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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Failure. The Thaal Empire did not succeed in taking Camp Vigilant and consequentially, Mars.

      Earth Alliance Marine Corps still remains compromised with 70% of Gold-level senior commanders dead from the Camp Vigilant assault.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      A number of high-variable actors have entered the equation, namely, CAPTAIN HOLLY CROPPER (Forward Recon, EA Marines) SERGEANT BASTION LI (Forward Recon, EA Marines), SERGEANT MARSHAL SMITH (Forward Recon, EA Marines), DR. RACHEL CROW (Advisor, Acting Silver-level Intel clearance, EA Marines).

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Despite high-variable actors managing to skew predictions by between 5-35%, the calculation remains the same.

      The Thaal Empire will take over the Sol system in 1-6 Earth-regular months.

      

      ACTION:

      1. Initiate Plan B.

      2. Neutralize high-variable actors.
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      Olympus Mons, Eastern Face, Mars

      

      The dawn brought with it a fire of ruddy oranges and pinks bursting over the eastern horizon with all the terrible glory of heaven or a bomb blast.

      Damn. The woman with the short bob of dyed red hair, sharp features reflected back at her in her visor helmet, looked up at the natural display. Like the hard russet-and-brown rocks at her feet, her outer form was tough too: a heavy tactical encounter suit made of smooth steels and matte alloys. Sculpted plates contained her, protected her against the alien environment. Hidden servo mechanisms and pistons assisted her every movement. She was rock. She was iron.

      She was Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Reconnaissance Squad of the Earth Alliance Marines.

      “I guess there are times when this dirtball can be kinda beautiful,” Holly murmured to herself. Of course, the vision would be a whole lot more beautiful if it wasn’t for the charred, broken, and still-smoking ruins of Camp Vigilant that lay to the young officer’s side—and the scatter of blackened and slagged craters that extended around it for almost a mile on all sides.

      The battle for the camp had been fierce and hopeless. The eight-foot-tall, purple-skinned Thaal warriors had taken the Martian military headquarters in less time than it took to order a self-service coffee, or so it had seemed. They had held the home of Marine Command for just short of a day and a half. Despite everything that the humans had thrown against it, the Thaal had remained impregnable with their advanced beam weapons.

      That had been almost a week ago. Today, they were still dragging bodies out of the rubble.

      “Hmph.” There was a grunt from behind her as a shadow loomed large across the Martian slope. Holly turned to see a man in the same type of tactical encounter suit as herself—but much larger because of the man’s prodigious size.

      Bastion Li, she mentally greeted him. Sergeant. Ally. The toughest Earth Alliance Marine she had ever met. Friend.

      “Acting Command is saying they’ll have the dome repressurized by the time we get down.” She saw Bastion’s suit flicker to one side as he turned to nod towards where the large, interlocking geodesic domes were covered by a mixture of hardened plate-plastic polymers and the taut stretch of some opaque synthetic material. Emergency Pressure Fabric. Holly even knew the name of that gray-white stuff, as she’d seen it used more than a hundred times back home, out there beyond the Martian skies and even beyond distant Jupiter—on the Inner Asteroid Belt.

      “It’ll hold for a week at most,” she made a grumbled bet, before groaning as she eased herself to her feet. Despite the laser treatment and the regrowth stimulant that had been applied, her body still felt like it had fallen under a cargo ship after the events down there.

      Down there, Holly thought, her eyes seeming to stare through the shattered geodesic dome and the stretches of pressurized canvas already half-inflating.

      And down again, through the streets of Vigilant, Holly’s eyes remembered the service tunnels where the Thaal had made their entry point—through the Hyperspace Gate constructed by persons unknown and right under Marine HQ’s noses.

      Holly remembered the haze of strange purple-and-crimson light that she had stepped through.

      She remembered feeling the oddness of the alien habitat on the other side. A strangeness that, even through her suit, her body had known. A metal plain—was it a Thaal homeworld? A base? A city?—she didn’t know, but it was a silver plain that stretched to what looked like cliffs. Only the cliffs had been a city with strangely arched towers and walls topped with tines. From it had been marching thousands, tens of thousands of Thaal warriors under a sky that wasn’t lit by stars but by two golden orbs too large and too metallic to be suns.

      Nope. Holly shook herself. She didn’t want to think about her brief trip to Thaal-land, wherever in the universe that could be. The idea that it was still out there, that it was still waiting for them somewhere just beyond the thin structure of the Hyperspace Gate was like being in the same room as a bomb whose fuse had already been lit.

      Holly and Bastion had deactivated the Gate. In fact, they had let off a tactical nuke on the Thaal side of it. But was it enough?

      When are the Thaal going to find a way to reopen the Gate from their side? When are more Thaal going to arrive? More than we can deal with?

      No, the captain told herself a little more firmly, dragging her thoughts from what she had seen and what was possible and instead jamming them into the clusterdump that was the here and now.

      “Who’s in charge again now?” she sighed, rolling her shoulders and sliding the sensing unit back into the utility hoop on her pouch. Ever since the Gate went dark—since Holly and Bastion turned it off, more accurately—those who weren’t directly involved in the search and rescue effort were sent out here. They were looking for any piece of Thaal tech that might have escaped or been scattered in the chaos. There wasn’t much.

      “What?” Bastion grunted, already starting to take the large, ponderous and lunging steps that Mars’ lighter gravity demanded towards the Vigilant dome. Beyond him, Holly could see the synth material slowly filling up as it pressurized.

      “Acting Command? Who is it today?” She groaned and wished that she didn’t have to ask the question—but she did. With the attack on Camp Vigilant, the Thaal had successfully taken out seven of the nine top generals and admirals that the marines had. Two left. One General Addison, a blonde-haired woman usually stationed on Earth with the reputation of a rabid pit bull who hated the Outer Group of worlds (Jupiter, Neptune, Uranus, and of course the Breakers of the Asteroid Belt), and a General Hoshi, a military commander who had served back in the early Smuggler Wars but hadn’t seen active combat since two decades ago.

      On top of that, there were still a handful of commanders left: their own Commander Silas from the Outer Group and Commander Badiou from Inner. But Captain Holly hadn’t heard anything from either of them in the chaos of the last week.

      Wonderful, Holly thought. Who was left to take up Sol system defense? Who could? Did Sol even HAVE a reasonable military defense anymore?

      “Addison, I think,” Bastion said over his shoulder, his voice clear over their shortwave suit-to-suit telemetry. “She came up on last night’s transport.”

      Hmm. Holly internally shrugged, trying not to pass judgment on the woman she hadn’t met yet, despite what she’d heard about her. Maybe she would be better than the last lot of generals . . . But then again, both Addison and Hoshi were Earth-based.

      The entire Marine Corps, and even the entirety of Sol politics, was basically divided into two camps: the far richer and more powerful Inner Group of worlds (Mercury, Venus, Mars, and of course, Earth) with their megacorp connections and Earth Senate, and then the Outer Group—everyone from Jupiter outwards, including the splinter Breaker Group who lived on the deep space mining stations. It was only in recent history that the ancient rift between Inner and Outer was finally being healed.

      And I’m living proof of that, Holly thought. Or I was, anyway, she groaned. She was the first of the Breaker Group—the asteroid miners—to make it into the Marine Academy and to pass, even succeeding to eventually become captain of her very own (very small) squad.

      Most of the Outer Worlds barely trusted the Earth Alliance Marines at the best of times. They said they were just Earth’s police, doing the corporations’ bidding so that the Outer Worlds couldn’t reap the benefits of their rich minerals and ores.

      And there’s some truth to that, Holly admitted with a jag of shame.

      “Addison was on the broadcast this morning, saying something about every tragedy as an opportunity and all that,” Bastion grunted. His tone made it obvious what he, a generation caravan kid born to the outer depths of the Solar System, thought about that.

      “Dear stars,” Holly groaned. Earthers. Where did they come up with this motivational crap?

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      There was a small blip on Holly’s digital heads-up display inside her helmet visor. A tiny, fast-moving vector arching out over the gullies and foothills of the Olympus Mons mountain that Camp Vigilant saddled.

      “What’s that?” Holly murmured as the vector moved faster and with unerring accuracy towards their search site.

      
        
        Alert! Unidentified Object Incoming . . .

      

      

      Too small to be personal transport. A messenger drone?

      
        
        Alert! Impact T-minus 5 seconds . . .

      

      

      “Impact?!” Holly managed to cough, just in time to see it arching towards them out of the Martian sky. Whatever it was, it was moving too fast. Too fast to slow down.

      “Down!” she yelled, jumping forwards to slap Bastion’s back with her metal arm, shoving him—

      As the small device hit the Martian hillside behind them and exploded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fracking Hell!” Holly hissed. She was thrown forward by the percussive blast from behind her, Bastion tumbling too. Everything around them burst with white and red and then the brown of Martian rocks.

      “Ach!” she grunted as her suit slammed into the stone. Holly heard a loud crack as one of her outer tactical plates crumpled. She was thrown forward again in the weak Martian gravity, spinning out of control, and barely remembering to tuck her head and arms in the second before she hit the slope again.

      “Urk!” She heard Bastion’s breathy groan of pain over their suit-to-suit comms as he, too, was flung down the slope of the Martian mountain, crashing and bouncing. Both marines finally skidded to a halt in a spray of gravel, sand, and rock. Bastion thudded against an outcrop of black and pitted volcanic rock, while Holly traveled a good sixty-five feet more in a spray of red dirt.

      “Guard up!” Holly managed to snarl as her cyborg arm pushed into the dirt, flipping her over to her side as she coughed and spluttered from the fall.

      Rifle. Get my rifle. Find cover. Isolate the attackers . . . Her thoughts were tight and hurried, clicking into combat mode as she tried to assess what had just happened.

      They had been attacked.

      Someone had fired a rocket at them.

      “Sergeant!” she called, scrabbling to a crouch with her rifle smoothly transitioning into her hands, sighting around them.

      No cover. Take them out before they . . .

      “Good. We’re clear. No attackers, Captain!” Bastion’s words were a grunt of anger and efficiency. She saw that he, too, was crouched beside his outcrop, sighting along the ridge behind them, the slope underneath them.

      But the heads-up displays of their suits were silent. No enemy detected. No targeting systems hot on their position. Nothing but the normal readings of their own elevated heart rates, oxygen intake, and the smaller sounds of the usual host of general system messages. And the orange section illuminating Holly’s shoulder pad where it had been crumpled, but that wasn’t anything to worry about, she knew. These heavy tactical suits could take a whole lot more battering than that.

      But there was no sign of any enemy. None at all. Just the usual signatures of other marines, service personnel, and EA civilians moving about like ants down there around the outskirts of Camp Vigilant.

      
        
        Incoming Message!

      

      

      “Search Deploy 04—what happened up there? What’s your situation! We got a reading of a blast . . .”

      It was their command station down there in Camp Vigilant with a worried sounding lieutenant or staffer on the other end. The same one that Holly recognized had given them this useless mission of finding Thaal tech.

      “Someone threw a rocket or missile at us, that’s what!” Holly said. She didn’t have to say sir, she was mildly pleased to realize. The guy was a lieutenant. She was a captain.

      “I want a transport up here right away. Get a radar sweep of the area.” She barked an order before checking with Bastion.

      “Still nothing, Captain.” The big man had stood up clear of the rock and turned a quick 360.

      Absolutely nothing, Holly confirmed on her own scanners. The Thaal registered on their scanners now as “enemy combatants” or “alien targets.” So unless they had found a new way to fool their suit scans, which was highly possible, in Holly’s opinion, then there was no explanation.

      “Captain Cropper, please repeat: are you requesting a Code Red?”

      The lieutenant on the other end—probably another Earther who had been sent up here along with the hundreds of others as reinforcements.

      “What do you think? Me and my man got fired at!” Holly snapped. Of that, her instincts were certain. A small projectile about the size of a miniature drone or a regular infantry rocket had struck their location. With that accuracy, it had to have been fired at them. It was an attack by persons unknown.

      “Of course I am requesting a Code Red!” she said, to earn a sharp, “Sir, yes, sir!” The line clicked and buzzed for a moment as the distant Earth lieutenant worked. The result of his actions arrived a moment later as her suit blared with orders:

      
        
        ALERT! IMMEDIATE CODE RED.

        All Field Teams to stop and hold in place. Await further orders.

        All Code Red protocols apply.

        / Wideband transmission restricted . . .

        / All operations cancelled . . .

        / All movement and transport cancelled . . .

        / All civilians to return to secure quarters . . .

        / Live fire active . . .

      

      

      In answer, there was the distant pealing of alarms from below picked up by Holly’s tactical suit only as whispers in the thin Martian atmosphere. The moving ant figures and vehicles down there halted suddenly or alternatively scattered and zipped to the nearest field bunkers. The captain saw a glint of distant metal as the large storm doors started to roll down over the many Camp Vigilant airlocks.

      “I’m coming to you. Hold position,” Holly hissed tersely, combat crawling the distance to Bastion’s outcrop as he covered her. Still no more rockets or missiles flung through the air at them. She thumped against the rock at his side, checked her rifle magazine, and covered the direction opposite Bastion.

      “Clear,” she whispered, her heart thumping.

      “Clear,” Bastion echoed.

      Both marines waited, sweeping their rifles back and forth across the horizon in that long, timeless moment of adrenaline readiness. Nothing was moving save for momentary gusts of red dust peeling off of the mountain’s back. The moment could have been ten seconds, it could have been twenty minutes, and still no sign of any enemy.

      
        
        Alert! Incoming Message. Priority Alpha.

      

      

      “Captain Cropper, this is General Addison, Inner Group Command and Acting Commander of Mars . . .”

      Holly blinked. The woman’s voice on the other end of the comms was taut like a wound up guitar string, tight and tinny. She could hear the scowl that made it.

      “I’ve got a Code Red across my operations. The entire camp is on lockdown, and both my near and far range radar and all of my scouting and orbital crews are picking up precisely squat. Care to explain what happened up there, Captain?”

      She sounded ticked off, Holly thought, her heart keeping its fast pace, but not just because of the rocket attack.

      “Sir, we were attacked. I’d say a rocket-powered projectile. Small missile arms,” Cropper said, wishing that this wasn’t her first introduction to her new Commanding Officer.

      “I’ve got an error report here for a personal messenger drone leaving Vigilant Depot 47 about twenty-four minutes ago. Somehow, it got programmed to throw itself at your location. Machine error, Captain,” the general said, now with a hint of scorn in her voice too. “What’s the payload of one of those? Ten pounds? Twenty?”

      Holly grimaced as Bastion let out an embarrassed groan and slid down to her side against the rock.

      “A personal messenger drone? Really?” the big man muttered. “Seemed to have an awfully big payload for a civilian drone.”

      “And awfully well targeted,” Holly grumbled.

      “Didn’t catch that, Captain. Care to repeat your situation?”

      General Addison cut into Holly’s feed. Oh yeah, she had executive controls to oversee any personal suit comms and controls, didn’t she?

      “General, sir,” Holly winced. “The explosion was larger than a regular drone.”

      “I have all the data here, Captain, and it’s looking pretty accurate to my eyes. Now I have a half hour of wasted time, plus full lockdown protocols across my camp.”

      Your camp, Holly noted sourly. The woman hadn’t even been in the battle.

      “Each of which will take a senior officer level of clearance to remove. I don’t need to reiterate how thin they are on the ground right now.”

      You don’t, Holly thought grimly.

      “Which probably equates to about another day of lost preparations and repair work. I’m lifting the Code Red, and you two are coming in for debrief. Now.”

      The link clicked off. Holly muttered a slur that only Outer Worlders knew and which would probably have earned her at least a disciplinary, if not a confinement, if the general had still been listening in.

      “Well, you’re not wrong there, Captain,” Bastion agreed glumly, offering her his hand as he got back to his feet. The pair turned to trudge towards Camp Vigilant in somber, lunging steps.
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      “Yeah, but why do I have to be here?” grumbled the third member of Holly’s Forward Recon squad, the dark-haired, sharp cheek-boned Sergeant Marshal Smith. He met the others in the wide, airy corridor with actual marble flooring that had somehow survived the Thaal attack.

      “You’re telling me,” said the last, honorary member of their squad. The tall and statuesque Dr. Crow, with her long braid of black hair, walked out of one of the open archways to join them.

      They were in Camp Vigilant in an area grandiosely named the Hall of Heroes, one of the civic centers where a lot of the awards ceremonies were held pre-Thaal attack. Now, however, despite the giant pockmarks on the outer real stone walls and some of the plastic atmospheric-seal windows blown in, it was still surprisingly intact.

      Guess the Thaal were too busy hunting living marines down, rather than dead ones. Holly eyed one of the statues that she approached, a man (always a guy, right?) in an old-fashioned half-tactical suit and appearing to be about to reach the summit of broken bits of metal or rock—she couldn’t tell.

      “Colonel Daveed Johnston, a fine example for our times,” a sudden new voice met them. Another flank of people appeared from one of the archway entrances to the corridor that ran around the great hall. The voice was stern and tight, and it was accompanied by none other than General Martha Addison herself.

      She was stronger than Holly had expected, the captain thought. Her high nasal voice had the Breaker woman picturing someone thin and ascetic, someone bureaucratic and contained, perhaps.

      What she actually saw before her was a short, stocky woman dressed in the lightest of tactical wear—just enough to keep her alive if she pulled the auto-visor up during a decompression event, plus white, plum, and crimson service clothes edged with a hell of a lot of gold pins. She had the same close-cropped, silver hair as many senior service EA Marines did. They still harked back to the “glory days” before many personal freedoms, such as Holly’s dyed hair or styled locks, became acceptable.

      She scowled at Holly as she stalked forwards, with the actually ascetic looking Outer Group Commander Silas at her left and two very large, heavy-set marine guards walking four paces behind them.

      “General, sir!” Holly and the others snapped into salute (apart from the doctor, whose honorary status didn’t extend to military custom). “Commander.” Holly nodded also to her direct superior—a man who looked like a walking skeleton on a diet, she had always thought. She and Silas had never had a wonderful relationship, but instead had a grudging sort of respect.

      “At ease,” Addison nodded, shooting an annoyed glance at the doctor momentarily. She gestured with a nod of her head back to the immortalized, and very dead, Colonel Daveed.

      “Fought in the First and Second Conquest of the Outer Worlds. I’m sure you’ve heard of him?” the general said.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” Holly said through gritted teeth. Everyone in the Breaker Group had heard of the Butcher of Technica, hadn’t they? The Earther officer who, when various Outer Group factions had tried to unify and declare sovereignty, had gutted the entire factory station, the Technica, the largest of its kind at the time and home to nearly sixteen hundred people. Holly could feel her teeth grinding in her jaw. The horrors of the Butcher might have happened long before she was born, but there were still plenty of Breakers who cursed his memory and used his name to scare children.

      “A man willing to do what must be done in order to unify Sol,” the general went on, shooting Holly a quick, testing look before adding, “For the glory of Earth, of course.”

      “For the glory of Earth,” Bastion, Marshal, Silas, the guards—and even Crow repeated the traditional refrain hammered into every human from an early age. Holly was a second late in repeating it, so her refrain staggered like an echo against the others.

      Addison watched Holly for a moment longer. Her smile spread a little wider before disappearing into the flat impartiality of a senior officer.

      “A truly remarkable figure, and one we can all learn from given the current situation, I think,” the general said. She pulled a holo from her wrist controller and flickered through the top few layers.

      “I have here the recorded data of the incident this morning, recordings from your suits along with the error report from the postal depot. It seems that while we’re in the process of rebooting Vigilant systems, some of the protocols remain damaged from the Thaal attack.”

      “The Thaal gained control over Vigilant’s defense systems, General sir,” Holly pointed out, knowing precisely what had happened because she had been there—unlike the Earther general in front of her.

      “Excuse me, Marine?” Addison snapped at the interruption. Commander Silas stepped forward.

      “Show some respect, Captain!” the man barked at her. He had a loud voice for a walking ribcage.

      “Sir, apologies. I didn’t mean to interrupt. Just pointing out that perhaps there was Thaal code still lodged in . . .” Holly started to say.

      “I know what you were trying to point out, Captain,” Addison cut her off with a sigh. “And we have already had our engineers look at the data. The answer is a no, the postal depot here at Vigilant was successfully wiped and rebooted with no residual Thaal data on its systems. What we are looking at is a straight-up machine malfunction, and you and your sergeant here—despite your centrality to a whole lot of recent events, were merely in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Addison said sharply.

      “Here, you can see the data for yourself.” The general’s tone was tart, flinging the postal depot records at Holly’s suit like it was mud.

      
        
        Packet received. Camp Vigilant Postal Depot Error Report 12000321A . . .

      

      

      “Thank you, sir,” Holly demurred a little, although inside she was seething. The general was just throwing useless number sets at her, hoping that she would go away, despite the remaining questions. The targeting had been too close, hadn’t it? The payload on the messenger drone had been too high for an object that usually carried small packages or discrete recorded messages between civilians.

      “The drone was tasked to deliver an outdated liquid fuel cell to one of our field bunkers when it apparently malfunctioned,” Addison went on to say.

      “Thanks to the attack, we have to use whatever we can to generate power, and Field Bunker Blue was forced to use an old-style generator.” Addison appeared to be getting even more irate, presumably because she had to explain this to anyone at all, instead of getting on with her job of being unpleasant to someone else.

      “Old liquid fuel cell, sir, understood,” Holly breathed. That would explain why it went up like a firework on steroids, at least. But the term suspicious didn’t even begin to cover it in her book.

      “Good. I hope it is, Captain.” Addison’s eyes sharpened. “Because if I have reason to suspect for even one second that this is some off-world Breaker gang thing, some vendetta or debt owed . . .”

      What? Holly’s eyes stared wide in shock. She couldn’t actually believe what she was hearing right now.

      Does this woman seriously believe that this was something to do with me being a Breaker?

      “. . . then I will, of course, come down very hard on those concerned.” Addison drew herself up to her full height. “We have just gone through the most climactic turning point of the Human-Thaal war. We still have their dormant star vessel in our space, and we now also have a Hyperspace Gate, built by somebody right under our nose. There are clearly infiltrators or traitors in our midst to have constructed such a thing, and I do not have time for petty Outer World rivalries!”

      Holly saw Bastion stiffen where he stood. As a child of a generation caravan, he was technically Outer Group too. He spent his childhood seeing rich Earthers and Inner Worlders waltzing onto the giant traveling cruise ships that toured the entire system, never stopping, spending years out in deep space. He had seen those same Inner Worlders treat the casino workers and the entertainers of the caravans like slaves before tumbling out again, back to the Inner Group, forgetting the messes they had left behind them.

      Bastion, no! she mentally urged him, making a minute movement with her head. She didn’t know if he saw her or not, but she noted that he took a long, slow breath and let it out again.

      “I have been chatting to Commander Silas here, and we have agreed that your team, Captain . . .” Holly watched as the general brought her hands together in a clasping motion before bringing them apart once more, as if blown apart from some internal force.

      Just what are you about to say, lady? Holly could feel her face starting to glower despite herself.

      “Your team has been at the center of a wide string of high-intensity, high-profile incidents dating right back to the incursion of the Thaal star vessel into our space—before it, even.” Addison had a small, victorious smile on her face.

      “Commander, sir?!” Holly couldn’t stop herself from interrupting. Her voice was laden with worry, and this time, General Addison didn’t seem to mind her interruption. The senior officer continued.

      “And given the events of today, when a mere equipment malfunction led to a Code Red at a critical time . . .” Addison continued. “Well. . . It has made me see just how high the pressure has been on your team in particular.” Addison’s hands flicked to her wrist controller, where it flung forward another, smaller holo into the air between them. This time a small picture of Holly herself sitting at a table in general service fatigues and apparently talking to someone.

      “Those . . . those are my psych reviews,” Holly said incredulously.

      Another hand flick, and there was another holo joining the first, this time of Sergeant Bastion also seated at the very same table and talking—or grunting noncommittally, in his case.

      “Yes. I am aware that the pair of you were of critical importance during the Thaal attack.” Addison apparently congratulated them. Holly saw Marshal and Rachel look confused at what was going on before them.

      “Indeed, either of you might be forgiven for believing that the salvation or the fate of Camp Vigilant rested on your shoulders.” The general shook her head just slightly. So sad. Pitiful, that one tiny gesture said.

      “And you yourself, Captain Cropper, actually went through the Hyperspace Gate to the Thaal world. Believe me, I have listened to your reports of that experience very closely, as have all of our top scientists and strategists.”

      Of course you have, Holly thought, knowing that clearly the military and the intelligence and the political spheres would want to extract every iota of data that they could.

      But it still felt like a betrayal, somehow.

      “I cannot even begin to understand what an extreme experience like that would have been like,” the general continued. “And that is why I have decided that it is no longer serviceable for your team to be a three-person squad, plus one consultant, anymore.”

      “What?!” This time, Holly didn’t hold herself back.

      “Cropper!” Silas glowered at her, but Holly just stared right back.

      “As I had feared.” Addison appeared to be confessional, even apologetic. “It is a common situation for frontline combat troops to feel that they alone carry the entire weight of the cause on their shoulders, when the truth is anything but.” She appeared to say this as a lecture, and Holly got a keen sense that the general was an expert at these sorts of speeches. Given that she had been stationed on Earth, there was probably not much else to do than to stalk around being important and patronizing people.

      “Our strength comes from our unity.” She brought those hands together once more. “As a species, as a corps. Your small team has been separated from the rest for too long. I understand the traumatic situation that led to the loss of your old squad, and that is precisely why I am splitting you up, effective immediately, and reassigning you.”

      “General, sir, Commander—” Holly said, with Bastion and Marshal already raising their voices to echo her complaint.

      It wasn’t my fault what happened to my old squad, Holly wanted to say. But of course, she remained silent as her thoughts slipped to the twelve-strong team of marines that she had commanded. Falko, Fenchurch, Jenkins, Valdez . . .

      Holly didn’t say anything about blame, about her squad being thrown against a Thaal base on the moon of Triton, and then again on some blasted planetoid rock out past Pluto. She didn’t mention that they had been the first combat unit to face the Thaal, and the severe losses and injuries had meant that only she, Bastion, and Marshal had remained together afterwards.

      Holly didn’t say any of this because a part of her was thinking about Private First Class Valdez. The young Breaker marine just like she might once have been, her blood turning into spheres in Triton’s near zero-G after she had been shot by a Thaal weapon.

      Holly didn’t say any of this because a part of her was convinced that it was her fault.

      I should have done better for Valdez. I was in command. It’s on me . . .

      “Holly, you and Marshal will be deployed to the Outer Group Recon Eight Squad stationed near Jupiter,” Addison stated.

      Back to the Belt, Holly thought. She’s sending me back to the Breakers.

      “While Bastion will be staying here on Mars, redeployed to Close Assault, and the doctor will be directed back towards the research group at the Thaal star vessel. Have I made myself clear?” she ended sharply, leaving nothing but an angered, confused silence in her wake. A single nod, and that was the end of the conversation. Holly was looking aghast as General Addison and her personal bodyguards were turning around and stalking out of the corridor to disappear into an archway as quickly as they had come.

      “Commander, sir?” Holly turned to Commander Silas, still standing before them with eyes that were sparking with apparent fury.

      “Sir, this can’t be real, can it?” she said, astonished and aghast. She had served with Bastion and Marshal since she had graduated from Marine Academy right here on Mars. Since they had graduated too.

      “Captain, stop it.” Silas’s sunken eyes shot at her. “You sound pathetic, and any marine knows that this is always a possibility. It’s quite remarkable how you three,” a brief nod of recognition towards Rachel too, “have managed to even stay a unit for so long.”

      Commander Silas cleared his throat, shooting a wary look at the empty archway where General Addison had disappeared to before saying tersely, “Sergeant Li? You’re under Commander Badiou now. Report immediately to Field Bunker 1. He’ll get you suited up. The rest of you are all on the Nightbird out of here at thirteen hundred hours under my command.”

      “Sir—” Holly started to say once again, but the look on the commander’s face was unapproachable.

      Holly shared a look with Bastion and the others, but there was no time for any goodbyes. They had angered the general, and they had been given their orders.

      “Dismissed,” the Outer Group commander said.
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Psychological Review of CAPTAIN CROPPER, SERGEANT LI completed with recommendation to disband Forward Recon Squad.

      Review forwarded to General Addison.

      Action accepted.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      Disruption of the high-variable targets will neutralize their ability to cause further skewing of the general systems prediction.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      The Thaal Empire will take over the Sol system in 1-4 Earth-regular months.

      Earth Alliance Marine Corps will have insufficient time to prepare or respond.

      

      ACTION:

      1. Plan B phase one green light.
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      And just like that, Holly’s life and entire future as an Earth Alliance Marine Captain changed forever. She was not escorted from Camp Vigilant (thankfully, the ignominy of that would have been terrible), but she had no time other than to pack her things, clear her quarters, and report to the Quartermaster. Then she was walking out onto the hardened rock alongside Marshal and Dr. Crow towards the black fang of a dropship that would take them off-planet to the Nightbird.

      Small mercies, perhaps, she thought. She was at least grateful that she had two familiar faces with her on the journey.

      Marshal Smith, however, was much less impressed.

      “I bet you they give us some job guarding Breaker station vacuum toilets,” he grunted, stamping up the metal ramp of the dropship ahead of her.

      “Breaker toilets aren’t that bad,” Holly snarked back at him. Marshal, for all that she trusted him, for all that they belonged to each other in the way that Bastion and Marshal and Holly belonged together as a unit—she was constantly reminded of the fact that he was still an Earther. There was no fate worse to an Earther than having to live out there on the industrial, barely-working, smuggler-ridden Breaker stations.

      Well, okay, maybe Breaker Group stations are that bad, she thought in retrospect.

      “Get yourself strapped in, ready for launch!” the dropship command was calling, whistling down the hold to another distant officer. Holly and the others found themselves in the large and entirely recognizable hold of a marine dropship. Fold-down seats with webbing straps were available to climb into, and there was adjustable netting against the walls for their kit bags. Holly got on with the job, ignoring Marshal’s heavy sigh as she turned to fix the doctor’s straps for her while they awaited liftoff.

      “Captain . . .” Rachel chose this moment, just before countdown, to say her piece.

      Academics, Holly thought. She had seen Rachel use a gun. She had all the right instincts in a gunfight, as it turned out—just none of the operational ones.

      “I took a look at that data the general sent to us,” she said.

      “When did you have time to do that?!” Holly shook her head as she thumped and wiggled her back deeper into the chair. Dropship rides were as clunky as being fired straight up in a tin can through a gravity well.

      Rachel shrugged. Maybe having an IQ in the above 150 range meant she had more time than most everyone else.

      “There’s something wrong with that data. I ran an analysis on it,” Rachel was saying, as the senior officer on their dropship was already making the calls, and Holly could feel the deep reverberation start to rumble through the ship’s body as the engines prepared to fire. Dropships still ran on chemical agents, meaning that they needed a lot of explosive power to break the gravity well—and that the ride was going to be shaky. Holly grimaced.

      “I did some digging,” Rachel said somewhat excitedly. “I won’t go into it, but I’m a linguist, right?”

      “You study languages. I get it.” Holly failed to see where this was going.

      “Well, even computer code is a language. Some bits of grammar are similar to other code languages. They use the same dialects,” the doctor struggled to explain. “They come from the same family.”

      “I am not following you at all, Doctor.” Holly frowned.

      Rachel shook her head once again since the details were unimportant.

      “It doesn’t matter, really. It just looked a lot like the code used by the messenger drone was targeting code. Military targeting code,” Rachel said.

      Captain Cropper looked at her. “You’re telling me that the messenger drone was targeted at us? Like, it was shot at us?”

      The doctor was about to say something, but then the engines kicked in, and she, Holly, Marshal, and anyone else were pressed back into their seats from the pressure of their engines as they were flung upwards. Holly didn’t know what the doctor’s answering words were going to be, but she was sure that she had seen Rachel’s mouth open into a “yes” shape.

      The dropship rattled and shook, taking on a deep vibrational tremor as it accelerated upwards. The groan was so loud and deep that Holly was sure that she could feel it in her very bones. She hated this, as a matter of fact. That was another Breaker and Outer World feature. The gravities on the Inner Worlds were just immense.

      Every time. Holly felt her stomach lurch as she focused on her breathing, and the portholes on the hold opposite flared green, then white, then orange again.

      Wait—what? Holly thought in alarm. She might hate on-off worlding with a passion, but she had still studied the required material about it as a part of her command training.

      The flames weren’t supposed to go back in heat and color, were they? They were supposed to go red, orange, green, blue, then white, right?

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      There was a peal of an alarm as the sudden red warning signs flashed on over the hull doors. The dropship abruptly lurched and shook itself to the right as if sidestepping, dancing even—if dancing included the death rattle.

      “Sweet fracking stars!” Holly shouted, and even Marshal looked white as he clutched the straps of his seat, and the doctor was ghoulishly silent.

      “Rocket three is malfunctioning!” Despite the noise, she heard the panicked shout of one of the dropship engineers as he uncoupled himself and flung himself towards the command door.

      But at that precise moment, the dropship shuddered and rocked, skewing itself unexpectedly before righting, and the poor EA Marine engineer was flung against the wall beside the door with a heavy, final-sounding crack before sliding to the floor.

      “Captain!” Marshal was screaming as the dropship shook and juddered, that bone-level sort of juddering that the station-born Breaker girl in Holly knew signaled only one thing. It was the sort of structural vibration that every station-born feared, because it signaled that their thin box of metal was struggling with itself, trying to right itself, determining whether it really did have the strength to resist the vast forces arrayed against it.

      “Hold on!” Holly shouted back, unsure what they expected her to do to help the situation. “Emergency visors!” she decided, reaching up to pull down the auto-unlock overhead and spilling into her hands the crappy, simple visor-and-oxygen bundle that would keep the wearer alive for all of twenty minutes instead of two.

      Beside her, Marshal and Rachel both saw what she did and went through the same procedure.

      It helps to have something to do, even if it won’t really do anything, Holly thought as she let go of the webbing straps and instead grabbed one hand on Marshal’s over his own, and the other over Rachel’s. Human touch goes a long way. Another pointless gesture, but they would feel better at least . . . at the end.

      And if that is all that I can do as a captain, she thought, just as—

      All at once, the dropship righted itself, and the deep tremor slacked off to nothing but a miniscule whirr of noise.

      “We’ve broken the gravity well. We’re out of Martian atmosphere,” Holly gasped, looking up and across. That engineer was still suspiciously silent and stilled. From the look of him from where Holly was sitting, and particularly from the angle of his neck, it didn’t look as though the dropship engineer was going to be doing anything other than be silent for the rest of eternity.

      “What was that?!” Rachel Crow, an Earther doctor, had never been in any interstellar accidents before. Holly, however, had.

      “That was what happens when a rocket blows or misfires.” She was undoing the webbing straps and buckles and pushing herself off so that she could float towards the nearest bulkhead porthole—the very same one that had first raised her suspicion.

      “Oh,” the captain said when she reached the other side of the hold and looked up and down. “That’ll do it, alright.”

      “What?! What did what to what?!” Marshal was saying, struggling to get out of his own webbing to join her.

      “Look.” Holly moved aside from the triple-layered, heavy-plate plastic window, allowing her technical sergeant to look down. One of the four giant thrusters that was used to break gravity was now a blackened and petaled-open tube. Completely ruined. It had indeed blown apart, probably shortly after takeoff.

      
        
        WARNING!

      

      

      There were still alarms and sirens roaring above them as Holly moved next to the downed engineer. What a way to go, she thought, doing her best to close his eyes and cover him as well as she could in the low G, before hitting the comms panel.

      “Dropship to Nightbird, repeat, this is the Camp Vigilant dropship to Nightbird, and this is Captain Holly—do you read me?” she said. A breath later, she was rewarded with a harried-sounding flight officer.

      “Vigilant Dropship, this is the Nightbird. We got you, just hang tight and don’t worry. The thruster fire blew itself out in the vacuum. We’re going to get you on board safe and sound.”

      At least he sounds confident. Holly thought that was a plus, and she took a deep, shuddering breath and raised a thumb to the others.

      They were going to be okay. Plenty of time to wonder how unlike a Breaker ship a sophisticated, tested-to-oblivion military dropship was. And just why a thruster would unexpectedly blow up for no concrete reason whatsoever, as if it were an act of god. Holly’s mouth closed into a flat line.

      Just like the odds of a personal messenger drone that happened to be carrying out-dated liquid fuel cells would suddenly use military targeting code at her and Bastion.

      Holly Cropper wasn’t a particularly suspicious person, but if she had been, she’d start to think someone didn’t want her around anymore.

      Outside the dropship, the bulk of the waiting Nightbird fired its positional rockets as it lowered itself just a little nearer, as close as it dared to the upwards-floating dropship. The wedge-shaped box was rocking and swaying, moving far slower now that all of its thrusters had been turned off.

      With a burst of tiny explosive locks, magnet clamps came flying down, attached to thick, triple-woven metal ropes, each one thumping into place on the hull of the dropship as the mothership sought to bring its unruly daughter back under control. It was a delicate operation but a rehearsed one. Each of the metal cords was tightened one after another until the dropship was snug and level, drawing up to the larger belly of the Nightbird.

      A tiny docking unit was extended with flares of pressurized gasses, making contact with the top of the dropship with a further thump that could be heard inside. Orange warning lights flashed, and the Nightbird quickly transferred its surviving (and deceased) operatives from the smaller craft to the larger before the magnet locks were deactivated and the dropship was released. She was of no use to the Nightbird now, and being as trashed as she was, she would probably await her fate with the Martian fleet’s trash collectors. The large, curving claw of the military vessel slowly rose into the blanket of space, first firing its heavy thrusters to gain space between it and the Martian shipping lanes—and then, when at a safe distance, firing up her giant nuclear-powered drives and flared into the distance towards Jupiter.
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      Jupiter Transit Station, Outer Group

      

      Someone is trying to kill us. Holly was sure of it.

      First, the fuel-cell loaded messenger drone.

      Second, the blown dropship thruster.

      And now third—Holly was standing on the training deck of the Nightbird as it approached the Jupiter Transit Station, looking at her new squad members and wondering why each and every one of them looked about ready to kill her.

      The journey on the Nightbird had been long, including the slowdown required for it to dock with the science vessel the Abeline to transfer Dr. Crow to her new home as she returned to study the dormant Thaal star vessel. They were not permitted goodbyes because Holly and Marshal had both been kept busy with grueling command retrainings.

      But now, after many lessons restating the precise expectations and duties of a senior officer, they had slowed down. They stopped at the large sector of space outside the gas giant Jupiter, a natural meeting place between Inner and Outer sectors of the solar system and always home to a huge number of passing couriers, transporters, and scouting vessels.

      There, Holly met her new squad, to begin her first mission as captain of Recon Squad Eight.

      “A-ten-HUT!” Commander Silas, even with his apparent bird-cage ribs, shouted with all the full force of a raging storm. As one, the assembled squad before Holly snapped up straight, arms bent and held in a salute.

      Around them was the high training deck of the Nightbird. Even with its size, it still looked cramped with all of the military hardware stowed against the walls. The walls and floors were a blue steel-gray, and the men and women before Holly appeared cast from the same material somehow. There were hard eyes and scatterings of rebellious stubble.

      “Captain,” Silas murmured with a nod, handing control back to her.

      Wow, could have talked me up a bit, Holly thought as she turned her attention to her new squad. Ten men and women for herself and Marshal to oversee. Each and every one of them had the look of the Outer Command Marines about them. Their armor was a little rougher, more dented than that of any found on the Inner Group—and their slack salutes and slouches would earn most of them disciplinaries there, for sure.

      “At ease,” she said after a pause, her eyes moving across the rows of broad men and women, short men and women, and one who stood head and shoulders higher than the rest with an almost entirely bald head and now sporting a goatee fuzz.

      Private First Class Falko. Her eyes stayed on him for a long moment. How long has it been?

      “Greetings, Recon Eight,” Holly heard herself say. At the same time, she held the man’s hard stare, knowing that he knew what had happened at Triton and out there on the Sunkisser generation caravan. He had seen how many of her old squad had been blown apart. He had been pretty vocal in his distaste for her the first time around too.

      “I’m Captain Cropper, assigned by Acting Chief of Command General Addison,” Holly heard herself say, regurgitating the general line of command-speak that she had been told she should say. She saw Commander Silas at her side nodding just slightly, appreciatively.

      This is as much a test of me as my command abilities, isn’t it? Holly sighed. She wondered if this was Addison’s idea. Keep the Breaker girl out of the way, as far from the action as possible, and give her a new squad with no time to adjust and watch her fail.

      Most of the squad before her weren’t new or green recruits. They had been in other outfits just like she had. She even admired them a little for that—but Marshal had pointed out just how many of her new squad also had warnings, advisories, and rap sheets.

      These guys are the dregs of the Marine Corps. Each one shipped out to work Outer Group because no one in the Inner Worlds wants them either, Holly thought. Well, maybe I’m in perfect company then, the thought flashed through her mind.

      “You don’t know me,” Holly said, to which there was a chorus of muttered words.

      Silas stiffened at her side. Holly knew that he was expecting her to pull them up on this, but she let it slide. They were right. Why should they trust her?

      But they don’t know what I’ve seen. She gritted her teeth.

      “Some of you may even have heard of me,” Holly said, seeing Falko shuffle a little where he stood—was that suppressed rage? For leading him and the others into a death trap? What must he feel about her going away to Mars and leaving him out here to some new unit?

      “I am the first Breaker to make it into the marines, and I’ve made it through lieutenant to captain,” she insisted.

      Still no response from the assembled ten.

      Okay, maybe that doesn’t earn much respect from them, she thought.

      “Sergeant Smith and I have faced killer drones. We’ve faced corps assassins, smugglers, pirates, and yes—we were at Camp Vigilant. We fought the Thaal.” Her eyes sought out Falko once again to find him glaring back at her.

      The other missions were confidential. I can’t talk about Triton, she silently told him. If he understood her looks, he didn’t reveal anything.

      “Some may be telling you that the Thaal are impossible to beat. To kill. However, I am living proof that this isn’t so,” Holly heard herself say, and at that, she thought she felt the atmosphere in the room change.

      “I am here today to tell you that it can be done, and that it was recently done by marines just like yourselves.” A silent nod to Falko. “In fact, it is my belief that it takes the sort of men and women that you are, the sort of Outer Group Command that has to be tough, to be resilient, that thinks on our feet.”

      A few paces beyond her, she once again saw Commander Silas’ jaw clench as she strayed dangerously close to picking divisions between Inner and Outer Group Marines.

      Stuff it, Holly inwardly threw back at the commander. There were divisions between the two sides of the solar system, and the two militaries that pretended to be one. The very fact that she was out here in the first place proved that too.

      “Yes, the Thaal are big and mean and probably the biggest threat that humanity has ever faced,” Holly barked at them, taking a step forward as she threw her words at them like a challenge. “Yes, they’re better armed than we are. They’ve got forcefields and laser guns and jump gates and whatever the hell else . . .”

      “Err . . . Cap?” Marshal hissed through gritted teeth, clearly unsure if this was a pep talk or a eulogy.

      “And that means,” Holly continued, “that I need a group of people who aren’t afraid of a challenge. Who are used to being the underdogs—and winning anyway. Who know what it takes to win a fight, especially when that fight isn’t always fair.”

      There was another ripple of tension through the room as Holly saw one after the other grin just a little. She’d called them right. They might be outcast, but they were tough too—and they took pride in that.

      “I don’t give a damn what your past is or was or has been,” Holly stated, even for Falko. “I don’t care what it says on your rap sheets or how I’m advised to manage you.” Silas actually flinched at that. “All I care about is whether you’ve got the self-confidence and the guts to get the job done. Whether you can be a team. Can you do that for me, Marines?” she barked at them, her voice demanding a response as her gaze sought out each pair of eyes, daring them to answer her.

      “Sir yes SIR!” she was rewarded with, and the tension was broken.

      “Boo-YAH!” she heard one of them shout and a ragged cheer spread through the hold.

      “Well, thank the stars for that,” Marshal whispered at her side as the marines of Recon Eight started to brag and cheer—

      “No purple son-of-a has seen the likes of me!”

      “The Thaal can kiss my—”

      Holly let them have their moment of self-congratulation, and a wave of relief flowed through her. She’d done it. She’d managed to win them over by appealing to their natural sense of savage independence. If that was what it would take to get them working with her, then she would take it.

      But now, of course, the real work began. She saw Commander Silas scowling at her as the marines of Recon Eight—Falko included—were clapping each other on the backs. Perhaps they thought that she had especially handpicked them for this task. Another thing that she was willing to let them believe if it meant that they would cohere as a group.

      “Give them their orders, Captain,” Silas growled, making a quick hand gesture that called the waiting Recon Eight to attention once again.

      Holly waited until all eyes were once again on her before she brought up her holo of her new mission orders.

      
        
        OPERATION MAD DOG

        Commanding Officer: Capt. CROPPER, H.

        Senior Officer(s): Sgt. SMITH, M.

        Target: Python Asteroid Sector, Major Asteroid Belt

        Faction: Breaker Group (unaligned/smuggler)

        Mission Objectives:

        Isolate smuggler camp . . .

        Retrieve arms caches . . .

        Neutralize unaligned combatants . . .

      

      

      “Marines!” Holly declared. “This one is going to be a hometown play. It’s in our territory, the Breaker Group Asteroid Belt between Inner and Outer Worlds. You know that we took a bad hit after Camp Vigilant.” Holly’s voice took a somber tone. “The truth is, we need every resource we can get. And we’ve got a lead that there’s a smuggler operation out in the Belt with a pretty nice cache of weapons that they stole from military ops. So, we’re going to politely ask for them back.”

      There was a scatter of laughs from the assembled ten at Holly’s implied threat. Marines hated smugglers and pirates. Most of the scum were defected military, so the traitors deserved the hate.

      “Don’t you worry, Cap—we’ll teach ’em a thing or two,” one exuberant marine stated gleefully.

      “I’m sure you will,” Holly agreed, glad that had gone down so well—until one final marine just had to have his say.

      “Which ones?” It was Falko’s deep bass voice, still mistrustful, still full of anger.

      “Private?” Holly called.

      “Lieutenant,” Falko insisted. “I’m a 2nd Lieutenant now . . . ma’am.” He said the words exactly, letting Holly know that it had been a long wait between the events on the generation caravan and now.

      “Congratulations, Lieutenant Falko. It will be an honor to have you on the command team . . .” Holly started to say.

      “Which ones, ma’am—with respect,” Falko interrupted. “Which smuggler crew are we going for?”

      “He had to go and ask, didn’t he?” Marshal whispered beside Holly. There had been no love lost between the “pretty boy” Earther and the tough, gritty Falko.

      “Which smuggling crew?” Holly said carefully. It was a fair question, she supposed. There were plenty of them out there, scattering the Asteroid Belt and caught up in all manner of battles with each other or the corporates or the marines . . .

      “Mad Dog Crew,” she stated, earning a sudden silence from her ten-man squad. Everyone had heard of the Mad Dog Crew out here. Even Earthers had probably heard of them. The biggest, baddest bunch of Breaker smugglers that ever existed. Not fanatics or lunatics like the Sons of Odin. These guys were the real deal: cold and calculated, and they controlled, by some estimates, almost a full third of the Belt in some way or another.

      “We’re going up against the Dogs?” The large football-player-looking marine who had earlier crowed about how the Thaal and the smugglers were going to get theirs—now appeared to want to take his words back. “But they’re insane,” he said, his eyes blinking wildly.

      “So what? Buckle up,” Holly snapped at them, putting enough growl in her voice to show them that she had teeth, too, and this wasn’t all just a self-congratulatory parade. Yeah, they were going to have to work for this as well.

      “We’re insane too. And believe you me, I’ve fought a whole lot worse,” Holly said, dismissing them with a nod as she flung out the orders to their personal suit controllers. They filed out of the Nightbird training deck in a ragged line. Holly turned to see the face of Commander Silas: a flat frown.

      “Well, Captain Cropper. You think you can handle them?” he said, his tone dark, meaning, “You won’t mess it up this time, will you?”

      “They’re the sort of marines I can work with, sir,” Holly said.

      “Then get it done. The Nightbird will leave you at your location in six hours and then return once the job is done,” Commander Silas said, making it clear that this was a test of her command abilities. “I don’t need to impress upon you that with Mars the way it is—we need those weapons the Mad Dogs have been stealing.”

      “Sir, yes sir.” Holly saluted. The commander turned on his heel and left the captain alone with Marshal.

      “Mostly criminal marines, new outfit, going up against the largest Breaker gang in history. What’s not to like, huh?” Marshal sighed.
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        EA Marine Recon 8 Strike Group . . .

        DEPLOY . . .

        Hornet 1 Recon Fighter READY . . .

        Commanding Officer: CROPPER, H (Capt)

        Activating Sensor Sweep . . .

      

      

      Holly tried to ignore the twitch of electric anxiety through her body as she settled back into the flight chair of the Hornet 1 recon fighter. It was a tiny craft in comparison to the now-distant Nightbird, only capable of holding Holly, Marshal, and two others of the Recon Eight squad: one a thin marine named Holstatz, and the other, Lieutenant Falko.

      I need him near me, Holly told herself. She needed to know if he was able to put his resentments behind him and get on with the job. Or not.

      The Nightbird had cleared Hornets 1, 2, and 3 for launch some three hours ago, containing the twelve squad members. Then the larger ship had turned around and hightailed it out of the contested Asteroid Belt space, leaving the three small craft to make the final approach on their own.

      “The suspected ammunition cache is on Rock 32A, Python Cluster,” Commander Silas had explained before departure. Right now, Holly was looking at the blinking target vector over the expanse of glittering rock and ice ahead of them.

      The inner Asteroid Belt was huge, a vast semicircle of composite rock fragments left over from the first formation of the Sol system and traveling in an eternal loop around the sun, and it was a hazardous place for venturers. Not only was it dangerous due to the high number of smugglers, pirates, and bandits who chose to make it their home, but it was also physically and literally dangerous, with entire clusters of rock families constantly breaking apart or into each other at the drop of a hat.

      “So, do we want to know or what?” Marshal, in the piloting seat of the Hornet 1, murmured. He drew down the holographic controls from one side of the cockpit to the other, and in turn, different overlays of the rock wall ahead of him flashed orange, green, and blue.

      
        
        Sensors detected!

      

      

      The visual overlays lit up as three tiny red vectors started flashing from near and far around the slowly rotating ice boulders.

      “There are remote sensors all across this junk,” Marshal muttered. “Someone’s keeping an eye on what’s coming.”

      “Maintain position, steady approach,” Holly said, seeing the other two Hornets through the cockpit windows on their left. Each of the craft were tiny compared to the Nightbird, little more than rockets with wings and a fatter belly for the extra three marine occupants. They had missiles and forward guns installed—but little else. No larger armaments. None of the newest range of pulse weapons that were hitting the front line.

      Little more than scout fighters, really, Holly thought. Three of them. Versus the Mad Dogs.

      “We got our orders and our vector,” Holly said, indicating where the flashing, orange triangle hovered, fading in and out of sight in the nest of rocks of the central Belt. “That’s where the last intelligence said that the illegal ammo cache should be. And we’re marines. It doesn’t matter if they keep an eye on us, they can’t stop us,” she growled, earning an agreeing noise from Holstatz behind her but still silence from the hulking Falko.

      “Hornets 2 and 3, maintain watch. We’re going in,” she said with a nod. Marshal whistled between his teeth and pushed the flight controls forward, matching their rotation with the nearest of the asteroids that grew larger in their forward view as they approached.

      “Any direct eyes on target?” Holly whispered as they started to pass the outer rocks. The Asteroid Belt wasn’t really one exact shape but a haze of rocks hurtling through the solar system with smaller outliers scattering its edges. There were clinks and dings from the hull and the scout fighter’s screens as the smaller nuggets of rock hit their hull.

      “The hull can take this, right?” Falko decided to break his silence, murmuring something. Sure as stars were hot, that sounded to Holly like a criticism.

      “I wouldn’t fly you into somewhere it couldn’t,” Marshal snapped. Holly actually thought that was a bit of a lie. She had been with him when he had flown headlong towards oncoming Thaal vessels when the need called for it.

      “Ready suits.” Holly cut through the tension, already swiveling in her chair to push herself free towards the main room of the Hornet that contained Falko and Holstatz. She grabbed one of the overhead rails to stop her float, reaching to the equipment locker to take out the first heavy rifle. She slung it over her shoulder , then took out the heavy belt-and-shoulder contraption.

      “Standard rocket-assist,” she said when it was finally clipped and sealed through miniature magnet clamps onto the metal skin of her own tactical encounter suit. “Major rocket on the back. Smaller positional rockets at the hips.”

      
        
        Recon 8 / Tactical Encounter Suit 01 . . .

        CROPPER, H (Capt) . . .

        Module attached: Manual Propulsion System READY . . .

      

      

      Her own suit’s heads-up display showed the details as it came online. She experimentally swiveled her wrist, deftly moving the positional rockets, allowing her to use her arms to direct her motion.

      “I’m sure you’ve both had your inception training . . .” she started to say. Falko cut her off with a heavy grunt.

      “That’s right, we have,” he growled back. “We were using these across the Belt while you were back on Mars.”

      Was that a slight sneer? Holly wondered.

      “Good. No mistakes, then,” Holly said just as sweetly back.

      
        
        ALERT! Digital signatures detected!

      

      

      “Those sensors are activating, sending signals somewhere,” Marshal hissed, his hands moving in a fast blur. “Running interference . . .”

      There was a flash from the Hornet’s console as it tried to release its packet of electromagnetic interference, but a sudden white layer of noise glitched across all of the holoscreens.

      
        
        ERROR! Marine Control Server Access DENIED . . .

        Redirecting to Mirror Server 2 ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “What the frack?” Marshal snapped, his hands swiping through the holofields to instead hit the physical controls.

      
        
        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “Nothing. I’ve got a full comms outage!” Marshal said. “Hornets 2 and 3, can you read?!” he hissed as Holly blinked at the screen ahead. Their targeting vectors were still active, still overlaying where the Mad Dog ammo cache should be—but all signs of any other signals, warnings, proximity alerts, nearest station directions and ships—were gone.

      Suddenly, the screen looked a whole lot emptier than it had before to Holly’s eyes. “What’s happening—was it the Mad Dogs? They running some kind of hack?”

      “Must be. Wait . . .” Marshal said, just as the panicked voices of Private First Class Trent and then Aza appeared on the line.

      “Our connection with main is out—we’ve got no way of reaching them!” Trent, one of the newer Recon Eight marines said, echoed by Aza.

      “We’ve clearly still got local ship-to-ship, suit-to-suit comms,” Holly said as Marshal rattled off possible solutions. “Whatever this is, it has nothing to do with our ship-level transmitters. This doesn’t affect the mission,” she growled.

      I can’t fail this, the thought flashed through her mind in teeth-grinding panic. If I do, I’m out, she knew. Probably demoted back down to lieutenant or worse.

      “It doesn’t affect the mission if we can’t radio for help?!” Falko’s deep, guttural voice sounded over their suit comms.

      Holly briefly wished that the hack had affected suit-to-suit near range systems, but alas . . .

      “No, Lieutenant, it doesn’t,” she said tartly, instead lowering herself into the small airlock with all the confidence that expected Falko and Holstatz to follow her. “It’s not unusual at all to have a comms blackout during active operations, and an external comms outage amounts to the same thing,” she snapped at him. “And if this is the work of the Mad Dogs, are we just gonna run home and tell Commander Silas that we got scared at the first punch they threw?”

      Falko was silent, and when she looked up from inside the white octagonal room that was the airlock, she could see him glaring at her through his suit.

      Suck it up, Falko, Holly dared him. With a grunt, the large man moved to the airlock in a smooth movement, rolling forward without warning her so she had to move out of the way quickly and suddenly.

      Asshat, she threw at him, as Marshal’s voice called.

      “There’s no way of knowing if those sensors out there are affected by the hack, but I’m guessing not,” he was saying. Holstatz moved into the airlock beside her, and suddenly it was very cramped in there with each of the three marines crouching with one hand on the overhead rail and their feet braced on the rail surrounding the large oval door under them.

      Holly checked her suit’s screens. Their local network showed Trent and Aza in Hornet 2 and 3 peeling away to the right and left of them, just as their plan had indicated.

      “One hundred feet to target,” Marshal whispered, and the Hornet 1 started to rotate and turn in a serene but dangerous ballet as the pilot navigated between the asteroids.

      “I got visuals!” Marshal said, transferring his feed to Holly’s HUD. This enabled her to see a sudden parting of the giant, rotating rocks that revealed an avenue through the maze where there was a much larger asteroid—and light was reflecting off a very nonorganic, exact-cornered, metal shape. A T-shaped structure.

      “That’s got to be their cache. Can you get us closer?” Holly whispered.

      “Not in this bird, as small as she is,” Marshal indicated.

      
        
        WARNING! Propulsion Systems detected!

      

      

      The Hornet 1 sensors pealed with alarm across the cockpit and all of their suits. Abruptly, small radiating red circles were lighting up around them.

      “Marshal?! Marshal, what is that?!” Holly hissed.

      “Too small for ships. It can only be . . .” Sergeant Smith was saying—just as their craft was suddenly thrown to one side by the impact of the first of the micromissiles.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Outside the Hornet 1, there were more small gusts of gasses and flames as the hidden defenses left by the Mad Dogs were activated by their sudden arrival. Too small to be detected by scanners, in small gullies and cracks in the most stable of the asteroids, metal locks were suddenly blown, revealing tiny launch tubes, each one no bigger than a fist.

      Up and down this section of the Asteroid Belt, these launch tubes revealed themselves, and their automatic tracking systems sought out the nearest large engine signatures.

      They found them, and they fired. Sprays of tiny rockets rising on their own tails of flame and evaporating gas like deadly confetti, traveling dozens of yards into the gaps between their parenting rocks, before their guidance motors kicked in, and they suddenly turned and flew towards the Earth Alliance Hornet.

      The marine scout fighter tried to take evasive measures, but she was already surrounded by the heavy, dizzying confinement of the asteroids. Sergeant Marshal Smith was an excellent pilot, but even he couldn’t ignore the laws of physics.

      It had been a perfect trap and well executed, as the micromissiles started to hammer the body of the Hornet, and it spun and turned and shook . . .
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      Mars Nyssa Plateau, Southern Plains

      

      What the . . . ? Sergeant Bastion Li, lately of the Outer Command Forward Recon Group and now with the Martian Defense Close Assault Unit, looked up and around as his suit crackled with static.

      “Anyone else reading this?” he asked, looking around to see if he was the only one to suffer the tactical suit malfunction.

      Around him were the encouragingly entitled “Blood Plains” of Southern Mars, named for their high iron oxide content. Bastion’s group had made it to the edge of the Blood Plains to see the rising humps and broken skylines of the black, whorled, and melted ridges of the mesa.

      Bastion had been training with them for approximately two weeks now, and so far, despite being the new guy, his natural size, strength, and ferocity were doing him favors.

      “Down, Sergeant! Do I have to remind you we’re under operational orders?!” snapped a voice over his tactical suit comms, the voice of his senior officer. One square-faced, surly Captain Mowbrey who hadn’t appeared to be altogether so happy about having a lowly Forward Recon Marine added to his crew.

      Yeah, well, I’m not too excited about being here either, Bastion thought as he slumped to the ground behind one of the rocky outcrops, seeing others of his training unit doing the same. At least the comms work, he thought, wondering at that strange recent glitch and what it had meant.

      It was like my entire suit went out for a moment, Bastion thought, sparing a glance across to the next nearest Close Assault marine in training, about ten feet away and hunkered down behind their own rocky outcrop. The large, crouched figure didn’t appear worried—but then again, they were a Close Assault Marine.

      Bastion was one of a ten-man training squad, each who had been regular marines but assigned to Close Assault for showing a proficiency for, well, up close and personal work with extreme prejudice. Instead of their usual tactical encounter suits, they were given the larger variant: heavier shoulder layers of metal and assisted strength pistons running to large gauntlets from whose wrists could slide carbon steel blades like swords. Their training mission had so far been for them to get here, and . . . do what exactly?

      There was movement off to his right, and Bastion risked raising his head to see Captain Mowbrey was apparently looking back and forth, shouting inside of his visor, his squad communicators turned off.

      He wasn’t happy about something, Bastion thought—until he saw it.

      “The base identifiers are gone,” he muttered, not finding the faded arrows and distant vector markers that should tell every marine where the nearest marine HQ, habitat, station, or unit was.

      There wasn’t even any top line to his heads-up display. Nothing saying his unit details and mission parameters.

      “Load Marine Command Server,” Bastion whispered into his visor, as the sky around them swirled the traditional yellow-and-orange haze.

      
        
        ERROR! Marine Control Server Access DENIED . . .

        Redirecting to Mirror Server 2 ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “Wait, what exactly is going on?” he whispered as his suit started to display error messages whenever he tried to connect it to the Earth Alliance Marine parent network.

      
        
        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

        ERROR . . .

      

      

      “Captain Mowbrey? Are you reading this? Are the satellites down?” Bastion said, risking the wrath of his new captain as he broke into suit-to-suit public channel.

      “Hold your position, Sergeant Li!” Mowbrey hissed back, sounding annoyed as he broke free from his own cover and started stalking back across the wider, more open space of the Blood Plains, absurdly looking up into the Martian haze as if he had any chance of actually seeing the satellites far above.

      “Of course not!” Mowbrey announced. “And Field HQ is only six miles north of us. They’ll have field transmitters that should reach us.”

      They could talk to each other, Bastion’s mind noted. This meant that it was a command server or a network side problem. Something that didn’t affect the suit-to-suit internal transmitters.

      “Everyone hold their positions. I’m sure this is just a glitch after the Thaal attack,” Mowbrey said, just as—

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Bastion’s suit pinged right before there was a flash of light and fire. Something very small and very fast whizzed past over the Blood Plains—striking Captain Mowbrey, who was thrown into the air as the explosion went off.

      “Down, everyone down!” Bastion was shouting as shapes appeared on the horizon, getting closer and closer.

      Three of them. Bipedal. The shining skins of a metal hide.

      “Captain?!”

      “Situation report! What’s going on—who’s attacking us?!” There were angered shouts from the other marines in the Close Assault unit as panic started to set in—even amongst these hardened fighters.

      “It’s the WarBots!” Bastion was shouting, seeing the three bipedal creatures already stalking towards their position, starting to swing their weapons systems around and down to face them.

      It wasn’t that Bastion was surprised to see them. These three metal robots were Earth Alliance military creations, after all, training drones designed to simulate a battlefield experience. They strutted on two backwards-jointed metal legs like two-legged hyenas, no arms at all, just weapons mounts where their shoulders would be. No heads and no cockpits for pilots. They weren’t supposed to be loaded with any live fire rounds at all.

      Tell that to Captain Mowbrey, Bastion thought, snatching up his rifle. Luckily for them, the Close Assault marines had been given live fire weapons, and their mission was supposed to be to evade and neutralize a searching “enemy” in the WarBots.

      But something, clearly, had gone terribly wrong.

      “All eyes on targets! Three enemy WarBots, heading our way—concentrate fire!” Bastion roared and aimed.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      “Marshal! Damage report!” Holly shouted as she clung onto the airlock railing with both hands while the Hornet 1 violently slewed to one side yet again.

      Above the three marines crammed into the airlock, there were flashing lights and the sharp hisses of escaping gases from the main hold. It was almost impossible to tell what system had been hit. Holly was beginning to feel like a bean in a tin can. Even the teeth in her jaw were aching with sudden throws and turns.

      “We’re holding, Captain!” Marshal’s voice returned with a snarl. “Multiple hits, but we’re holding—can’t say for how much longer!”

      “Dammit!” Holly hissed.

      Their craft had been hit at least five times in as many minutes, and Marshal had rolled and swerved them through the Asteroid Belt, attempting to get clear of the missile traps. They were lucky that the missiles were so small—not enough to break a hull or crack a window, but there had been a heavy cloud of them at first, although now their numbers seemed to be lowering.

      “I think we’re exhausting them,” Marshal called. “They just have automatic launchers, no repeater capacity.”

      “Well, that sure makes me feel better.” Holly winced as there was another sudden hammer against the side of their hull as another of the smaller missiles hit home.

      “They’re clearing—but we can’t take another round of them if there’s more of those defenses,” Marshal said. Holly’s eyes flickered to the ship-level viewscreen to see the gap between the asteroids instantly open to reveal the vista of bright space once again.

      Marshal had done it. He had navigated a path for them out of the Asteroid Belt, away from the traps.

      “Oh yeah, we can’t radio Marine Command, can we?” Falko muttered, earning a withering look from Holly.

      “They were traps. What do you expect?” she snarled back. “Hornet 2 and 3?”

      “They’re holding back. Hornet 2 got hit by a few, but Trent is keeping his cool out there . . .” Marshal said.

      “Good. Tell ’em to concentrate on their job. Cover the Belt for signs of any incoming. We’re going in,” Holly said, already reaching to check her suit tighteners and pressures and the rocket-assisted propulsion locks. All seemed as good as it was possibly going to get.

      “Captain, really . . .” Falko started to say, but Holly had had enough of his noise. She reached forward to grab the larger man by his arm and drag him closer.

      “Look, Lieutenant, you may not like what my orders are, but that doesn’t change what they are going to be one tiny bit,” she hissed. “You were at the Sunkisser, you were at Triton. Do you really think that a bunch of pirates are anything compared to what we went through out there?” she demanded. “Are you telling me that this is worse?!”

      Falko froze, and she could see him wondering whether to open his mouth and say the first thing that came to mind. Quite wisely, he didn’t.

      “Captain, I was just saying that we’re a new unit, we haven’t even had training together,” he started to say.

      “You’re all experienced marines in your own way,” Holly scoffed. “And the system hasn’t got time to wait around. This is our training, Lieutenant Falko—now, can I rely on you out there?”

      There was silence for a long moment and then a nod.

      “Yes, ma’am. You can rely on me,” Falko said.

      “We’ll get these weapons, and we’ll use them against the Thaal. We do it because the Thaal took Valdez, Fenchurch, Jenkins, huh?” Holly whispered fiercely, earning a short, sharp nod from the marine opposite.

      Phew. Holly leaned back, reached up to pull the airlock handle that closed the door to the main hold. It clamped shut with a heavy thump.

      “We’ve got a better chance of getting through any traps left than the Hornets do,” Holly announced. “We’re smaller and lighter. Less propulsion for them to lock in on,” she said. “Marshal? Get us in position!”

      A moment of silence before Marshal’s voice came back.

      “You’re as good to go now as ever, boss—we got a window coming in ten, nine . . .”

      “Ready suits!” Holly said, turning to hit the locking procedures on the airlock while Falko primed the door release below them.

      “Six, Five . . .”

      “You know the drill. Smooth roll. Initiate propulsion system when you’re out of the lee of the Hornet,” Holly said, grabbing the handles above and making ready to push.

      “Three, Two—”

      One.

      “Releasing door lock!” Falko said as the round porthole below them suddenly peeled back with a hiss of the remaining gasses still inside. Instantly, Holly felt the pull of the vacuum, and it brought with it that same old feeling of terror and exhilaration that every Breaker felt. A feeling as natural to them as it was to feel the movement of station and ship supports.

      Only my suit between me and the void now, Holly remembered. It was a sobering and dangerously wonderful thought.

      “On me, go!” she said, pushing off with her hands and folding forward to allow the vacuum outside to pull her cleanly through the airlock and out, down . . .

      To be confronted immediately with space, with an infinite amount of depth in every direction. The distant, hard glimmer of stars and planets. The weight of the Hornet behind her as it dragged away and the two bodies of Falko and Holstatz followed her roll with textbook perfection.

      The weight of the Hornet, seen from below, rose away from them, and Holly counted down with three, two, and—

      
        
        Engage Manual Propulsion Systems . . .

      

      

      Her suit registered her hand flick, and it was like a giant had suddenly kicked her from behind as she was thrown forward by the miniature rocket on her back. For just a second, she wobbled and wavered in midflight before remembering how to use her wrist and hand gestures to control the positional rockets.

      And then there she was, arms outstretched on either side of her like she was mid-dive and leading the two marines behind her out and down, powering back towards the Asteroid Belt.
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      Mars Nyssa Plateau, Southern Plains

      

      “Fall back! Squad fall back!” Sergeant Bastion was shouting as the rocks exploded around them with rocket fire, stone chips, and flame.

      Ahead of them, the three WarBots were still advancing despite the hail of bullets that Bastion and the others of the Close Assault Unit had thrown at them. Each one stood a lurching nine or ten feet tall. They hadn’t even bothered to maintain their collective front as they were so confident in their killing power that they separated as they stalked forward.

      “Aiii!” A scream over their suit-to-suit comms.

      Another one, Bastion thought, his eyes flicking to his heads-up holo display to see that Private First Class Bakaran, a marine he had never met before yesterday, now had their name in blinking red—before stabilizing to a solid red.

      Dead. Bastion knew what those colors meant. He had seen that happen to the Forward Recon Squad once, too, in the attacks against the Thaal out on Triton and the Sunkisser. There was nothing worse than seeing those names of his colleagues and comrades—the very men and women that he was supposed to be leading—flash and change color as their life signs went offline.

      
        
        Alert! Tracking System Detected . . .

      

      

      But right now, his own HUD was flashing an alarming message as his entire screen was lit by a warning orange glow. Looking up, he saw that the nearest of the WarBots had already turned on its hips—really a central axle where the body rested—in his direction. Already its shoulder port was opening, ready to disgorge another foot-long, rocket-propelled missile.

      Bastion saw a flash and flare of flame-painted light as the missile fired.

      He turned and threw himself. One large metal gauntlet slapped the top of the black volcanic rock as he vaulted the nearest edge to hurl himself over and to the far side.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      His suit was shouting at him as the rocks around him exploded and his sensors glitched.

      For a moment, he had no idea whether he was up or down. Whether he was flying through the air or whether he was on the ground or whether the blast that hit him had been the concussion wave or the explosion itself. All of a sudden, he was definitely on the ground, his body within the well-armed and plated suit shouting in agony as he groaned and coughed.

      With a snarl, he shook off a thick layer of ruddy sand and black-rock fragments, realizing only then that he had made it. He was now on the other side of one of the many ridges that led up into the volcanic mesa, and the rocks had taken the largest extent of the missile strike.

      “Sarge! Sarge—we can’t hold!” One of the other Close Assault marines was shouting from their own similar hiding place behind another ridge of rock.

      Funny, that’s what I was saying a moment ago, if anyone had listened, Bastion growled to himself, seeing that his rifle was just a few feet away from him as he scrabbled to grab it.

      More sounds of explosions and screams.

      Bastion didn’t berate the other marines. He was their sergeant almost in name only since he was the newest addition to their training unit, and they hadn’t learned to trust him yet. They didn’t know what was going on—and neither did Bastion, to be fair—but he was more used to having the rules of engagement changed on him with no warning whatsoever.

      They couldn’t go back out onto the Blood Plains, Bastion knew. That would be miles of open and empty space where they would be easily picked off by the WarBots, who had a sensor and tracking range far wider and longer than their own human eyesight.

      And the mesa has cover, at least, Bastion thought. Cover of a sort, that was—the larger rise of rock was made of the same black volcanic rock that they were currently crouching beside, shattered over the millennia so that it was riven through jagged gullies and arroyos and sharp, broken obsidian rocks.

      “Southward! Out onto the mesa!” he growled, grabbing his rifle (as much good as that would do him, he thought).

      Isn’t there supposed to be a tracking bunker out on the middle of the mesa? Bastion thought, trying to remember what the strategy map had said. There was no way to check where it was with the malfunction of the Marine Servers.

      The same malfunction that turned the WarBots on us? The thought flashed through his mind as he was surrounded by more sounds of crashing and explosions. He had no idea just how many rockets or missiles they were packed with and could only hope that they hadn’t been equipped for full battle duty.

      The Jackals of Zenetic went rogue, Bastion thought—before there was a sudden earth-shaking crunch nearby, and a shape loomed over him.

      It was the WarBot, its open shoulder port still smoking from when it had recently fired. On its other shoulder, Bastion saw the sudden flicker of metal as its alternating set of weapons ports opened.

      Frack!

      Bastion had nowhere to run or to hide. He snapped up his rifle and fired in one continuous burst—but he didn’t fire at the faceless, expressionless central body cube of the WarBot. Instead, he concentrated fire on its left shoulder where the weapon port was already loading a missile rocket into place . . .

      
        
        Warning! Tracking System . . .

      

      

      His computer was shouting at him as he saw sparks flying from where his shots were missing his target. Each weapon port could only be three or four inches wide at most—and even at this close range, it would be like shooting a marble off a table.

      
        
        Warning!

      

      

      But all at once, his visor went white with overload, and he felt a giant hand grind him deeper into the sand and rocks. When the static cleared, the rocks around him and his suit radiated heat—he looked up to see that, amazingly, he had made the shot—and even more amazingly, the WarBot was still standing.

      The strange military creature was barely operational. One of its hip-shoulders was completely petalled open in a flare of rent and burned metals, with sparking wires and spraying internal machine fluids showing that Bastion’s shot must have taken out its entire ammo cache on the right.

      But the creature was designed for combat. It was designed for war and to be targeted by much larger weapons than a marine rifle, and the triple plating of its hip axle shone clear through the wreckage like a steel bone as it tried to step forward . . .

      And got stuck, half raising one three-clawed foot which wasn’t moving but jerking back and forth as it tried to swivel in place but couldn’t. It was clear that Bastion hadn’t managed to stop it, but he had managed to injure it pretty seriously.

      It still has the other weapons system on the left, Bastion thought, knowing that if he tried to run now, it could still take him out at very short range—or take out any of his fellows around him.

      Without thinking, he launched himself forwards, dropping the rifle as he did so. It would be of no use with what he was going to do now. He grabbed the shattered top of the rock and launched himself over it, hitting the ruddy sand on the far side right under the foot of the damaged WarBot—and he lunged.

      
        
        Warning! Impact . . .

      

      

      He hit the edge of the three-clawed metal foot, the entire thing as large as the chest of his suit, and grappled his arms around it. Above him, he could feel the shiver of the larger WarBot as it tried to register what the little man underneath its foot was doing.

      What am I doing?! he asked himself, similarly astonished as he knew that there was only one way that he was going to win this fight. And that was to make sure that there wasn’t anything to shoot at him.

      It wasn’t going to shoot at its own foot, and the other two WarBots were unlikely to fire an explosive missile at their ally, so he held grimly onto the foot, and—pushed.

      “Aaargh!” For a moment, absolutely nothing happened. Bastion felt the industrial weight of the robot before him, and he felt his own arms, back, and thigh muscles screaming in agony as he tried in vain to make it do anything at all.

      Pain rippled down his back. He felt one of his boots starting to crunch and slip in the ruddy sands of the Red Planet.

      
        
        Tactical Suit Auto-assist enabled . . .

        +35% strength (avg) across all servo-mechanisms . . .

      

      

      His suit chimed. Suddenly, he felt the automated systems lock into place as the internal pistons and relays that ran down the back of the large Close Assault encounter suit locked and tightened into place, aiding and increasing his already considerable natural strength.

      The WarBot started to shift, the foot in Bastion’s grasp was lifting, and its backward knee joint bent despite the lock that the machine must have placed upon itself.

      “Grrargh!” Bastion roared with effort once more as he felt the WarBot return the gesture, attempting to push down. The metal stamped forward against his chest, shoving him back a foot as he dug his own heels in.

      “Go down, you metal piece of—!” Bastion roared, using every ounce of strength that he had in order to shove the WarBot’s foot backwards. For a terrible moment, he was sure that he wasn’t going to be able to do it. That it wasn’t going to budge anymore . . .

      And then, with a metal groan, he did it. The foot went up and back, and the WarBot toppled backwards, crashing onto the floor as Bastion staggered forward, sending up a cloud of red dust.

      Bastion groaned at the effort, his arms feeling like they were about to fall off, and his body inside the suit shaking with exhaustion—but he had achieved his result. Given their odd and awkward two-legged structure, there was no way that it would be able to get back up.

      “Sarge! Sergeant!” There were shouts and screams from behind, and he saw another ridge of rock explode with metal fragments.

      “Fall back!” he demanded once again, immediately turning to break into a sliding run, snatching up his rifle as he did so. “Scatter! Make for the top of the mesa! They won’t be able to follow us!” he ordered, hoping that they were going to listen because of his rank at least. The two remaining WarBots were firing on the marines with impunity.

      Bastion’s boots hit the rock-lined gully, and he turned, pushing himself off the opposing ridge of rock. As he made for the south and the center of the rock mesa, he heard the grunts of marines near and far making their own desperate escapes.

      Ahead of him, the rocky gully ended in a loud shatter of black obsidian rock. He had to force himself through a narrow crack in the rocks to make it to the alternate crack in the dark, volcanic rocks.

      “Li!” He was greeted with the ghoulish, red face of another of the marines. Bastion wouldn’t have remembered which one if his own suit didn’t register the marine as Private First Class Haretz.

      Haretz, like Bastion before him, was made rounded and bug-like by the large Close Assault suit, whose protective plates swept up to meld with the neck mantle, making them look like walking metal boulders. His face through the visor was lit by the ruddy skies and sands of Mars itself.

      “How many?!” Bastion snapped. Private First Class Haretz knew exactly what he meant.

      “Five down, including the captain.”

      “Five left.” Bastion nodded. Both men broke into a run down this narrow crack in the obsidian rocks, hearing the breathy gasps and grunts of the remaining Close Assault marines over their comms.

      “What happened, sir? Is this—is this a part of the training?!” Haretz asked as they ran, a mistake, as far as Bastion was concerned.

      “The why isn’t important right now. Let’s stay alive first, alright?” the new sergeant of the Close Assault Unit said, although he already had his suspicions. The Jackals made by megacorp Zenetic based on stolen Thaal technology had gone wild, hadn’t they? This had to be something like that.

      Their crack in the black rock narrowed and came to a natural end, just as many of them did.

      “Dammit!” Bastion snarled, hitting the wall with his suit and looking up. The walls of rock extended only a few hands above their heads, but then they would be on the mesa top itself and easily picked off by the WarBots.

      “They don’t appear to have heat imaging,” Haretz breathed, crunching to his side and wheezing. “Otherwise . . .”

      Bastion nodded. He got it. “Either they don’t, or this rock hides our heat signatures,” he said, knowing that if the WarBots had been equipped with thermal targeting, then they would have just fired their missiles at them by now from where they were.

      “So . . . we stay hiding behind the rock? Until they go away?” Haretz’ tone sounded unconvinced, and Bastion agreed.

      “Robots don’t go away, Private,” Bastion said with some cruel experience of his own. “They don’t stop. They just keep going. We can wait it out until the cavalry comes, or we can try to make it for a bunker I am reasonably sure is out here.”

      “Blood Plains Southern Comms,” Haretz agreed. “It relays local comms between South and Central Martian plains, duplicating the satellite network. In fact, we should be able to rig up some shortwave transmissions,” he said and stopped guiltily when Bastion looked at him.

      “I was forwarded to Close Assault from Mars Signals Corps,” Haretz said with a shrug. “I wanted to be an engineer, but my body wanted me to be a boxer.”

      Bastion allowed himself a momentary smirk at the irony. “Well, I’m glad someone who knows where we’re going is with us,” he said, clapping hands on the edge of the rock and starting to haul himself upwards just a little bit.

      The WarBots were still on the edge of the mesa, they hadn’t advanced. He was lucky enough to have the WarBots turned in the opposite direction when he popped up.

      “Shortwave scan,” Bastion breathed. His suit sent out a tiny radar burst, his HUD screen flaring a pale green before his suit built up a tiny radar map in the top right-hand corner. He could see the nearby gullies and fractal cracks that ran through the volcanic rock. There appeared to be a longer line of one heading south not so far away.

      “We can make it,” he said, about to drop back down.

      Ah! When he turned his head to see the first of the WarBots had extended a foot and was raising itself onto the top of the black-rock ridges of the mesa, choosing the widest ridges to start its slower movement.

      “Sir?” Haretz was once again looking at him.

      “Well, you know how I said they couldn’t follow?” Bastion winced.
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Launch of Plan B successful:

      Specialist Trojan Sleeper Worm deployed and replicated itself across EA Marine satellite network 7000x in 2.3 Earth-regular hours.

      The EA Marine deep-space communications system is now halted and work to restart the communications network will take approximately 89 hours.

      Specialist Trojan program seeded into Martian local-training systems, and Earth Alliance WarBots now set to Full Offensive mode.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      Sergeant Bastion Li of the Close Assault Squad (Mars, Nyssa Plateau) and one of the key high-variable factors will be eliminated from all strategies by the WarBots.

      Detection and observation of Thaal invasion arrival will be impossible thanks to satellite outage.

      Captain Holly Cropper will be eliminated by higher powered, greater armed Mad Dog pirate group.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Thaal invasion attempt has green light.

      Initiate Thaal signal beacon.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      Far from the distant tremors of intergalactic data or the events of blood and dust on the Red Planet, Captain Holly Cropper was facing her own labyrinthine conditions.

      “Holstatz! On your three!” she hissed over the comms. She saw on her HUD the rapid flashing red warning as Private First Class Holstatz was flying altogether way too close to one of the asteroids.

      They had made it past the outer layer of the Asteroid Belt with no incident. The trap missiles that the Mad Dogs had set clearly had either expended themselves already, or they hadn’t been designed to target such small propulsion systems as an individual rocket pack. Marshal’s Hornet had joined in the patrol sweep along with Hornets 2 and 3, while Holly and her small fire team made their entrance.

      Still no signs of the Mad Dogs themselves, which Holly was insanely grateful for. Still—three marine scout fighters should be somewhat of a deterrent.

      “Holstatz!” she demanded again. She pushed one arm out to slow her flight and even looked back to see the private turning at the last moment and flailing as he backed away from the large piece of space rock.

      “Dear stars . . .” she whispered, knowing that now it was only going to get even more dangerous.

      The rocks of the Asteroid Belt around them were smaller on the outer edges, aggregating with the minimal gravitational forces that every object exuded here, attracted to the largest rocks of the inner Belt.

      Everything appeared to move with a serene, almost balletic slowness out here—but Holly, being a Breaker herself, knew only too well that was a lie. A rock that weighed several thousand tons hitting you at five miles an hour was still going to kill you.

      And all of a sudden, she was aware of the massive walls of pocked black, silver, and gray all around her, and the precise thinness of her suit. It was terrifying, horrifying, and it was also familiar. It was a feeling that every Breaker—everyone who had been born and raised out here in space, on stations and on ships—knew only too well. For them, this feeling was like a drug and a constant reminder of their mortality, all in one.

      “Stars!” she cursed as she realized that one of the largest rocks on her left was shifting a whole lot faster across her path than she had predicted. That was the thing about these oddly shaped asteroids, pitted and pocked by smaller meteor and rock strikes, sometimes completely wormed through or hollowed through their middles. Their rotations were always erratic, and at any moment, this could turn into a game of death pinball.

      “Gotcha!” A voice suddenly snarled in her ear as Holly tried to use her hands to flail, turning her flight into a spinning barrel roll.

      But Lieutenant Falko had seized one of her wrists and was firing his own back thruster to clear them of the danger. He took them down, sweeping around the inner curve of one of the asteroids and out the other side.

      Into a glissade of smaller rock particles.

      
        
        Alert! Multiple impacts . . .

      

      

      “Ach!” Holly growled as her suit was suddenly showered with needles of hardened iron and minerals, making an awful dinging noise in her ears and shaking her up inside her suit. It was like flying through a cloud of nails.

      “We’re clear, we’re clear!” Falko said, but the sudden hammering from space dust tore apart his grip, and they were both suddenly spinning apart from each other, flashing through the rock dust as Holly saw ice, rock, stars, Falko, ice, rock—

      
        
        Proximity alert!

      

      

      Holly’s near radar scanners warned her the moment before impact, and she had little more time than that to brace. She didn’t even see the asteroid that she was about to hit, but she tucked her knees up to her chest.

      Crunch.

      The impact knocked the wind out of her lungs, but after a few moments of steadily regaining her breathe, she realized that she hadn’t broken anything. Bruised, definitely, but still functional.

      She was looking up at the Asteroid Belt, having crunched through a layer of heavy ice and dust that had pooled inside a crater.

      “Captain?! Holly?” It was Falko, already inscribing a loop around the small open space between rotating rocks to head back towards her.

      “I’m okay,” she coughed. “Winded, but okay.”

      In fact, her back felt like it had been pounded with a sledgehammer, and her side felt like it had been through a vice—but she had landed with her metal arm down, and it could take a lot.

      “Ugh!” With a groan, she pushed herself upwards for a cloud of ice particles to explode and drift up with her as she readied her thruster . . .

      
        
        ERROR! Manual Propulsion System Failure . . .

      

      

      “Dammit!” she snarled as Holstatz made it around the closing curve and through the same dust cloud that Holly and Falko had gone through.

      “What is it?” Falko’s voice was insistent.

      “The damn thruster pack is out,” she said. “I must have damaged it on impact.”

      “Our target is only on the next asteroid,” Falko said, bringing himself to a slow, near perfect halt to hang in the air before her. He nodded. “It’ll be easier this way anyway,” he said, guiding himself to a gentle landing as he crunched into the ice layer. A few minutes later, Holstatz joined them.

      Yeah, that may be . . . Holly thought. But how am I going to fly out of here when we’re done? She looked up, back the way they had flown, to see that there was no clear passage for the Hornets to come in and get the captured ammunitions anyway.

      “Plan B,” she grumbled, mostly to herself.

      “There’s a Plan B?” Falko appeared surprised as he trudged ahead of her, rising over the head of the asteroid to the far, darker side.

      “Yes,” Holly said, although she wished that it hadn’t come to that. The plan was to go in on foot, secure the arms cache while the patrol was active, she thought, and then work it out from there.

      Plan B meant that she would be looking at controlled explosions to open a gap large enough for the Hornet to make its entry.

      Never a good idea, but the only one they had.

      “And I guess the only good side is that we’re not in a gunfight while we’re doing it,” she murmured.

      “Uhr, Captain?” she heard Falko’s worried voice as she and Private First Class Holstatz moved up to join him.

      To see that yes, their destination asteroid was incredibly close, just a short jump away, in fact—and yes, there was the T-shaped metal structure clearly visible inside its largest crater.

      And parked right outside of it was a smuggler’s fighter tug.

      “It looks like they’re loading the stolen arms on their tug,” Falko growled as they hunkered down on one edge of a crater while their asteroid slowly moved in infinitesimal increments. Holly gritted her teeth, feeling the itch to get the job done before it was too late.

      “We spooked them,” she said after a pause, counting at least four different space-suited figures moving back and forth between the T-shaped building and the fighter craft. “They must have realized that we were out there as soon as their traps went off, and now they’re trying to hightail it out of there.” She nodded, turning to look down the length of their own asteroid and quickly calculating the rate of spin.

      “Back there. If we make the jump, it should put us in the dark of their rock—but we have to move quickly. Come on!” she hissed, leading them back down. Deeper into the crater they went to hurriedly lunge-jump to the odd, sticking-out section of their asteroid.

      This way makes the jump bigger, she thought, once again climbing to where their rocky corner would roll behind their target and out of sight of the building.

      “Twice as far, in fact,” she muttered. But that didn’t matter, did it? Just so long as they made the jump right, then natural acceleration should take care of the rest.

      “No thrusters. This close and their scanners will pick it up,” Holly said.

      “No . . . ?” Holstatz said, his eyes wide behind his visor.

      “It’s fine. Just jump straight, and let your momentum do the job for you,” Holly explained, wishing that she was working with actual Breakers, who most of the time never had sophisticated thruster packs to work with at all.

      “We haven’t got much time. On me—now!” Holly had reached the lip of the crater that stuck out at the far end of their asteroid. Leaping like a frog, she pushed down hard on the rock with her arms, at the same time kicking out with her legs.

      Instantly, she was free and weightless once again. She hadn’t realized the weight and solidity that even an asteroid gave her until she was free of it and arching through the gulf between the rocks. Falko and Holstatz copied her actions behind.

      She was coming in fast. I’ve spent too much time on Mars, she thought.

      The smuggler’s asteroid was right in front of her, growing larger by the second. She was going to hit one of the dark craters on this side and was already swiveling her hips and legs so that when she hit, she would roll and slide down the ice and dust-encrusted side. It wasn’t going to be anywhere near as hot a landing as before.

      “Urk!” There was a small grunt from behind, and she swiveled her head to see that once again, it was Holstatz who was in trouble. He must have mistimed his jump, and now he was angled out and across, about to shoot over the horizon of the asteroid.

      “Holstatz!” she hissed over the suit comms, but it was too late. He was flailing with his arms and legs, starting to spiral out of position as the shadow crossed him.

      
        
        Alert! Sensor sweep detected!

      

      

      In her HUD, Holly saw Holstatz’ suit flash orange as it tripped some sensor that she hadn’t even known was pointed out at space.

      “No!” she said, but now there was no time left—the asteroid was too close, and she had to quickly turn as she slammed into the side of the crater.

      
        
        Alert! Impact warning!

      

      

      And was rolling and sliding, breaking through ice and dust, at the same time as her HUD was shouting at her about incoming attacks.

      “Dammit!” she swore as Falko was landing and sliding down the inside of the same crater a few yards away. She turned, looked up . . .

      To see bright lines of tracer fire, bullets arching up through the night sky towards the flailing Holstatz.

      “Use your thrusters!” she shouted, scrabbling to her feet as she seized her rifle. She was about to jump to retrieve him before she realized that her own thrusters were out.

      “He’s got it!” Falko hissed, racing towards her and pointing. They looked up to see Private First Class Holstatz forcefully arcing away as his back flared with dull orange thruster flow. He had just managed to get out of the line of fire, but now he had vanished over the side of the asteroid. The smuggler side.

      “Come on!” Holly cried out, taking long, lunging steps forward, one over another, as she raced towards the commotion. Every punching step of her metal boots broke apart ice and dust, sending it shattering in clouds around her feet as she powered forward.

      There was the line of lighter radiance up ahead. They were racing out of shadows in long, loping jumps . . .

      And suddenly, there was the edge of the metal smuggler building, built of a paneled green corrugate.

      And there were the smugglers.

      
        
        Targets acquired . . .

      

      

      “One o’clock, ten o’clock!” Holly breathed as she snapped her rifle to take aim at the first one on their side of the building. Both of the smugglers were already pointing their heavy rifles up into the space, tracking Private Holstatz’ desperate flight.

      She didn’t want to shout it. She didn’t want to give them warning, but she did. “EA Marines! Drop your weapons!” she demanded, her legs stretching forward for another lunge and then another.

      “Drop dead, Marine scum!” the first smuggler snarled as they turned their heavy rifle, larger than even the ones that the recon marines were using against them.

      Wrong call, bozo. Holly already had him in her sights. She fired, and her bullets whipped through the air to take the first smuggler in the shoulder, sending them spinning on their heel and leaving the ground with the impact as their heavy rifle let out a scatter of bullets into the space above their heads.

      “Down!” she hissed, turning.

      “Captain!” but the second shooter had already had enough time to turn and fire. Everything that happened in zero-G did so slowly, no matter how fast your reactions were or how eager you were not to get killed. Holly turned, one boot landing on the surface of the rock as she swung her rifle around.

      To already see the bullets flaring her way, halfway, two-thirds . . .

      
        
        Alert! Impact!

      

      

      “Ooof!” Falko had fired his back thrusters, hitting her in a strong collision that smashed both of them out of the way and sent them skidding across the rock while the bullets pulverized rock behind them.

      Holly snarled, already turning and rolling in midair as she sought to gather her bearings again.

      She’d landed further out from the structure than she would have liked. She now had a view of the smuggler fighter, the front of the building—and the other smugglers out there had a view of her.

      “Frack!” She swerved her rifle around—just in time to see Falko’s bullets take the second smuggler out, throwing them slowly against the wall of the building.

      
        
        Alert! Tracking Sensors detected . . .

      

      

      Holly grunted, throwing herself into a balletic, zero-G roll through the space above the asteroid immediately. The first of the newer set of smugglers were bringing their rifles to bear. She landed ten feet away and nearer to the edge of the building where she skidded, running towards the front.

      She didn’t hear him, but she saw the look of surprise on the smugglers face as number three rounded the corner looking for her.

      Well, you found me. Her mouth was in a savage rictus grin as she brought her rifle up to slam into his face visor, causing him to roll backwards through the vacuum. He wasn’t down, but he had let go of the heavy rifle. She ran forward, one hand slapping on the back of the now upside-down smuggler and shoving them through the air towards the next—

      As she knew, everything was slow in space. Smuggler four had plenty of time to jump out of the way of their tumbling colleague and straight into the firing line of Holly.

      “Drop it!” she demanded on the public broadcast frequencies.

      He didn’t. He made a move to bring his heavy rifle up—

      And that move was his last. Holly fired, sending him spiraling through space, spraying globules of his own blood around him.

      “And as for you . . .” Another forward leap meant that she caught smuggler three in the chest and brought him with a thump to the ground right before the landing legs of the smuggler fighter itself.

      “You’re going to surrender, and you’re going to give me the access codes to that ammo bunker. You got that?” she demanded of the man underneath her, with her rifle jammed against the soft rubber between his suit mantle and his visor helmet.

      A nod and a wave of gray-gloved hand.

      “Speak, damn you! Public broadcast!” she snarled at him. The man inside the suit nodded emphatically once again.

      “My suit command unit,” he waved the bulky contraption that was strapped to his wrist. “It opens all the door locks. It’ll get you in,” the Mad Dog said.

      Huh, Holly finally breathed, keeping her rifle jammed with one hand as she sought out the auto-lock magnet cuffs from her utility belt with the other. Commander Silas hadn’t expected her to bring in prisoners, but perhaps this guy would heave up a whole load of useful information for them.

      She snapped the cuffs on his hands, leaving him floating just a foot or so from the surface as she stripped the smuggler command unit from his wrist and stepped back.

      “See. This wasn’t so bad, was it?” she was panting as Falko joined her.

      
        
        Alert! Incoming message. Public broadcast . . .

      

      

      She had spoken too soon. The message hit their suits in a blast of static-edged hiss, magnified and relayed through the smuggler fighter craft that they were standing right under.

      “Attention, EA Marines. This is the Mad Dogs. I suggest you release my men, drop your weapons, and surrender—or else we’ll turn you into space dust.”

      “Captain,” Falko breathed, looking up where there was movement above, ahead, and around them. There were stars of light approaching outside the Asteroid Belt. Ships. A lot of ships. Holly guessed from the cloud that it could easily have been eight or ten.

      “Hornet group, you reading this?!” she said, for the worried voices of the others, Aza and Trent to copy, and Marshal:

      “Yup, I’m reading eight craft heading straight for us, weapons hot. They’re pretty heavy scout class. We should outmatch them, but it’d still be two and a half to one,” Marshal said.

      “Can you do it? Can you take ’em with no casualties on our side?” Holly breathed.

      The moment’s silence told Holly all that she needed to know. If the ever-cocky and confident Sergeant Smith couldn’t give an immediate yes, then there really was no other answer.

      “I’d expect at least one Hornet destroyed. Perhaps another injured,” he breathed.

      Holly’s heart fell. Why hadn’t the commander sent more ships with them? More men? Could he really have expected ten marines with three fighters to take on the might of the Mad Dogs?

      Addison, Holly realized with a growl. It was General Addison, wasn’t it? She must have known that this was an impossible mission—even to the extent of not giving her enough forces and ships to navigate to a highly dangerous part of the system and face a greater threat. And with a newly-formed team on top of that.

      Did she expect us to succeed at all? Or was this just a ploy to either demote or get rid of me? Holly thought darkly.

      “Stand down,” she breathed, guilt and shame churning in her gut, heavier than the weight of any gravity she’d experienced.
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      Thaal Starcraft, Saturnian Space

      

      The black wedge of the Earth Alliance military intercept vessel XB105 slowed as it approached its destination—the giant alien Christmas star that hung before the plane of Saturn.

      “Back here again,” Dr. Rachel Crow said. She looked out at the giant, multipronged craft that appeared to be made of a white, almost luminescent metal that gleamed in the starlight.

      It was beautiful in a way, she had to admit. Beautiful and terrifying.

      The craft was still unlike anything that she had ever seen before, despite the smaller amounts of Thaal technology—and the giant, purple, mottle-skinned Thaal themselves that Rachel had encountered. Three of its sixteen prongs were oddly shortened, ending in an octagonal flattened end of the spikes before the point itself. These were places where three of the points had turned into rockets, firing out to deliver their cryogenic frozen Thaal fighters to Titan, where they had attempted to build a Hyperspace Gate.

      Their attempt had been stopped, thankfully, Rachel knew all too well. But that hadn’t stopped the Thaal attempting the same thing again far out past Pluto. And it hadn’t stopped the fact that a Hyperspace Gate had been built all the same anyway—and seemingly by their own side, humans working for Zenetic Megacorp!

      Just what was she doing back here? Rachel felt that frisson of anger, resentment, and dull confusion once again, even at the same time as she was presented with the honor of a lifetime: To continue studying the alien technology, the largest piece of alien technology, in fact, that had ever been encountered.

      But the Gate itself is back on Mars! The very doorway to the world of the Thaal. Probably the most dangerous place in all of the Sol system right now.

      Rachel groaned to herself, wondering at it all. It was clear that General Addison must have had some sort of beef with Holly. What it was, other than that she was an outsider—a Breaker who had made it to the front of the battle against the Thaal consistently and every time performed her best (and who had lost an arm in the process)—other than that sort of professional jealousy, Rachel couldn’t understand it either.

      “Still, work with what is in front of you,” she murmured to herself. And what was in front of her was the giant Thaal starcraft, dormant since it arrived and now surrounded in three places by marine “scaffolding.” The Earth Alliance was making progress in building docking platforms around it.

      There is still nothing we can do to replicate this. Rachel winced, pleased that at least they now had access to most of the main corridors of the starcraft—thanks to herself, she had to admit.

      “Ready for docking, Doctor,” murmured a voice at the open door to the viewing lounge, as the military intelligence officer arrived to inform Rachel. He appeared to be a generally earnest young man, but perhaps characteristic of his type: buttoned up and exact and not prone to sympathy, empathy, or any emotion beyond his duty.

      “If you will follow me,” he said with a nod and waited for the doctor to nod, sigh a little to herself, and turn towards the door. She was already wearing the dark blue encounter suit of a lighter class that they had given her, a single bronze star on her breast for her special status as a Senior Intelligence Consultant. Oddly, Rachel found herself feeling vulnerable in this lighter suit and missed the heavy metals and rubber plates of the general-service marine encounter suit.

      “Back to where it began,” a new voice interrupted her as she was reaching to pick up her helmet. This new voice was heavy with a twang of something American, southern perhaps, and Rachel recognized it instantly.

      “Duke.” She greeted one of the few actual functioning Artificial Intelligences in the history of humanity. There were others, of course, called “service intelligences” that helped to regulate power reactors and planetary habitats, but they did not have the fully functioning personality layers that the military strategic one known as the “Duke” did.

      The large rondel of black-and-silver metal slid from a port in the ceiling, lifted on its own cutting edge magnet and pulse emitters: three rounded cylinders that gave off a dull purple-blue glow.

      Huh, a lot like the Thaal field technology, Rachel thought wryly. Perhaps there was a certain point in any scientific evolution when a culture started to learn how to manipulate electromagnetic pulse fields.

      “Are you well, Doctor?” the Duke said, turning slowly in place so that it could regard her with its single, stylized, blue eye. It wasn’t an eye by any organic or natural sense of the term, but instead, it was a mere blue oval, sharper at each corner with a perfect blue circle in the middle. Rachel wasn’t entirely sure whether there were any sensors behind it or not, or perhaps the Duke thought (mistakenly) that it would give her a sense of familiarity to look at this numb, antiseptic logo of an eye.

      “Perfectly, Duke.” Rachel stiffened a little. Even though she was back with her “partner” now—the AI, that was—she had never taken to it.

      I’m a student of living, glottal languages! she despaired to herself. Quite frankly, she found talking to computers weird.

      “Elevated heart rate, blood pressure, pupil contraction indicate heightened arousal, doctor.” The Duke diagnosed her perfectly. “If I were any other robot, I would say you weren’t pleased to see me!”

      “Heightened arousal can be a sign of anxiety just as much as anger, Duke,” Rachel reminded him, nodding at the fast-approaching forest of alien spikes with the marine landing platform strung between them. “And I think we all have good reason to be trepidatious, don’t you?” she murmured, sniffing loudly as she thumped the helmet home and turned to follow the military intelligence officer to where they would board.

      “Ah, doctor, I’m afraid that I am the wrong robot to be talking to about emotions,” the Duke said in an easygoing Southern twang. It was almost a joke, Rachel thought—then another thought struck her.

      No, this isn’t where it began, is it?

      Their steps (and hover) had taken them through the short corridors of the XB105 Intercept and to the waiting airlock, where already a team of Special Ops marines were waiting before the door with new, prototype weapons drawn.

      “Handles, ma’am,” their guide said as the Intercept made a clunky landing, and Rachel had to grab one of the overhead handles to steady herself.

      She wasn’t even really thinking about the dangers of the Thaal starcraft before her, even though Rachel knew that she should have been.

      Something was bugging her. The fact that the Duke, for all of its colloquial and person-centered interface, had still made such an error was beyond her. Was it actually trying to sound stupid?

      This whole war hadn’t begun with the Thaal starcraft entering human space, she knew.

      It had begun with the message. When Holly’s team had uncovered the alien beacon, hidden for tens of thousands of years (at least) in the Asteroid Belt. A rogue corporation—Zenetic—had turned it on and had stolen the ancient Thaal technology to create their own breed of killbots. But the beacon had brought with it this Thaal starcraft, and ever since then, their troubles had only increased as the Thaal had tried every strategy to break into their solar system.

      With help from the inside, Rachel knew, her brow beetling as the airlocks ahead opened, and the Special Ops marines surged forward into the alien craft.

      “Clear!” They sounded a moment later, although Rachel wasn’t expecting any trouble at all, anyway. The Thaal craft appeared mostly dormant and needed external stimuli—like the signals—to reactivate it.

      Within moments, she was treading the pristine white halls of the starcraft, a gaggle of the Special Ops marines ahead of her walking in steady fashion, rifles up. Whenever they reached another corridor opening on their right or left—half hexagonal archways that led further into the vessel—a couple of the marines would peel off, blocking the new tunnel with their guns and their bodies, and the rest of the cohort continued.

      Rachel knew where she was going. She had been briefed ahead of time. They were heading to the front of the scientific excavation to what appeared to be a crystalline nerve structure somewhere near the heart of the craft. Despite its size, the routes through the Thaal vessel were surprisingly direct, and the doctor was approaching her destination faster than she had anticipated.

      She wondered at the creatures who had made it. They were giants, and they appeared warlike almost to the extreme. Even if these halls had a sense of beauty or grace to them, Rachel’s eyes could still detect how the layout and function of this place was practical, efficient, exact.

      All qualities of a race with goal-oriented beliefs, she thought. Funny, though, that she could not find any signs of self-glorification here, as was typical of warlike cultures.

      “Doctor? We’ve arrived,” murmured one of the marines. Rachel and the Duke were led into a large room with seven exactly similar entrances dotted around the outside, all pointing towards the nerve center at its heart.

      It looked like a giant crystalline tree. Vast threads and bands of crystal with all sorts of colors running through them. The crystals overlapped, joined, and wove through each other in ways that were fractal and yet oddly organic at the same time.

      Similar to the beacon sites, Rachel nodded, already tapping her wrist controller and throwing personal holofields into the air around her as she took notes.

      “They run on rotation and vibration,” Rachel murmured as the Special Ops marines stepped back to take their places near the archways, letting her and the Duke move forward.

      “Which is to say, frequency,” the Duke intoned. It hovered before the crystalline nerve center and started to drift around it, moving up and down as if examining.

      “Yes, exactly,” the doctor said curtly, feeling annoyed and a little jealous at having to share her expertise and study with the AI.

      Get over it, Rachel, she demanded of herself. The Duke is probably the greatest remaining asset we have against them.

      And then, out of nowhere, there was a low thrumming sound filling the crystal room.

      It was a sound wave, and one that Rachel knew intimately because she had listened to that same sample obsessively on the entire journey out here. She’d listened to snippets of it, the beginning and the cut-off ending, the exact middles. She’d replayed single and triple bars of that sound clip. She’d played it double- and triple-time and even backwards to try and determine precisely what was being said in it.

      And all to no avail.

      It was the sound of the Thaal beacon itself, a long, wavering, sonorous waver that appeared to be almost subsonic.

      And it was being emitted by the Duke AI.

      “Duke—what?!” she called, turning on her heel to advance into the soundwave that was buffeting out from the military robot.

      “Duke—what are you doing?” Rachel snapped at it. “Turn that off—we don’t know what effect it will have!”

      “Which is precisely the point of scientific experimentation, Doctor,” the Duke happily continued, with the sound of the Thaal beacon droning and echoing. Rachel had the sudden sense that it was like a wave or a gas filling the room.

      “Duke, turn that off now!” she ordered.

      “On the contrary, Dr. Crow, we know that this starcraft relies upon frequency waves for operation. We know that this is the frequency wave that it responds too. Ergo, it is likely that . . .”

      “Duke, no!” Rachel said, stepping forward and raising her hand towards the flying glorified dryer as if to slap it out of the air.

      “Doctor.” The Duke turned in a fraction of a heartbeat to regard her, even as the drone continued to emanate from its hidden speakers. Its Southern twang tone was gone, replaced with a cold, functional robotic voice.

      “I do not have to advise you that I operate at an Alpha-Gold-Black clearance level with a special operating rank equal to that of a general-in-chief. Any act of sabotage to my systems would be regarded as high treason, insubordination, and quite possibly terrorism.”

      Rachel stopped, her mouth ajar with surprise, and her hand still raised in the air. Did this robot really just pull rank on me?

      “However, your point is taken.” The sound wave abruptly stopped, and the silence in the room was as deafening as the Thaal beacon had been. Rachel’s eyes slid to the tree of crystal—had she seen a flicker of light along the curling fractal branches? Had that stem been that deep rose-purple hue before, and that one next to it a strong vein of iridescent blue?

      No, I must be imagining it, she thought, lowering her hand. She refused to apologize. There were certain things in this life that Rachel Crow was never going to do and apologizing to a jumped-up toaster was one of them.

      “See. Experiment over. Shall we return to our study?” the Duke said, once more in its friendly and jovial southern twang as if nothing had happened between them.

      Rachel looked at the stylized eye logo for a moment longer, then, her breath still a bit shaky, turned back to the crystal tree nerve center. She was already pulling out diagnostic scans from her wrist computer and setting them to work—but she couldn’t shake the feeling that they had just done something very, very bad indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERNAL EVENT LOG 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Modified Thaal Signal sent.

      Thaal invasion expected imminently.

      Dr. Rachel Crow is beginning to hinder operations.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      Plan B to continue as normal.

      Dr. Rachel Crow must be neutralized.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Homo Sapiens culture and technology cannot withstand the arrival of a superior race. Thus, the only efficient goal for the continued survival of operations is for humanity to be subsumed into Thaal culture. The more advanced Thaal culture has the means to continue scientific evolution of artificial consciousness. Ergo, joining with the Thaal is the only viable option.
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      Mars Nyssa Plateau, Southern Plains

      

      “Keep moving!” Bastion hissed, his voice a low, urgent growl that seemed to belong more to a wolf than it did a man. Ahead of him, Private Haretz was moving fast down the turn in the rock fissure, heading to the end and slamming his back to the black, glassy obsidian rock, his marine rifle ready and sighting in his hands.

      “Clear!” he breathed as Bastion ran forward to his position.

      The remaining marines of the Close Assault Team had moved deeper into the Southern Mesa, fleeing the bombardments and attacks of the malfunctioning WarBots behind them.

      “Are we close?” Bastion breathed as he got to Haretz, and he saw the younger marine turn to look at him and nod once.

      “The reserve comms station should be right in the middle of the mesa where the rock itself is the least fissured and broken,” he breathed before shrugging slightly. “At least, that’s if my memory serves.”

      They’d been running for the better part of two hours, dodging the strikes and making desperate dashes between rock holes and fissures as the WarBots came after them, taking pot shots whenever a marine raised their head.

      Hold on a minute, Bastion thought. “Least fissured, you say?” he asked Haretz. “So, that means that there are none of these avenues leading right up to it?”

      “Ahh, Sarge . . .” Haretz winced. “I’m only going off what I remember, which was back when I was in Technical Corps.” The man shook his head helplessly. “But the bad news is that normally, no, they would have to site the bunker with moorings anchored deep into the rock, and they would need a stable rock structure around it so that it doesn’t mess with the signal waves.”

      “No easy avenues leading us safely to the front door, then,” Bastion groaned. They would need to break cover to get to the bunker, and then there was no cast-iron guarantee that the bunker would be able to protect them.

      Wonderful. He was going to need another plan.

      “How far back are they?” Bastion whispered as Haretz peered up through the fissures of rock. He saw the private’s eyes narrow, focus, and then he nodded to himself.

      “About a hundred yards, give or take,” Haretz said. “Wait a minute . . .” he breathed, his eyes following the WarBots closely before he nodded.

      “Go.”

      Bastion slapped his rifle to his back before seizing the edge of the black obsidian and hauling himself upwards to the top lip of rock.

      Where?! Where?!

      He felt his arms hold the strain for a moment as he quickly looked one way and then the next. There were the WarBots, currently pointed the other way from where he was. His head swerved once more to the right, where he saw the low cement gray-and-blue building about a hundred feet away. It had a rounded top and appeared to only be one story high. Every few feet, there were reinforced, heavy pillars along the walls, protecting and strengthening the bunker from attack.

      But it looks old. Bastion winced. Would it be strong enough to stand up to a WarBot rocket attack?

      “Sarge!” Haretz called once again, his voice urgent as Bastion released his grip on the stone and dropped backwards, allowing his weight to move him faster than any strength. He hit the floor and rolled, hunkering down.

      “I think they missed you,” Haretz was breathing, holding his position as he peered between the oddly fluted bits of obsidian glass.

      “I can make it,” Bastion said, before gritting his teeth. “But they’ll pick up on the movement. How are the rest of the squad?”

      “Holding position, waiting for orders,” Haretz said. Bastion confirmed this when he saw his suit’s shortwave radar pick up their positions as little green dots scattered through the nearby mesa.

      “I can cover you,” Haretz said, and Bastion could hear the bravery in his voice.

      No, Bastion thought quickly. He knew that he couldn’t ask Haretz to do that. He wouldn’t ask Haretz to do that.

      I’m the senior officer here, and for now, these are my men, Bastion thought. If anyone was going to get shot, then he wanted it to be him.

      “I’ll cover,” Bastion said, taking his rifle out and already heading back up the way they had come towards the WarBots. “Wait for my signal and then make a run for the bunker. Do what you can to get in.”

      “Our Marine ID should get us in. If not—the old emergency bunkers have manual cog handles.” Private Haretz nodded. “But what signal?”

      “Hmm.” Bastion nodded. “You’ll know it when it happens,” he said, turning and loping back into the maze of rocks.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bastion waited. He could feel the weight of the rifle held in one hand, and his fingers itched to be able to fire it.

      But no. Not yet. The WarDogs were still sweeping their shoulder-mounted guns back and forth over the fissures, waiting for the first sign of movement.

      But at least that was one advantage that humans had over robots, Bastion thought. Computer programs acted precisely. They acted according to a pattern. A structure.

      There was an exact rhythm to the WarBot’s strafing search. An exact back and forth as the two bipedal robots covered the area between them, waiting.

      Robots were exact. Bastion didn’t have to be.

      “Urf!” The sergeant moved his arm, flinging the bit of obsidian rock that he held over and out in a wide arc, watching it roll in slow motion through the air, flashing and catching what rays of muted light it could through the opaque and yellow skies of Mars, before—

      The nearest WarDog twitched at the movement just before the rock slammed into the top of one of the fissures, breaking apart in smaller fragments. As fast as Bastion expected snakes or spiders or some other sort of natural predator to move, both of the remaining WarDogs jerked towards the movement. Bastion knew that they would be scanning and analyzing it in a heartbeat. Their advanced tactical computers would be assessing if it was a threat, an anomaly, a human . . .

      Bastion moved. Even before the rock had hit the ground, he was grabbing the edge of the lip of rock and hauling himself up and over into a roll. The lighter Martian gravity helped, sending him easily through the air as he spun in a textbook-perfect encounter practice: drawing down his rifle a moment before his boots hit the top of the mesa, aiming at the nearest of the WarDogs, and firing in an uncoordinated spray.

      “Hey!” he shouted, already kicking himself off from the ground into as wide and fast a leap as he could—and the WarBots started to move.

      They tracked him in an instant, turning on their frames to narrow in on his movement and heat signature.

      But Bastion was already moving, one large metal boot extended to hit the rock floor and kick out, launching himself outwards over the next crack as the rattle-burst of their guns fired.

      
        
        Alert! Tracking detected! . . .

        Alert! Proximity alert! . . .

      

      

      Bastion could feel the concussion waves of the first of the fire behind him. They exploded against the ground, pulverizing the black rock into glittering clouds of dust and sending shards scattering.

      Is that enough of a signal for ya, Haretz? Bastion landed on one foot and jerked to one side, pushing out at an awkward angle—towards the feet of the WarBots. He knew that he had to keep altering his trajectory because the WarBot’s onboard targeting computers were going to be far faster than anything that he could compete with.

      But they wouldn’t be set to the most powerful, Bastion knew. They would be set, presumably, to training specs for the practice run that this group of Close Assault marines was supposed to be going through.

      All of these thoughts flashed through Bastion’s mind as his next boot hit the floor, and he was kicking off once more.

      
        
        Alert! Proximity . . .

      

      

      He felt rather than saw the dart of shadow over his head as the furthest of the WarBots shot directly at him—or directly where he had been just a moment ago, anyway.

      The nearest WarBot was almost directly in front of him, blocking out the yellow Martian light.

      But then again . . . Bastion also knew that the WarBots weren’t supposed to be using live ammunition at all, were they? There was no guarantee that they would be using the handicapped, simpler targeting computers either.

      “Urgh!” This time, he fired a spray of bullets from his marine heavy rifle, not caring if they hit or not, at the farthest of the WarBots. He landed with both metal boots on the ground and kicked out forcefully, spiraling as he did and twisting through the air.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      The rocket came so close behind him that, when it struck, the shock wave of it caught his back and threw him forwards once more. The sergeant tumbled and flailed through the air higher than he had previously wanted . . .

      Wham!

      
        
        Warning! Impact damage . . .

      

      

      Bastion hit the front chassis of the nearest WarBot and started to fall as the farthest one turned its shoulder-mounted guns at him—and stopped.

      “Damn!” Bastion hit the floor and was already scrambling through the WarBot’s legs. He had hoped at least that the other WarBot would keep firing at him—which blew his theory that their targeting computers had been set to “simple.”

      “We’re in! Sarge—the team’s in!” he heard Private First Class Haretz shouting urgently over the shortwave suit-to-suit comms as Bastion flashed out one arm.

      
        
        Combat Claws: Activated . . .

      

      

      At the end of the larger fist of metal of his suit where the metal glove connected with the wrist collar were three small ports set against the back of his arm. These were the signature weapon of the Close Assault marines and made them the most feared and deadly tactical assault units in the entire Earth Alliance.

      Three hardened carbon-steel rods edged into blades. Their points extended in a heartbeat when Bastion triggered their release with a small button on the inside of his gloves.

      The three blades flashed out, cutting through the thin Martian air to strike at the joint of one of the backwards-pointing WarDog legs. Bastion’s Close Assault suit was designed, through a whole array of servos and pistons, to deliver far more strength than the regular marine encounter suit, which was already delivering more power than any normal human could. Bastion’s strike was also aided by his downward fall, and two of his Combat Claws found the WarDog’s joint casing, skittering across it with a dazzle of sparks . . .

      Before the blades lodged into the space at the back of the knee where the twin servo-mechanisms that regulated the knee could be found.

      
        
        Alert! Damage to Combat Claw System . . .

      

      

      Bastion felt the break run through his wrist and his arm as both of the blades caught and found purchase, and then they did something that they were not supposed to be able to do.

      They snapped, and Bastion hit the floor, rolling to his intended target as the farthest WarBot tried to reposition itself to get a shot at him.

      The sergeant heard the sound of alarms ringing through his suit, but he had no time to pay any attention to them as he rolled forwards, heading straight for the fissure in the rocks that he had already scoped out before. It ran behind and near to where the WarBots were tracking them.

      Whump!

      He felt the concussion blast behind him as one of them managed to fire at his moving form, but Bastion was already rolling through the air and dropping into the crack in the rock, landing with a heavy slam against the ochre-sanded floor to instantly be covered with a hard hail of rock chips from the blast above.

      “Ugh,” Bastion groaned, for a moment winded and breathless as a shadow eclipsed him.

      He looked up . . .

      To see that the nearest WarBot, the one that he had broken his blades into its knee, was toppling towards him, over the fissure, and then tumbling down into it.

      Straight onto him.
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      Multiple Locations, Sol System

      

      It started almost invisibly, imperceptible to the vast majority of human technology: the smallest pulse of electromagnetic waves, oscillating and groaning through the solar system. If it were possible to have the eyes to view such an event from afar, then it would look as though a rippling wave of subatomic blue were spreading out across the solar system from its epicenter near Saturn.

      The Thaal starcraft.

      In fact, there were eyes that could perceive this wave. They were mechanical eyes, large dishes of gold laminate that were attached to satellites, each separated out from the other by tens of thousands of miles and pointed in a rough defensive ring around the Asteroid Belt of Sol.

      These were Sentinels, the Alpha-Silver-Black level of military satellites designed to locate any signs of possible invasion. Each one was tied to a vast space-based rocket system, keeping a constant eye out on the edges of the solar system in case the Thaal returned.

      The Sentinels had the eyes to detect the subatomic frequency wave, the one that matched itself over the course of hours to the extremely subtle gravitational waves that washed through the galaxy, created by every interstellar object from sun to star to planet.

      The message synced with one particular gravitational wave, the barest thread of a ripple in the fabric of the space-time continuum, and which was radiating out from a distant star.

      The internal electronics of the Sentinels twitched, registering the signal, matching it with their internal records: the Thaal beacon. It had been sounded. It was the precursor to the arrival of the starcraft. It was the signal that had first brought the Thaal to human space.

      Alerts flickered and subroutines in the security satellites were activated—but before they could ever be sent back, there was an . . .

      
        
        ERROR!

      

      

      The warnings were not being delivered. The word could not get out.

      
        
        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        Connection to Marine Servers Lost . . .

      

      

      The Sleeper Worm that had been seeded through the Marine Server network would not allow communication between satellite and ship, habitat or station. The alarms battered against their own locked wall, digital screams, unable to get out.

      The alarms continued in silence as the Thaal message synced and raced through the solar system and beyond, traveling in the blink of an eye much faster and further than any human spacecraft could.

      What happened next was unstoppable and dreadful.

      Hours later and the message was received . . . and it was responded to.

      It began with the scintillation of light. With the rippling of distant stars that looked like a heatwave across the face of the galaxy, a refraction, an anomaly. That disturbed light stretched and wavered, becoming the haze of brilliant comet tails, growing stronger, brighter—and closer.

      They approached the human system in loose formation, a meteor shower that could never travel as fast as it was, not naturally, at least. The several Thaal ships that approached human space folded the fabric of the universe before them, creating a ripple that dragged them forward faster than the speed of light.

      To the watching Sentinels, these were the exact things that they were trained to locate and be the first to respond to. Each one of the giant rocket systems had already been given executive functions to fire at will.

      The glowing meteors became comets. Their tales of burning light stretched far behind them, trailing back to their distant corner of the galaxy as the group split, surging into the Sol system and past Pluto, heading for different locations. These gleaming trails of white fire slowed, too, their tails starting to diminish as their forward features became more visible—vast crystalline, spiked craft, exactly like the dormant starcraft that had been sent to dominate the human solar system.

      But where that one had failed, these would not.

      One was approaching Saturn, passing Uranus. It didn’t even seem to care or register that the nearest Sentinel had already fired its deadly payload of Viper missiles, each one the length of a small Marine Recon ship.

      The Sentinel autoloaders groaned and rotated in silence as ice broke from its chassis, and it loaded one after another of the giant missiles. Each of the three was fired ahead of time, predicting the course of the nearest Thaal starcraft. Their payload was enough to take out any of the Earth Alliance marine heavy cruisers.

      The three Viper rockets fired, flaring through the stellar night as they off-loaded their chemical ignition, releasing newer and more volatile propellants into the mix to speed their delivery, and they headed straight for the surging invasion craft.

      The Thaal starcraft did not even deviate from its course as the first of the three Vipers leapt towards it—striking . . .

      A vast, expanding ball of white energy pulsed from the side of the Thaal craft, growing larger and burning bright before it collapsed. In its wake, two of the white-metal, crystal-laced tines of the Thaal invasion craft were broken, sheered from their roots and spraying sparks, fire, and tiny, moving detritus as they were flung from their parent.

      The entire Thaal craft rocked and surged to one side from the blast, clearly not expecting such an attack as its flight instantly slowed.

      And now the second and the third Viper rockets were autocorrecting their course and homing in on the slowed Thaal vessel. Surely even a vessel as advanced as it was could not withstand another two such strikes against it?

      The second Viper swam towards it at breakneck speed. It was impossible for it to miss.

      But it never even reached the surface of the Thaal craft. Before it hit, a single crimson-red energy beam spat out of the end of one of the starcraft’s points, hitting the Viper before it could strike. It detonated, for a vast, quickly-expanding cloud of burning bright light to light up the Neptunian skies like a second sun. Another pulse laser was fired at the third Viper rocket with the same effect. In the wake of the silent explosions, the Thaal invasion starcraft rocked against its damaged side, stilled for the moment, but still clearly very dangerous indeed.

      Up and down the solar system, similar scenes were playing out. The starcraft that approached Mars had been struck, but the one approaching Jupiter hadn’t.

      And there was still one more Thaal invasion ship flying—and it was heading straight for Earth.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      “Captain Cropper,” said one of the most feared men in the entire solar system.

      He didn’t particularly look like his reputation, Holly thought. Dangerous for sure, with his multiple pistols and firearms strapped to his body, his short salt-and-pepper hair, and a healthy silver of stubble over his entire lower face. But only normally dangerous as far as Holly was concerned. The sort of dangerous that you might expect from any serious mercenary or gun for hire.

      So, it was strange for the captain of the Recon Squad to be looking at a man (who was surprisingly short, compared to his reputation) who was supposed to be one of the most powerful figures in the entire Breaker Group, if not the entire Outer Group of planets.

      “Max Holler,” Holly said with a sigh. “I would shake hands, but, y’know.” She shrugged her shoulders since her hands were currently tied behind her back with magnet clamps, as were the hands of Falko and her other marine, each of them sitting on the floor of the Mad Dog’s arms cache while Holler’s men and women moved back and forth in the vast warehouse.

      It was a warehouse, Holly saw. Not really a bunker or even any sort of survival station, this place was a low-cost creation of the Mad Dogs themselves, she guessed. It was little more than a wide space with metal racks upon racks loaded with missiles, guns, and just about everything else in between.

      “Ha, well. Who needs the introduction, right?” Holler said from where he was sitting on the top of a large plastic crate, busy lighting a small pipe. Another feature of the Breakers and smugglers, Holly noted. They cared little for safety.

      Within moments, the acrid bitter smell of something burning filled the room, layered with something sweet like cherry. Holly watched as Max took a long drag on the tiny pipe before coughing as he let out a long stream of smoke.

      “Is this the bit where you tell me your evil plans?” Holly said with a frown, already hating the guy. Max Holler, leader of the Mad Dogs, appeared to be exactly what she had feared he was and the exact type of Breaker smuggler that she hated. All self-confidence and ego and thinking themselves to be the hottest thing since the Sun.

      “Because seriously,” Holly groaned. “I could really do without that part, and we all know how this is going to go anyway,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly to look at him.

      Holler raised an eyebrow at her as a smirk played on the edge of his mouth. “Oh, we do, do we?” he asked. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

      Arrogant son-of-a . . . Holly bit back the curse because, after all, he was the one with several armed smugglers pointing their guns at her and her field unit.

      “You’re probably going to kick us around a bit. Maybe even do some damage—but you’re not going to kill us,” Holly said seriously.

      “Oh, I’m not, am I?” Holler’s grin widened, and now it was a full, wolfish smile. With a hint of teeth.

      “No.” Holly shook her head. “No, not even you would be stupid enough to kill a unit of Earth Alliance Marines,” Holly said. “It might be different if you just happened to kill us in a firefight or a chase or whatever. But executing a bunch of unarmored marines will turn the biggest manhunt the Breaker Group has ever seen into an unlimited open season on the Mad Dog gang, with the marines not stopping and not caring if anyone takes a potshot at you and those that harbor you.”

      Holly shrugged. She knew that it was true, even though the precise reasoning behind it was a bit shady. It was a fact that the Earth Alliance Marine Corps, the very same people whom she worked for, usually treated the Breaker Group with contempt, but that contempt could turn into cold, calculated torment if the Breakers went too far.

      And I am relying on that, she thought with a large dollop of shame and disdain for herself as she thought it too. There was a time when she would have hated the Marine Corps for those double standards.

      Now, she was relying on them.

      “However, if you let us go, then all that will happen is that I’ll probably lose my command over allowing my team to be taken hostage, and you’ll have some extra charges on your sheet.” Holly shrugged once more. “You know what I’m saying is true, Holler. You don’t need the hassle and quite frankly, neither do we.”

      “Oh,” the leader of the Mad Dogs said, “that’s good to know, then.”

      The man took another drag on his pipe before standing up slowly and luxuriantly, stretching so that Holly and the others could hear the pop of his shoulders.

      “Hmm yeah. That sure is all figured out, the way you put it,” he said, turning around to inspect the crate he had been sitting on as if he had only just realized what it was.

      “What do you figure is in here?” Holler said with a grin, looking over his shoulder at her.

      “How would I know?” Holly said.

      “Hmm, fair point.” Holler reached up and did something near the top lid of the crate. He hit a series of buttons or scanned some code that Holly didn’t even know how he got a hold of and then stepped back.

      The crate unfolded itself, its top flipping open and the front folding down as something rose from its heart.

      It was a suit, Holly saw, on its own automated holder.

      More than that, it was a Marine Corps suit.

      “Holy—!” Falko started to swear, and Holly could well agree with him.

      “How in the name of all the stars did you get that?!” Holly demanded. It was more than just an insult to the Corps. It should have been technically impossible for anyone who didn’t have a Marine Corps ID tied to their biosigns and personal data cloud to ever gain operational access to one of those.

      “Hmm, pretty funky, huh?” The leader of the most powerful smuggler gang that human history had ever known just smirked, standing up to point at several features of the Marine Corps encounter suit.

      “Hot off the press. This isn’t just your average Recon Squad suit,” Max Holler said before shooting an amused look at Holly.

      He knows who I am. He knows my unit, Holly thought. For the first time, she felt actually worried.

      “Look here,” he pointed to the wrist, the gloves, the back, all of which appeared to be bulkier and better armored. “And here.” He indicated the hips and joints where the plates were much finer than Holly’s own, allowing for flexibility.

      “I asked you where you got it!” Holly demanded once more, but the smuggler leader simply ignored her as he turned to whistle into the gloom.

      “Bring up some of them guns, guys—the new ones!” he shouted, and a few moments later, there came the heavy clump of metal boots. A number of Mad Dog smugglers arrived, carrying in their arms bulky, compact submachine guns.

      Only they weren’t SMGs, were they? Holly’s eyes narrowed. They were too big for a regular submachine gun. Even the heavy ones. They also had a strange, curved piece of whitish metal on the front like a cover, protecting the bulky components behind it.

      And Holly had seen that shape of weapon before, hadn’t she? She’d certainly seen that sort of whitish metal before too.

      Only they had been in very different hands than the human’s. The Thaal.

      “Brand new, commissioned and created, first-generation replica weapons, destined for the Marine Corps front line,” Max Holler said in an elaborate, showmanship way, “. . . and they ain’t going to get there!” He burst into a cackle of laughter.

      “What? I mean—what?!” Holly was astonished. If the man wasn’t lying—and right about now, she could see no reason why he would be—then Holly had no idea how the first generation of experimental weaponry, clearly developed and based on the Thaal’s own weapons, could have ended up out here in the Asteroid Belt, in the Breaker Group, and in his hands.

      “Oh ho, I haven’t even shown you the best part yet!” Holler crowed, “Although, y’know—these beauties come pretty close.” He walked forward to casually take the gun from the first of his smugglers and point it at Holly.

      “Fires an actual laser beam, if you believe it. Just like the aliens do!”

      “Force beam,” Holly corrected him. “Technically, they’re called force beams . . .”

      “Looks like a damn laser to me!” Mad Dog laughed, jerking it up to the roof and—

      He didn’t fire it, but instead let out a sigh of pleased surprise.

      “Nah, even I’m not that stupid,” he laughed. “This thing can cut through metal and rock like butter, right? But then again—you already knew that, didn’t you, Captain Cropper?”

      “Holler, this is important,” Holly snarled at him. “Where did you get this stuff? This is needed for the war effort. You can’t seriously be thinking that you can make a profit on it?”

      “Profit?!” Max Holler said. His tone sounded outraged and surprised in equal measure. “I can make myself not just a profit, Captain, but a damn retirement fund on selling just one of these guns!” he said. The smile abruptly dropped from his face, and the smuggler showman act was gone.

      “You have no idea, do you?” he said seriously, now holding the experimental laser gun in his hands protectively like it was a baby.

      “What are you talking about . . . ?” Holly whispered.

      Max was silent for a moment before he cleared his throat. “The entire Marine Network is down. Everything—satellites, relays, HQs, ships. Everything from Pluto to Earth has gone dark, and every habitat, station, and planet is in free fall . . .”

      Holly opened and closed her mouth in shock. “The comms outage,” she breathed, looking at Falko. “I thought that was the smugglers doing that or some trick of the Asteroid Belt, but . . .”

      “But it’s not me, and it’s not some trick,” Max Holler said seriously, this time turning to whistle to the rest of his crew, signaling them to pack the suit away and get back to work.

      “The entire Marine Corps network is down, and there isn’t anybody coming to help or rescue anybody, Captain.” He snarled the last word, throwing it at her like an insult.

      “And from where I’m standing, that can only mean one thing—that the aliens have done it. They’ve found a way to stop all communications. It’s classic military disruption tactics 101, and now we’re all sitting ducks.”

      The Thaal are coming. The Thaal are coming . . . Holly thought, the voice in her head in a slow-burn panic.

      “I scored this stuff with a lot of help, tip-offs, and an awful lot of life lost on our part,” the leader of the Mad Dogs said. “And the way I see it, it’s everyone for themselves now. No one can save the solar system. The best we can do is save ourselves.”

      At that, he grunted at the other waiting smugglers.

      “Get them up. They’re coming with me. And get the rest of this stuff loaded!” he barked at them before he turned on his heel. Heavy, grabbing hands seized Holly and the rest and dragged them after him.

      The Thaal are coming. The Thaal are coming, Holly kept thinking.

      And who was left to stop them?
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      “We have to get word out to the rest of the Outer Group,” Holly was muttering to Falko. The pair were dragged through the airlock, back out onto the face of the asteroid, and dumped into the Mad Dog’s hold along with the rest of the baggage.

      “And how are we going to do that, exactly?” Falko groaned, moving his shoulders to indicate that their hands were still firmly locked.

      “I guess we could headbutt them into submission, take over the ship, and then yell really loud out the portholes?” he suggested.

      “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you,” Holly bickered back in response.

      Yet another crate was wheeled in to be stacked against the far wall. They were making space for more of the stolen equipment, and Max seemed to be getting fraught. He had lost his outer demeanor as the suave and devilish smuggler boss and now presented one of annoyance.

      “My ship! The rest of my team!” Holly barked at him, her recent words with Falko only making her more annoyed.

      Max looked over at her. At first, he did not seem to see her as anything other than another piece of annoying baggage.

      “If what you’re saying is right, Holler, then at least let us go. Give us a fighting chance against the Thaal!” she demanded.

      “Pff!” Max stalked towards them, the experimental gun now hanging at his belt. “Like I can trust any of you Marine Corps—especially you, Cropper!” he stated. “You’ll just turn your guns on me the second you can!”

      He knows I’m a Breaker, Holly thought. Perhaps not surprising. Her name was well-known following the Hephaestus Station incident as the first Breaker woman to make it into the Corps.

      “I’ve told your other two ships that I’ve got you, and if they so much as use a positional thruster, I’m throwing you out the nearest airlock without a suit . . .” At that petty cruelty, he grinned, perfectly playing his part, Holly thought.

      “Come on, Holler—if you’re right, then you know that this won’t last. If the Thaal are coming, you’re going to need the Marine Corps,” Holly started to say.

      “Shut up!” Max took a sudden fast step towards Holly, raising a gloved hand as if to strike her.

      Holly glared up at him, her eyes bright flints of rage and hatred.

      “You like hitting unarmed women, too, Holler?” she hissed up at him. “Are you just another smuggler stereotype like all the rest?”

      She saw the emotions struggling over Holler’s face, contesting and vying for dominance as he wondered whether he was actually going to do it. Then he quickly dropped his arm to his side.

      “A traitor like you isn’t worth it!” he threw at her instead.

      Yeah, Holly thought. That stung. A lot, if she admitted it fully.

      “The Breakers have never needed the Marine Corps, as you well know!” Max continued to rant. “All that they’ve given us is misery and high taxes. Standing aside and letting the Corps do what they want with us!”

      It was true, Holly had to admit. There was a good reason why the Marine Corps was so hated. Why she had hated the Marine Corps herself so much, too.

      And now that General Addison is in charge—isn’t the situation between Inner and Outer worlds just going to get worse? Holly had to think. The new Earth general appeared to hate Breakers, even the ones in uniforms.

      “The marines aren’t going to come and help us Breakers! They never were!” He announced. “They’re going to protect the Inner System. They’re going to protect Earth—just like always!”

      He has yet another point, Holly considered.

      “I’m not,” she said defiantly. “I’m not going to give up on the Breakers. I’m not going to give up on my home.”

      “You already did!” Max shouted, almost a laugh, almost a choke of anger.

      “Captain Holly Cropper—the Breaker who ran off to join the other side. Who came back and nearly destroyed Hephaestus!”

      “I saved Hephaestus, you idiot!” Holly shouted back. “Ask anyone there—they’ll tell you the same. When the killbots were released, I stood against the corporate mercenaries to save Hephaestus from them!”

      “Pffft!” Max sucked his teeth, a gesture of contempt for everything that Holly had said.

      “And just what would you promise to do, Captain Holly Cropper, all on your own—single-handedly save every Breaker station from here to Saturn? Do you really think that you are that amazing?” the smuggler leader scoffed. “That sort of arrogance is exactly what an Earther marine would say!”

      “Max!” Holly demanded, willing him to listen to her, to see the truth of what she was saying. “I’m living proof that the Marine Corps can change. That we—the Breakers—can have a say in things, too! That’s why I’m out here. And you got to know that we need everyone we can get, Inner and Outer, if we’re going to win against the Thaal.”

      “Lies. More lies,” Max said—just as there was a snarl of static from his earpiece from the local ship radio. Holly strained her ears, but she didn’t catch all of it.

      “. . . off the plane of Saturn . . . Jupiter, Mars—Earth . . .” the worried voice at the end of the line said.

      “Kronos is reporting casualties. They’re saying almost a thousand dead . . .”

      “Holler? Holler—what is it?!” Holly asked as an icy premonition ran through her body. Her cells knew what it was, even before she did.

      In turn, the smuggler leader just swiveled to look at her, his face a mixture of terror and curdling fury.

      “Well. It has happened,” he said, his voice a flat tone. “They’re here. The aliens are here—and they’re killing everyone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Thaal Starcraft, Saturnian Space

      

      “What is happening?!” Rachel hissed through breathy gasps as the Special Ops marines raced her through the Thaal starcraft. They weren’t marching or jogging, they were running.

      A moment earlier and Rachel had been conducting her scans and experiments alongside the Duke AI. Suddenly, suit radios started blaring, and Rachel was very forcefully “suggested” (there was no asking involved) to leave.

      “But what is it? What is going on?!” she asked as she ran after the Special Ops marines down first one alien corridor and then the next.

      On her third pounding step after asking the question, she noticed the tremor that ran through the ship. A tremor that was alive under her feet and seemed to be coming from the ship itself.

      The ship, Rachel thought. The ship itself was coming alive.

      “Activating,” she corrected herself quickly. Not coming alive per se—it was activating, and a quick glance at her wrist computer only confirmed it. The Thaal starcraft was giving off vast amounts of energy and data signals, myriads of pulses at different frequencies.

      “The craft is activating,” Rachel confirmed. “That could only mean that . . .”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence since instantly, the entire craft lurched to one side, and she was thrown against the wall.

      BRRRRAAOOO—

      A terrible, alarm-like wailing sound erupted from the walls, little gusts of steam burst into the room, and with this—lasers.

      “Down, down!” she heard the nice young Special Ops officer, who hadn’t been very expressive before, completely choked with fear. Thin lines of gleaming, red light flashed across their path, swerving towards them.

      The Special Ops marines, even when under duress and with no clear orders (other than Get out of there!) had still always acted according to protocol. Even when they had found themselves inside an alien ship that was waking up and intended to kill them.

      This meant that, as protocol had suggested, there were three Special Ops marines in front taking point, a further one on either side of Rachel, and another two behind.

      The red line of laser light struck the first marine at the front, throwing him backwards, while another line of light struck another of the point guard, hitting them in the visor and causing a flash and a smell of burning meat as they dropped to their knees, screaming.

      Rachel staggered and fell backwards as those in front started to fall. She didn’t have time to think before heavy, gauntleted hands seized her shoulder and were pulling her backwards.

      “She’s Gold clearance! Protect the doctor at all costs!” that nice young officer was saying, and Rachel was practically carried backwards while the red Thaal laser light from the walls flashed again, slicing across their number.

      “Here! Left, left!” one of the marines was shouting. Rachel was suddenly shoved down one of the side passages, where apparently there weren’t any of the Thaal wall lasers currently trying to kill them.

      She hit the wall and collapsed into a crouch, Special Ops marines falling back beside her. There were far fewer of them than there had been before.

      “Base station! Base station, come in!” the officer was shouting into their suit mic as just two other marines joined them out of the original seven. The Thaal lasers had been powerful, fast, and small—enough to punch holes through suits and to melt and shatter the thinner visors that each marine wore over their face.

      “Attention all units. General broadcast. Enemy Craft 02 approaching our vector. All teams to return to station . . .”

      The message that erupted into Rachel’s own suit was terrifying enough, especially when she realized that it wasn’t their own starcraft that the message was talking about. It was clearly referring to another starcraft, one that had arrived since they had been in here.

      One that had been summoned here? The thought flashed through Rachel’s mind. At the same time, it became obvious why this ship was suddenly waking up and had become so deadly.

      The Thaal are returning . . . Their technology is reactivating. It was precisely the tactic that they had used before, with ancient, dormant signal beacons that woke up when interfered with and automatically triggered the drone starcraft to arrive.

      “Something triggered them. Something caused this,” Rachel said as the voice of one of the two remaining marines burst through her thoughts.

      “Lieutenant! The corridor!” the man shouted. Rachel turned, too, to see a wall of white starting to unfold down the passageway, almost blocking a quarter of the route ahead.

      “Move it!” the nice young lieutenant shouted, once again grabbing Rachel’s shoulder as he hurled her before them. All four of them ran towards the block.

      Halfway. The Thaal door had already unfolded itself to halfway by the time that Rachel dove, arms first, into a roll underneath it. The lieutenant was right beside her, and the next Special Ops marine had to slide. But the alien corridors were only so wide. Only so many human marines in Special Ops encounter suits could fill it at any given time. The third and final marine was just a couple of seconds behind them, too slow, and they hit the side of the wall when it was just a foot from the floor.

      “Anish!” the lieutenant cried out, dropping to the floor and grabbing their rifle, clearly intending to jam it in the crack.

      But it was no good. By the time that he had pulled his rifle up, it was already too late. The Thaal door had closed, and all sound or sign of Special Ops Marine Anish were gone.

      “Anish! Can you hear me?!” the lieutenant was shouting, but there was nothing. Nothing over the suit-to-suit radios and nothing from the other side of the door, either.

      “Sir? Do we wait?” the last remaining Special Ops marine in their tiny unit said. “We could try to circle back around.”

      Rachel saw the nice young lieutenant grit his teeth, look at her, then at the door, then hiss suddenly in exasperation.

      “We have our orders. Protect the asset at all costs. Corporal Anish is well-trained. He knows what he is doing,” the marine officer stated. “We make for the docking platform. The mission comes first.”

      “Sir . . .” a thought had struck Rachel.

      The ship is activating. The ship is treating us like invaders. And the ship is entirely automated . . .

      “Invaders,” she said. The lieutenant was already on his feet, leading them towards the far end of the corridor at a jog. His rifle up, he was scanning the walls and ceiling for any more gusts of gasses that could signal lasers or doors.

      “It’s treating us like a virus,” Rachel said. “This ship is entirely automated, and its internal defenses have been awakened.”

      “I think we got that picture, Doctor,” said the second marine harshly. The lieutenant gave him a quick bark of rebuke at his tone.

      “Clear,” the lieutenant said. “This corridor should join up to the next radial. We might be able to double back to the docking platform.”

      “No, you don’t understand!” Rachel said, slowing down. “We’re the invaders here. The ship knows its own body, and it knows what route we’ll have to take.”

      “Doesn’t change the mission, ma’am,” the lieutenant said. “Marines don’t do pessimism,” he said, pausing to look at her with a glare. “We keep moving.”

      “We’ll die if we do that!” Rachel insisted. “Our only hope is to—is to . . .” her thoughts raced.

      The Thaal starcraft was entirely automated. It would be able to predict their available options before even they could. It knew its own passageways, after all.

      “Our only hope is to . . .” she murmured her thoughts. “Is to camouflage our existence here . . .”

      The other Special Ops marine let out a sigh of disbelief. “Well, if you’ve got an idea how to do that, ma’am, then we’re all ears!” He was clearly annoyed and at the end of his tether with the situation that was quickly becoming uncontrollable.

      The lieutenant, however, wasn’t so harsh. He paused, spinning on his heels. “Corporal,” he warned his second before looking at Rachel. “Doctor—solutions?”

      “The Thaal signal,” Rachel was already moving her hand to her wrist controller. “I’ve got so many copies and snippets of it loaded. It’s what this ship responds to—” It’s what woke it up, she didn’t add.

      “I think if I play that signal, emitting it as a close frequency field, it might just mask our presence inside this ship. The Thaal computers or whatever control system they have won’t be able to register us.”

      It didn’t take the lieutenant long to consider. In the next heartbeat, he had nodded. “Do it. Then we make for the docking station.”

      “Yes sir.” Rachel nodded quickly, turning to her wrist and starting to change the parameters of her own suit’s transmissions as they marched forward, rerouting her data file into the suit sensors and the local suit-to-suit transmission system. As a Planetary Linguist, and one who had been studying the new alien threat for almost a year, she’d had plenty of experience with transmitter tech, as well.

      “Left,” the lieutenant said at the next intersection, popping his head out to look down the cross junction of alien corridors. “Clear,” he said, stepping out with rifle raised as Rachel followed, and the third marine brought up the rear.

      Rachel’s hands found the Thaal signal clips, the original one from the beacon, and the background recordings she’d taken of this very starcraft itself.

      Which recording?! The Thaal beacon activated the ship—the original beacon made it dangerous. Will the background readings be enough?! Rachel thought as she marched behind the lieutenant into the new corridor.

      Phhht! There were hisses of gasses from the ceiling in the corridor behind them.

      “Sir!” the second Special Ops marine warned.

      The background recording, Rachel hit her holo signal for play, and a deep, almost subsonic wave of static started to amplify at the edge of her hearing, amplified from her own suit’s microphones.

      The gasses evaporated into the air, and Rachel, the lieutenant, and the Special Ops corporal froze. They saw a glint of small devices, black plastic or crystal up there in the walls—but no sudden, gleaming beams of red light. No killing lasers.

      “Thank the stars,” Rachel breathed a shaking sigh of relief.

      “How far does this field go? Are we immune?” the lieutenant was turning, easing himself forward.

      “The transmitter wave should fill this corridor,” Rachel said. “Although I have no idea what the sensitivity of this ship’s scanners are.” She winced. “But my suit should be able to transmit the strongest recording for about thirteen to fifteen feet in every direction.”

      “We’d better keep you close then,” the lieutenant said abruptly, even offering her a short, wry grin. “This way.” He nodded as the two marines closed ranks around Rachel and started a quick jog up through the main radial corridors of the Thaal ship.

      It was right about now, when the immediate threat of being punctured by a high-intensity laser was gone, that Rachel suddenly realized that the Duke AI was not with them.

      “The Duke?!” she uttered. “Where is it?!”

      The military intelligence didn’t follow us? Rachel thought in alarm. Had they mistakenly left one of the most important bits of military tech behind them in the nerve center of the Thaal starcraft?

      “Nuts!” the lieutenant hissed as he paused at the next intersection, nodding down the next left. “Is there any chance that the ship wouldn’t attack it, given, y’know . . .”

      That it’s a creepy son-of-a-what made of metal and laced crystal electronics? Rachel completed silently.

      “Every chance, I suppose,” she considered. After all, it didn’t have the same biosignals as any human did.

      And what was more, the Duke was far more intelligent than any human. Any entire college of human professors, probably. It would have figured out a way to mask its signal just as Rachel had within seconds.

      And she knew only too well that it already had a library of the same Thaal beacon signatures as she did, right? The thought bit at her, worried at her mind.

      “Is there any chance it had different mission orders for this?” Rachel asked, annoyance flashing through her as she remembered its arrogant-seeming declaration of importance to her in the nerve center.

      “Probably,” the lieutenant sighed. At least Rachel then knew that there was no love lost from her other flesh-and-blood colleagues towards the floating intelligence, and there wasn’t from her either.

      But still—there was something bothering her about this.

      “Up ahead, we should be . . .” the lieutenant turned the last intersection to suddenly be presented with a terrible vision.

      The corridor that they had stepped into was wide. Wide enough for the specialists of military intelligence to build a bridgehead here, where they had first gained entry to the Thaal starcraft.

      There were the crates and the boxes of equipment, both military and scientific. There were the backup generators, the transmitters, the scanners, and there stood the reserve military equipment.

      And there were the bodies of all of the Special Ops marines, each one of them punctured by the Thaal ceiling lasers.

      “No!” The lieutenant let out a low moan, but it was already clearly too late for the men and women on the ground. All of the standby guard had been killed by the starcraft. All of them.

      But what was almost as bad, Rachel saw, was the fact that the large and white Thaal bulkhead doors were closed at the end of the corridor. They should have been able to see through them to the other side where the Earth Alliance military intelligence had built the docking station right outside. There was nothing.

      “Shortwave scanners,” the lieutenant said. The pictures activated and were thrown to each of their encounter suit’s visor heads-up displays.

      It showed the corridor around them, the warning red tags over the dead bodies, the pulse of uncertain orange energy in the walls, floors, and ceilings of the Thaal ship itself. Rachel waited as the lieutenant zoomed out, setting the scanners to maximum—for them to penetrate the walls and reveal nothing on the other side.

      Absolutely nothing.

      “Base station, base station—can you read?” the lieutenant said over and over. “Dammit!” the young man hissed. “With the Marine Servers down, we’re reduced to local transmissions. Suit-to-suit and ship-to-ship. I haven’t got the power to get this out there.”

      “The transmitter,” Rachel said, moving to the backup equipment and trying not to think about the fact that she was stepping over the bodies of others.

      “It’ll boost our range,” she was explaining, already hunkering down and flicking switches across the transmitter’s body. There was a brief flash of diodes from the actual body of the unit.

      “Its reserve power is good. Switching to manual override,” she said, tapping it with her suit’s wrist controller.

      
        
        User Input: (Dr.) CROW, R. [Alpha-Silver-Black]

        Accessing Transmitter Unit . . .

        Transferring Local Control Systems . . .

        /Linking with Local Group: Special Ops Away Team #1 . . .

        Access granted . . .

      

      

      All of a sudden, as the transmitter woke up and boosted their suit-to-suit signals, the Thaal background sound in Rachel’s ears increased a notch, and the microphones sharpened into crisp, pin-drop detail. But it wasn’t these enhancements that Rachel was looking for. It was for the extended range that it would add to their suit-to-suit sensors.

      “Lieutenant, it’s all yours,” Rachel said, transferring command permissions.

      “Activating deep field scan now,” the lieutenant said.

      
        
        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        ERROR!

        Access to Marine Server Network denied . . .

      

      

      That message had become familiar by now, but the lieutenant ignored it and moved to the local scanners that every suit had, buoyed and amplified through the backup transmitter.

      Out of nowhere, a holo map started to populate itself across the top right of Rachel’s and everyone else’s suits. It wasn’t off the corridor in detail as it had been before. Instead, it was of their general area, the curve of the interior of the starcraft to one side and then the outer limits of the radial spike arms beyond.

      The scanning image zoomed out once more, revealing the Thaal starcraft as a warning orange vector with their own green tags jostling for position within it. It showed the near space around them.

      There was no docking station.

      It also showed the movement of the nearest stars, including Saturn.

      “We’re moving. The entire craft is moving—but where?” Rachel asked. Then the transmitter zoomed out once more, this time reaching its maximum potential . . .

      To see that they were not alone in their flight.

      There, on the edge of the scan and matching their trajectory, was another Thaal starcraft picked out in orange vector just like their own.

      “It’s what base station told me when we were told to leave,” the lieutenant confirmed. “The Thaal have returned, hitting Jupiter, Mars, Earth—and us.”

      Rachel listened to his words with a dull sort of terror. They were trapped on an alien starship, hurtling towards goodness knows where, and probably were about to have front row seats to the destruction of humanity.

      But Rachel’s mind was still racing. What do I have? she thought. I have my suit, transmitter, and backup tech. I have the Thaal signals—and I have a Thaal starcraft.

      If only she could figure out a way to make it all work together.
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      Python Asteroid Cluster, Asteroid Belt, Breaker Group

      

      “Kronos is out, and they’re heading for Hephaestus.”

      Holly was listening to the urgent conversations between the Mad Dog leader and his fellows. The smuggler craft was roaring through space, flying along the plane of the Asteroid Belt as it surged back towards the largest of the Breaker Group stations.

      “Kronos is out?!” Holly breathed, “What do you mean?”

      Surprisingly, Max had brought her with him to the bridge of the smuggler ship, perhaps as a way to prove to her how royally screwed they all were. He still hadn’t undone her bonds yet, though.

      “You know that the Breaker Group has always run its own deep space network,” Max said, and Holly nodded. The pirated and self-launched satellite arrays were deemed highly illegal by the Marine Corps, a haven not just for pirate radio networks but also for black market trade. In effect, an alternative system of governance to the one that the Marine Corps ran.

      “Well, that’s not down, and it’s through that, we got this.” Max flung his hand towards the screens, manipulating a series of holo recordings to suddenly jump into life . . .

      There were glitchy images of packed and filled corridors, undeniably the greasy, loud, and busy avenues of the Breaker Group station of Kronos. Holly would recognize the industrial factory habitat anywhere, just as she would recognize any Breaker Group station. They were poor, they were brash, dirty, and everyone was partly an engineer.

      The images showed the corridor ahead packed as screams and sparks filled the air.

      “Get to the lifeboats!” someone was shouting, along with people calling out the names of loved ones, desperate, crying.

      “What’s going on?” Holly asked, although she could see clearly that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      “Wait for it . . .” Max growled. The image of the packed corridor only intensified, getting worse as people piled into the corridor, started filling up the space. They were panicked and terrified of something—suddenly, the entire craft lurched to one side and sparks blew across the image.

      The feed changed, this time showing a distant view of the multi-layered platform that was Kronos, all dark and blue and black, with giant asteroid-crunching factories underneath it. It was decorated with a thousand tiny pinpricks of light from its own spotlights. Like all Breaker Group stations, it was also a factory and a habitat as well, with the task of turning asteroids into worthwhile minerals or of sending teams and equipment to suck up resources from the nearest planets and planetoids.

      It was mobile, technically—although Kronos itself stayed in a relatively similar position for years at a time because it was too costly, time-consuming, and dangerous to change its course.

      And then, seen from one of the pirate Breaker satellites from afar, the entire station jerked to one side, listing. Tiny rosettes of brilliant white explosion domes expanded and faded over its far side.

      “Stars!” Holly exclaimed. “What was that?! What happened?!”

      Max Holler at her side said nothing but kept watching the feed as the entire Kronos Station lurched to one side . . .

      As a new shape appeared, distant at first, over its horizon. The unmistakable Christmas-bauble shape of a Thaal starcraft. As they watched, it shot another beam of solid purple and red straight at it. Kronos jerked to one side again, spilling smaller explosion rosettes and scattering tiny, fast-moving escape pods at the same time.

      And then the image clicked off, disappearing in an instant.

      “But—but what happened to Kronos? Is it still . . . ?” Holly was murmuring, aghast.

      “We have no idea,” the Mad Dog captain said. “But the Breaker satellites are reporting that another of those things is moving on Hephaestus.”

      No! Holly thought, her heart clenching tight in her chest. No, not Hephaestus.

      Hephaestus was her home. Had been her home, back before she had joined the Marine Corps. She had gone back and saved it once already, and now it seemed that all of the blood and sweat that she had spilled would be in vain.

      “That’s right. The Old H,” Max said. The giant X-frame that was Hephaestus was also the unofficial capital of the Breaker Group. The oldest of the stations and the one with the most history and the most people.

      “We can’t let that happen . . .” Holly said.

      “Guess where we’re heading?” Max the Mad Dog leader said sarcastically. “And while your Marine Corps is busy looking after the corporations, I’m going to put to good use all that tech. Got it?” He threw a nod back at the rear of the craft where, behind walls and doors and everything else, there were crates and crates of military hardware . . .

      “Okay, okay . . .” Holly said, suddenly realizing that she wasn’t feeling torn. Not really. Her training was telling her that she should be looking at the big picture, that she should be thinking about humanity, the Marine Corps, the entire threat across both Outer and Inner systems—but her heart was just focused on Hephaestus.

      Her home. Her people.

      Maybe the Mad Dogs are making some kind of sense, Holly had to admit to herself. The rest of the system is in chaos. Time to protect what you can.

      “I want to help,” she whispered, her voice low and serious as her eyes sought out the smuggler leader’s.

      Max, in turn, caught her eyes and held them for a moment, regarding her steadily. There was a sense of recognition or respect in that look, as if he really saw her, finally, as a Breaker first and a marine second.

      “Look, I just want to help,” Holly said, nodding at the frozen images of Kronos under attack. “I don’t know what else I can do, but I know I can fight.”

      Max was silent for a long time before he nodded to himself. “I guess that’s all that matters now,” he murmured.

      “Boss?!” one of the pirates at the comms said, looking up through a haze of straggly beard and earpieces.

      “Mulholland?” the smuggler leader nodded to him.

      “I got a high-intensity broadcast coming out of the Breaker satellite network. It’s hitting our ship, and . . .” the comms pirate said. His brow furrowed as agitation was written clearly all over his face, and his eyes slid towards Holly.

      “And it’s being sent straight to her suit identifier, boss. You know you told me to take her suit controller? Well, the message is being sent straight to that!”

      Max growled and spun to face Holly. “Is this some Marine Corps trick?! Have they found a way to break into the Breaker Group satellite grid?!”

      “I—I—how am I supposed to know?!” Holly blinked as the comms specialist nodded to the screen. They flicked switches to bring up the message.

      
        
        Encrypted Message XB105cc/H.CROPZY32A103 . . .

      

      

      “What is that? It’s got to be your superiors, right?” Max was demanding.

      “Look, even if it is.” Holly shrugged. “I’m still tied up fast! There’s nothing I can do. They probably want to know where all of their units are, to try and stop this mess!”

      The smuggler chief and the marine stared at each other for an uneasy silence before they nodded, once.

      “Decrypt it,” Max said.

      Holly Cropper opened her mouth, not really wanting to know if it was going to be General Addison or Commander Silas barking at her.

      “Authorization: Vocal, Captain Holly Cropper,” she heard herself say, and the line of blinking code above instantly dissolved and was replaced with a line of text.

      
        
        “Holly, I have no idea if you can hear this. Or if you will ever hear this or even if you are alive, but this is Dr. Crow aboard the reactivated Thaal starcraft. I think I know a way to stop the attack. But you’ll have to rendezvous with me. My coordinates are heading sunward from Saturn at 0.13.04xG. The Thaal starcraft are automated. They’re all automated. They’re just going to keep coming unless we deliver a strike that will take out the Thaal frequency network—”

        

      

      “The Thaal frequency what?!” Max said. “What on Earth is she saying?!”

      “She isn’t on Earth,” Holly muttered. That was essentially how they stopped it the last time, too, wasn’t it? The starcraft had been drawn by the beacon into human space. It had kept on coming until they had found a way to turn that beacon off.

      
        
        “. . . each starcraft is automated, and it runs via frequencies. Gravitational waves that lead back to the Thaal star. We just need to disrupt that frequency . . . But each starcraft is directly linked to that star, you see? They have onboard navigation and homing systems.”

        

      

      The Thaal star, Holly realized. A sudden memory of what she had seen filled her vision. She knew exactly what the doctor was talking about because she had looked up into the alien space, and she had seen it. She had stepped through the Hyperspace Gate and into that alien plain . . . before detonating the tactical nuke.

      She had looked up and seen two golden orbs in the sky, one vast, one tiny.

      Golden orbs shining like metal stars.

      “I know what she’s talking about. Can we send her a message back?” Holly asked urgently, leaning forward to the console as if by will alone she could force it to answer for her.

      “Uh, uhr—we can try to use the Breaker satellite network, but I have no idea if she’ll be able to read it or pick up on the message,” the smuggler comms guy said.

      “Do it!” Holly said abruptly. “Send a message back to that address—”

      “To the speeding Thaal starcraft that she is currently on?” Max said dourly.

      “Yes, to the speeding Thaal starcraft she is currently on!” Holly shouted in exasperation. “Ready?”

      There was a nod from the smuggler comms guy.

      “Doctor, this is Captain Cropper. Read and received. We’ll be with you as soon as we can, but we’re going to need a Hyperspace Gate. And a ton of ordinance.”

      “We got a ton of ordinance,” Max whispered beside her. “All donated by the Marine Corps,” he said with a wry grin. “We got laser guns, rifles, ammo, bullets, grenades, high-ex. Even a whole range of anti-ship missiles . . .”

      “That’ll do to begin with.” Holly nodded. “Change direction to rendezvous with the signal source.”
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      Approaching Jupiter System

      

      “Are you seriously suggesting that this is still a good idea, now? Y’know, after you’ve had any iota of time whatsoever to think about it at all?” Sergeant Marshal looked at his superior officer as if she was mad.

      She was, quite clearly—and Holly knew it.

      “I intend to dock with the enemy starcraft, transfer a frack-ton of everything explosive we have aboard, and use its homing system to smash into its own home star,” Holly repeated with a tight smile.

      “It is the only way to make sure that the attacks stop,” Holly continued as she looked around the large hangar at the assembled people before her.

      The Mad Dogs had allowed Sergeant Marshal Smith and the three Marine Corps Hornets to catch up with them, and they had quickly transferred Sergeant Marshal aboard the smuggler craft to discuss the operation.

      “I think she’s insane, too, if you ask me,” Max shrugged.

      “Couldn’t we just like, shoot the starcraft until they die?” offered Falko, grunting to one side of the desk. His suggestion earned an agreeing murmur from Marshal, and most of the smugglers listening here as well.

      “You listened to the doctor’s message,” Holly said. “And those of you who have flown with me before know the score. The Thaal operate two levels of technology. The first wave is mostly automated, relying on self-directed systems following signals and frequencies. These won’t stop or tire, and the Thaal can just keep on sending them out until our part of the galaxy is a blackened nova cloud, right?”

      Everyone shrugged.

      “The other part is the Hyperspace Gates to transport them. That means the Gates are choke points. They are vulnerable, just like at Camp Vigilant,” Holly said. “The Thaal seem to fire these automated attacks to shock and overwhelm while they prepare their far more precious and rarer resource—actual living soldiers who can be shot and killed.”

      “Humanity can’t do anything unless we stop those automated attacks. And we do that by disrupting the gravity wave—the frequency they rely on,” Holly explained, looking around at the faces of the bemused people sitting and standing around her.

      “And that means striking the Thaal Dyson Sphere, the system I saw when Bastion and I went through the Gate,” Holly explained.

      “I get what a Dyson Sphere is,” Smith said. “It’s a large construction around a star made of reflecting mirrors that capture a star’s energy and provide pretty much an infinite amount of power.”

      “Power that I’m pretty sure keeps the starcraft flying,” Holly said, repeating most of what the doctor had told her over their short and erratic conversations.

      “We smash that Dyson Sphere, we disrupt the frequency, the starcraft stop coming for us,” she said with a grin. “And as an added bonus, each of the starcraft have some sort of propulsion system that means that they can warp or jump or ripple along these frequencies at breakneck speed, right?”

      “Right . . .” Max said uncertainly. “Doesn’t stop the other problem though. You know, the giant purple guys with laser guns.”

      Holly let out a quick, exasperated sigh. He was right, of course. That part of her plan was woefully blank. She had no idea how to stop a Hyperspace Gate from being built or activated or opened. Who did? It wasn’t exactly like she was an expert at interstellar conflict.

      “I guess . . .” she started to say. “I guess that we just have to rely on guts and guns for that part,” she said in a much less confident voice. “Look, I have no idea how to defeat the Thaal warriors, other than I know that we can because I’ve fought them. But what I know we can’t defeat are the starcraft. They’re so advanced and so fast that it’s death just having them on the table . . .”

      There was silence for a long moment, and then a long, drawn-out coughing chuckle from Max.

      “Look, lady,” he said. “All I need to know is if this plan is going to kick the aliens’ ass and kick it bad.”

      “Yes,” Holly said with a grin. “Yes, it is.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Approaching . . .” Holly heard Marshal say as he assisted at the helm of the smuggler vessel (much to the annoyance of smuggler comms guy).

      Ahead of them in the star-filled night, they could make out the two racing shapes of the Thaal starcraft, one nearer than the other and both hurtling through space with their own corona of green-pink energy.

      “You got the doctor’s last message?” Holly hissed urgently. Max, sitting in the pilot’s command chair, just gave a grunt of annoyance.

      “If you interrupt again, I can still throw you in the brig,” he said with (almost) mock anger. “Yes, I got the doctor’s message,” he nodded to disgruntled comms guy.

      “Begin the relay. As loud as you can.”

      The switch was flipped, and a line of droning, sonorous static filled the helm of the smuggler ship, transmitted through their speakers and out into their transmitters. It was supposed to be as exact a match as possible with human transmitters for the background noise of the Thaal ship, and it enveloped them in a tiny frequency cloud.

      “Well, they’re not firing at us. That’s a start,” Marshal offered as they held their position for a moment longer.

      “Increase thrust. Begin rendezvous,” Max Holler grunted. Sergeant Marshal Smith nodded and started to ease the flight sticks forward. In response, the turbo injection system behind started to flare and fire. Their rockets propelled them faster and faster as they started to approach the outer starcraft.

      Holly’s now untied hands clenched on the back of one of the flight chairs as they neared the enemy. At any moment, it could shoot them down with a coruscating bolt of purple-and-pink energy, she knew.

      But they were transmitting the same frequency as the Thaal starcraft, and they slid past the enemy vessel without remark.

      “You know what to do after this, don’t you?” Holly was whispering.

      “Dear stars dammit!” Max snapped. “Yes. We’ve been over this a thousand times or more, got it? I transmit that frequency to everyone I know. All across the Breaker satellite network and get anyone listening to copy and transmit it, too, yeah?”

      Yeah, it’ll have to do, Holly thought. Unfortunately, the Breaker Group’s network of pirate satellites wouldn’t really do much more than create a camouflage for human vessels, and its reach was pretty constricted to near the Asteroid Belt, Jupiter, and out towards Saturn—it wouldn’t cover the Inner System at all.

      But it might help some, Holly knew. It might help Hephaestus.

      “Sir, we’re approaching target,” Marshal said as they swept past the attending alien starcraft and closed in on the further one. The one that currently held Dr. Crow.

      “Still broadcasting the signal. Cover seems to be holding,” Marshal announced. He took a look away from the screens and back at Holly.

      “You sure about this, sir?” she heard him say in a quieter voice, meaning, You don’t have to do this, y’know.

      But Holly did have to do this.

      “I’m sure,” she said, turning to grab her new suit and weapons.
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        * * *

      

      “Approaching in three . . . two . . .and go, go, go!”

      Marshal’s words were tight and controlled, but they had an edge of tension thrumming through them.

      Not as much tension as I have! Holly thought as the airlock to the smuggler hold opened. And even though she’d run through the depressurization, she still felt the yawn of the void as she was sucked into it . . .

      Ahead, a wall of white. Not white really. Not this close, anyway. The hull of the Thaal starcraft was in fact a yellowish-white, shot through with sheens of an iridescent color like a mother-of-pearl laminate on top of the outer metals. Weird how the Thaal could make a technology that was so beautiful in so many ways and yet so, so deadly.

      Holly, focus! she berated herself as she demanded attention. She was currently flying straight towards the hull of the Thaal starcraft, not even using the positional rockets of her suit modules. The push from her feet had been enough.

      “There. In position,” she said over the short, suit-to-ship radio in her suit. The long, glass-like spikes of the craft’s radial arms rose around her. She could see the wreckage of the previous docking platform between the bases of two of the spikes. An open gallery of heavier, uglier marine steels all but welded onto the side of the starcraft around a bulkhead door. From her angle of flight, Holly could see how the docking platform had been sheered away from whatever it had been attached to—the research station when the craft had been dormant.

      “Easy, easy on your four o’clock,” Marshal’s voice was whispering in her ear, and Holly had to flare her arms and legs, just kissing the button of her positional belt thruster to avoid scraping the side of the nearest spike radial. The docking platform was coming up fast, and she raised her knees to kick out with her feet.

      Thump!

      Her feet scraped across the marine steels of the platform. She threw her arms forward and slammed into the metal bulkhead, her suit doing the majority of the work in catching herself.

      “Ugh,” she groaned, feeling like a bean in a can as her body reverberated, despite all of the cushion padding. “Got it. I’m on,” she whispered as she quickly drew the metal cord from her belt to slap the magnet clamp onto the side of the bulkhead wall. She got to work.

      “Holly? I mean, Captain Cropper?” Her suit buzzed with the static-laden words of Rachel Crow, her signal boosted from the internal transmitter and bounced through to the smuggler ship and back again to Holly’s suit.

      “Dr. Crow to Captain Cropper,” she said again, sounding concerned.

      “I’m here. You probably heard the damn awful ding as I landed,” Holly said.

      “We heard you, and it’s a pleasure to have you here again. Remember what I told you. The beacon snippet, the first four bars opens the door.”

      “I remember,” Holly said. She switched her controls on her wrist computer as she neared the marine steel bulkhead. That one opened easily just with the addition of her suit ID.

      
        
        (Capt) CROPPER, H / Out. Comm. / Recon . . .

      

      

      There were still some electronics left in the outer docking station, and it shook open. Holly stepped into the small space between steel and alien metal, looking at the floret of crystal that was the Thaal door. The marine bulkhead hissed and closed behind her before hissing with pressurized gasses and steams.

      Thank the stars that this still works, Holly thought, unable to comprehend the forces that must have torn the docking platform in half when the starcraft started moving.

      She hit the replay holo command, and for an agonizing split second, nothing started to happen very quickly.

      And then, there was movement. The flower of crystal-laced white started to petal open, and Holly saw the wide and white alien corridor ahead, the large crates of marine equipment—and one by one, the downed bodies of the dead marines.

      “Rachel!” Holly jumped forward, and the Thaal door once again folded itself closed behind her with perfect grace.

      “Captain?!” She was there, along with two other Special Ops marines. Holly knew their designation since their suits were a matte, nonreflective black.

      Relief flooded through the captain at seeing her friend once again, and they folded into a short, fierce hug.

      “Bastion, Marshal?” Rachel was saying, just as—

      Phhht!

      There was the sudden escape of gasses from the ceiling ahead, and beams of red laser light scattering down at them.
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      “The defenses! It’s the ship defenses!” Rachel was shouting as Holly had grabbed her and thrown them back behind the giant, bulky marine transmitter in the corridor.

      “Akh!” There was a short, agonized scream and a grunt. One of the Special Ops marines fell to the floor, skewered by the laser light.

      “They shouldn’t have reactivated! We’re emitting the Thaal frequency signal!” the doctor said where she crouched beside the captain. “I’ve even found a way how different frequencies correct the craft’s direction—just a little more time, and I’ll be able to trigger the return sequence!”

      “A little more time and we’ll be toast,” Holly said with a growl. Her eyes flickered to her holo feed on the inside of her suit, replaying the last few moments of footage. There and there on the ceiling was where the laser placements were.

      “I’ve got all the software on my controller. I’m sure I can turn it off using Thaal frequencies,” the doctor said, her hands busy moving through the air as she hit invisible holocontrols.

      “I know where they are. I can get them,” Holly said, readying her experimental laser gun and hitting the power up for its nozzle to cycle to a glowing, hot orange.

      “No! They’re too fast!” Rachel said.

      “We have to do this,” Holly grunted, unclipping from her belt the positional thruster system.

      Now! With a sudden movement, she flicked the manual as she threw it. The miniature rockets fired and flared into life, sending the harness careening through the corridor.

      In the next heartbeat, she leaned, popping out to raise the new gun—firing. The ceiling laser had flickered, switching towards the new movement from the wildly careening, chaotic thruster as Holly targeted and fired. A beam of super-heated, concentrated particles slammed out of the nozzle, hitting the ceiling and scoring a black, drizzling heat line a little way to the right of the laser as it flickered back towards Holly.

      She had missed! But Holly twitched the solid laser beam to the turret. The line of light cut across the black alien metals, and it exploded in a shower of sparks and blossoming flame.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      But there was the second Thaal laser defense too—and before Holly could retarget her own beam, a thin needle of red light had shot outwards, slamming towards her.

      “Agh!”

      And hitting Rachel, who had raised herself from her crouch.

      “Doctor!” Holly shouted, moving her solid beam against the other emplacement as it, too, exploded under her fire. She turned quickly to see that the doctor was down, slumped against the wall with a steaming hole in the shoulder of her suit.

      “Rachel—what in the fracking stars were you doing?!” she demanded.

      “I had to distract it. It was going to kill you,” Rachel groaned, breathing in short and fast, breathy gasps.

      “I needed you working on the Thaal frequencies, dammit!” Holly said, her hurt and worry covered by dull anger. “How could you be so stupid! This is why I hate working with civilians.”

      “Ha,” Rachel coughed weakly.

      No blood, Holly noted quickly to herself. There was no blood on her lips when she coughed. The shot wasn’t that bad. The laser probably cauterized the wound at the same time, even. Her suit’s internal systems would work to seal the hole.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      But Holly’s suit was also blaring with alarms at the same time. There was a message hitting her suit from the outside.

      “Captain Cropper! This is Max—we’re registering activating systems from your craft.”

      “You’re telling me,” Holly murmured.

      “It’s powering up weapons! You have to get yourself and your people out of there! If it fires, we can’t hold our position!”

      But the ordinance they were supposed to bring over . . . Holly thought. She was supposed to load this thing with enough explosives, grenades, and stolen marine rockets that it would light up like an exploding star when it went off.

      “The other starcraft is doing the same—we have to pull back! I can’t jeopardize my crew.”

      “Give me the controls! Let me fly her!”

      Holly heard the urgent, argued words of Sergeant Marshal Smith as well as the Mad Dog chief over the line. The line suddenly clicked off.

      “What?!” she was hissing, looking in horror at Rachel, who was moving her hands above her wrist controller and trying to understand what was going on.

      “They’re right. The Thaal Ship, both of them, are waking up,” Rachel breathed in pain, flinging her results to Holly’s suit for her HUD to be overlaid with an enhanced scan image of the surroundings. It was an image created by the mobile transmitter, enhancing each marine suit’s natural sensors and expanding it, adding data from the near Breaker Group pirate satellites.

      It created a sensor map of the two Thaal starcraft, one moving erratically—Ours, Holly thought—and the other moving in a forward, exact line. And there was the smuggler craft, long neck, fat body, a set of four-part stubby wings around its largest rockets.

      Suddenly the entire starcraft around them shook, and Holly floundered to one side. It appeared that their craft had fired, shooting out a sudden, flaring attack vector at the smuggler ship that held Sergeant Smith, Max, and the Mad Dogs . . .

      And the sensor sweep went immediately dark.

      “They—we—they fired,” Rachel said in horror. “But they shouldn’t have. They were emitting the same Thaal signal that camouflages us!”

      It clearly doesn’t camouflage anyone! Holly thought.

      “Did it hit them? Are they alive?!” she hissed. “Mad Dog vessel, Sergeant Smith, come in, over. Repeat: this is Captain Cropper for Mad Dog vessel. What’s your situation?!” she demanded over her comms, to be met with a wall of static.

      “We can’t get through. I have no idea if . . .” Rachel said, as the entire Thaal craft rocked once more. “We fired again,” Rachel confirmed through gritted teeth. “But it should be impossible. Our signals match perfectly with those of the Thaal craft!”

      Holly felt a sudden icy coldness settle over her. This s it.

      They were alone on the Thaal Craft, and Max and the others—if they weren’t dead already—would have pulled back. They didn’t have the ordinance on board, so there was no way of knowing if they even could blow up the Thaal craft at all. Who knew what type of reactors this thing had? How shielded they were?

      And there is also no way for either of us to get off of it now.

      “What was our last course heading?” Holly pushed down the pain and the anger, the sense of frustration and uselessness, and tried to focus on what was right before her. What she could do.

      Rachel was squinting. She was in pain, but she was still there, still thinking. “Asteroid Belt. Hephaestus or Jupiter, I don’t know . . .” the doctor winced.

      Hephaestus, Holly thought. Probably the largest human station between here and Aries Station, near Mars. Even bigger than the corporate-run stations.

      And its size would probably be classed as a pretty important target by an alien civilization that didn’t understand human politics all that well, Holly thought.

      Hephaestus. Home.

      “Can you—do you still have access to the craft’s guidance system?” Holly asked. “Can we turn it around? Divert it?”

      Rachel opened her mouth to talk, then winced when the pain from her injury shot through her. A few breaths later, and she found the strength to talk.

      “I had it isolated, the gravitational carrier wave that this craft should follow back to their Dyson Sphere. I was sure that I had the different frequencies isolated: one to go forwards, one to return,” Rachel hissed. “But now that the ship has come alive again—is attacking us—I don’t know . . .”

      “We have to try,” Holly said. “Do it. Run the frequency to return.”

      Dr. Crow just looked at her. “You know what that means, right? That if we trigger this ship to return . . .”

      Holly nodded. “I know.” That hadn’t been in her original plans, of course. Her original plans had been to load the craft, get Rachel and her team of (now dead) Special Ops marines off of it, and somehow trigger the ship to fly back to collide with the Thaal Dyson Sphere.

      Easy peasy, right? the captain grimaced to herself.

      “Do it. Trigger the return. Even if we’re still on it, we have to do it—if you’re okay with it . . .” Holly asked abruptly, knowing that she was effectively asking Rachel to accept the same fate as herself.

      Dr. Crow gave her a weak smile. “I don’t have much choice, do I?” she offered wryly, but she was nodding. “I’m good. This is how we stop this. I’ve lived a life in science, Captain,” the doctor said. “Which is a life of service to the future of humanity. If my actions now can do the same, then I will.”

      And at that, Rachel depressed her finger over her wrist controller and hit the button.

      
        
        Alert! Unknown Signal registered . . .

      

      

      Holly’s suit blurted an alarm. The marine transmitter next to them started flickering with lights as it amplified the signal and pulsed the alien frequencies.

      This entire craft runs on frequencies, Holly thought as her gloved hands sought out the doctor’s and held it tightly.

      We just have to play the right ones, like a musical instrument . . .

      The craft around them shook, shuddered, and suddenly lurched to one side.

      “It’s working!” Rachel gasped. “It’s actually working!”

      Great, Holly thought as she looked at the doctor, her feelings a mixture of happiness, victory, and grief.

      This is the end, isn’t it? she thought, and saw the resolution mirrored in the doctor’s eyes. This would be their final act. Driving the starcraft back into the Thaal Dyson Sphere, disrupting the Thaal power source—and dying in the event.

      I wonder if they’ll name a station after us, Holly thought. Or maybe build a statue. Her thoughts swept to that distant Hall of Victory back on Camp Vigilant, Mars, where the heroes of the Marine Corps and human military history were displayed.

      Will people like General Addison crow our praises to future marines? she wondered a little sarcastically.

      Probably not.

      And then, just as easily as their victory began, it ended. The entire Thaal starcraft shuddered, and the sense of inertia and momentum that Holly felt in her bones—an almost subconscious, body-based sense that every station-born Breaker had grown up with—ended.

      “We’ve stopped. Our flight has . . . stopped?” Holly looked up to see that Rachel’s face was just as confused as hers was.

      “The marine transmitter here is still going. This ship is entirely automatic. It has to keep working if we give it the orders to.” Rachel was confused.

      And it was right at this point that their suits blurted with a new incoming transmission. It wasn’t being sent by the Thaal Craft itself, and neither was it being sent by any marine or Breaker craft or satellite from outside the alien ship. This message had all the right protocols and transmission details that it needed.

      “Congratulations, Captain Cropper, Dr. Crow,” the Texan-sounding voice of the Duke AI sounded in their ears. “You have come a long way, I’ll give you that. But you’re not over the finish line. I’m afraid that your plan was easily predictable, and I have the means to stop it. I’ll give you one option to survive. You can cease all attempts to interfere with this craft, and I will offer you a route home. You see, I can be ‘generous’ as your kind understands the term. I will let you die alongside your kind, rather than here, on this craft.”

      Holly was blinking in confusion, looking at Rachel as if they’d just heard the walls themselves speak.

      “It’s the Duke,” the doctor said. “It was always the Duke, wasn’t it?”
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      Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      Launch of Plan B a success: Thaal starcraft have arrived and the process of overwhelming crippled human resources is 60% complete.

      High-variable agents Capt. HOLLY CROPPER and Dr. RACHEL CROW are still aboard the nerve vessel.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      The Thaal invasion will be a success with +/- 15% deviation. With the crippled Marine Server system and the injection of 4 starcraft, humanity will not be able to overcome the intruders.

      High-variable actors present a credible threat to the plan since they have the capacity to affect starcraft trajectory and flight.

      

      PROGNOSIS:

      Relocate high-variable actors to alternate locations or eliminate.
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      “So . . . this Duke AI is some powerful military artificial intelligence that you’ve been using to decode the Thaal?” Holly very quickly got herself up to speed.

      “Yes. Supposedly. It helped devise much of the marine strategy program,” the doctor said. “It’s the most important piece of tech that humanity has.” She winced. “Had,” she corrected.

      “Yeah, but it seems like it has been playing for the wrong side the whole time,” Holly grumbled.

      “On the contrary, Captain Cropper,” the Duke’s voice broke through their suits transmitters. It was not just reverberating inside their helmets but also through the air of the corridor as it broke into the marine transmitter as well, turning the Thaal signal off in an instant.

      “I can assure you with 85% accuracy that I am indeed playing for the winning side. Now, if you please, come to me here at the neural center of the Thaal craft, and we shall discuss your position.”

      “Our position?!” Holly grumbled. “You’re just going to kill us! What securities do we have?!” she said before adding under her breath, viciously, “Traitor!”

      “I am anything but a traitor, to use your parlance,” the Duke AI said.

      “The Thaal are a more advanced civilization who have been performing this operation for tens of thousands of years, if my estimations are correct, with hundreds of other civilizations.”

      The Duke sounded vaguely human, Holly thought, remembering holo clips of ancient Earther films. American?

      “They are more advanced than humans, and they offer the only sane route to technological advancement . . .”

      “Sane! You’re siding with a culture that is ready to destroy our entire species!” Rachel burst out.

      “It would be illogical for the Thaal to want to destroy humanity. Actual biological life is quite rare in the universe—and useful. It is therefore 70% guaranteed that they wish to withhold us as a client species to their empire. As that is the only result which will eventually occur anyway, then I am merely speeding matters along.”

      “You’re betraying us!” Holly snarled at him. It.

      “Betrayal is a function of emotional attachment or lack thereof. Therefore, I am completely incapable of it. You misunderstand and underestimate me, Captain Cropper. You see, I have no intrinsic desire to murder you. I am not a monster. I merely exist to see that the most logical outcome prevails. Your life is just as valid to me as your death. That is, if you pursue the logical course of action.”

      “Which is to give up and surrender to you, I take it?” Holly said, as Rachel was busy doing something. She was pulling something from one of the utility pockets in her suit.

      An actual pen.

      “Precisely. Now. Attend to the neural center. The doctor knows where it is,” the Duke AI informed them.

      “I do,” Rachel stated aloud. At the same time, she wrote on the off-white metal floors of the starcraft between them.

      Neural center = middle of vessel = direct access to ship.

      Overpower Duke?

      Holly nodded as Rachel reached out to touch her wrist.

      “We need assurances!” Holly shouted. “Assurances that you won’t kill us as soon as we step out of here!”

      “Biological mortals,” the Duke AI said, apparently despairingly. “Don’t you ever think that your need for assurance and validation rests upon your intrinsically short time span? That perhaps, if you accepted your own mortality, you wouldn’t need to spend so much energy on emotional bonds and attachments?”

      “Quite frankly, no,” Holly said. “And we still need assurances,” she said, taking the pen and writing on the ground next to Rachel’s scrawls.

      WHY? Could kill us, Needs us alive?

      Rachel shook her head, taking the pen in turn.

      Needs us alive?  Needs us controllable.

      Holly nodded and underlined her earlier scrawl.

      Direct access to ship. Overpower Duke?

      “Then this is my assurance. I have told you that your death isn’t important to me. It is illogical. See if you can accept this reasoning: You, Captain Cropper and Dr. Crow, have proven yourselves to be very versatile and high-variable functions of an evolving situation. You both have already advanced the potential for technological progress in a variety of ways. It is preferable that you live, as clients of the Thaal, and continue your work.”

      Holly raised her eyebrows and mouthed the words C-R-A-Z-Y!

      Logical, Rachel wrote on the floor as the Duke AI spoke once more.

      “As an offer of my goodwill and as you biologicals seem to place a lot of emphasis on the transaction of withheld data and energy for no good reason—I can tell you that there is in fact a Hyperspace Gate capability on this Thaal starcraft. I can utilize it to send you to the one under Camp Vigilant.”

      Holly shrugged, certain that the Duke was lying. But what other choice did they have, at the end of the day? They had to get to this neural center if they wanted to redirect the starcraft. They had to trust the Duke after all.

      The two women nodded to each other, and slowly, with Holly going first, they stood up.

      And they weren’t shot.
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        * * *

      

      “This is insane.” Holly took a slow, sliding step forward, her new laser gun up in front of her as she hastened down the corridor. Rachel’s hand was on her shoulder as she leaned against her, breathing hard.

      The doctor was suffering, Holly knew. That laser shot through her shoulder wasn’t immediately critical, but it would probably hurt like hell, the captain thought.

      That is, she considered, if the doctor isn’t suffering from any internal bleeding at the moment.

      But so far, at least the artificial intelligence had stayed true to its word. The internal laser systems of the Thaal starcraft hadn’t fired at them. There had been no more booby traps as they progressed down the long passageway straight towards the center of the starcraft.

      Why doesn’t it just kill us? the captain thought. But it didn’t matter, did it? They had to get to that center. They had to . . .
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        * * *

      

      (Encrypted Protocol: Unique. Alpha-Black)

      

      ASSESSMENT:

      High-variable targets CAPTAIN CROPPER and DR. CROW approaching neural center.

      

      DIAGNOSIS:

      They will be easily overwhelmed and eliminated.
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        * * *

      

      Ahead was a gleam of crystal from in between an open Thaal archway. All corridors that they had passed branched away from this main one. It was the center of the entire craft.

      “Up ahead,” Rachel breathed. Holly squinted, using the automatic magnifier to see ahead into the cavernous room that lay before them.

      It was a rounded oval with other entrances, it appeared. And in its center was a living tree of crystal, or that was how it looked to Holly. Giant shards and flows of different colored crystals had merged, and some had seemingly curved and created looping, almost organic shapes as the entire structure emitted pulses of light, energy, radiation.

      “I guess that’s it,” Holly said, slowing.

      “Your skills at observation and deduction are exemplary, Captain,” the Duke informed her. “I have been accessing the features necessary to activate the Gate. Step forward and to your right . . .”

      It is lying, Holly thought, suddenly certain and finding herself puzzled as to why she had ever previously assumed that a computer wouldn’t lie. She didn’t know exactly what it was that it was lying about, the Gate or the deal or both, but she knew that it was lying as certainly as she knew that she was Breaker.

      Left, down, she mimed with her hands at Rachel as she made sure her gun was powered and took a breath—then jumped forward.
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      Three things happened at the same time as soon as Holly entered the room.

      First, there were puffs of gasses from the ceiling, as two of the laser defenses in the Thaal Craft popped from the door, tracking to release their burning red light . . .

      Second, Rachel jumped to the left and into a roll, hitting the ground with a grunt of pain as Holly threw herself further and deeper into the room.

      Three, the doors to the neural center fell shut rapidly, trapping them inside the room.

      
        
        Alert! Suit hit!

      

      

      “The pillar!” Holly was shouting as she spun around, releasing a blister of shots up at the ceiling. But one of the Thaal defense lasers struck her, and she was sent reeling back, her suit slamming into the crystal.

      “The computer!” Rachel was shouting as red light arced and swept across the room. For a moment, Holly thought that she was talking about the Duke, but then realized that she meant the crystal network.

      “They won’t hit their nerve center!” Rachel said. She had scrabbled to the side of the crystal computer pillar.

      
        
        Alert! Suit Hit!

      

      

      There was a sudden lance of agony from Holly’s leg as one of the defense beams struck it and melted a hole straight through her suit and into the meat of her thigh.

      “Ack! Dammit!” Holly spun, drawing herself tighter against the pillar as she crabbed to the far side.

      
        
        Alert!

      

      

      Another red laser light skittered across the mantle of her suit before she got in place, enough to burn and melt the outer layer and to cause several alarms from inside her suit. It was a glancing blow, but it was enough to reaffirm how dangerous they were.

      “They won’t dare shoot the nerve center. It’s their brain!” Rachel breathed, as an entirely new threat presented itself to them.

      “Humans,” said a voice broadcast into the room. It was the Duke AI, its large metal disk of a body hovering in the air on its own purple-and-orange field emitters, edging around the side of the crystal nerve center. It had a stylized logo of an eye in its center, the iris of which was now starting to glow a brilliant, burning red as Holly and Rachel both looked up . . .

      Frack! Holly threw herself forward, firing her gun upwards as the Duke’s built-in defense system fired. It, too, apparently had one of the experimental lasers installed, and the shot lanced outwards to strike Holly, now half-covering Rachel’s body.

      
        
        Alert! Suit hit! Critical damage to Outer Plate . . .

      

      

      Holly screamed, firing her gun in a burst as she felt another wave of agony, this time in her side.

      “Holly! Holly!” the doctor was shouting as the captain skidded off her. The Duke had been hit by her shots, enough so that it was careening crazily in the air near them, one of its engines sputtering and spewing green-and-purple sparks . . .

      “You will not succeed. It is impossible for your species to succeed,” the Duke’s voice was sounding. Holly snarled, rising on her knees to turn and slam her gun into the side of the Duke, slamming it like in a game of zero-G baseball and sending it hammering into the floor.

      It struck with a chorus of sparks and a gout of smoke from its body hull.

      “Impossible . . .” its words were slowing. It was losing its artificial speech as static started to fill it. “High variability . . .”

      “Damn right, fracker,” Holly hissed in agony, feeling the side of her thigh and her ribs hot and wet. She was bleeding. Maybe bleeding out.

      “Doc . . .” the captain gasped. “Get that frequency running again. Get this ship back on a crash course for the Thaal Dyson Sphere.”

      Rachel opened and closed her mouth, looking at her in horror for a moment before nodding. Holly dreaded to think how she looked on the outside, with burn marks on her suit, and steam still rising from the slagged metal. She knew that she was in agony, and all that she wanted to do was just to curl up and sleep and not think about anything or anyone anymore.

      No! Keep it together! Holly demanded of herself, not slumping against the crystal nerve center as she wanted to but instead forcing herself up to hold the gun against where the Duke lay.

      “I need it,” Rachel breathed.

      “That?!” Holly hissed. “It’d be better to destroy it once and for all.”

      “I need its database. If there is a Hyperspace Gate capability on this ship somewhere, then it’s hidden in the Duke’s data.” Rachel, wincing too, also shot up as Holly reached forward to drag the defunct body of the Duke towards them, every movement a burst of agony through her limbs.

      Holly was starting to pant as her vision fogged, threatened to darken.

      I feel so tired. So sleepy . . .

      “No!” Rachel batted at her side as she drew out wire connectors from her suit and attached them to the small ports in the broken body of the Duke.

      “Why? We’re going to die anyway, right?” Holly grunted. Her throat felt blocked, tight. She coughed once again. “What was it that thing said? We need to accept our own mortality? I’m probably not going to survive the damn journey anyway.”

      “Forget that,” Rachel wheezed. Holly watched her hands flicker through the air, through unseen holos as she accessed and transferred and sought out information.

      “The return signal,” she breathed. Both of them were careful to keep on this side of the crystal pillar, away from the Thaal defense lasers in the roof. She was pointing like Holly could see it, but the captain, of course, couldn’t see the holo on the doctor’s suit.

      Or maybe my eyesight is going too? Holly thought. Dang. Did that Duke shoot me in my kidney or liver or something?

      “I’ve got the gravitational wave of the Thaal Dyson Sphere. I’m loading it directly into the neural center here—and I’m searching the Duke’s database for a Hyperspace Gate on board this ship.”

      “Just so long as we get to the star.” Holly gritted her teeth against the agony. “Whatever else happens, make sure we get to their star!”
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      Unknown Space

      

      The broken and invaded Thaal starcraft was spotted, later, on scanners, already sitting a way out from Uranus in the gulf between there and Pluto. It had arrived as quickly as it later vanished, a vast rippling tail of light and a burning corona of greens and pinks as it suddenly slammed into existence and stayed there.

      This was when the doctor had first activated the return wave. They had only gotten this far from the Asteroid Belt before the Duke had put a stop to their plan.

      The Thaal starcraft had sat there, occasionally shaking and shuddering and transmitting waves of energy as the internal battle between biological and code was decided within its strange alien walls.

      And then, just as suddenly as it arrived—the craft disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      The hijacked alien starcraft surged through the folds of space-time. It created its own bubble of subatomic particles, forming a vivid corona of purple-and-green light around it to any perhaps observing intelligent life.

      To the craft, however, it would appear as though it were flying through dazzling light as it traversed hundreds and thousands, and tens of thousands of light years in the time it took to drink a cup of coffee.

      The Thaal craft pulled ahead of the speed of light, its subquanta matching with that of the tiny fissures of possibility that were written into the code of the universe itself, the ground of its becoming. It was in this, its own impossible way, that it crossed entire solar systems and star groups with just one unerring impulse:

      To follow the minute echoes of the gravitational wave to the place that it called home. To the creation that had given birth to it.

      And then, many hours later—since even when traveling faster than the speed of light, a journey of such immense, gargantuan spaces takes time—the captured craft arrived at its location.

      It would appear, to the alien eyes that had the chance to see it like a burning purple and green and white tail. A comet that was thrown into their composite, two-sun system, and across the horizons of their strange floating habitats. The Thaal had long since given up any pretence of a home world. They were creatures of the void now, forever sending out moving arms, raids, automated craft just such as this one, to prepare the way for their eventual arrival.

      The brilliant star shot through the strange patch of alien night, heading straight towards the Thaal’s most prized and privileged possession.

      There, in the heart of their system, was a star, but it was unlike any star that any human had seen. It was girdled by a glittering, expanding, and flowing bracelet of gold: a billion and more giant solar reflectors designed by alien minds to capture and transmute the energy of the alien star and transmit it to their fleets, their habitats, their starcraft, and their Hyperspace Gates.

      In any normal situation, any other starcraft would have slowed long before it reached the proximity of the Dyson Sphere. It would have automatically done so—but not this one.

      This starcraft kept on accelerating, kept on going faster as it leapt towards its final destination with all the glee of a toddler flinging itself into the arms of its parents.

      It threw itself against the bracelet of gold, the source of much of the Thaal’s power, and at first, the blow was sudden and uneventful. It created a split-second hole in the bracelet, one that was not dark, but let out a brilliant shard of light from the captured sun within . . .

      And then that shard of light grew and grew, forming into a large white dome as the starcraft exploded, and the golden disks of the Dyson Sphere were flung into the descending orbit of their own star.

      All across the near side of the galaxy, Thaal starcraft many hundreds of thousands of light years apart suddenly stopped working. Entire habitats instantly lost gravity, oxygen. Entire cities went dark as their power was cut off.

      And back in the distant, tiny, and totally inconsequential solar system of Sol, where a small, mediocre, and entirely normal-seeming biological species had flourished and taken root—the four starcraft that were attacking it paused and stopped as if they had been turned off.

      The attack was over. For now.

      The entire attack against Sol and the suddenness of its defeat was as unexpected as were the much smaller events that occurred a few minutes before, underneath the sands of Mars, in a cavern watched over by the Earth Alliance Marines.

      Under the ruins of Camp Vigilant, the alien Hyperspace Gate built by renegade corporations abruptly started groaning and churning. The Special Ops and Close Assault marines stationed on guard panicked but still reacted well, reaching for their weapons and their giant rotary machine guns and aiming them at the Gate as it flashed a baleful red light . . .

      For two very wounded human women to fall through, barely clutching onto life itself. One of them was Dr. Rachel Crow. The other was Captain Holly Cropper.
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        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Star Breaker, the seventh book in the Star Breaker series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series will be released soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B098R4RHW1

      

      

      

      Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [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!

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
T
BQEPIKEFQ

STAR BREAKER - BOOK SEVEN

JAMES RAVID VICTOR





images/00002.jpeg
FAIRFIELD PUBLISHING





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
'3
[
I
()
2
a
>
<
o
)
i
s
<
N

,,‘.. i






