought savagely, as the ground started to shake with the vibration of the approaching stellar craft. For all of humanity’s advancements, their jump-ships and their genetic technologies, some things were still unavoidable—and the massive release of energy as a craft breaks into an atmosphere was one of them.

      Jezzy kept looking up as the bruise in the sky grew uglier and darker, then became scored with flashes of its own light like an answering storm to the one that Malady was creating far below.

      That would be the flames of gases burning off as the super-hot hull of the craft meets the thin gases of Titan’s atmosphere. But as soon as it was out of the upper atmosphere, she knew that the ship would cool down rapidly. That was what they were designed to do, after all, and the Marine Corps had more money to throw at engineering and development than most of the colonies put together.

      Only it wasn’t a Marine Corps ship that burst its nose through the yellow clouds, positional rocks firing from its wide, circular body.

      “That’s not a Marine transporter,” Jezzy said, feeling as though the rug had been pulled out from underneath her feet. “That’s a stars-be-damned Martian saucer.”

      Jezzy’s assessment of the facts was one hundred percent correct. It was a stars-be-damned Martian saucer. It was the exact same one, in fact, that she had seen traveling into Saturn space—the one that the imprimatur and her people had come here on.

      To call them saucers was perhaps a bit optimistic, but ‘Martian doughnut’ or ‘Mars burger’ didn’t really have the same ring to it. It was indeed faintly burger-shaped, almost as high as it was round, but with a domed top and bottom, with the middle ‘ring’ being a circlet of black grills, rockets, and instrumentation—of which Jezzy was sure that she could see the rounded noses of weapons pods scattered at regular intervals.

      “I tried to warn you. The imprimatur has betrayed us!” the ambassador hissed in alarm.

      Jezzy looked across the battle scene, her eyes hunting for the standing stack of metal girders where Valance and her people were huddling from the shooter, who seemed to have gone suspiciously silent now that a vast Mars saucer had arrived. She could see the imprimatur clearly, her helmet looking up at the sky in anticipation. She had never used the ice mining factories’ transmitter to hail for help from the station far above at all. She had merely called in for her own people to come and collect her.

      “Imprimatur!” Jezzy turned her suit amplifiers up to maximum and shouted across the distance. She saw the woman flinch and turn in her direction, but if she shouted anything back, it was lost in the rumbling roar of the Martian saucer.

      “I still need to keep you safe, Ambassador,” Jezzy said, gritting her teeth. “And I need to find out where Sol and the others are. Maybe the Martians will agree to help…”

      “For a price!” the ambassador sneered savagely. “I came here to negotiate a cessation of their hostilities, masked as radical fighters, against the Confederacy! If I go crawling to them for help, and they get to leave here with their Martian convicts, then we will send a message to every colony that all you have to do is stand up to the Confederacy!”

      Jezzy was stunned by this response from the woman. Could she not see the predicament they were in? Half of Jezzy’s own squad was still trapped down there. They had been attacked by experienced fighters of an unknown origin, and there were goodness knows how many dead convict miners already!

      And she wants to worry about politics!? Jezzy shook her head. “To be blatantly honest with you, lady, I don’t care. If those people up there can save my friends, then…”

      “Don’t. I order you not to, Adjunct-Marine Jezebel Wen.” The ambassador’s voice was low and stark. “I understand that this is a terrible moment for you, but this is not just about you or me. It is about the fate of humanity. Of Earth! We need to think what will happen if the colonies break away from Earth. If there is a war. Who could say who would win? What would they stop at?” The ambassador had started defiantly angry, but ended on a frustrated, pleading note.

      It was almost enough to convince Jezebel, but Jezzy shrugged. She had always had too many problems much closer to home to worry about the fate of entire planets. The combat specialist opened her mouth to tell the ambassador where to frack off to, knowing full well that she was probably about to sign her own dismissal and exile notice from the Outcast Marines—

      When the decision was taken from her as another vessel crashed through the atmosphere to a deafening roar, the force and fury of its thruster rockets creating billowing jets of stream and making the tube they sat in shake.

      Another craft was breaching the Titan clouds, a little ways away from the imprimatur’s Martian saucer. Both Jezzy and the ambassador looked up to see the glowing points of light at each corner of the craft resolve into thrusters, with the wide, blocky metal belly slung between them. It was larger than the Martian saucer, but only by a little bit. It was also not a dedicated combat craft.

      It was the Marine transporter.

      
        
        ATTENTION, MARTIAN VESSEL!

      

      

      The transporter boomed its message out across the Titan landscape.

      
        
        YOU ARE AN ILLEGAL VESSEL IN A RESTRICTED-ACCESS FACILITY! LEAVE IMMEDIATELY OR WE WILL BE FORCED TO FIRE UPON YOU!

      

      

      “Oh frack,” Jezzy muttered under her breath. “I thought you said the point of all of this was not to start an interstellar war?” she said to the ambassador, looking over to see that the woman’s face behind her helmet-visor was tight and pale with concentration.

      But what nobody on the surface or floating above it had accounted for was the effect that the arrival of two atmosphere-ripping craft had on the fragile, complicated plates of rock and ice of the Titan surface. In particular, the complicated plates that had already been burrowed into by thirty years of Titan convicts and had recently suffered a catastrophic air-pressure explosion.

      With a rumbling sound, the ice mining factory tipped sideways, its railings and balconies and satellite dishes looking absurd for a moment as they pointed down into the pit. One of the building’s massive steel legs started to creak and twist, wresting itself from the concrete plug that had been frozen, cracked, and weathered for years.

      “No… You idiots…” Jezzy breathed. The building had been about to go down anyway. All it had taken was a few sonic booms of approaching craft and—

      The ice mine broke into two sections. There was a painful shriek of metal agony as the steel stanchion sheared from its concrete seat, and the building thumped down onto the edge of the pit, sending up gouts of dirt.

      Thick porthole windows—each one designed with almost a foot of solid glass—cracked and burst from their sockets. Flashes of sparking, exploding electricity terminals flickered along the building’s body and inside of it. Jezzy watched in stunned horror as the large, blocky building slowly crumpled and tipped forward, sliding down to the inner ledge of the pit and pausing briefly…

      Before falling over the edge.

      Absurdly, the last remaining object was the drill tower, its controls and access bridges sheared from its surface as its parent building disappeared into the deep ice pit. Naturally, Jezzy’s eyes swam up to watch as it wobbled in place, the cylindrical sections around the drill grooves spinning lazily on their own.

      And then it too crashed downwards, joining its squat parent as they both shook the ground underfoot and sent up great clouds of black dirt and dust into the atmosphere.

      It was over. Solomon, Karamov, Kol, and the Proxima delegates and any remaining mine workers down there were dead.

      “No,” Jezzy whispered at the rising clouds of devastation.
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        * * *

      

      The groaning sound was getting louder, and it brought with it a shaking vibration that Solomon and the others could feel through their very bones.

      “What is that!?” the scarred convict said as Solomon felt a trickle of icy fear run down his spine.

      “I think that is the sound of the factory falling on our heads…” he said, frozen for a moment before the fear alchemically transformed into action. “Come on! Move it! Move it or die!”

      So far, they had barely managed to make an aperture that Kol could fit through—he was still the thinnest amongst their number, despite the bulky outline of his light tactical suit. As the ground started to shake, the convict with the ice cutter set to work with renewed vigor—not working on the same hole she had melted already, but instead igniting the plasma at the end of the lance to start a new hole, a little below and off to one side.

      The wait was excruciating, and it was made worse by the shaking that Solomon could feel coming up from the floor and through his legs. He watched as the woman made just one incision, a fraction of the depth of the larger hole, and then moved to the left a few feet and started again.

      Hsssss! Steam billowed out into the cramped room, making a fine layer of condensation that stuck to their visors and helmets.

      Thock-thud. Even through the medium of their suits, their amplifiers and microphones could pick up the dull roar as the internal rock and ice bones of the mine started to collapse, tumble, and crumble.

      How far down are we? How far in the mantle are we? Will it hold? All these thoughts were swimming around Solomon’s mind like panicked goldfish as the woman set to the wall again, and again. Much smaller perforations. Not enough to climb through, at all.

      “No time to widen the hole. We’re going to fracture it…” she said, pulling back and wobbling on her feet as the room suddenly shifted, the floor now dropping twenty degrees.

      One of the Proxima delegates yelped, sliding to the edge of the room where a crack had appeared between wall and floor. Kol was the closest, his hand snapping out to grab her shoulder before she could trip and fall in.

      “Hgh!” The convict woman was now using the ice cutter lance as a battering ram, knocking at the wall with its perforated series of holes around the opening.

      “Grab what you can, everyone!” Solomon seized one of the tumbled rocks and, even though his side felt tight with a red weight, he hit the solid ice wall with the rock and heard the silvered chink as something fractured.

      Crack! Thunk! As soon as his blow had finished, Karamov was hurling himself bodily past him, using the large metal shoulder-pad of his suit and his own body as a human battering ram. “Ach!” He thumped into the wall and slid down, but the crack widened, branching out to join the next burnt perforation and up across the block.

      Thock-thock! The Proximians and the convicts battered at the wall with rocks, fists, any tool that they could find on their bodies, before there was a resounding crack like a bone breaking—

      Schliiiikt! Blocks of ice were falling back into the room, across their feet as the hole in the ice plug spread, breaking along the perforated holes that the ice cutter had made until it was wide enough for someone to jump through.

      “Convicts first,” Solomon ordered, already grabbing the woman, as disagreeable as she was, and nearly shoving her into the hole.

      “Hey!”

      “The delegates!” Karamov hissed, his amplified voice sounding funny as their bodies shook and the room tipped once more.

      “The miners are innocent in this,” Solomon said grimly, forcing himself to take the time to help the old man through the hole after the woman. “Just run. Climb as fast as you can. Don’t wait or look back!” he called after them, before grabbing the first Proximian delegate as Kol got on the other side of him, and together they started nearly throwing themselves through.

      THUDUDUDUDAO! The sound was deafening, even with the automatic cutouts on the Marine suit speakers. With a crash, a plume of smoke suddenly erupted into their antechamber from the trapped room on the other side. Had it collapsed?

      CRACK! Another explosion of dust as the roof of their room suddenly dropped by about a foot.

      “Commander—” Karamov was gesturing towards their escape route.

      “You know the rules, Marine.” As much as everything inside of him was screaming to get running, Solomon knew that he couldn’t. “Captain goes down with the ship last…”

      “Balls to that, sir. You’re a commander anyway, not a fracking captain…” Kol said, pushing him towards the hole.

      “Hey! That’s an order!” Solomon managed to say, but Karamov joined him and together, they forced the resisting commander through the ice plug as the room shifted around them.

      “Give me your hand!” Solomon said as soon as he felt the other side. It was indeed another shaft with a set of metal steps bolted into the wall, similar to the one that they had climbed down before. He grabbed Kol’s wrist, pulling him through, and then reached in for Karamov, just as an explosion of dust and smoke filled the room.

      “Ach!” Karamov was yelling.

      Solomon had grabbed onto a part of him, but in the murk, he couldn’t see what it was. He pulled as the roaring sound increased—

      —for a very scared adjunct-Marine to land on top of him, sending daggers of pain up through his side as the roaring stopped.

      “You okay?” Sol hissed painfully, one elbow held tight above his hip.

      “I think all my limbs are in the right place, but are you okay?” Karamov whispered. The roaring sound had stopped, and when Solomon looked back through the aperture that they had all successfully managed to climb through, it was dark on the other side. The room had completely collapsed.

      “I’ll be better when we’re out of this dump,” Sol said through gritted teeth. “Come on…”

      Their other companions had already disappeared up the stairs, and Solomon could hear the frantic clank of their boots on the metal and see the awkward, thin hazes of their suit lights already above.

      The collapse doesn’t seem to have spread to this part of the mine, Solomon saw, his mind starting to kick into a near-delirious overtime. It was probably the pain that he wasn’t allowing himself to feel—either that or it was the first sign of system shock as his brain stem started to overload.

      This shaft was tunneled out of solid rock, not ice and rock particles like a lot of Titan’s mantle. Which meant it was less prone to fracturing. He hoped.

      Solomon started to climb, forcing his resisting body to move as the other adjunct-Marines followed him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MARTIAN VESSEL! YOU ARE REQUIRED TO LEAVE TITAN AIR-SPACE IMMEDIATELY UNDER ORDER OF THE CONFEDERATE GOVERNMENT OF EARTH!

      

      

      The Marine transporter’s words boomed across the broken surface of Titan as Jezzy looked at the broken ruin of the ice mine. The shooting had stopped, but Jezzy couldn’t bring herself to care about the danger as she stepped from the pipe and started to walk in a disorientated haze towards the edge of the pit.

      “Marine! What are you doing?” The ambassador had emerged from her safety inside the outflow pipe behind her, sounding angry and anxious at what was happening.

      As well she should, Jezebel Wen thought. There was about to be a war, and what was worse… “They’re all dead,” she said under her breath, her suit transmitting the words—not that anyone could hear her or was paying attention to what the combat specialist was saying.

      No one, that was, apart from Malady.

      “Dead? Have we got visual confirmation of their bodies?” the man-golem said in his characteristic unemotional drawl.

      “Well, unless you want to go down and start sifting through a few thousand tons of rubble, Mal…” Jezzy said. I’m in shock. That is what this is, she thought as she stood on the broken edge of the mine and looked down to see that the ice pit, with its terraced layers of rock and ice, was now half-filled with boulders, concrete, and twisted metal.

      There was no way that anything could survive down there.

      “They could still be trapped…” Malady stated, and Jezzy was surprised at the optimism in the golem’s voice. She didn’t think that he was capable of human emotions anymore.

      “Right,” she said cynically.

      “The last shooter is neutralized. I’m returning.” Malady said, although Jezzy wasn’t listening. What did it matter now? She was probably going to get busted out of the Outcasts anyway, thanks to this. Which meant, perversely, that she would end up here. Maybe she should just check herself into the prison facility right now.

      And Solomon and the others are dead. Jezzy didn’t care about her mission to protect the ambassador. It seemed futile, especially now that the Martians and the Marines were about to go to war with each other over their heads anyway…

      “Open a channel!” Jezzy heard someone shouting behind her, and she dimly recognized the voice as the imprimatur. “You! Specialist Wen! Open a channel to your superiors!” the imprimatur shouted.

      “Why?” Jezzy turned to see that the imprimatur was taking large, bounding steps towards her. Behind her, Father Ultor and his guards were looking up nervously at the confrontation in the sky.

      The Marine transporter will win, of course, Jezzy thought dispassionately. Her emotions seemed numb to her. But it would be a tough fight. Martian saucers were supposed to be fast, very fast, but there had never been a direct confrontation between Martian ships and the Marines, and the transporter wasn’t a full battleship, was it?

      “Get a channel open to those lugheads up there and tell them that we have a duty to repatriate our citizens!” the imprimatur was demanding.

      Jezzy just looked at the older woman, a slight frown on her face. She wants me to do what now? “I think you’ve forgotten which side I’m on, ma’am,” she said in a careful whisper.

      “Imprimatur, stand your forces down. This is ridiculous,” the ambassador was shouting through her own suit speakers.

      “We had an agreement, Ambassador! Repatriate the First Martians, in return for an end to hostilities!” The imprimatur turned on the other woman. It was like watching two titanic forces fighting, Jezzy thought a little distantly. Both were strong women, and neither of them were going to back down.

      “How can you talk about repatriation at a time like this? We’ve been under attack ever since we got here, and we have no idea who by. For all we know, it could have been Martian backed—” the ambassador was saying.

      “Idiot,” the imprimatur snapped the word as if she had cut it from ice. “More Martian citizens have died today than any Confederate… Do you really think I would endanger my own people so recklessly?”

      “Some would say that illegally funding terrorist actions against Confederate supply camps and transports is pretty reckless…” the ambassador countered.

      “Then give us a fair share of our own resources!” The imprimatur was nearly at the screeching-phase of the argument, and Jezzy could recognize in both woman’s body language—even through the bulky medium of their encounter suits—that they were barely managing to contain their rage with each other. Thank the heavens neither of them has a gun, Jezzy thought.

      But she did.

      Click. She unslung and pulled the stubby, cruel form of her Jackhammer and casually, just as if she were about to clean it, examined it for malfunctions, before leveling it at the Imprimatur of Mars.

      “Valance? Please tell your people to get the hell out of here,” Jezzy said calmly.

      The combat specialist was surprised at how calm she actually felt right then. It was like she was in the very eye of a storm. As the turmoil of losing friends and imminent war broke around her, she was the only one on stable ground.

      “Lower your weapon, Confederate!” screamed a voice, and Jezzy heard the clicks as the five Martian heavies around Father Ultor had seen what was happening and been ordered by Father Ultor to level their weapons at her. “We’ll fill you full of Titan atmosphere before you pull that trigger!” Ultor snarled.

      “I doubt that,” Jezzy said casually.

      “Specialist Wen? This might not be the best time…” the ambassador was saying, holding her hands up towards the Martian guards.

      “Shut up,” Wen said to the Ambassador in a matter-of-fact way. She could hear the hiss of startled aggression from the woman’s suit.

      “Someone should have done this a long time ago,” Wen continued, looking back at the imprimatur. “You see here, lady. I don’t give a frack about your politics, or your planet. I just saw my friends die, thanks to who knows what. But I’ve had enough. We can have a shoot-out if you want, and I will probably die, as will the ambassador here, but so will you. So will your ‘First Martians’ or whatever it is you want to call yourselves.”

      “Now. If you really want to do your people a favor, then you tell your saucer up there to back off, and then no one else has to die, capiche?”

      “Specialist Wen, this is not wise…” the ambassador said.

      “I thought I told you to shut up?” Jezzy didn’t take her eyes off the imprimatur as she snapped at Ochrie.

      Not a sound came from the ambassador’s suit.

      The moment stretched long between them.

      
        
        ILLEGAL MARTIAN VESSEL! COMPLY IMMEDIATELY OR FACE THE CONSEQUENCES!

      

      

      “Fine.” The imprimatur sighed, the shoulders of her suit slouching suddenly as she waved a hand at Father Ultor. “Weapons down, everyone,” she said before Jezzy saw her put a hand to where her helmet’s ‘ear’ was, clearly fiddling with the transmitter settings on her own suit.

      Just like the Outcasts’ suits, Jezzy thought. The Martian encounter suits probably had their own narrow-band channel designed to be picked up by their own people.

      “This is Imprimatur Valance. This channel number should verify my identity…” everyone heard her say. “Stand down, stand down. Code: Red Gold.”

      For a moment, nothing happened, and then there was the hiss and roar of rockets as the saucer started to slowly spin on its central hub, turning and rising into the yellow smog of Titan’s atmosphere. The clouds rolled and billowed behind her, and then it was gone, save for the diminishing noise of its thrusters.

      “There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Jezzy said lightly.

      Above her, there was another sound of hissing as bulkhead doors popped open in the Marine transporter above and figures burst from hatches, tethered to the boat above with poly-filament lines. The transporter didn’t have a full complement of Marines, probably not even a full squad, but the engineers, staff, and pilots had all had their basic training as a part of the Corps. And now those that the ship could spare had donned their own light tactical suits, their arms full with their own Jackhammer rifles, and were coming to pacify the situation.

      
        
        ATTENTION, CITIZENS! THIS SITE IS UNDER THE SPECIAL JURISDICTION OF THE MARINE CORPS, CONFEDERATE CODE 301! ALL WEAPONS TO BE PLACED ON THE GROUND! ALL MARTIAN PERSONNEL TO BE TAKEN INTO CUSTODY!

      

      

      Jezzy waited for the Martian heavies to place their own weapons on the ground before she did the same and stepped back. Although she shouldn’t technically be in trouble, as she was only doing her job, she also knew that she would be.

      “There will be ramifications for this!” the imprimatur spat at both the ambassador and Jezzy.

      Ambassador Ochrie, however, just shook her visor helmet at the woman, clearly reserving her scorn for Jezzy. “The imprimatur is right, Specialist Wen. What have you done? This was supposed to be a peace negotiation, not a war.”

      Jezzy thought about the collapsed mine behind her, hiding the bodies of her fellows. “Too late for that, ma’am.”
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        * * *

      

      Am I going to make it? Solomon was having serious doubts as he climbed up the metal stairs. The pain was starting to come back, and his entire left side felt like it was on fire. Had the bullet shifted position when Karamov tumbled on him? Was all this stair-climbing just forcing it deeper into his body?

      “You okay up there, Commander? You look a bit wobbly on your pins there…” Karamov said over their suit channel.

      “I’m fine. Fine…” Solomon said as he leaned against the rock wall once more, panting. He really wasn’t fine at all.

      How much fracking further? He looked up to see that there was light up ahead.

      And silence.

      Hang on a minute. Where were the others? he thought as he paused. Maybe they had already found a way out and were—

      THA-BANG! The gunshot was amplified by the tunnel that he was climbing up, splintering into a hundred echoes. And it came from above.

      “No,” Solomon hissed in dismay as he heard Karamov and Kol’s frantic questions. Who was firing? What at? What side were they on? Who had been hit?

      The fear lent a newfound energy to Solomon’s body as he vaulted up the steps, taking advantage of Titan’s lower gravity to move faster and quicker than he would reasonably dare to in such icy and treacherous conditions. He could hear startled voices above him, sobbing as he saw that the stairs climbed up into a small antechamber cave just above him with a light-filled archway leading out.

      “What did you do? Why did you do that? Who are you?!” It was one of the Proxima delegates, nearly hysterical.

      “He’s dead… They’ve killed him… He’s dead,” one of the other delegates was saying.

      Solomon remembered at the last moment that he had no weapons. They had been stolen from him and his crew by their own mysterious attacker. Solomon had thought that it might have been an irate prisoner at first, but now all of the pieces started to fall together into the jigsaw.

      No prisoner did this, Solomon knew as he moved. No time for careful and brilliant plans. Whoever the attacker was would have already heard his clanking boots on the stairs. He would probably already have leveled his gun at the archway, maybe.

      This was a tactical hit, Solomon thought. Someone—either the Martians or some rogue element of the Proxima delegates or the Belters—had decided to go ahead and start a war on their own, and this was where it began…

      Solomon didn’t have a plan. He was too mad with pain to develop one. He knew that he would probably get shot as he mounted the final stair and lunged towards the archway, but what was he to do? Hide down there as the attacker killed everyone in the room and just fire down the mineshaft until he killed Sol’s men as well?

      No, I’m as good as dead anyway, with this bullet in my side, Solomon thought in a flash. At least he could provide a distraction, a diversion for Karamov and Kol to seize the initiative—

      “Hyurk!”

      PHP-BANG!

      But Solomon wasn’t the only one to think about distractions and diversions. As he leapt through the archway into a small cave that was open to the yellow Titan atmosphere at one side, half-filled with crates, someone else clearly had the same idea.

      The Proxima delegation was clustered around the body of one of the convicts—the old man, Malcom Jeckers—and standing over them was a man dressed in a shabby encounter suit similar in style to the prisoners’ suits but with extra arm and leg greaves. They wore a superior visor-helmet too, not the bubble-helmet of the prisoners.

      And in their hands was a military-issue Jackhammer, which could even have been one of the guns that had been stolen from Gold Squad themselves…

      The attacker raised the Jackhammer at the leaping form of Solomon as he cleared the threshold.

      And the only other person in the room, the woman prisoner with the scarred face, swung her ice cutter at the shooter, igniting the plasma torch at the end as she did so.

      “I worked with him!” she screamed in fury as there was a sudden hiss and a scream as the white-hot plasma torch met the attacker’s suit, and he fired.

      “Ooof!” Solomon grunted in pain as he bowled into the shooter, narrowly avoiding the ice cutter himself as both people tumbled to the entrance of the cave, limbs flying everywhere.

      Hssssss! From somewhere, there was the whine of escaping gases. It must be the shooter’s suit. The ice cutter must have burnt a hole, Solomon was thinking. How long did they have before they lost all their internal suit pressure? Would it be quick enough?

      “It’s over!” Solomon grunted as he scored a punch on the tumbled, struggling figure, his own side starting to radiate agony like it was an atomic core.

      “Grargh!” Another shout and the shooter’s boots were kicking Solomon across the head, then in the side—

      “Ach!” The pain was excruciating as the shooter’s boot hit the sealed spot in his suit over the concealed bullet. Even with the cocktail of drugs that the Commander had taken, both the ones that Karamov had given him and the experimental ones he had been subject to as a part of the Outcasts, it was still too much for him to bear and he doubled over, coughing.

      “He’s getting away!” one of the Proxima delegates was shouting, and Solomon forced himself up into a crouch to, yes, see that their attacker was bounding out of the cave and into the yellow air of Titan, running awkwardly as a jet of white steam, laden with his precious oxygen, was bursting from his chest.

      He won’t get far, Solomon thought, but then in the next moment, he remembered his own suit, which Kol had managed to seal. This operative could easily perform something like that.

      The Specialist Commander of Gold Squad seized the man’s dropped Jackhammer and sighted along the barrel. Every movement with his arms was a torment, but he knew that he had one shot.

      The racing figure was starting to become blurry and indistinct as they merged into the fogs.

      Solomon fired.

      “Ach!” A small, muffled sound, and the shadow thumped to the ground. It really was over.
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            The Day We’ve Had

          

        

      

    

    
      “They killed Malcom Jeckers, the architect for Proxima independence,” Jezzy said in a subdued voice.

      “You look worse than me,” Solomon attempted to joke, but the effort pulled strangely on his ribs and he ended up wincing in pain instead. He was currently lying on a medical bed in the Marine transporter’s medical bay, a room filled with brilliant white light and bleeping machines.

      It had been Malady who had found them, as their suit telemetries popped up onto the grid as soon as they had emerged from Titan’s subsurface. Then had come the shouting and being surrounded by Marine guards as they tried to identify the shooters from the traitors and the prisoners.

      Solomon remembered being loaded up onto a stretcher, attached to poly-wires and hoisted into the air into the belly of the Marine transporter, where everything had gone dark.

      “Two hours of surgery, Commander,” Karamov said, sitting on the low bench opposite him. Neither him nor Jezzy—or Solomon, for that matter—were wearing their busted, scarred encounter suits anymore and had instead reverted to their spare undermesh suits, which were the only things about them that looked intact, their faces blotchy and pinched with worry and stress.

      “Did they find it?” Solomon wheezed.

      “Yeah. Found and removed the bullet, cauterized the damaged veins. You were about a couple inches away from an artery, so you’re a lucky man, Commander,” Karamov said, toying with something in his hands, which he then threw to land with a soft thud on the commander’s white-sheeted bed.

      It was a small bullet, about the size of Solomon’s little nail.

      “This is the little beast, is it?” The commander painfully reached to pick up the small bronze bullet, lightly striated where it had ripped through his suit. I’ll keep it as a reminder. He clenched his fist around it. Be more careful. Be sharper.

      No one had killed him yet, and this bullet was going to be a reminder. A reminder that Karamov and Kol saved my life, he thought. He had been intent on trying to escape from his life on Ganymede, from its psychopathic Warden Coates and the constant fear of reprisals from Arlo Menier, but now, feeling the ugly little weight of that fragment in his fist, he realized that it wasn’t just about him.

      I never wanted to rely on anybody, but they saved my life in the end anyway, he thought. It made him feel humble, and proud at the same time. And defiant.

      Arlo isn’t going to be the one to put me down, Solomon promised himself. And the warden isn’t going to do it either. If this murderous little bullet couldn’t kill him, he wasn’t going to let anyone else do it either.

      “We’d better let you sleep, Commander. It’s going to be a short jump back to Jupiter, but I bet we’re all going to have a debrief with the warden when we get back.” Karamov was standing up, running a hand through his dark brown hair. “And I could really use a nap after the day we’ve had.”

      “Karamov,” Solomon called the retiring man as he was about to leave. “I don’t know how much power I’ve got in all this, but, if I can…I’m going to put you forward for a specialism. Medical. You saved my life out there today. You are good at the medical stuff.”

      Karamov shrugged. “My father was a doctor. You pick things up along the way.” He threw a half-assed salute and a wry smile, his way of taking his leave as he walked through the automatic doors, leaving Jezzy and the commander behind.

      Now, I guess I should figure out what has been eating up my combat specialist for this entire mission… Solomon thought. Even though he was tired, he felt confident. Like he had been given another chance. Like he had been made anew.

      “Jezzy, you did really good out there today. You kept it together. You kept the ambassador safe,” he pointed out to the woman, who appeared to be staring into space.

      “Huh?” When she turned to look at him, the glassy look in her eyes told Solomon that she wasn’t really looking at him.

      “Jezzy, what’s up? You’ve been out of sorts ever since we left Ganymede,” Solomon said. “We survived. Everyone survived. You saved the ambassador.”

      The woman just looked at Solomon for a second, before shrugging. “The ambassador is going to file a complaint about me. I’ll be court-martialed and dismissed from the Outcasts, and probably end up here,” she said, before adding, “where I suppose that the only saving grace is that I won’t be doing any ice mining any time soon…”

      “I think the ambassador’s got a whole lot of other trouble on her plate right now, to worry about one adjunct-Marine,” Solomon said, nodding at the small data-screen on the wall.

      

      MAJOR TERRORIST INCIDENT AT TITAN PRISON CAMP…

      

      The words scrolled over the newswires.

      

      IMPRIMATUR VALANCE OF MARS HELD FOR QUESTIONING…

      

      “It wasn’t the Martians.” Jezzy shook her head.

      “No?” Solomon wasn’t so sure. “The last time we fought the separatists, they had the same Marine equipment as these ones did,” he pointed out.

      “But why would they risk killing their own imprimatur? Or Father Ultor, the leader of the Chosen of Mars?” Jezzy said, although it didn’t really seem as though her heart was in it.

      She’s probably worried about the possible disciplinary, Solomon thought. “Look, I’ll speak to Doctor Palinov. She almost likes me,” he said. In fact, she thinks I’m a useful lab rat, but there you go… “And I’ll even speak to the warden. I’ll make them keep you.”

      “Huh. Good luck with that.” Wen stood up, pausing as she half-turned to the door. “For what it’s worth, Solomon, it was good to see you alive.”

      “Where are you going?” Solomon asked.

      A shadow passed over her features. “I, uh…” Her eyes went far away once more. “I’ve got a job to do,” she said, before walking out of the room.

      What is up with her? Solomon was left looking at the closed door for a longer moment, before the news on the data-screen dragged his attention away. It was one of the general channels, widely distributed across the satellite networks and run by Confederate Earth.

      

      RIOTS ERUPT ACROSS MARS, AS PEOPLE DEMAND THE RETURN OF IMPRIMATUR VALANCE AND FATHER ULTOR, SPOKESPERSON FOR THE ‘FIRST MARTIANS’…

      THE SPACEPORTS AT OLYMPUS MONS AND HYSPERIA HAVE BEEN BLOCKADED. MARTIANS CLAIM THAT THEY WILL NOT RELEASE TRADE OR GOODS UNTIL ALL MARTIAN PRISONERS HAVE BEEN FREED ACROSS CONFEDERATE TERRITORIES….

      WITH TENSIONS MOUNTING BETWEEN THE TWO SIDES, THE MARINE CORPS HAS BEEN CALLED IN TO ORBIT MARS…

      

      The door hissed open as one of the transporter staffers walked in, pushing ahead a small cart with cleaning products stacked inside. He was a small man in a gray and silver suit, with a cap of the Marine Corps staffers.

      “Evening, Specialist Commander Cready,” the man said brightly, before taking out the mop.

      “Is it evening? I never know any more these days…” Solomon said. He guessed that it could be evening, in the sense that it could be a part of the shift where most of the trainees were supposed to be asleep. But in the void of space, when traveling under permanent artificial light, it seemed a little silly to have such distinctions.

      “The job never ends, does it?” Solomon said with a weary smile, nodding at the cleaner’s mop.

      “You are quite right, Mr. Cready. The job never ends.” The man calmly slid the metal mop through the handles of the door, wedging it shut.

      “Now, this won’t take a moment.” The man turned back, and in his hand, he held a thin-bladed knife, looking ridiculously sharp. “Please don’t make this difficult, Mr. Cready. Boss Mihashi does hate complications, so…” the man said, stepping towards Cready’s bed…
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        * * *

      

      I have to kill Solomon, was all that Jezzy could think throughout their entire conversation. Over and over, the words played out inside her head, repeating and repeating until she thought she was being driven mad.

      She should have been happy that her commander had survived, as well as the others. But in some ways, that had only returned the awful weight to her shoulders. It was a burden that she thought she had forgotten, in the heat of battle and the panic of protecting the ambassador on Titan. It had felt good, actually, to forget everything that she should have been worrying about—her father, Ganymede, Boss Mihashi.

      One of the workers walked past her, pushing a cleaning cart, as Jezzy’s thoughts were wrapped up in themselves.

      But now, I have to be the one to kill him if I am to save my father… The thought was unavoidable. But how could she? How could she kill the man who had placed his trust in her?

      But by not doing so, that would only mean that her father would be killed.

      Jezzy couldn’t choose between the two. It was no choice really, just two equally appalling events.

      Ker-thunk. There was a distant thud and the sound of breaking glass, muffled and far away, that caught Jezzy’s attention. Given the sort of day that she’d recently had, she was inclined to ignore it, but then her mind suddenly caught up with itself.

      The cleaner had been a small man, in a cap.

      Just like her Yakuza handler.

      The one who had been assigned to the ambassador’s Marine-logistics detail.

      Oh frack. Jezzie turned, breaking into a run.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t owe him anything!” Solomon struggled with his assassin, hissing the words as he held onto the man’s wrists, both of them writhing on the floor and trying to get the upper hand on the killer’s knife.

      The medical bay was in disarray, with tables broken and beakers smashed as Solomon had fought back with everything that he had. The Marine staffer had lost his cap, and instead had a bleeding graze on his forehead where Solomon had thrown some unidentifiable medical instrument at him. It hadn’t been enough to stop the Yakuza operative, however.

      “Oh, I am afraid that you do, Mr. Cready.” WHAM! His attacker managed to flip Solomon on his side, causing pain to radiate out from the still-healing wound in his side. Solomon thought he could feel his stitches burst…

      “The Boss takes your treachery of his New Kowloon family very seriously indeed…” the man hissed, leaning closer as he straddled Solomon, pushing with all of his weight on the knife.

      Solomon couldn’t spare the energy to shout, or yell, or scream. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he felt the pain withering his muscles, forcing the knife lower and lower towards his throat.

      “Hai!” There was a shout and the sound of splintering glass as the double-doors exploded inwards, and Jezzy landed on her feet. She had kicked the panel of reinforced glass in and didn’t stop to jump through into the room, shattering the remaining panes of glass still further as she raced to the commander’s aid.

      “Sol!” she shouted, aiming a kick to her handler’s head where he crouched atop her commander.

      But the handler was quick, and he wasn’t exhausted from either being shot or spending the last twenty-four hours running around a collapsing mine. He rolled easily out of the way, bouncing up onto his heels in a perfect martial-arts pose, knife still in hand.

      “Jezzy, no!” Solomon wheezed, panting in pain on the floor.

      “With greatest respect… Get out of the way, Commander.” Jezzy dropped into a matching stance opposite the man, her hands up in front of her as she started to circle. She had no weapon, but then again, Jezebel Wen didn’t need one, did she?

      “He’s got a knife!” Solomon gasped as he managed to crawl under the bed.

      “You don’t think I can see that?” Jezzy had a chance to say, just as the man made his move.

      Her handler didn’t lead with a stab, of course. He was far too good for that. He instead performed a roundhouse kick that Jezzy easily skipped out of the way of, before pressing his advantage in a series of blisteringly quick moves—strikes, knees, stamps, and kicks.

      Jezzy countered, ducked, blocked, and dodged where she could. The two fought at a speed that Solomon hadn’t even thought possible. He had always known that his combat specialist was good, but this was insane. The two also fought in near-silence, just the occasional hiss and grunt as the silver of the knife flashed and fell.

      “Hyugh!” Jezzy jumped back suddenly, a line of red breaking into life just above her eye and starting to run down her face.

      “Jezzy, no!” Solomon breathed.

      The attacker—her handler—moved in for the kill….

      But it had been a ruse. Jezzy was wounded, but it took more than a scratch to slow her down. As the Yakuza handler relaxed his vigilance for just a second and stepped forward, Jezzy stamped out his knee in a cracking snap of noise that reverberated around the room.

      The man screamed.

      Thock-thack! Another two blows from Jezzy—sharp, quick blows to the sternum and neck that saw him stagger backwards, gasping for air, his hand automatically dropping the knife. It spun through the air, glinting silver—

      Thump! Jezzy caught it and slammed it into the handler’s chest. The man wavered in place for just a moment, gurgling as he looked down in astonishment at his own blade sticking out of his chest, before collapsing to the floor, dead.

      A moment later, Jezzy collapsed to her knees too, exhausted and panting.

      “What the hell…. What the hell…” Solomon emerged, his eyes round as he looked at Jezzy.

      “Commander? I think we need to talk,” Jezzy groaned wearily.

      “Can we do it after people stop trying to kill us?” Solomon said.

      Jezebel considered. “Given the sort of day that we’ve had so far? Probably not.”
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        THANK YOU

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Outcasts of Earth Boxed Set, which includes the first three stories in the Outcast Marines series. I am happy you took the chance to read them and I really hope you liked them. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome because it helps me tell others about my books.

      

      The next story in the series is called The Martian Incursion. You can get the story as part of the Invasion Boxed Set or you can buy it individually.

      
        
        Get the Invasion Boxed Set here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07WCG33GN

      

      

      
        
        Get The Martian Incursion individually here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07PBH683N/

      

      

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        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!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!
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