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      A red light flickered on the control console. A grating alarm blared through a klaxon as another plasma blast slammed into the Osprey.

      Max wasn’t having a good day.

      Her gorgeous face crinkled with concern as the impact rattled the bulkheads. The clang sounded like someone had put a bucket over her head and smashed it with a sledgehammer. It shook her skull and clattered her teeth. She pulled hard on the controls, trying to stabilize the craft.

      The engines sputtered and coughed.

      Max’s blue eyes surveyed the control console, assessing the damage. The port thruster just threw craps. The starboard thruster hung on by a thread. Shields were gone. It wouldn’t take too many more blasts to disable the Osprey.

      It was a capable ship. The craft could hold its own against just about anything in its class. Its leather seats were hand-stitched. Brushed aluminum accents on the dash gave it a stylish look. The handling was tight and responsive. It had the feel of a fine exotic sports car and was just as temperamental. There was a reason the Navy passed the Ospreys up in favor of the Vantage as their preferred combat aerial vehicle—Ospreys were expensive, and finding parts could be problematic. They weren’t the easiest things in the galaxy to work on either.

      Despite the advanced composite armor plating, it had taken a hell of a beating. Max hoped it had enough juice to make it to Ragnus 6. The majestic planet hovered in space just ahead, an oasis in the sea of inky blackness. Mostly covered in ice and frigid water, there were a few landmasses.

      Max was aiming for the patches of green. But she wasn’t going to get anywhere near the planet if the asshole behind her had any say. Flying a Predator XMR-109, her attacker was hell-bent on destruction.

      Max had no idea who this creep was, or why she was being attacked. Though, you didn’t have to look too far to find someone who wanted Max dead.

      She had just made a quick trip to Xerfer 7 before heading home, looking for some Bulvacci Special Reserve. The fine aged Antarian whiskey was hard to come by these days. A supply shortage resulted from an explosion at the warehouse. 500,000 barrels were lost. It put a crimp in the supply chain.

      Max had been suffering through Gemini Select for weeks, and it just wasn’t cutting it. It was worth hopping over to a nearby planet just to get the last case in existence, but she never imagined the price was going to be this high.

      Max yanked on the controls, dodging and weaving as she plowed toward the planet ahead. Glowing blue plasma bolts zipped through space, narrowly missing the Osprey.

      A pair of OmniTrack™ glasses offered her a seamless 360° view via the embedded cameras in the exterior hull. Eye tracking and brain impulse monitoring allowed her to fire the rear facing plasma turrets. It kept the Predator at bay, but even with Max’s enhanced abilities, the multitasking was difficult.

      Another blast rocked the ship. The hull remained intact, but there was no telling for how long. The sharp burning smell of avionics wafted through the cockpit. Max angled the controls, diving the Osprey toward the planet.

      The ship quaked with the turbulence of the upper atmosphere. Vibrations rumbled through Max's forearms as the controls shook. Bulkheads creaked and groaned. The crate of whiskey chimed as the bottles clinked against one another. Max cringed, feeling her efforts would be in vain if the bottles shattered.

      More alarms flashed on the dash as the Osprey slipped into the gloomy clouds. They provided some cover, and Max was grateful for the moment of calm. But they afforded only momentary relief. Her heartbeat spiked as the starboard engine conked out with a sickly wheeze.

      The cockpit went silent, except for the wind buffeting against the hull. As sleek and graceful as the Osprey was, without thrusters, it was an expensive rock—a useless hunk of advanced engineering.

      Max struggled against the lifeless controls as the craft plummeted through the clouds, her heart in her throat.

      The Osprey broke through to clear skies and careened toward the ground below. Max was hoping to find a suitable place to land, but the snow-covered tundra spanned as far as the eye could see.

      The red sun dipped over the horizon, hanging below the craggy peaks of the treacherous mountains that dotted the landscape. Not an ideal place to crash land.

      Warm shafts of light pierced the cockpit. The ground raced up faster than anyone would want. Max couldn’t get her mind off the fact that her precious whiskey would shatter on impact. With her advanced genetics and speedy healing, she figured if the initial impact didn’t kill her, she’d probably recover. But the bottles of whiskey would be long gone. That would be a tragedy.

      The starboard thruster fluttered back to life, providing a much-needed boost. Max angled the nose up, leveling the craft. Then she engaged the vertical thrusters, attempting to slow her descent.

      The Predator appeared behind her, lighting up her nav screen with a red icon. It broke through the clouds and headed straight for the Osprey. A slew of glowing plasma bolts blasted in Max's direction.

      Max did her best to evade the onslaught, but the Osprey was less nimble than it once was.

      Max took aim at the Predator through the OmniTrack and fired a few blasts. Sparks showered, and the Predator’s port engine burst into flames. Chunks of twisted metal and debris scattered. Black smoke billowed from the thruster leaving a trail behind.

      A slight grin curled on Max’s full lips. She may have been going down in flames, but she wasn’t alone. At least she had struck a decent blow.

      Her moment of celebration didn’t last long. Another bolt impacted the hull, quaking the Osprey.

      The lights flickered, then went dark. The engine cut out, and the controls became heavy and non-responsive. Once again, the Osprey plummeted toward the snowy ground.
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      Max's frantic attempt to restart the Osprey failed. It continued plummeting toward the snowy tundra like a brick. Fear swelled in her eyes as the full magnitude of the imminent impact began to register.

      She pulled hard on the controls, trying to squeeze as much lift from the Osprey as possible. It was aerodynamic, to a degree, but it was designed to race across the galaxy—not glide effortlessly on subtle drafts.

      No two ways about it, slamming into the snow was going to hurt like a son-of-a-bitch!

      At the last moment, the lights on the dash flickered, and the decrepit engine sputtered back to life. The vertical thrusters engaged, providing just enough lift to cushion the impact.

      The Osprey slammed into the snow and skated across the tundra, spraying icy powder into the air.

      The jarring crash sent a jolt up Max's spine. The safety harness cut into her shoulders and hips as her body launched forward. The bulkheads clamored, and Max heard the bottles of Bulvacci shatter.

      Her heart sank.

      Mother fucker!

      Now she was really pissed. This jack-ass was going to pay!

      The Osprey scraped against the planet’s surface, carving a groove in the pristine snow, finally grinding to a stop.

      Max's entire body ached. She took a moment to catch her breath, then unlatched the safety harness and climbed out of the pilot's chair. The instrumentation was dead, and she knew the Predator was probably circling around to make a final attack. But with the nav screen blank, she had no idea where the enemy was.

      As Max staggered out of the cockpit, jolts of pain shot through her spine and down her legs. She felt like a 200-year-old lady.

      She grabbed a tactical vest from the weapons locker. It was loaded with magazines and thermal grenades. She slung a PX 760 plasma rifle over her shoulder and headed to the hatch.

      The smell of whiskey filled the air. The cardboard case was soaked. Max looked into the box and found a solitary bottle remaining amid the razor-sharp shards of broken glass. She carefully dug it out of the box. This may very well be the last bottle of Bulvacci Special Reserve in existence, she thought. She was going to guard it with her life.

      Her fist mashed a button on the bulkhead and hydraulics whirred. The hatch slid open, and the rush of icy air smacked her in the face. The gust rustled her raven black hair, fluttering her blue highlights. She had just trimmed it into a short faux-hawk, and the brisk wind bit at her ears and scalp.

      Max stepped out of the craft into the knee-deep snow. She wore a skintight bodysuit that hugged every luscious curve. Her genetically enhanced body was toned to perfection. She could have been a swimsuit model or a movie star. But those curves were designed to kick ass.

      Part of the secret Project SW Ultra, Max was a purebred war machine. Designed for special operations, Max was a scalpel. A precision instrument. Lethal. Her ability to sample fingerprints, change her hair and eye-color, along with her retinal patterns, allowed her to infiltrate even the most secure facilities. She was the last of her kind.

      Max took cover against the hull and brought her weapon into the firing position, scanning the sky for the Predator. The ripple of the engines echoing across the sky drew her attention to the wounded craft. It wasn't hard to find with a trail of black smoke burping from its port thruster.

      Max lined the craft up in the reticle of her sights and waited as it banked around, then made a strafing run at her.

      The PX 760 was a high intensity plasma rifle that fired ionized projectiles charged by a plasma core. The incendiary bolts burned at upwards of a million degrees—enough to put holes in just about anything. Still, the small arms weapon would have a hard time penetrating the advanced composite armor of the Predator. But it was worth a try.

      It didn't take long for Max's feet to feel like popsicles in the deep snow. Her tactical body suit and boots were designed for a plethora of conditions, and they'd keep her from getting frostbitten, most likely—as long as she didn't spend too long in this environment. But damn, it was cold!

      A torrent of plasma bolts from the Predator exploded the ground in a rhythmic fashion, spraying snow and ice into the air like geysers. The path of destruction plowed toward Max.

      She held her position, taking cover behind the bulkhead, firing at the oncoming Predator. She focused her attention on the remaining starboard thruster.

      A brilliant exchange of glowing bolts filled the sky. The sharp smell of plasma ions wafted to her nose. The recoil of the PX 760 hammered against Max's shoulder as the weapon spit out dozens of rounds.

      Metal and debris exploded all around her, sending searing hot shards into the air. She ducked to the ground as a plasma bolt exploded a few feet from her face. The scalding bits of metal melted the snow, sending wisps of smoke into the air.

      The Predator roared overhead and banked around for another pass.

      Max didn't know if she had done any damage to the craft until she climbed back to her feet.

      Black smoke trailed behind both of the Predator’s engines now. Max had gotten lucky. The steel beast careened toward the ground.

      Another sly grin curled on Max’s lips. She couldn’t help but feel a little satisfaction as the Predator hurled to its doom.
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      The ragged peaks hid the setting sun. The sky was painted in vibrant shades of pink, orange, and purple. Now that the tundra was covered in shade, the temperature had dropped 10° in a matter of minutes. Max knew it was going to be a cold night.

      She trudged through the deep snow toward the wreckage of the Predator. She kept her weapon in the firing position as she advanced. The twisted steel carcass lay smoldering amid a field of blackened debris that dotted the white snow.

      The icy air filled her lungs as she heaved for breath. The exertion kept her warm, and a thin mist of sweat formed under her body suit. The downside was that she would be cold and damp later.

      She marched forward, a scowl etched firmly on her face. Max was determined to get even with her attacker. She cautiously approached the wreckage and circled around. The area seemed desolate, but Max knew better.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw the barrel of a plasma rifle poke around the aft section of the Predator.

      Max swung her rifle around and took aim. Before she could get a shot off, muzzle flash flickered from the enemy’s barrel. Blistering bolts of plasma rocketed toward Max.

      The first ripped past her ear. She could feel the heat from the scalding bolt bake her skin, leaving it red like a bad sunburn.

      The second projectile slammed into the barrel of her rifle, splintering it. Shards of molten metal sprayed out, tearing into the flesh of her arm and shoulder. The remains of the rifle spun away and sizzled as it hit the snow.

      The impact knocked Max to the ground. Crimson blood dotted the white powder. She clenched her jaw, and her face twisted in agony. Pain filled her arm and radiated into her chest and neck. Despite Max's high pain tolerance, the searing metal embedded in her flesh sent throbbing pulses into her shoulder and upper neck. Her eyes welled and reddened from the searing sensation.

      Max reached for her pistol, but her wounded arm didn't want to cooperate. By the time she pulled the weapon from its holster with her left hand, her assailant was hovering over her—the barrel of his vicious plasma rifle aimed at Max's pretty face.

      Max gazed at the large barrel with big eyes. She swallowed hard.

      The douche-canoe was a big guy with a scraggly beard and long greasy hair. He was in his early 30s with a face that looked closer to 40. His chestnut eyes held secrets and lies. Max figured him for a mercenary. A thin smile curled on his lips as he lorded over her.

      “You're in a lot of trouble, Mister,” Max said.

      The man chuckled. "I had heard so many great things about you. I'm a little surprised at how easy you were to take down."

      "You haven't taken down shit yet."

      "Spunky. I like that. But I think you’re suffering from some type of delusion."

      "You owe me a case of Bulvacci whiskey."

      The mercenary scoffed. "That stuff is crap.”

      "Clearly you have no taste,” Max grumbled.

      “One man's trash is another man's treasure. Speaking of treasure, I’m supposed to bring you back alive, if possible. But something tells me you're going to be a lot less of a hassle dead."

      "Who sent you?" Max asked.

      "I never discuss client information."

      "Let me guess, Rex Dakota?”

      A look of acknowledgment flashed in the man's eyes.

      “What makes you think you can trust him to pay?"

      "Oh, he'll pay. Nobody short changes Zero Death.”

      “Zero Death?” Max asked incredulous. “You can’t be serious?”

      He scowled at her. “I am invincible. I am Zero Death.”

      Max rolled her eyes.

      “What? It’s a cool name. It strikes fear in the hearts of my enemies.”

      “Um, not really.”

      He inched his weapon closer to her face as he gritted his teeth. “Scared now?”

      “Yeah, sure. I’m terrified,” Max said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “If you think Rex is going to hold to his word, you obviously haven't dealt with Phantom Corps before."

      "Look, lady, you’re not going to talk your way out of this.”

      “I’m just saying, you’re backing the wrong team. You think the galaxy is going to be better off under their control?” She scoffed.

      “I could give a shit about politics. I don't really care who runs the Federation. It's all the same to me. Same shit, different boss. I don't play by their rules, anyway.”

      "Tell you what, ZD,” Max said in a snarky tone. “I’ll make you a deal. You let me go, and I won't kill you."

      Zero Death laughed. “The way I see it, you're not in any position to negotiate.” ZD eyed her curves with a lecherous grin. “You might be able to buy some time, if you’re willing to trade. But that's all."

      "That's never going to happen.”

      “Suit your self.” ZD aimed his weapon, and his finger wrapped around the trigger, ready to blast.

      “It seems you've got a little bit of a problem," Max said.

      ZD hesitated. His face twisted with confusion. “What type of problem?”

      “If you kill me, you've still got to bring me back to Rex. He’ll want proof of death. A picture is not going to satisfy him. I don't know if you’ve looked around lately, but we’re in the middle of nowhere. The temperature is going to plummet well below zero. Are you sure you really want to haul my lifeless body out of here? No telling how far the nearest settlement is. If you kill me now. You won't be far behind."

      ZD pondered the situation. Max had a point.
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      "Get up. On your feet!" ZD barked.

      Max staggered from the ground, using her good arm to push herself up.

      “Your ship have power?” ZD asked.

      “Not so much.”

      ZD grimaced.

      The Predator’s wreckage spewed noxious smoke into the air. It smelled like burning plastic and rubber with a dash of cancer. Inhaling the fumes was something neither cared for.

      “Move!" ZD shouted as he waived the barrel of his gun, motioning Max toward the Osprey.

      Amber flames engulfed the Predator. Max could see the concern in ZD's eyes. The wreckage was a volatile mix of fuel cells, charge cores, and flammable liquids. It could easily erupt into a nasty explosion. The flames had thrown a great deal of heat, but as the two marched away from the wreckage, the bitter cold pierced their bodies with each gust of wind. The sky had already darkened, and the temperature had plummeted even further.

      Max plodded through the snow with ZD's rifle at her back. He was smart enough to keep space between them. He knew she was a capable warrior and could likely turn the tables at any moment.

      "What about supplies? Do you have any food or water on board?" ZD asked.

      "Some,” Max replied.

      "That was a lucky shot you made. The hit to the engine sent a power surge through the system that cracked the fuel cell."

      "I hope Rex is paying you enough to recover your loss," Max said snidely.

      “Fuck you."

      "You know, we're both probably going to freeze to death tonight, even if we take shelter in the Osprey," Max said.

      "Is your fuel cell intact?"

      "I think so. But there's a short somewhere in the system,” Max said. “How much are you getting paid for this, anyway?"

      "Enough."

      "I hope so."

      As the two reached the Osprey, the Predator exploded, rumbling the ground. The sound echoed off the majestic peaks. A brilliant ball of fire rolled into the night sky. The amber glow illuminated their faces. Metal and debris sprayed in all directions.

      ZD grumbled to himself, then commanded Max to climb inside the Osprey. He followed.

      The bottle of whiskey Max had left in the snow by the hull caught his eye. He scooped it up with a gleeful expression.

      ZD climbed into the Osprey and motioned for Max to take a seat in the cargo area. She sat in a chair against the bulkhead.

      “Get your grubby mitts off my liquor!” Max barked.

      "It's not your liquor anymore."

      Max snarled at him.

      ZD moved to the weapons locker. He grabbed a pair of restraints and tossed them to Max. "Cuff yourself to the bulkhead."

      She gave him a defiant look.

      "Do it!”

      She slapped a cuff around the wrist of her bad arm and latched the other cuff onto a handle on the bulkhead. It hurt like hell to move her arm. Two shards of metal were embedded into her flesh. "I've got to sit like this all night?"

      “You’re lucky I don't make you sleep outside."

      “How about a little first-aid on this arm?”

      His face twisted up, not wanting to be bothered with it.  But the better aspects of his nature made him grab a med-kit from the weapons locker. He tossed it to Max.

      She rummaged through the kit and pulled out a pair of forceps. She used the instrument to dig into the wound and pull out a chunk of shrapnel. Max grimaced with pain as she yanked the bloody shard from her flesh.

      She tossed the twisted metal to the deck. Crimson blood flowed from the wound. Max irrigated the gash with antibiotic ointment, then squeezed a pack of nanites into the area to repair the tissue and re-vascularize structures. She finished off with a regenerative compound, and a skin sealing gel to close the wound. She repeated the process for the other shard embedded into her forearm. With her advanced healing, and the nanites, she’d be well on her way to recovery by the morning.

      ZD watched, impressed. “You’re pretty handy with that.”

      “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to patch myself up.”

      ZD leaned his rifle against the bulkhead and rummaged through the Osprey.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Trying to get some power to this hunk of shit,” ZD said.

      "It wasn't a hunk of shit until you shot holes in it."

      ZD shot her a look and made his way to the central control panel. He popped off the covering and looked at the array of chips and circuit boards surrounded by a maze of multicolored wires. It only took him a few seconds to diagnose the problem. "You’ve got a blown transfer modulator. That's why you're not getting power. You have any spares?"

      Max shook her head.

      "You should know better than to travel without spare modulators."

      "There is a six-month back order for parts."

      ZD grinned. "That's why Ospreys are hunks of shit. You wouldn't catch me dead in one of these overpriced shit-birds." He didn't immediately recognize the irony of his statement. “The Predator is a much better spacecraft."

      "Obviously,” Max said, her voice thick with sarcasm. “That's why I was able to take it down with a 60 phase plasma rifle.”

      ZD scowled at her.

      “Like I said, you got lucky."

      "You sound like a Terrestrial Army kind of guy."

      "Fuck you. I did 16 years in the Space Corps."

      "I didn't figure you for a leatherneck. All the Marines I know are loyal, decent people.”

      His eyes narrowed at her. "Don't give me that Federation First nonsense.” There was a lot of bitterness in his eyes. “The Space Corps sure as hell didn't look after me.”

      Max could tell there was a long story buried in there somewhere. She wasn't sure if she wanted to hear it. "You get out what you put in."

      His scowl didn't soften. “I put in blood and guts, and I got a dishonorable discharge to show for it."

      “Why does that not surprise me?”

      "You know, carrying your dead body out of here might not be so bad after all," he said, his eyes blazing into Max.

      ZD examined the jumble of wires and circuit boards. He rerouted the wiring, bypassing the fried modulator.

      Max’s eyes narrowed at him. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting rid of stuff we don’t need. Your fuel cell is intact. All we need is a little juice to run the heater and to use the comm system.”

      ZD moved into the cockpit and flipped a switch on the dash. The lights flickered on, and the ship came to life.

      Max had to admit she was impressed, but she kept that to herself.

      ZD activated the comm system and sent a transmission. After a few moments, a man with short dark hair and a few days worth of stubble appeared on the display screen. He had droopy eyes and a narrow face. If you saw him hanging around a playground, it would make you nervous.

      “Hey buddy, how are you doing?” ZD said with hopeful optimism.

      The man appeared less than enthusiastic about hearing from ZD. “If you’re not calling to tell me you’ve got my money, I’m hanging up.”

      ZD flashed an insincere smile. “Emmett, buddy…  of course I’ve got your money.”

      Emmett looked skeptical.

      “I just need a small favor first.”

      “Sorry. I’m all out of favors.” Emmett looked like he was about to disconnect the call. His face flickered on the screen, and a wave of static washed over the display.

      “Hang on! I promise it will be worth your while.”

      Emmett frowned and arched a doubtful eyebrow at ZD. “I’m listening.”

      “You’ve got to promise to keep this information between us.”

      Emmett rolled his eyes. “Sure. Whatever. I promise.”

      “I’ve got Max Mars.”

      Emmett’s eyes widened. “Bullshit!”

      “Seriously. I’ve got her locked up in the cargo bay. I know you know how much the bounty is on her head. I’ll cut you in on the deal if you come pick me up and bring us to Rex Dakota.”

      Emmett pondered the deal for a moment. “I don’t know. I’d don’t like dealing with those people.”

      “Fine. I’ll call Thornton. I’m sure he’ll be happy to take a nice chunk of cash.” ZD pretended to reach for the disconnect button.

      “No! You don’t want to work with that scumbag,” Emmett said.

      “Does that mean you’re coming to pick me up?”

      “Where are you at?”

      “Ragnus 6.”

      “Oh, hell no!” Emmett protested.

      “What’s the big deal?”

      Emmett pondered the offer. “I want half.”

      ZD balked. “No way. 10%.”

      “Forget it.”

      “15%.”

      “50, or no deal.”

      “25,” ZD countered.

      “50.”

      ZD thought about this for a moment. This little adventure already cost him more than anticipated. But he didn’t have much choice.
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      “What makes you think you can trust Emmett?” Max asked.

      “I’ve known Emmett for a long time.”

      “You sound like close friends,” Max said, dryly.

      “Look, lady. I know what you’re doing. It’s not going to work. Emmett and I may have our issues, but I can trust him.”

      “If you say so.”

      ZD sneered at her. But Max had definitely sown the seeds of doubt.

      ZD grabbed the bottle of whiskey and eyed the label. Bulvacci Special Reserve came with a corked top. ZD twisted it off, making a thunk as he pulled it out of the bottle. He sniffed the aroma of the sweet liquor.

      Max snarled at him. “That is not for you.”

      ZD smiled. “Oh yeah, who’s it for?”

      “I thought you said that stuff was crap?”

      “Beggars can’t be choosers.” He put the bottle to his chapped lips and took a swig. He guzzled it down and gasped with satisfaction as the liquor heated his belly. “Yep. Pretty shitty. But it will do.”

      Max clenched her jaw, and her eyes blazed into him. “You could at least share.”

      ZD surveyed the bottle, then his eyes flicked to Max. “No, thanks. I’ll keep it all to myself.”

      Max growled. Her cheeks flushed red as she watched the troll guzzle her precious whiskey. Max seethed as he proceeded to drain the bottle to the halfway point over the next half-hour.

      ZD staggered to his feet, heading toward the back hatch to take a leak. After a few wobbly steps, he face-planted on the deck. The thin atmosphere of Ragnus 6 made the whiskey catch up with him faster than he anticipated.

      Max’s eyes sparkled. Maybe it was worth half a bottle of liquor to have the oaf passed out on the deck?

      Max pulled a bobby pin from her hair and picked the lock. The cuff unlatched, and her wrist swung free. She unhooked the other cuff from the bulkhead, then moved to ZD. She pulled his heavy body toward the bulkhead, then cuffed his wrists to a pipe.

      Max grabbed his plasma rifle, snatched the bottle of whiskey, and waited for Emmett. With power restored, the nav screen allowed her to monitor the air traffic. It took three hours for Emmett’s ship to appear in orbit.

      ZD was still passed out, cuffed to the bulkhead. Max grabbed the rifle, the bottle of Bulvacci, and marched toward the back of the Osprey. She pressed the button on the bulkhead, and the hatch slid open. The biting cold stabbed at her face. The temperature was well below freezing.

      She hopped out of the ship into the knee-deep snow. She set the bottle of liquor in the snow beside the Osprey, then marched away from the craft. She hunkered down, carving a makeshift trench in the snow, ready to hunt her prey.

      The sky rippled with the sound of Emmett’s engines. Max saw the craft’s running lights descend from the inky sky. It was an MXR-9 Hedgehog. A heavily armored dropship that was readily available on the surplus market. It looked like a flying tank. Used as a troop transport and close air support, the Hedgehog had recently been retired from service.

      The vertical thrusters softened its descent, and massive floodlights flicked on, spotlighting the Osprey.

      Max watched as the craft landed on the tundra, the vertical thrusters melting the snow around the ports. After a moment, the craft powered down, the back ramp lowered, and Emmett marched into the snow.

      He was bundled up in thick thermal clothing. A hoodie with plush fur kept his head toasty warm. He wore a balaclava and snow goggles. He had a plasma rifle slung over his shoulder, but he didn’t seem too concerned. He trudged through the snow, calling out for ZD.

      Max popped up like a prairie dog, her weapon aimed at Emmett. “Don’t move!”

      Emmett froze in his tracks.

      Max advanced with tactical precision. It hurt like hell to support the weapon with her bum arm, but Max put on a good face. “Hands in the air. Now!”

      Emmett complied.

      “Sling the weapon from your shoulder and let it fall to the ground.”

      He did as she asked. The weapon sunk into the powdery snow.

      “Move toward the vehicle!” Max circled around behind him, keeping the weapon aimed at his back.

      Emmett marched forward.

      “Get inside the Osprey!”

      “I don’t suppose we can work something out?” Emmett asked.

      “What’s there to work out?”

      “I’ll give you a ride wherever you want to go, and we can forget this little incident ever happened.”

      “Sorry. I’ve got a long memory. Now move!”

      Emmett hit a button on the exterior hull and the hatch slid open. He climbed into the Osprey to see ZD cuffed to the bulkhead. The two exchanged a disappointed glance.

      Max sealed them inside, then she blasted the control mechanism, shorting the door. Sparks showered from the access panel, and wisps of smoke ascended. It would probably take them several hours to open the hatch.

      Max grabbed what was left of the bottle of Bulvacci and headed toward Emmett’s Hedgehog. A satisfied grin tugged on her full lips. She could hear the two yelling at each other within the Osprey, their muffled voices filtering through the bulkhead.

      She marched to the Hedgehog and climbed the ramp. She sealed the hatch behind her, locking out the frigid air.

      Max shivered as she sat in the pilot seat. Her numb fingers could barely latch the safety harness. When the preflight checks completed, Max engaged the vertical thrusters and lifted from the frozen tundra.

      Emmett and ZD had food, water, and a comm link.  She didn’t feel terribly bad about leaving them stranded in a frozen wasteland.

      Max pulled the controls and nosed the craft skyward. She throttled up and blasted into the upper atmosphere. The Hedgehog was sluggish compared to the Osprey. The controls didn’t feel quite as precise. It had plenty of power, but it wasn’t as nimble.

      The Osprey had spoiled her.

      The Hedgehog rumbled as it rocketed through the stratosphere, then settled as she reached orbit. The fluffy weightlessness of space took all the pressure off her aching joints, but her arm still throbbed.

      Max headed into the blackness and programmed jump coordinates for Cygnus Major. Once she was a safe distance from Ragnus, she engaged the quantum drive. Reality twisted and distorted. The bulkheads bulged and rippled as she snapped into slide-space. If all went well, in a few hours she’d be home. But with the way her luck had been going lately, she wasn’t counting on it.
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      “Where have you been?” Dylan asked. His voice filtered through the thin speaker on Max’s phone. “I’ve been worried sick about you.”

      “I got a little hung up. Sorry I didn’t call. I couldn’t connect to the network where I was at. I’ll be home soon. I’m in a cab now. Traffic’s a bitch.”

      Max sat in the back of an automated car gazing at the towering skyscrapers and bustling streets. Red taillights lined the roadway.

      “We need to have a little talk.” The tone in Dylan’s voice wasn’t good.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We’ll discuss it when you get here. It’s better if you see for yourself.”

      Max arched a curious eyebrow. “That sounds interesting. Should I be worried? Are you breaking up with me again?”

      “Depends. Did you bring me back anything good?”

      “Just me.”

      “I guess that’s good enough.”

      Max chuckled. “You guess?”

      “Well, you’ve been gone so long, I may have forgotten how great you are,” Dylan said, egging her on.

      “I’ll be sure to remind you.”

      “That sounds fun,” Dylan said with a lascivious tone in his voice.

      “I should be home within the hour.”

      “Alright. Love you, babe!”

      “You too!” Max hung up. Before she could slide the phone into her pocket, it rang again.

      Ian Ashcroft’s face appeared on the screen. Max swiped the screen to answer.

      “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for hours,” Ian said. He still had his mohawk and didn’t look much like a high level UIA agent. “We have a situation.”

      “What kind of situation?”

      Ian said something, but the call dropped out, then the line went dead.

      Max figured he would call back if it was important, and it probably was. She had enough adventure for one day. She didn’t want to think about the possible assignment that Ian had for her. She wanted a nice relaxing evening with a glass or two—or three—of whiskey, a good meal, a bubble bath, and some mind blowing action with Dylan. But in the back of her mind, doubt was creeping in—she probably wasn’t going to get to enjoy any of those things at this rate.

      The cab finally dropped her off at her luxury high-rise in the affluent Crescent Heights area. She strolled through the opulent lobby and took the elevator to her high-rise apartment.

      Dylan greeted her in the foyer with red, glassy eyes and a perturbed look on his handsome face. The apartment was filled with a blue haze and the sweet smell of Majuva herb. Dylan’s job at the FCIS  precluded him from indulging in illicit substances, but he had gotten a contact high.

      Max flung her good arm around him and kissed him on the cheek. “You don’t look happy to see me.”

      “Did you tell Sam to get a girlfriend?” he asked in a hushed tone. He didn’t even notice her bum arm.

      Max’s face crinkled. “I suggested he should get out and meet someone.”

      “Well, he did. And now she won’t leave.”

      Max’s face relaxed a bit. She had been dreading the subject of Dylan’s talk, envisioning the worst. But this didn’t seem like such a big deal. “I’m sure she’s not going to stay long.”

      “She’s already been here a few days. He’s moved her in. You’ve been out galavanting around. You haven’t had to deal with this on a full-time basis.”

      Max rolled her eyes.

      “All they do is sit around, smoke herb, and play video games.”

      “Wouldn’t you, if you could?”

      “I have a job. Something Sam might want to think about getting.”

      Max brushed past Dylan and entered the living room. She set the half-full bottle of whiskey on a shelf in the minibar, fully intending to indulge in it momentarily.

      Sure enough, the little blue alien was sitting on the couch with his new girlfriend glued to the large screen display, playing video games. A towering bong sat on the coffee table.

      Sam was maybe 4 feet tall, on a good day. He had three fingers on each hand with suction cups on the end of them. He had a single large eye and two antenna atop his head. He had buck teeth and large earlobes. His plump, pear shaped body was considered the ideal form where he came from, or so he had said. Apparently his new girlfriend seemed to like his shape.

      “Hey guys, what’s happening?” Max said.

      Neither Sam nor his girlfriend, Savina, looked away from the display screen.

      “Hey, Max,” Sam said, enthralled by the game-play. “This is Savina. Savina, meet Max.”

      “Hi, Max,” she said in a breathy voice reminiscent of a mid-century pinup queen.

      She had a body to match. She had orange skin that was slightly spotted, full lips, high cheekbones, and more curves than a race track. How Sam scored a beauty like that was beyond Max.

      Dylan whispered in Max’s ear. “She’s some kind of model.”

      “Oh, hey,” Savina said. “Could you guys step out of frame?”

      “What?” Max asked, her face twisting with confusion.

      “We are live streaming. You’re on camera right now. If you can just step to the left, you’ll be out of frame.”

      Max hesitated. “Um, sure.”

      She stepped away from the couch.

      Dylan followed. In an annoying whisper, he said, “See. I’m getting bossed around in my own home. This goes on all day long. And when they’re not playing video games, or fucking, she’s got Sam taking sexy pictures of her all over the apartment.”

      “I’m sure that’s awful for you to see,” Max said with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      “She’s some kind of GalaxyGram model.”

      “I have 22 million followers,” Savina said, clearly able to hear Dylan’s bitching. “And Sam doesn’t need to work. I’m his sugar mama. I’m gonna take care of him.” Then she baby talked Sam. “Isn’t that right, baby?” She kissed him on the cheek.

      “See. It’s nauseating,” Dylan said.

      “Ease up,” Max said.

      “And by the way, we’ve already made 10,000 credits on this live-stream,” Savina said.

      Dylan’s eyes bulged out of their sockets. “10,000 credits?”

      “Yup,” Sam said.

      “I’m in the wrong line of work,” Dylan said.

      “Why don’t we let these two have the apartment to themselves, and you can take me out for a fancy dinner?” Max suggested.

      Dylan sighed. “I think that can be arranged. Just make sure you disinfect the couch before you sit on it. I think those two have christened every location in the house.”

      Max chuckled.

      “I think they beat us to a few places,” Dylan added.

      “Sounds like we’ve got some catching up to do.” She smiled, lifted on her tiptoes, and kissed his lips.

      “Where do you want to eat?” Dylan asked.

      Max shrugged.

      Dylan’s eyes widened with concern. “What happened to your arm?”
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      “Nothing,” Max said. “It’s just a scratch.”

      “That’s not a scratch!”

      “You’re doing it again.”

      “What?”

      “The overprotective thing.”

      His jaw dropped, incredulous. “I am not. This is me expressing concern. People in a relationship should care about each other’s wellbeing.”

      Max changed the subject. “Cosmo Grill? Maybe Frankie V’s?” Max’s brow crinkled as she debated. Then she noticed someone was conspicuously absent from the apartment. “Where is Winston?”

      “He’s out with Chloe, or Zoe, or was it Brittany? I can’t keep them all straight. That robot gets more ass than a toilet seat.”

      “Jealous?”

      “I’ve got the only ass I need,” Dylan said smoothly, gazing into Max’s majestic eyes.

      “Smart answer.”

      Max’s phone rang again.

      “Oh, shit!”

      “What is it?” Dylan asked.

      Max frowned. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to do dinner tonight.” She flashed the phone’s display toward Dylan so he could see Ian Ashcroft’s face.

      “What does he want?”

      “I’m about to find out.” Max took the call.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were avoiding me,” Ian said.

      “Why would I avoid you?” Max replied in a dry tone.

      “We’ve got a problem. I know this may hit close to home, as you were tight with Captain Carver.”

      Max’s eyes filled with dread. She was hesitant to ask what happened. She almost didn’t want to know.

      “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Carver is dead.”

      Max’s jaw dropped. After a moment, she stammered, “How?”

      “That’s what you’re going to find out. There was an explosion aboard the USS Devastator. I want you to investigate and make sure this was an accident.”

      “You have reason to think it wasn’t?”

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Want to tell me what that reason is?”

      “Not just yet.” Ashcroft took a solemn pause.

      “Why isn’t the NIS  investigating this?”

      “Because I spoke with the Secretary of the Navy. I think it’s best if we handle this. The Devastator was on its maiden voyage. This ship is the first of its class. State-of-the-art. The Federation has 32 more super-carriers like it on order. If something’s faulty aboard that ship, I want to know. If there’s foul play, I want to know. I figure you’ve got a vested interest in seeing to it that Captain Carver gets justice.”

      “I’m on it,” Max said with determination.

      “Just a note of caution, the Devastator is in orbit around Draco Major 8. It’s providing critical support for Operation Enduring Thunder. Right now, the ship is locked down. No one gets in or out, except you. Because of that, it is no longer able to provide close air support and strategic strikes on the planet surface. As you can imagine no one at fleet is happy about this, least of all the grunts on the ground.”

      Max cringed. Having been on the front lines of battle many times before, she knew that often times units lived or died by air support.

      “I’ve spoken with Commander Popov. He is awaiting your arrival. As always, share the results of your investigation with no one other than me. Give me an update as soon as you arrive on the Devastator.”

      “Will do.”

      Ashcroft terminated the call.

      Max’s eyes flicked to Dylan. “Raincheck?”

      Dylan let out a disappointed breath. “You know, I haven’t gotten a night alone with my girlfriend in weeks.”

      “You can always get a new girlfriend,” Max said, hoping to draw protest.

      “I could. But I don’t think she’d be as fun.”

      Max smiled.

      “You realize you’re heading into an active war zone?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Dylan’s face tensed.

      “I thought we agreed—”

      Dylan raised his hands in surrender, not wanting to revisit the argument about Max’s safety. “Okay. Fine. I’m not going to harp on it. Just come back in one piece.”

      “I plan on it.”

      Max took a quick shower and packed her gear. She slipped a comm device into her ear canal and tapped the bud. “Winston, do you copy?”

      There was no response.

      “Winston? Where are you?”

      A few moments later he responded. “I’m at band practice.”

      “Band practice?” Max looked surprised. This was a new development.

      “Yes, I’m going to be a rock star.”

      “Are you?” Max asked, curiously.

      “Absolutely. You should hear the new songs we’ve written.”

      “When did you get a band?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “And you already have songs?”

      “I’m well versed in music theory,” the robot said.

      “What’s your band’s name?”

      “The Raging Fuck Nuggets.”

      “That sounds mainstream,” Max said with more than a hint of sarcasm.

      “We’re a post-new-modern-classic punk band.”

      “I couldn’t have guessed by the name.” It seemed quite the juxtaposition for the stuffy, neurotic robot. Max sighed. “Well, I hate to cut band practice short, but we’ve got another mission. I need you to meet me at the spaceport, Bay 175.”

      “When?”

      “Now.”

      Winston hesitated. “This can’t wait?”

      “No.”

      “Um, okay. I’ll be there right away,” he said in a disappointed tone.

      Max disconnected the link, then flicked her eyes to Dylan. He had been loitering around the bedroom while she packed.

      “Do you know anything about his punk band?”

      “News to me,” Dylan said. “I can’t keep up with him.”

      Max press-checked her .45 and slammed it into the holster. She winced as she slung her pack on her back, her arm still hurting. Despite the severity of the wound, the skin had sealed and started to scar over.

      Max kissed Dylan on the cheek, and marched out of the bedroom. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Dylan shook his head in resigned frustration. This was what he signed on for, and he was going to grin and bear it.
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      The spiked dog collar around Winston’s neck and the red anarchy symbol spray-painted across his chest plate was a stark contrast to his normal appearance. Max’s eyes widened as he stepped into the departure bay of the spaceport. “So, is this a phase? Or is this a permanent style choice?”

      “Oh, you like it?”

      Max gave him a flat look.

      Winston was a sleek, advanced robot with smart-polymer body panels over a composite alloy skeleton. His plastic face was capable of a range of expression, and he was engineered to meticulous perfection. He was neurotic, picky, and not typically impulsive. Max had never dreamed that Winston would find himself in a punk rock band.

      “What exactly is it that you do in this punk band?”

      “I play bass guitar and sing.”

      “And how did this come about?”

      “My new girlfriend, Amethyst. She plays drums. They were looking for a new singer, and she asked me to sit in with them. We hit it off right away. We came up with a lot of cool grooves.”

      Max chuckled. “That’s great. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thank you.” He paused for a moment. “Once we get our set down and have a few gigs under our belt, we’re thinking about going on the road.”

      Max arched a curious eyebrow at the robot.

      “Of course, I’m not leaving you. I just wanted to give you a heads up that I may be gone from time to time.”

      Max’s throat tightened. She never really thought about Winston leaving her to go do his own thing. But if that’s what he wanted, she wasn’t going to stop him. “That’s totally fine,” she stammered. “Do whatever you need to do.”

      “You’re sad.”

      “No. I’m not sad.”

      “I hear distress patterns in your voice.”

      “I’ll miss you if you go. But I wouldn’t want to keep you from pursuing your dream.”

      Winston smiled. “The idea of being a rock star does sound kind of fun.”

      Max had seen plenty of robot bands before, but they were usually nothing more than glorified player-pianos. It was common to find orchestral quartets in restaurants and bars. But they merely provided background music. She had never seen a robot band take center stage with original compositions. But Winston wasn’t an ordinary robot. His advanced neural network allowed him to form complex emotions as well as a myriad of human foibles. Max figured if there was any robot that could make it to the big time, it was Winston—with all his eccentricities.

      “So, what happened to the Osprey?” Winston asked, taking in the Hedgehog on the tarmac. “Or should I ask?”

      “I’ll tell you all about it. Come on. Let’s get going.” Max marched up the back ramp of the Hedgehog.

      Winston followed.

      He glanced around at the interior and a mild look of repulsion twisted on his face. “This certainly is no Osprey, is it?”

      “It will get us where we’re going.”

      “You hope.”

      The two strapped into their seats in the cockpit, and Max powered up the craft. The preflight checks mostly came back green. There was a yellow warning light, indicating the quantum oscillator was nearing the end of its useful life.

      “Contact port maintenance and see if they have a spare oscillator,” Max said.

      Winston wirelessly connected to the network and contacted the spaceport AI. He had his answer within milliseconds. “It appears we are out of luck. However, the oscillator warning light is programmed to come on when the oscillator has reached 80% of its useful life.”

      Max was surprised. Hedgehog parts were typically abundant. And many of the common wear items were shared among a range of different models. Surely they’d be able to find a replacement part along the way?

      “I think it will get us there and back,” Max said.

      “Are you sure you need me to come along on this?” Winston asked with a dose of skepticism.

      Max scowled at him playfully. “You’re not getting out of this one.”

      Max engaged the vertical thrusters, and the Hedgehog lifted from the tarmac. The heavy ship lumbered into the sky, then blasted toward space as Max throttled up. The rear thrusters emitted a blue glow, rippling the air behind them.

      The Hedgehog glided into orbit. The endless fields of flickering stars dotted the horizon.

      “I forgot to ask where we’re going,” Winston said.

      “Program jump coordinates for Draco Major 8.”

      A disconcerting look crossed Winston’s face. “Perhaps I should call my girlfriend and say my goodbyes.”

      “Stop being dramatic!”

      “According to the UPDF’s own internal reports,  the casualty rate among ground troops is the highest of any recent conflict.”

      “We’re not going to be on the ground. We’ll be safe and sound on the most modern super-carrier in the fleet.”

      “When have we ever been safe and sound?”

      Max shrugged. “Good point.”

      She engaged the quantum drive and hoped the oscillator would hold.
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      It was an accident waiting to happen. The situation surrounding Draco Major 8 was volatile to say the least. There was enough firepower in orbit above the planet to scorch the vibrant orb, charring it to a crisp. Three UPDF super-carriers squared off against six Servok destroyers—pitted against each other like vipers waiting to strike, the results could be catastrophic.

      As yet, there hadn't been any direct conflict between the UPDF and the Servok. That was a balancing act the politicians back home were delicately managing through their proxy war. The action was happening on the ground. The Servok backed the insurgent rebels from the East while the UPDF backed the free democratic government of the West. There were three brigades of Space Corps Marines on the ground in an advisory capacity, leading the Nopa Draal Army. It had turned into a complete and total cluster fuck.

      Nopa Draal was a little shit-hole colony that nobody would have cared about if not for the abundance of xertritium ore, and neither the Federation, nor the Servok wanted to lose their access to the precious commodity.

      The space around Draco Major was peaceful—almost serene. But that could change at any moment.

      A voice crackled over the comm link as Max approached the Devastator.

      "Approaching vessel, this is Strike Eagle. Please identify?"

      "Max Mars with the UIA. I believe Commander Popov is expecting me?”

      There was a moment of silence, then the voice crackled back. "Yes, ma'am. You are cleared to land on flight deck A. Please make your approach at your convenience. I'm sending a landing navigation packet now."

      "If it's all the same, I’d like to land this thing manually."

      "That's a negative. There are no manual landings allowed aboard the Devastator, except in emergency situations"

      “Copy that."

      The data-packet transferred to the nav computer. The Hedgehog banked around and angled toward flight deck A. Max sat back and relaxed as the ship made its approach.

      The Hedgehog lumbered toward the massive super-carrier. It weighed over 200,000 tons and was 2184 feet from stem to stern. Powered by four Hughes & Kessler Z-core reactors, and a WaveWarp™ quantum field generator, the behemoth was capable of traveling across the galaxy at a moment’s notice. The advanced technology of the WaveWarp allowed for longer quantum jumps, and the Z-core reactors had enough fuel to last for a 30 year deployment. There were 6219 crew, and six squadrons of Phantom stealth fighters, along with a battalion of Marines.

      The Hedgehog glided toward the flight deck. It eased through the electromagnetic shielding, making the transition from Zero-G to full gravity without a noticeable hitch. The heavy ship touched down on the flight deck, landing like a feather on a bed of marshmallows.

      Max powered down the craft and unbuckled her safety harness. She paused and glanced at Winston. “Lose the dog collar.”

      “But it is an expression of my inner personality.”

      Max rolled her eyes. “You can put it back on after we leave. And do something about the anarchy symbol.”

      “But—”

      Max shut him up with a stern look.

      He looked devastated and slumped. As he took off the spiked collar, he muttered, “Fine.”

      Max climbed from her chair and headed toward the back ramp. She activated the hatch and strutted down to the flight deck.

      Flight crews scurried about, loading ordinance, servicing fighters, and directing traffic—it was organized chaos. Colored shirts indicated the different departments. Aircraft handling officers wore yellow. Air wing maintenance and quality control dressed in green. Inspectors and LSOs had white shirts. Ordnance handlers wore red. Fuel handlers wore purple. Plane captains and leading petty officers wore brown.

      Max noticed an ordnance handler that was a cyborg. He had one mechanical arm and a mechanical leg. His left eye was synthetic. He was a big guy, probably 6’3”. He had chiseled features and spiky blond hair. He single-handedly loaded a 500 pound bomb under the wing of a Phantom. Max was impressed with his strength.

      Max and Winston were greeted by the OOD on the quarterdeck. “Max Mars with the UIA. Permission to come aboard?”

      The Officer of the Deck didn’t need to look at the list of visitors on his tablet. He knew who she was and why she was there. “Commander Popov is waiting for you.”

      The OOD spun around and marched into a nearby corridor. There were no pleasantries exchanged. He was all business. Max was an outsider, and nobody aboard the ship wanted the UIA poking around.

      Sailors crisscrossed through the hallways. The constant drone of the engines rumbled through the ship. There was an energy aboard a carrier that never faded. 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, the technological masterpiece was ready for war.

      The Devastator was like a floating city in space. It had everything imaginable—all the comforts of home. Along with the crew quarters, mess halls, command centers, flight decks, hangar bays, and engineering compartments, the super-carrier had a plethora of recreational facilities. Basketball courts, swimming pools, movie theaters, bars, exercise facilities, and even a day spa. It was all part of the Navy’s new philosophy of maintaining a sailor’s quality of life. It made long deployments more bearable, kept morale high, and statistics had shown that the decrease in stress made significant improvements in overall crew health, creating less downtime.

      Max and Winston weaved through the busy maze of corridors to the CIC. The main window displayed a stunning view of the planet below. The alien armada was directly ahead in a combat spread. Officers manned control terminals that flickered with multicolored lights and high-resolution displays. A 3D holographic view of the area displayed on a command console in the center of the CIC. It gave a bird's-eye view of the entire theater. Commander Popov huddled over the display.

      In his late 40s, he had an athletic build. His slick bald head reflected the overhead lights, and his stern face seemed impenetrable. His narrow eyes surveyed Max as she entered the compartment.

      “Commander Popov, this is special agent Max Mars,” the OOD said.

      The two shook hands.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Max said.

      His eyes flicked from her to Winston. They rested momentarily on his anarchy symbol before returning to Max. It was easy to see he didn’t hold the symbol in high regard. “Let’s get one thing straight. The role of the Devastator is to provide critical support to Operation Enduring Thunder. I can’t do that while this ship is locked down. We were flying over 70 sorties a day, providing close air support to the ground troops and taking out strategic targets through intense bombing. As it stands, flight operations have been completely shut down. It’s ridiculous.”

      “I understand the urgency of the situation, but it’s essential to keep any potential perpetrators from escaping.”

      Popov took a deep breath and struggled to contain his anger. He spoke in a slow deliberate voice. “I need you to bring this to a speedy resolution. As far as I’m concerned, it was a tragic accident.”

      “I’m sure I will bring the truth to light,” Max said.

      Popov pointed to the alien armada. “Part of the reason we are here is a display of strength. And every moment the ship is inoperable, we display weakness. I would not put it past the Servok to use this opportunity to break the treaty and attack our warships directly.”

      “I’ll make my inspection, and if the captain’s death was indeed an accident, you’ll be able to resume operations immediately.”

      Popov stifled his scowl. He waived another officer over. “This is Lieutenant Commander Brewster. He’s the Master at Arms and will assist you in your investigation. Keep me informed of your progress.”

      “Yes, sir,” Max said.

      Brewster was a short, stocky guy with a square jaw and a flat top haircut. He had a pug nose and a few acne scars from his teenage years. He was cordial, but it was clear he didn’t appreciate Max on his turf. “I’ll show you to the engineering compartment where the accident happened.”

      There was that word again. Accident. Max figured that everyone aboard ship had taken that stance. She hoped they were right.
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      It wasn’t an ideal situation, but the Devastator was able to compensate. With three thrusters remaining, she was more than capable of swift movement. Twisted metal and debris littered the engineering compartment where the thruster had exploded.

      The engine was a long, cylindrical device with a plethora of wiring and conduit snaking around it. There were control panels and cowlings, and a main control terminal at the fore end of the compartment.

      Max surveyed the cavernous space. “Has anything been touched since the accident?”

      “An emergency response team attended to Captain Carver and brought him to medical. Other than that, the compartment has been secure,” Brewster said.

      “What exactly happened?” Max asked.

      “Failure of the power modulator, overloading the ion exchanger. At least that’s what we think. We’re lucky the blast didn’t breach the hull.”

      “How common are these types of accidents?”

      Brewster shrugged. “This is a new ship on its maiden voyage. Who knows how many bugs are hiding in the shipboard systems? But, in the entire time I’ve been in the fleet, I’ve only seen this happen once before.”

      “What was the captain doing down here?” Max asked.

      “Routine inspection. Carver was very hands-on. He liked to see that everything was done to his satisfaction. Can’t say that I blame him.”

      “Do you have any security footage of the event?” Max asked.

      Brewster frowned. “No.”

      Max arched her eyebrows in surprise. “Why not? Isn’t that standard protocol?”

      “Yes, it is. But there was a glitch in the data storage. As I said, maiden voyage. We’ve been having little issues like this. We are essentially beta testing everything aboard the ship.”

      “A war zone doesn’t sound like the ideal time to beta test,” Max said.

      “It’s not. But as they say, improvise, adapt, and overcome.”

      “Winston, do a high resolution scan of the area with spectral analysis,” Max commanded.

      “I’m on it.”

      Winston scanned the entire compartment with a wide angle of view, then he approached the engine, focusing on the site of the explosion. His neural network could process the data and later re-create a 3D image of the environment. His spectral analysis allowed him to quickly determine the composition of materials and check for any explosive residue. It didn't take long for him to report his findings. "It seems there are traces of Composition XK-7 in the area surrounding the modulator. I also noticed residue on bits of debris scattered throughout the area."

      The Master at Arms grimaced.

      "Composition XK-7 is a form of plastic explosive,” Max said. “I don't suppose that is a standard material that you would find it in this compartment?"

      "No. That is not a standard material."

      "Then it looks to me like this wasn't an accident. Wouldn't you agree?" Max said with an air of superiority.

      "I suppose you're right,” Brewster said with resignation.

      “It seems we have a homicide. I want a list of everyone who had access to this compartment within the last 24 hours. I want to see the surveillance tapes leading up until the glitch," she said in air quotes. "Winston has security clearance, and you can provide him with that data directly. He’ll also need unlimited access to the ship's central computer."

      “I can't give him unlimited access,” Brewster said.

      "Well, you're going to have to," Max demanded. "My authorization comes directly from the President and Secretary of the Navy. If you've got a problem with it, take it up with them."

      Brewster let out a long sigh. “Let me clear it with Commander Popov first.”

      “You had access to this compartment at the time of the murder, right?” Max asked.

      "Yes," Brewster said, hesitantly.

      "Where were you at the time of the explosion?"

      "I remember exactly where I was. Putting Petty Officer Griggs in the brig. Drunk and disorderly. The explosion rumbled through the entire ship. I don't think there was a sailor on board who didn't hear or feel it." He paused for a moment. "But, honestly, where I was at the time of the explosion is irrelevant. If, as you suggest, this incident is the result of a deliberate detonation, that charge could have been placed at any time. It could have been set on a timer, or detonated remotely."

      "Where would someone get plastic explosives aboard the ship?" Max asked.

      "The armory. It would have to go through supply Officer Janet Parker."

      "Where can I find Officer Parker?"

      “2nd deck, section E122."

      "I think I'd like to speak with her,” Max said.

      "I'll show you to your quarters, then you can use the interrogation room to interview suspects.”

      Brewster led them through a maze of corridors to their stateroom. It was comparatively spacious—though you couldn't call it large by any stretch of the imagination. There were two bunks, even though Winston didn't require sleep in the traditional sense. There was a private head, a desk, and a small galley.

      "I hope these accommodations will be suitable," Brewster said, knowing full well they were the best accommodations available to visitors.

      “This will be just fine, thank you."

      "If there is anything I can do to help facilitate your investigation, please let me know."

      Max gave him a nod of thanks.

      Brewster left them to their own devices.

      Winston moved to one of the bunks, climbed in and relaxed with his hands behind his head.

      "Don't get too comfortable. We've got work to do.”

      "I'm ready when you are,” he said.

      "I need to check in with Ashcroft," Max said. She slipped her phone from her pocket and called the UIA headquarters. She was able to connect to the ship’s mobile network which fed into the mil-net, allowing her to communicate halfway across the galaxy.

      After a few rings, Ian’s face appeared on the screen. "What have you got for me?"

      "Not very much, I'm afraid. But I can tell you this was no accident."

      Ian seemed pleased his suspicions were confirmed, but also wary.

      Max relayed the information she had acquired so far.

      "Watch your back. If someone is willing to kill the captain, I can guarantee you'll be in jeopardy."

      “What else is new?”

      “Report back to me as soon as you've got anything noteworthy."

      "Will do."

      Ashcroft ended the call.

      Max used her mobile device to access the Navy's personnel files. She spent the next half-hour reviewing the data on everyone she had encountered aboard the ship, as well as those that had security access to the engineering compartment and the armory.

      "Should we go interview Officer Parker now?" Winston asked, getting a little bored.

      "Not yet. I have someone else in mind."
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      Max sat in the interrogation room with Winston, waiting for her subject to arrive. She had taken Brewster up on his offer to use their facilities. The small compartment had a table in the center and four chairs surrounding it. A two-way mirror provided observation from another compartment. Cameras embedded in the bulkheads recorded the sessions. It was a state-of-the-art facility, and like all interrogation rooms had a claustrophobic feel. What Max had found in the personnel files sparked her curiosity—and her suspicion.

      Commander Popov entered the compartment with a scowl on his face. He glared at Max, then took a seat opposite her.

      "Thank you for coming, Commander."

      "I don't appreciate you treating me like a common criminal. Especially aboard my ship. It undermines my authority."

      "No one is above the law, Commander. Complying with the investigation will only enhance your credibility. Unless you have something to hide."

      "I resent your tone.”

      "I just have a few questions, then you can get back to your business."

      The commander's eyes narrowed at her. "Do I need a lawyer?"

      "I don't know. Do you?" There was more than a little sass in Max's voice.

      "I have nothing to hide."

      "Good. So, let me ask you… What are your feelings about Captain Carver?"

      "He was an outstanding leader. He gave everything he had to the Navy, and I was proud to serve under him."

      "How did you feel about him personally?"

      "I just told you."

      “You said what any good officer would say about their captain. Now tell me what you really thought about him?"

      "I had no beef with the captain, if that's what you're getting at?"

      "But it would be fair to say that you often had disagreements with the captain?”

      "Even the best of friends quarrel at times."

      "You were recently up for a promotion, were you not?"

      The commander grimaced. "Yes," he said reluctantly.

      "And you were passed over?"

      The muscles in Commander Popov’s jaw flexed. "If you think that I had something to do with Captain Carver's death because he didn't recommend me for a command, you're sadly mistaken. And I take offense at the suggestion that I am of such low moral character that I would take some type of retaliatory action."

      "But it is bad for your career, right? Not getting the promotion, especially at your age, can be a career killer."

      "It has made me consider my retirement options."

      "Where were you at the time of the incident?"

      "I was in the CIC with a dozen other officers."

      "And you had access to the engineering compartment. You could have, at any time, placed an explosive device."

      "It's not in my nature to do something like that. And even if it were, I would have to be a fool to take that route. There are much better ways to kill a captain."

      "Such as?"

      The commander grinned. "I am not going to give you further cause to speculate."

      "It would be easy for you to tamper with the security footage."

      "We can go round and round like this if you want. But I can't prove a negative. I'm going to tell you once and for all, I did not kill Captain Carver. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have a job to do. If you have any further questions, I think you should speak with my JAG attorney."

      Popov pushed away from the table, his chair squealing as it raked across the deck.

      He stormed out of the compartment.

      Max exchanged a glance with Winston. "What do you think?"

      "I think he doesn't like you very much," Winston said.

      "Do you think he did it?” Max said, a hint of exasperation in her voice.

      “I detected anger and frustration in his voice, but no unusual stress patterns. That doesn't really mean anything. As we've seen, humans are often capable of hiding their emotions. Especially those individuals with personality disorders."

      “Never trust a psychopath,” Max muttered.

      She looked over the list of sailors that had access to the engineering compartment. She double checked the names that Brewster had given her against the security clearances in the ship’s database. There were two officers and four petty officers on the list, as well as the captain, the XO, and the Master at Arms.

      Max had all of them brought to the interrogation room, individually. Marine guards escorted the suspects to and fro. She didn't get much information out of them. They all had similar stories, and seemed to be mourning the loss of the Captain—along with two other petty officers that were killed during the explosion, as well as Lieutenant Norfolk.

      Petty Officer Dunn's statement provided some interesting information. The young sailor was slightly chubby with a round face and short brown hair parted on the side. He had blue eyes and a baby face and seemed eager to help.

      "I really don't know anyone who would want to kill the captain," Dunn said. "I mean, he could be a tough son-of-a-bitch. And there were times where we all cursed at him under our breaths, but he had the support of the crew."

      "Tell me more about the rumors you spoke of," Max said.

      "I really shouldn't have said anything. They're just rumors. And you know how people talk.

      "Indulge me," Max said.

      "It's probably just BS. But there were rumors that he had hooked up with Lieutenant Tish."

      "You mean they were having an affair?”

      "Like I said, it's just rumors. But I did see them together frequently. And they always had something between them. You know that look people get in their eyes when they're banging each other. It's like they have this, sort of, unspoken communication."

      Max knew.

      "I mean, Lieutenant Tish is hot. I’d bang the snot out of that," Dunn said. Then he apologized for his crass phrasing, “Uh, sorry. She's a very attractive woman with great…" He cupped his hands in front of his chest. “…eyes. She's got great eyes.”

      "Okay. Thank you, Petty Officer Dunn. That will be all, for now."

      "If you need any more information, just let me know. I'm happy to help." He stood up and strolled out of the compartment.

      Max exchanged another glance with Winston.

      "I'm anxious to talk to this Lieutenant Tish,” Winston said.

      "I'm sure you are."
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      Max made a stop at the armory to see Lieutenant Parker before tracking down Lieutenant Tish.

      Parker had short brown hair, brown eyes, and an attractive face. She stood behind the counter in the armory. The compartment was stocked with every type of weapon imaginable. There were rows and rows of assault rifles, thermal grenades, pistols, RPG's, handheld plasma cannons, energy shields, ammunition, and a plethora of tactical gear.

      Max flashed her credentials. "Max Mars, UIA. I’d like to ask you a few questions."

      Parker looked surprised. "Certainly."

      "Do you have any Composition XK-7 in the armory?"

      "Yes."

      "I'd like to see a list of everyone who has access to the armory, and anyone who's checked out any of the plastic explosive."

      Her fingers clacked against the keyboard as she pulled up a list on the display screen. She turned the monitor to face Max. "This is a list of everyone who has requisitioned Composition XK-7 over the past year. As far as people who have access to the armory, that would be myself, the XO, the captain, gunner’s mates, the OOD, and anyone leading a security team.”

      “The Master at Arms?”

      “Sure.”

      Max exchanged a glance with Winston. Her eyes flicked to the display screen, and she looked over the list of people who had checked out the explosive compound in the last year. It hadn't been requisitioned in over six months. The most recent name on the list belonged to R. M Kramer. “Tell me about Lieutenant Kramer? Do you know the reason he needed XK-7?”

      "People don't usually tell me what they needed for. If they have clearance, I give it to them. I can tell you, Lieutenant Kramer was a well-respected Marine."

      "Do you know where I can find him?"

      "Yeah. The Federation Cemetery on Zeti Cyrus 7.”

      Max deflated, feeling insensitive. "Sorry. Did you know him well?”

      “We all get to know each other pretty well during times like this. Of course, I don't know everyone aboard the ship. But I did have regular interactions with Lieutenant Kramer.”

      "Can you tell me if any of your supplies are missing?" Max asked.

      "Give me just a minute." Parker scanned the inventory on the computer, then left the counter and strolled through the armory, disappearing down an aisle. She returned a few moments later with a concerned look on her face. "We’re missing half a pound."

      Max lifted her brow. Half a pound was a lot of Composition XK-7. A little went a long way. That amount was more than double the amount used in the explosion that killed Captain Carver. It left Max with a disconcerting feeling—someone aboard the ship had enough explosive material in their possession to breach the hull, take out another engine, destroy the CIC, or any number of mission-critical targets.

      "Of the people who had access, do you know anyone that had a vendetta against the captain?" Max asked.

      Parker shook her head. "Captain Carver was generally well respected. I can't think of anyone who would want to do him harm."

      "Have you heard any rumors about the captain?"

      Parker's eyes narrowed at Max. "What kind of rumors?"

      Max got the sense that she knew exactly what type of rumors. "Those type of rumors."

      "I don't feel comfortable discussing the captain's private business."

      "I appreciate you wanting to maintain the captain's privacy. I served with the captain years ago myself. I considered him a friend. My first concern is to bring his killer to justice. I regret that this investigation may bring out some rather unpleasant details of his personal life, which I'm sure his wife, Carolyn, won't enjoy hearing. But if you tell me what you know, it will ultimately be serving the captain’s best interest."

      Parker sighed. "It's just hearsay. But there were rumblings about he and Lieutenant Tish."

      "Was there every any tension between the two of them?"

      "I really don't know. I never saw anything firsthand. That's why I don't like speaking about it. It could be nothing more than the bored speculation of gossip mongers."

      Max changed direction. "Where were you at the time of the accident?"

      Lieutenant Parker was smart enough to know she was a suspect, and she didn't like it. It made her voice tremble slightly. "I was on leave. I just returned to the ship today."

      Max's brow knitted, confused. "I thought the Devastator was on lockdown. Nobody was supposed to get in or out."

      "I had to return to my post. Commander Popov allowed me to return. I guess he felt that someone coming aboard the ship wouldn't pose any risk to the investigation. As far as I'm aware, no one has been able to leave the Devastator since the captain's death."

      Max's face tensed with frustration. If the commander was willing to breach the strict protocol set in place by the UIA and the Navy for these types of events, what else was he willing to compromise?

      "Can anyone verify your whereabouts?" Max asked.

      "My departure will be in the ship's log. And you can speak with my fiancé. We spent a week on the beach on Nexroc 5. We drank margaritas, went scuba diving, and did some parasailing."

      She pulled out her mobile phone and launched the photos app. She tabbed through a few pictures then showed one to Max. It was a stunning image of Lieutenant Parker and her fiancé on a white sand beach with teal water behind them. Her fiancé was a handsome man with curly brown hair and a little bit of a beer belly. Parker didn't look bad in a bikini. She wore oversized sunglasses and a wide-brimmed sun-hat, but it was clearly her in the photo.

      Max examined the photo’s metadata. The time and location were consistent with Parker's statement, although that information could have been forged.

      "You mind if I keep a copy of this?" Max asked.

      "Go ahead."

      Max forwarded the image to Winston. He examined the metadata, looking for alterations. "The time-stamp appears to be authentic."

      Max handed the phone back to Lieutenant Parker. “Thanks for your time.”
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      The degree of Lieutenant Tish's beauty had been vastly understated. Winston ogled the stunning blonde. She did indeed have nice… eyes. Her uniform hugged her perfect curves and made concentration on anything else difficult for the average male.

      Lieutenant Tish was a cryptologist. Max found her amid a plethora of other analysts staring at computer screens, scrutinizing coded alien transmissions. The lighting was dim, and the glowing screens illuminated faces with colors of green and red.

      Max introduced herself and asked the lieutenant to speak in private. Max didn't think the LT would be as forthcoming about her affair in front of her colleagues. But Tish refused to move from her station. "Ask me anything you'd like. I've got nothing to hide."

      "Okay, I guess I'll get straight to the point," Max said. “Were you having an affair with the captain?”

      Heads turned and sailors strained to listen.

      An amused chuckle bubbled from the lieutenant’s luscious lips. "That's ridiculous. Pure conjecture on the part of sailors who have been in space for too long," she said, side-eying her colleagues.

      The other officers pretended to go back to their business, but they all kept an ear open.

      “Are you sure about that?" Max pressed.

      "I'm positive."

      “What would cause these rumors to circulate?" Max pressed.

      "How should I know? The captain and I always maintained a professional relationship. I like to think we had a mutual respect for one another. Perhaps that respect was misconstrued as flirtation. Besides, an affair with a direct superior would be against regulations."

      "People break regulations all the time,” Max said.

      “Not me. I've worked hard to get where I am, and I wouldn't jeopardize that for anything."

      "So, you've never dated anyone aboard the ship?" Max asked.

      The lieutenant's eyes narrowed at Max. She didn't like the question. And it seemed like she didn't want to answer it. She made a nervous glance around the room. "No. I have not had anything but professional relationships with crew members.”

      Max flashed an insincere smile—she knew Tish was lying. "Well, I think that's all the questions I have for you at this time."

      Max and Winston stepped into the nearby corridor.

      "She was totally banging the captain," Winston said.

      Max was both surprised and amused at Winston's language. He had certainly developed a more punk rock attitude. She wouldn't be surprised if he started using foul language soon. "I agree."

      A petty officer emerged from the crypto compartment and drifted toward Max and Winston. He tried to appear inconspicuous. “Hey," he said in a whisper. "You should talk to Petty Officer Lancaster. It's pretty common knowledge they had a thing for a while. He wasn't too happy when he found out she was banging the captain.”

      The petty officer strolled away and blended in with the crowd. It was clear he didn't want to get involved.

      Max and Winston exchanged a glance.

      "This could get interesting." Max said.

      "Indeed."

      Max scanned the personnel files and familiarized herself with Lancaster’s background. He was an EOD technician. That fact further piqued Max’s curiosity. He would certainly know his way around an improvised explosive device. One of the main functions of the EOD techs was disarming the plethora of IED's placed by insurgents in Nopa Draal. Lancaster had spent a considerable amount of time in a combat zone, but he was currently aboard the Devastator, and had been for the last week. His CO had been killed, and his particular unit was reorganizing. The units were rotated off the planet on a regular basis. It was a high-stress job with a lot of burnout. It certainly wasn't for everyone.

      Max found Lancaster in the weight room. He was bench pressing 250 pounds while another petty officer spotted him.

      The place was musty and smelled of body odor and stale gym clothes. Biceps bulged, and grunts and groans filled the air as sailors hefted free-weights and used machines. Weights clanked and clamored. The deck rumbled when someone dropped a barbell.

      Max introduced herself, but Lancaster didn't seem too keen on interrupting his workout. He didn’t make eye contact. He keep focusing at the bar above him, attempting a few more reps.

      "I'd like to talk to you about Lieutenant Tish."

      A look of repulsion washed over his face. “I don't have anything nice to say."

      "That's okay. I'm looking for the truth."

      "You want the truth. I think she's a raging bitch."

      He had a lot of pent-up aggression and needed to vent. It was easy to see he felt he had been slighted by the lieutenant, and the more people he could tell about it, the better.

      "So, I take it you two did have a relationship?" Max asked.

      "Don't say anything to her without a JAG attorney present," his spotter interjected.

      Lancaster's face crinkled. "Nonsense. I didn't do anything."

      Lancaster racked the weights, then sat up on the bench. He thanked the petty officer for the spot, and the man walked away. Lancaster dripped with sweat, and perspiration soaked his clothes. He pulled up his shirt and wiped his face, revealing his toned abs. He kept himself in good shape.

      "If you'd rather talk somewhere privately, I can arrange that,” Max said.

      "I don't care if the whole galaxy hears. You’re goddamn right we had a relationship."

      “Was it serious?”

      "On my part. She made it seem like it was on hers too. Until I found out she was fucking Carver."

      "You have proof of that?"

      Lancaster's face twisted “Proof? Like, used condoms? DNA?" He scoffed. "No. But I'm not stupid."

      "So, it’s pure speculation on your part?" Max asked.

      “She practically admitted it to me."

      "So, it's safe to say you had some animosity toward her, and the captain?"

      "You’re goddamn right. I was pissed."

      “Enough to kill him?"

      Lancaster stared at her, incredulous. "Oh, come on. You can't be serious?"

      "It's a valid question."

      "Maybe I should stop talking to you?” Lancaster moved to the tricep pull-down machine.

      "I read your file. You recently got a poor performance evaluation."

      "That is total bullshit!”

      "How so?"

      "I'm damn good at what I do. I haven't met an IED I can't disarm. I wouldn't be here otherwise. And our guys are dropping like flies out there."

      "Your file says you are scheduled to transfer to another unit."

      "I don't think Captain Carver liked me around his new girlfriend, if you get my drift."

      "So, you're saying that the poor performance evaluation and the transfer were all motivated by his jealousy over Lieutenant Tish?"

      "I can't presume to know what the man was thinking, but it makes sense to me.”

      "It gives you even more motive to want him dead.”

      Lancaster glared at her. "Okay. This conversation is over."

      "Where were you at the time of the incident?"

      Lancaster didn't say anything. The veins in his neck and forehead bulged, and his cheeks turn red as he continued with the tricep exercises.

      Max had gotten all the information she needed for the time being. She and Winston left the weight room. Lancaster's glare followed them out of the compartment.

      In the corridor Max said, “Well, he had motive, and according to the ship's logs he had opportunity. And he had enough know-how to create an IED."

      "You think we have our man?" Winston asked.

      "I'm certainly not going to rule him out.”

      Max headed back to her stateroom to re-evaluate the data and plan her next step. She bumped into Officer Parker in the corridor.

      "Agent Mars," Parker said. "I had forgotten that we had a computer glitch a week ago. The system went down and we kept a manual log of all the items that were checked out from the armory during that time. Here's a ledger."

      She handed Max the small leather-bound book.

      Max flipped through the pages. It was old-school, hand printed with ink. She hadn’t seen handwriting on paper in years.

      There was one name that stuck out in the ledger.
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      “There is no private property aboard this ship. You sign your rights away the minute you enlist,” Brewster said. "I'll send Bryant and Pierce with you to toss Petty Officer Lancaster's quarters."

      The two Marines escorted Max and Winston through the ship. Their hair was cut high and tight, and their uniforms were perfectly pressed. Built of solid muscle, these boys looked like they could handle just about any situation.

      Lancaster shared a compartment with three other sailors, none of which were happy to have their space invaded. The small compartment was half the size of Max's stateroom. There were four bunks, a storage area for clothes, a desk, and a small TV. Max had seen prison cells that were larger. At least they didn't have to hot-bunk.

      Max, Winston, and the Marines rummaged through the entire compartment, leaving no stone unturned.

      "Is this what you're looking for?" Sergeant Pierce asked.

      In his hand, he held a brick of Composition XK-7 and several detonators.

      Max's eyes narrowed at the explosive material.

      "Winston, can you analyze the compound and see if it's from the same batch used in the incident?”

      Winston took the material and scanned it. “The chemical makeup is virtually identical. If it’s not from the same batch, it’s certainly from the same lot. But I would imagine that most all the Composition XK-7 aboard the ship is from the same lot."

      “I think this is cause enough to arrest Petty Officer Lancaster,” Max said.

      Lancaster was finishing up his workout as Max arrived at the weight room with the Marines. His face twisted, first with confusion, then with rage. The petty officer resisted as they took him into custody, struggling to avoid being cuffed. ”What the hell is going on?"

      "You are under arrest for the murder of Captain Carver," Sergeant Pierce muttered.

      Lancaster’s face creased with disbelief. ”Where's your proof?"

      Max held up the plastic explosive. "Right here."

      "That's not mine!”

      “Then why was it stowed with your gear?”

      Lancaster clenched his jaw. "Somebody is setting me up!”

      The Marines dragged him out of the weight room as the other sailors gawked.

      "This is total bullshit!” Lancaster shouted as he was escorted into the corridor.

      Max and Winston made their way to the CIC. Commander Popov huddled around the command console. His face was more tense than usual. Everyone in the CIC seemed on edge.

      Max looked through the front window. There were now eight enemy warships in position.

      The commander finally acknowledged Max. "I assume you have something to share?"

      "Yes, sir. We've arrested Petty Officer Lancaster. Explosive material was found in his quarters. I'll be making a full report to the UIA shortly. After the information is cleared, I will share it with you."

      The commander didn't look too happy about being second in line for the report. He didn't do much to hide his frustrated scowl. “I’ve got bigger problems right now. Peace talks have collapsed, and the treaty between the Federation and the Servok has disintegrated. They’ve drawn a line in the sand. If we don’t leave this sector, they will attack Federation forces directly. I need to mobilize our squadrons. Now that you've finished your investigation, I'm going to get back to business as usual."

      "I'll need to clear it with my superior first,” Max said.

      "You clear it with whoever you need to, but I'm resuming flight operations. I'm not going to continue to jeopardize this ship, or the troops on the ground, any longer. You can court-martial me if you have to." Popov turned away from Max and focused his attention back on the crisis at hand.

      Max and Winston left the CIC and headed back toward their stateroom. The tension aboard the ship was palpable. Sailors scurried about, preparing for an imminent confrontation.

      "I guess that wraps things up here," Winston said

      "I'm starving,” Max said. “I need to get something to eat, write the report, and talk Ashcroft. Once he gives the okay, we can get the hell out of here."

      "I'm not hungry," Winston said. "But I'll join you in the mess hall and keep you company."

      Max smiled.

      She and Winston stopped in the 2nd Deck mess hall. The area bustled with enlisted personnel. Max’s entrance drew a plethora of curious and disdainful eyes. It didn't matter that they were there serving the Federation, trying to bring justice to Captain Carver. They were outsiders.

      The murmur of conversation filled the air. Forks and knives clattered against plates. There were several rows of food fabricators that could whip up just about any meal desired—everything from pizza and hamburgers to gourmet dishes.

      Max waited in line for one of the machines. The food was just a mix of proteins fats, and carbohydrates, along with flavoring, coloring, and sweeteners. Most meals contained the ideal ratio of nutrients. Eating pizza or double cheeseburgers weren't going to add to your waistline, provided you didn't overindulge. And if you did overindulge, metabolism enhancers were readily available. Max never had to worry about putting on weight. Among other things, her advanced genetics were optimized to maintain muscle tone, and she had a limited need for fat storage.

      After a few minutes of waiting in line, Max reached the fabricator. She scrolled through the menu options and had a tough time choosing between beef fajitas or Tuscan chicken. Her face scrunched up as she pondered the decision, then finally decided on the fajitas. The machine kicked into gear, mixing the ingredients, pumping the concoction out through a combination of precision nozzles. It was like ink-jet food.

      Within a matter of moments, the steaming entrée took shape. Max took the plate and put it on her tray, then moved to the drink dispensary. She held her glass against the lever, and the fountain poured out Dr. Nebula soda. It was a dark, syrupy, carbonated beverage loaded with caffeine and other stimulants. I had a sharp taste that was somewhere between root beer and traditional soda. Zesty and tangy.

      The Federation had a food services contract with the NEZCO bottling company, which didn't distribute Dr. Nebula. It was unusual to find it aboard a Federation ship. Max remembered it was Captain Carver's favorite soda, and he must have pulled some strings to get a steady supply on board.

      The thought tugged at Max's heart. She put her friendship with Captain Carver aside during the investigation, but memories were starting to slip back. Carver had run a few special ops with the Reapers and Project SW Ultra. He had saved Max's ass on more than one occasion during the Eminent Doom campaign.

      Max took her tray and sat down at a table. She remembered the lengths that Captain Carver had gone to in order to make sure there was always a supply of Dr. Nebula on special op missions. You'd have thought the stuff was liquid crack the way he was addicted to it.

      Winston noticed Max's distracted gaze. "What are you thinking about?"

      Max snapped back to reality. "Nothing.”

      Winston knew better. Her somber gaze wasn't difficult to read.

      “I’m having a hard time reconciling all of this," Max said in a somber tone. "The Captain Carver I knew was fiercely loyal, honest, and passionate about serving his Federation. He loved his wife Carolyn very dearly. I can’t imagine him having an affair." She frowned. "But, strange things happen on long deployments. People get lonely. Absence doesn't always make the heart grow fonder."

      "I'm not sure how many men could resist Lieutenant Tish’s advances. She is endowed with certain… qualities,” Winston said.

      Max agreed. She bit into her fajita, and the juicy meat delighted her tastebuds.

      A sailor stepped to the table. "Agent Mars?”

      "Yes?" Max said, gazing up at the young man.

      "Lieutenant Commander Brewster would like to see you in the detention center."

      "What is it?"

      He shrugged. ”I’m just relaying the message."

      "All right, thank you. I'll be down after I finish my lunch."

      "He was rather insistent that you meet him now."

      Max frowned. The meal would have to wait.
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      "I wanted you to see this firsthand," the Master at Arms said, “Before the scene is contaminated.”

      Brewster led Max through the detention center. There was a command station near the entrance. Behind that, several rows of cellblocks. Security cameras monitored the entire area. Inmates were confined in small cells secured by glowing red force-shields.

      Max followed Brewster to Lancaster's unit. He had hung himself with his shoelaces. His body dangled in the center of the cell. He had tied the laces around the nozzle of the fire sprinkler. Lancaster’s toes scraped across the deck. His face was pale, almost blue, and the color had completely drained from his lips.

      Max grimaced as she saw Lancaster's body. She couldn't help but feel a twinge of guilt. The feeling was quickly overtaken by anger. "How was this allowed to happen?"

      Brewster shrugged. "We keep a close eye on the inmates. But we can't be everywhere all the time. He showed no indication of suicidal tendencies upon arrest."

      The muscles in Max's jaw flexed.

      "You have video surveillance on each of the cells. You're going to tell me that nobody noticed this man dangling from the rafters?”

      "It's my fault," Petty Officer Hudson said, stepping up to Max. He was in his early 20s and had short blonde hair and blue eyes, and a baby face. "I was on watch. I left my post to use the head. When I returned, I saw that Petty Officer Lancaster had hung himself.”

      “Has anyone entered the cell?" Max asked.

      "Yes, ma'am. I deactivated the force-shield, then checked for vitals. Seeing that he was deceased, I thought it best not to disturb the scene until I spoke with Lieutenant Commander Brewster."

      Max glanced around the cellblock. The compartment directly opposite from Lancaster was empty. The two neighboring compartments wouldn't have been able to see anything. But the two cells catty-corner may have had a better view. Max interviewed both of the inmates, but they claimed they didn’t see anything.

      "Since Lancaster was the primary suspect in your investigation, I'm going to go ahead and assume this falls under your jurisdiction. I think it's self-evident what happened here, but if you would like to proceed with a formal investigation. By all means, do so," Brewster said.

      “I’d like to see the security footage,” Max said.

      Brewster led Max to the command station. He pressed a few buttons on the console and pulled up the security footage on the display. He scrubbed through the recording of Lancaster’s cell. He stopped it just prior to the point when the petty officer had killed himself.

      Max watched the grim replay with a sad face. Lancaster did indeed hang himself by his shoelaces. No one else entered or exited the cell, except when Petty Officer Hudson discovered the incident.

      Max frowned.

      "Satisfied?" Brewster asked

      “Seems no foul play was involved," Max admitted.

      “The Federation just got spared the cost of a court-martial proceeding," Brewster said.

      Max said nothing. The whole thing seemed troublesome. It wasn't uncommon for suspects to take their own lives when facing long prison sentences. But it was far from a foregone conclusion that Lancaster would be convicted. It seemed a little early for him to throw in the towel. Unless, of course, he was guilty and racked with remorse.

      "I appreciate your cooperation," Max said.

      Two corpsmen arrived, and Max authorized them to remove the body. “I want a full autopsy done, and I want to be informed of the results immediately.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” a corpsman said.

      “Is that really necessary?” Brewster asked.

      “Yes.”

      He raised his hands in surrender. “Do what you need to do, but the cause of death is obvious.”

      “I like to be thorough,” Max said.

      “I’ll see to it the report gets to you ASAP,” Brewster said.

      “I’m sure you’ll be glad to have me out of your hair.”

      “On the contrary. It’s been a pleasure having you aboard. Stay as long as you like.”

      Max wasn’t quite sure if he was sincere.

      “In fact, you should stick around for the fight.”

      “What fight?” Max asked.

      “Our very own Kir the Kraken Karlov is going up against galactic heavyweight champ, Skinner Jones, in a no-holds-barred cage fight tomorrow. Should be a hell of a show. A little morale boost for the troops.”

      “The Kraken?”

      “He’s an ordnance handler. You may have seen him on the flight deck.”

      “The cyborg?”

      “Yep. Like I said, it’s gonna be a hell of a show. They are even broadcasting the event across the mil-net. I can get you good seats, if you’d like?”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Max thanked Brewster for his cooperation, then left the detention center with Winston. They headed back to the mess hall. Max was determined to fill her belly.

      "I don't understand self-termination,” Winston said as they strolled through the corridors. “It's not in my programming."

      "Sometimes life can be overwhelming," Max said. "And some people just don't want to pay the piper."

      "Do you think he was guilty?"

      Max's face scrunched up. "I don't think we’ll ever know for sure."

      Max wolfed down two fajitas in the mess hall, then headed back to her stateroom. She started on her official report, but didn't get far. Her mind raced, processing the day’s events. She was antsy and just couldn't sit still. "Come on. I think it's time for a drink. My official report can wait for later."

      "Are we heading back to Cygnus Major tonight?"

      “No. I'm tired. We’ll start off in the morning. Plus, I want to stick around for little while. See if anything develops."

      "I recognize that look in your eyes. You're not totally satisfied."

      Max frowned. “Jilted lover exacts revenge. Then, when facing life behind bars, takes his own life to avoid punishment. Makes sense.”

      She thought about it for another moment. “Come on, lets blow off some steam.”

      They left the stateroom and went looking for the bar.

      Torpedoes was an officer bar on 1st Deck. The Navy had recently implemented a more lenient policy toward alcohol. Sailors were allowed 12 ounces of beer, or one shot of liquor, per day provided they were off duty and their scheduled turnaround was longer than eight hours. Max, however, had no such restrictions. It was a good thing too, with her enhanced genetics, she could drink 3 to 4 times what a person of her size could normally handle. And she’d process it twice as fast.

      The dim bar was accented with blue lights. Classic rock pumped through the speakers. A large bay window offered a stunning view of the cosmos. Officers milled about and shot the breeze, but no one stayed for too long. The one drink limit didn't offer much entertainment. There was a pool table in the corner, along with foosball table, and a few virtual-reality video games.

      Max and Winston took a seat at the bar. She flagged down the bartender and ordered. "I'll take a glass of Bulvacci.”

      "I am sorry, but we're all out," the bartender said. He was a civilian, dressed in a button-down and slacks. He had wavy blonde hair and brown eyes. He stood out among the crew with his non-regulation haircut.

      Max perused the top shelf liquor displayed behind him. "I'll take a glass of Galaxy’s Mark, Black Label."

      "A fine selection," the bartender said. "And for the robot? A neural enhancer or conditioner, perhaps?"

      "I think a neural enhancer will do just nicely,” Winston replied.

      The bartender handed Winston a small device the size of a thumb drive. He plugged it into one of his I/O ports, and his eyes lit up. A gentle smile washed over his synthetic face.

      The bartender poured a glass of whiskey for Max and set it in front of her. She brought the amber liquid to her full lips, sniffed the bouquet, then took a sip. It was smooth, but not buttery like Bulvacci. Still, it wasn't bad, and the results would be the same.

      The whiskey was gone in no time, and Max motioned for a refill. Her eyes scanned the bar, taking in the scenery.

      A lieutenant wearing a flight suit ambled to the bar and leaned next to Max. He had a demonic skull patch on his uniform, part of the Space Wraiths fighter attack squadron. "I'll take a shot of go-juice.”

      Go juice was the slang term for Nortryvamine. It was an approved neural stimulant that enhanced response time and eliminated drowsiness. It was a staple of pilots and other service personnel when performing mission-critical tasks that needed focus and attention over long durations. In liquid form, it looked like orange juice, and had a tangy flavor.

      The pilot had the same cocky swagger about him that all fighter jocks had. He wore a confident grin and had sparkling blue eyes. The call-sign on his insignia was Sausage.

      The fact that he was a handsome man wasn't lost on Max, but she didn't have eyes for anyone but Dylan.

      "You’re that CIA agent, aren't you?"

      Max nodded. "Sausage… That's an interesting call-sign. How did you get that one?"

      The pilot grinned. He started to brag about the origin of his call sign, but another pilot abruptly interrupted his story and set the record straight.

      ”Don't listen any of his nonsense," the second pilot said, attempting to edge in front of Sausage. "You ever seen those small little mini sausages?” He measured out an inch between his thumb and forefinger.

      Sausage’s face crinkled up. “Don’t listen to Pancake. He doesn't know what he's talking about."

      “Pancake?” Max asked with an arched eyebrow. “Where’s Bacon and Waffles and the rest of your squadron?”

      Sausage sneered at her.

      "Shouldn't you be preparing for war?" Max asked. "I heard that all fighter squadrons were on alert status.”

      "We're about to launch on patrol. We are doing a run on some strategic targets in East Nopa Draal. Could get pretty hairy.”

      "Stay safe," Max said.

      Sausage and pancake chuckled.

      “Around here? You must be kidding," Sausage said. “It’s pretty gnarly down there. But we’ve got it easy—at least we’re not on the ground.”

      "Let me ask you a question," Max said. "Did you know Petty Officer Lancaster?”

      "I did,” Pancake said."Not real well, but…“

      “Do you think he was capable of killing the captain?"

      "He was always levelheaded,” Pancake said. "Who really knows what anyone is capable of. But, honestly, this was the last thing that I expected to happen upon the Devastator.”

      "Are you going to be on the Devastator long?" Sausage asked Max.

      "I wasn't planning on it, but we'll see how things pan out."

      "Well, if we don't die on this mission, maybe we'll see you around," Sausage said with hopeful eyes.

      "Good luck out there," Max said.

      The two pilots finished the go-juice and left the bar.

      Max knocked back a few more drinks, then it was time to call it a night. She and Winston left the bar and meandered through the maze of passageways, heading toward their stateroom. In an empty corridor, two petty officers blocked her path. Max glanced over her shoulder to see two more had boxed them in from behind. They didn’t look friendly.
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      Max recognized the man who threw the first punch. His fist careened through the air, racing toward her face. Max dodged the blow. She grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it. She used her other hand to slam his elbow, cranking it clockwise. Fluid in the joint popped.

      The man grimaced with pain. Max took him to the ground and planted a boot into his rib cage. He let out a painful groan. He was the sailor who had spotted Lancaster in the gym.

      Another sailor charged Max from behind.

      She jammed her elbow into the man’s face, shattering his nose. Crimson blood spewed from both nostrils, and the man’s head popped back. He fell flat on his back, clutching his nose.

      The other two sailors charged toward Max.

      She jumped into the air and front kicked one of them.

      His face erupted in geysers of blood. His front tooth clattered against the deck amid a trail of blood and saliva. He groaned as he fell against the bulkhead.

      With lightning speed, Max roundhoused the remaining sailor, planting her heel in his face. He met a similar fate as the others.

      In a heartbeat, all of her attackers were writhing on the deck.

      Winston looked over the carnage with amusement.  “I don’t think that turned out how they expected.”

      Max grabbed the sailor she recognized and threatened to pummel his face again. “Who sent you?”

      “Nobody,” he said with a mouthful of blood. “Lancaster is dead because of you.”

      “Lancaster is dead because he made some bad choices.”

      “He didn’t do it.”

      “How do you know?”

      “We grew up together. We went to recruit training together. He was my best friend. I know him.”

      Brewster rounded the corner and saw the chaos. “Is there a problem here?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Max said.

      “So it seems,” Brewster said, impressed. His stern gaze turned to the sailors. “Alright, ladies. On your feet!”

      The ragged bunch peeled themselves from the deck and attempted to stand at attention.

      “Looks like you gentleman just earned yourselves some time in the brig.”

      There were groans all around.

      Brewster’s eyes found Max. “Do you want to press formal charges?”

      “Not at this time,” Max said. “I’ll leave their punishment up to your discretion.”

      “Believe me, I will NJP their asses.”

      Max left Brewster to deal with the hoodlums. She made her way toward her stateroom. The effects of the alcohol had worn off, having been obliterated by the rush of adrenaline. After the attack, Max was on high alert, and she rounded every corner with caution. She had felt from the moment she stepped on board that nobody wanted her on the Devastator. The recent attack reinforced that feeling.

      A text message from an unknown caller appeared on her mobile display:

      [Meet me in cargo bay 223.]

      [Who is this?] Max responded.

      [I have information concerning your investigation.]

      Max’s face twisted with indecision. Was this another set up? What kind of information? She pressed for more answers, but there was no response.

      She showed the message to Winston.

      “I’m beginning to believe there’s more to the situation than meets the eye,” Winston said.
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      Max drew her pistol and pressed a button on the bulkhead, opening the hatch. It was dark inside, illuminated only by low output aisle lights.

      She pushed into the gloomy compartment with her weapon in the firing position. Usually, the automatic sensors would detect movement and turn on the house lights. But the area remained bathed in darkness. Max didn’t mind—her enhanced vision allowed her to see into the darkest shadows.

      She and Winston advanced into the compartment, and the hatch slid shut behind them. Rows and rows of containers  lined the bay, stacked atop each other, almost touching the roof-deck.

      “Agent Mars,” a soft female voice whispered.

      Max spun her pistol in the direction of the sound and took aim.

      “It’s me. Lieutenant Parker.” She emerged cautiously from the shadows.

      Max relaxed her grip.

      Parker trembled slightly, and her eyes darted about the compartment, keeping a vigilant watch. “Were you followed?”

      “I don’t think so. Why did you bring me here?”

      Parker swallowed hard. “They’ll kill me for what I’m about to tell you.”

      “Who is they?”

      Parker hesitated. “Lancaster didn’t kill Captain Carver.”

      “How do you know this?” Max asked.

      “The ledger I gave you was a fake.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed at her.

      “They made me. You don’t understand. They threatened me and my entire family. If I don’t do what they want, they’ll kill everyone I love.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I can’t keep living like this. If there’s anyone that can stop them, it’s you.”

      “Who is them?”

      “This is big,” Parker said. “There’s no telling how many of the crew are involved. The organization operates in autonomous cells.”

      Max knew exactly what organization she was talking about. “Phantom Corps?”

      Parker nodded.

      “How was the captain involved?”

      “He wasn’t involved. That’s why they killed him. He discovered their operation.  When he wouldn’t play ball, they made him disappear. That’s what they do. They make people disappear.”

      “What operation?”

      Parker motioned to the cargo containers in the bay—thousands of them. “There is another main export from Nopa Draal besides the xertritium ore.”

      “Mesotroxine?”

      Parker nodded. “This cargo bay is stocked full of it. They’ve been using the war to conceal their activity. They can ship merchandise undetected. Transports acquire the drug on Nopa Draal, bring it here, then it's packed and shipped all over the galaxy. They acquire the drug from both East and West, trading weapons and ammunition to people on both sides of the conflict.”

      The overhead lights flicked on, and a tactical squad emerged from the aisles and surrounded Max, Winston, and Lieutenant Parker. Deadly barrels of assault rifles stared them in the face.

      Max’s heart leapt into her throat, and her body tightened.

      “Drop the weapon!” a goon shouted.

      A frown twisted on Max’s face. She gently set her weapon on the deck, then raised her hands in the air. Her eyes surveyed the thugs. The leader of the pack was the big cyborg she had seen loading ordnance on the flight deck when she first arrived—Kir The Kraken Karlov. Not particularly somebody she wanted to go up against.

      “There’s an airlock right here. I say we space them,” a goon said.

      Max got the impression that the Kraken would have liked to do just that, but he had reasons for keeping her alive.

      “That’s only going to create questions,” Kraken said. “We need to handle this better than the last time. Besides, Dakota wants her alive.”

      "I'm sure I don't need to inform you that what you are involved in is treason,” Max said. “And kidnapping a Federation agent is also highly frowned upon."

      The Kraken scoffed. "Do you think I'm afraid of your little rules? Besides, your Federation is going down. There will soon be a new order in the galaxy."

      "And you think you're going to get in on the ground floor?" Max asked snidely. “I’ve got news for you, you’re expendable like everyone else in Phantom Corps.”

      "The Navy considers me expendable as well. What's the difference?" He paused for a minute, then answered his own question. "Oh, right, the pay. It's much more lucrative on this side of the fence."

      The goons cuffed Max, Winston, and Lieutenant Parker. They marched the captives through the cargo bay. They took Max’s mobile phone and forced the trio into a maintenance closet. Max felt the barrel of a plasma rifle poke her between the shoulder blades, nudging her into the compartment.

      The Kraken and his thugs sealed them inside the tiny space.

      There was a small clear polycarbonate viewport in the hatch, and the Kraken hovered in view. "I hope you enjoy your new accommodations?”

      Max sneered at him.

      “I’ll talk to the higher-ups. See what they want me to do with you,” Kir said.

      “I already know what I’m going to do with you,” Max replied.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “It’s not going to be pretty.”

      The Kraken chuckled. “I’d like to see that.”

      Kir moved away from the door. "I want a guard on this hatch at all times, and I want someone posted at the entrance to the cargo bay. Nobody comes in or out."

      One thug stayed behind, standing in front of the storage closet while the rest of the squad moved away.
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      The closet was hot and stuffy. After a few hours in there, it was downright uncomfortable. There was an air vent in the ceiling, but it was too small to crawl through. A single shaft of light filtered in through the viewport in the hatch.

      Max rummaged through the closet, looking for anything that might aid in their escape. She found cleaning supplies, paper towels, a bucket, and a mop. There were boxes full of items that had been misplaced during shipping. She found MREs, bottled water, and a box full of uniforms. At first glance, she didn’t find any weapons or ammunition.

      Something blocked the viewport, cutting off the shaft of light. Max looked to the hatch to see Lieutenant Commander Brewster peering inside.

      Max was filled with a fleeting moment of hope. Perhaps Brewster was there to rescue them? But she knew that was too good to be true. Her heart sank as a sly grin curled on Brewster’s face.

      Brewster’s muffled voice filtered through the hatch. “I gave you a nice neat case. This should have ended with Lancaster’s death. But you had to keep nosing around, didn’t you?”

      “I guess this means you’re not going to get me seats for the fight tomorrow?” Max asked.

      Brewster laughed. “I can put you in the ring, if you’d like? I don’t think you’d last two minutes with the Kraken.”

      “I might surprise you.”

      “I have no doubt you are full of surprises.” Brewster paused.  “It seems we have an interesting situation here. I’m going to need your cooperation.”

      “I don’t think you’re going to get much of that from me,” Max said.

      Brewster had a smug grin on his face. “We’ll see.”

      Max‘s eyes narrowed at him.

      ”We have a very lucrative operation here. It would be a shame if it was compromised in any way. I need you to make a full report back to the UIA stating that Lancaster acted alone, motivated by jealousy.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      “Yes it is.  I’m not sure if you’re aware how bargaining works, but you need leverage to achieve your objective. You have none. I, on the other hand, have a considerable amount over you.”

      He pulled out his mobile phone, launched the photos app and pulled up a rather gruesome image. He held it up to the glass so Max could see.

      Her eyes went wide at the sight.

      It was a picture of Dylan. He had been bound and gagged and beaten senseless. Blood trickled down his face. He had abrasions on his cheeks, and his eyes were black and blue. His face was swollen and had a sickly greenish yellow color from the beatings.

      Max’s throat tightened. Her heart pounded in her chest. She clenched her fists, rage boiling in her veins. Her eyes burned into Brewster. “You’ve just made a fatal mistake.”

      “I’m surprised at how easy it was to kidnap a Federation agent. But, then again, we are everywhere. A few calls, and our operatives had him in no time.” Brewster smiled. “Are you ready to listen to my proposal?”

      Max didn’t have a choice.

      “You are going to transmit your report back to the UIA. Then we are going to send your ship back to Cygnus Major. But there will be a tragic accident along the way. I’ve had a small charge placed on the fuel cell. The ship will explode, and that will be the end of Max Mars, as far as anyone else is concerned. Don’t worry. You won’t be aboard that ship. Instead, I have been instructed to personally escort you to Rex Dakota himself. I’m sure he has interesting plans for you. If you cooperate, Dylan will be released. I don’t need to tell you what will happen to him if you don’t cooperate.”

      Max was so angry she was about to cry. Her face flushed with rage.

      “Do we have a deal?”
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      Max knew they would kill Dylan even if she cooperated. But maybe cooperating might buy her some time?

      The hatch slid open and several goons took aim at the prisoners.

      Max surveyed the barrels of plasma rifles aimed at her. There were too many goons to take on, and the Kraken loomed behind Brewster like a giant troll.

      Brewster handed Max her mobile phone. “Write your report. Let me see it when you are finished.“

      She took the device and launched the UIA’s secure communications app. She used her thumbprint to sign in. Brewster watched her carefully as she clacked the virtual keyboard.

      She handed the device back to him when she was finished. He looked over the report and seemed pleased. He clicked the send button, and the summary escaped into the mil-net.

      Brewster slipped Max's phone back in his pocket.

      "I kept my end of the deal. Now you keep yours,” Max said.

      Brewster grinned. "Take the robot. Wipe his memory and sell him on the market."

      Max's face tensed. She would have torn this guy's head off, but the assault rifles kept her at bay.

      "I think Lieutenant Parker has demonstrated a lack of loyalty,” Brewster said. “Send her down to Nopa Draal on a special assignment. It's a shame she will be killed in action."

      "What about the Fed?" the Kraken asked.

      "Take her to the nearest airlock and space her. As much as Rex Dakota would like to do the job himself, I don’t want to take any chances on her escaping. Send her ship on autopilot back to Cygnus Major.”

      The guards forced the trio out of the compartment. Winston and Parker were separated and marched out of the cargo hold. Brewster followed.

      The Kraken and two other goons marched Max across the cargo bay. There was a large bay door that opened to space. An electromagnetic shield, similar to the one on the flight deck, kept the atmosphere contained within the cargo bay. It would allow small transports to land directly in the cargo hold for easier offloading of smaller containers. The Kraken mashed a button on the bulkhead, and the massive bay door slid open, revealing the infinite abyss. Stars flickered in the distance.

      “This is going to be fun.” With his rifle slung over his shoulder, the Kraken grabbed Max, ready to toss her into space.

      Max spun around, sliding from his grasp. She kicked him in the knee, and the big ogre dropped to the deck. Max followed with a swift kick to the face, shattering the meathead’s nose. Blood splattered, speckling the deck.

      The other two goons took aim, ready to blast.

      The Kraken waived them off as he staggered to his feet. He wiped the blood from his nose with his sleeve. He seemed to almost relish the pain. A slight grin twisted on his lips. “I’m more than happy to make this painful for you.”

      The Kraken tossed his weapon aside. The assault rifle clattered across the deck while the other two goons kept their weapons aimed at Max.

      The Kraken raised his fists in front of him and took a combat stance.

      Max did the same.

      They squared off against each other, circling around, each looking for an avenue of attack.

      The big behemoth charged Max. He cocked his fist and swung for her jaw.

      Max stepped aside, but she didn't get out of the way fast enough. The massive titanium fist cracked her jaw, wrenching her head aside. The metal knuckles split her lip, spraying a mist of blood through the air. It was like getting hit in the face with a crowbar. The force of the blow spun Max around, sending her to the deck.

      She braced her fall with her hands, then sprang to her feet, evading a second attack. Her mouth filled with the tinny metallic taste of blood. She spit a glob of pink goo on the deck and braced for another assault. Pain throbbed down her cheek and into her neck.

      The big ogre grinned. He charged again.

      Max spun around and kicked him in the belly. He groaned as he doubled over with pain. He managed to grab her leg and twirl her around. He heaved her like a discus.

      Max flew through the air, crashing into a container, then flopping to the deck. The impact left a sizable dent in the solid steel.

      Pain shot through her shoulder and down her spine. She climbed to her feet as the Kraken approached. This was going to be harder than she thought. It was time for new tactics.

      This time she ran, circling the big guy. She was going to dance around and make him chase her. Eventually, that would wear him out, if she could last long enough.

      The Kraken charged again. This time Max evaded the wrecking-ball-fist that careened toward her face. She ducked down, and the fist whooshed over her head. She responded with a swift punch to the balls.

      The Kraken may have had a titanium arm and leg, but the family jewels were still vulnerable fleshy sacs.

      The ogre moaned, doubling over. He clenched his jaw, and the veins in his neck bulged. The Kraken staggered to his feet, just as Max roundhoused him in the face. Her boot connected with his lips, splitting them.

      More blood gushed from his mouth.

      It felt like kicking a telephone pole. The Kraken hardly moved. His steely gaze found Max, rage boiling in his veins. He charged her like a bull, tackling her to the deck.

      He crashed on top of Max. All the air escaped from her lungs. She heard the crackle of ribs under his massive weight.

      Before she could react, his metal fist crashed down against her face, repeatedly. The titanium knuckles slammed against her cheek, tenderizing her flesh, turning it multiple shades of blue, green, yellow purple, and red.

      Max finally blocked a blow, jabbed a finger in his eye socket, and bucked him off.

      She scampered to her feet. She had gouged his good eye, and blood flowed from the socket. He clutched his face in agony.

      The Kraken’s eye was still in place, but it had been scratched to hell. He wasn't a happy camper. He clenched his fists and raced toward Max.

      She dodged his attack and planted an elbow in his rib cage as she passed. Then she spun around and squared off, ready for another assault. Her eyes flicked to the plasma rifle on the deck. It was equidistant from the two of them. There was no way to reach it without going through the other two guards. The open bay door was at her back.

      The ogre marched toward her. He swung a hard right. Max leaned out of the way, then countered. The Kraken deflected the blow and grabbed her wrist. He cranked it around, almost snapping it. He grabbed her by the back of her shirt and heaved her through the air toward the open bay door. She crashed to the deck and slid across the surface, stopping just before she fell into the abyss.

      She sprang to her feet as the Kraken charged again. She tried to move to the side, but he cut her off. He was faster than she anticipated. And not nearly as winded as she had hoped.

      He stomped forward and grabbed her again, attempting to throw her into space.

      She kicked the side of his knee again. It buckled under the force, dropping him to the deck. The snap of ligaments filled the cargo bay.

      Max hammered his back with her elbow, flattening him. Then she kicked him in the rib cage for good measure. She climbed on his back, wrapped her arm around his neck, and squeezed him in a chokehold.

      The Kraken’s eyes bulged from their sockets and his face turned fire-engine red. She squeezed her arm tight around his throat. If this was an official cage fight, he would have tapped out.

      The other two goons were stunned. They watched with blank looks on their faces. They had never seen the Kraken defeated. One of them raced forward and cracked Max in the head with the butt of his rifle. The impact knocked her off of the Kraken, sending her tumbling across the deck.

      Her head throbbed, and her vision blurred. She felt like she'd been hit with a ball-peen hammer.

      The Kraken gasped for breath. He was close to the point of blacking out.

      Max scurried away, darting in between the rows of containers. The goons opened fire. Plasma bolts erupted from their rifles, rocketing across the cargo hold. The blasts slammed into the containers as Max disappeared into the rows. Blackened marks remained on the crates, sending wisps of smoke into the air.

      The Kraken staggered to his feet, a scowl carved into his face. Bloodied and bruised, his wounded pride hurt most of all. "Don't let her escape!"
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      Max scurried through the aisles, slipping through narrow crevices in the stacks of containers.

      The goons fanned out, searching the compartment.

      Max climbed up a stack of containers and rolled on top just as a goon rounded the corner. He advanced down the aisle, weapon in the firing position, scanning the nooks and crannies.

      Max jumped down from above, planting her elbow into the man's spine. He flattened to the deck, and his weapon clattered away.

      Max scrambled for it. She scooped the weapon up, spun around and fired at the thug as he drew his pistol. The glowing plasma bolt dug a hole in his chest. It left a gaping crater of charred flesh. The putrid stench filled the air, mixed with the charged scent of plasma ions.

      Max ducked for cover behind a storage container as the other goon angled his weapon around the corner and opened fire. Glowing plasma bolts rocketed down the aisle, slamming into the far bulkhead.

      Max angled her weapon around the corner and squeezed off a few rounds. They blazed past the thug as he ducked for cover. The bolts slammed into a container on the far side of the cargo hold, showering sparks.

      Max vaporized the thug’s head as he poked around the corner, taking aim. Chunks of brain and goo painted the nearby containers. Smoke wafted from his headless torso as he crashed to the deck. His weapon clattered away.

      More plasma bolts streaked toward Max from the opposite direction. She dodged just as the bullets slammed the nearby container. Amber sparks showered, and she could feel the searing heat of the blasts.

      The Kraken was going to finish this once and for all. He was at the end of the aisle, his back flattened against a container, hiding around the corner.

      Hunkering between the containers, Max dashed across the next aisle, and slipped through the narrow space into a third aisle. But the Kraken had chased her down. He appeared at the end of the aisle and opened fire.

      Plasma bolts zipped all around her. She ducked for cover behind a container, then angled around for a shot. She blasted off a few more rounds, then the weapon jammed. Smoke wafted from the charge core. The temperature gauge hit critical levels.

      The Kraken continued unleashing a furious onslaught of plasma projectiles. Max cowered behind a container, as her weapon continued to overheat. The temperature kept increasing. If it didn’t cool off, it was going to explode.

      Just as the temperature reached critical, Max heaved the weapon down the aisle. It scraped against the deck and slid to the Kraken’s feet.

      Max ran down the aisle in the opposite direction.

      The weapon exploded, incinerating the area. Scalding metal and debris showered in all directions. The blast rumbled the bulkheads, Max could feel the quaking under her boots. She tumbled to the deck from the blast overpressure. The bang echoed off the bulkheads, ringing her ears. When she staggered to her feet, she looked back to see several containers on fire.

      The fire alarm sounded, and CO2 sprayed from nozzles above, extinguishing the flames.

      Max raced across the compartment, dashing into the corridor. She didn’t know if the Kraken had been killed or wounded in the blast, and she wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

      Alarms sounded throughout the entire ship. The XO’s voice crackled over the 1MC, dispatching an emergency response team to the cargo hold. Crew personnel scurried in all directions.

      Another explosion rumbled through the ship, rattling the bulkheads.

      At first, Max thought there were some explosive devices in the cargo hold that had been  detonated. Then she felt another rumble move through the ship. It wasn’t an explosion. It was an attack! The enemy warships’ massive plasma cannons fired upon the Devastator.

      Max looked out a nearby window. The Servok warships closed in, pummeling the super-carrier. The peace treaty had officially disintegrated. Federation forces were outnumbered.

      Max scurried through the maze of passageways, searching for Winston. It was time to get off the ship, and she wasn’t about to leave the neurotic robot behind.

      Brewster had taken her earbud along with her mobile device. She had no way to contact Winston. The ship was so large, you could spend days wandering aimlessly through the halls and still not cover every inch of the ship. She didn’t have that kind of time.

      Brewster would need to take Winston to a robotic maintenance tech to wipe his memory and reboot his neural network. It was an involved process that took quite a bit of time. It wasn’t as simple as just deleting the memory banks. They needed to be written over. Otherwise, he might be able to reconstruct them. Most robotic neural networks were automatically programmed to recover data that was corrupted within their memory banks. It wasn’t uncommon for a robot that was wiped, reprogrammed, and sold to return to its original owner, having recovered its past memories.

      Max found a directory on the bulkhead and looked up the robotic maintenance tech-lab. An orange architectural schematic of the ship appeared.  A search feature allowed her to discover specific compartments. The tech-lab was located on 1st Deck, section B-128.

      Max raced through the labyrinth of passageways, hoping to find the robot in time.
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      Max pulled a plasma rifle from a weapons locker and slung it over her shoulder. She couldn’t find a .45 caliber pistol, but a 25 megajoule plasma pistol would have to do. She jammed it into the holster on her hip, then grabbed a tactical vest, extra magazines, and several grenades. She was now ready to kick ass.

      Max weaved through the corridors and stormed into the tech-lab with her plasma rifle in the firing position. A geeky guy with red curly hair hovered over a lifeless robot. He looked like he was performing some type of brain surgery, holding fine instruments in his hands as he dug into the robot’s skull cavity. The tech’s eyes widened at the sight of Max, and he swallowed hard.

      “Where is he?” Max demanded.

      “Who?” the tech stammered.

      “The XR-709 service bot!”

      The tech pointed to a storage area behind him. Winston sat in the chair, deactivated. He had a blank expression on his face and lifeless eyes.

      Max’s heart dropped. “Boot him up! And you better pray that he is functioning properly.”

      The tech’s hands trembled. He set the tools down and scurried toward Winston. “I was just following orders to wipe his memory. But I haven’t gotten to him yet. I swear.”

      The tech reached to the back of Winston’s head and activated the robot. His eyes flickered to life, but he still had a blank stare on his face as he went through the boot sequence. A few moments later, he came to life and stood up.

      The tech stepped away as Winston animated abruptly. The robot looked around the room, confused.

      “Winston, are you okay?” Max asked, holding her breath.

      He looked over himself, then actuated his hands and fingers. “I believe so. Yes.”

      Max breathed a sigh of relief. “Come on. We’re getting out of here!”

      Max kept her weapon aimed at the tech as she and Winston backed out of the compartment.

      “What happened to Lieutenant Parker?” Max asked.

      Winston shrugged. “I don’t know. We were separated. I believe she’s been taken down to the planet. They intend to kill her.”

      “I know.”

      Max and Winston backed into the hallway and spun around to find they were surrounded by armed petty officers. Four plasma rifles took aim at the two.

      Brewster led the traitorous squad. “You are becoming troublesome.”

      “It’s what I do best,” Max replied.

      Another blast rocked the ship. The bulkheads rumbled, and the deck quaked. It threw everyone off balance. Max slammed into the bulkhead along with the others.

      The impact provided enough of a distraction for Max to act. She took out two goons with two shots. Before the bodies hit the deck, she spun 180˚ and shot the other two.

      Brewster’s eyes widened. He drew his pistol, but he was too slow. Max put a hole in his chest before he could get a shot off. His body crashed the deck amid the others.

      The Devastator continued to be rocked by enemy blasts. Max and Winston stepped over the fallen bodies and raced through the chaos to the flight deck.

      Flight crews scurried about, prepping attack fighters for launch. The Phantoms buzzed out of the hanger like angry hornets.

      Max saw the Kraken and two goons march Lieutenant Parker across the flight deck to a transport ship. He didn’t look like he had suffered a scratch from the explosion in the cargo bay.

      They marched up the ramp into a Vantage XFZ-7 dropship. A few minutes later, the ship lifted from the deck. The glowing thrusters engaged, and the craft glided out of the bay.

      Max and Winston scampered across the flight deck to the Hedgehog. They climbed aboard and Max sealed the hatch behind them. She slid into the pilot’s chair and buckled her safety harness. She powered up the craft, flicking switches and pressing buttons.

      The controls came to life. Max watched out the window as attack fighter after attack fighter launched into the abyss.

      The preflight checks came back mostly green, with the ever present warning of the impending failure of the oscillator. Max radioed the air boss for permission to take off.

      "That's a negative, Hedgehog,” the air boss replied. "We are stacked deep. You'll have to wait your turn."

      Max grimaced. She didn't like waiting. Any longer and she’d lose track of Lieutenant Parker.

      Max engaged the vertical thrusters and lifted from the deck. She angled the nose of the craft toward the open bay doors, then engaged the forward thrusters at full when there was a lull in the traffic.

      The acceleration slammed her against the seat as the Hedgehog blasted into space. She heard the air boss’s angry voice crackle through the speaker, yelling a stream of obscenities.

      Max pulled on the controls and angled the vehicle around toward the planet. She quickly identified the transport on the nav screen. She rocketed around the super-carrier. It was pure chaos. The furious exchange of cannon fire between the warships dotted space with glowing projectiles.

      Swarms of enemy fighters engaged UPDF Phantoms. Enemy fighters on suicide missions broke through the defenses and slammed into the hull of the Devastator. The ships were loaded with Nutrixium bombs, creating massive explosions. Brilliant amber balls of flame erupted from the super-carrier, quickly snuffed out by the vacuum of space.

      Max spiraled her way through the onslaught, diving and weaving. Smaller plasma bolts from the attack fighters zipped in all directions. It was like someone had tossed a match in a fireworks factory.

      With Lieutenant Parker's dropship in sight, Max followed them toward the planet surface.

      An alarm sounded, and a red icon flashed on the nav screen. An enemy fighter hugged her tail, unleashing a torrent of plasma blasts.

      Max pulled hard on the controls, trying to evade the nimble fighter, but it stuck with her.

      "This may not be a good time to bring this up," Winston said. “But Lieutenant Commander Brewster mentioned something about explosive charges on the Hedgehog? I believe they may have sabotaged the ship."

      Max cringed. She had forgotten all about it. "Go check out the fuel cell?"

      Winston unbuckled his safety harness and staggered aft. It was hard to maintain his footing as the craft spiraled through space.

      Winston opened the panel that covered the fuel-cell and main system circuitry.

      "How does it look?" Max asked.

      "Not good."
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      “It’s rather ingenious really,” Winston said.

      “What is it?” Max asked, her voice thick with tension. She strained against the controls, trying to evade the attacking fighter.

      “There is a large amount of plastic explosive around the fuel cell. More than enough to vaporize this ship. A wireless power supply hidden somewhere in the ship will spark the detonators. Pressure sensitive tips prohibit removal of the detonators from the explosive material. At the slightest sense of pressure change, they will explode. Long story short, I cannot diffuse this bomb.”

      Max clenched her jaw. In a deflated voice she said, “How long have we got?”

      “It is impossible to tell.”

      Plasma blasts slammed into the rear of the ship. The bulkheads rattled and quaked. It was only a matter of time before the shields failed, or the alien scored a direct hit on the Hedgehog’s thruster.

      Max let the attacker get close, then she released a plasma net. It was a series of small black orbs the size of tennis balls. They fanned out to form a grid. When the enemy fighter tripped their motion sensors, the orbs ignited, sending brilliant arcs of plasma between them, forming a virtual plasma net—it was more like a plasma knife. The beams carved through the attack fighter, slicing it to shreds. It was like putting cheese through a grater. The craft exploded and bits of metal and debris spiraled in all directions.

      Max breathed a little either easier, but there was still the IED problem.

      She angled the craft down toward the planet surface, following the Vantage. She left the chaos of the star field battle behind and trailed the Vantage into the upper atmosphere. The Hedgehog rattled as they descended through the turbulent air.

      The Vantage blasted through the clouds and descended toward Nopa Draal. Its thrusters rippled the air and filled the sky with a thunderous roar. It swooped down and raced across the treetops.

      Max followed.

      Nopa Draal was a lush green oasis with undulating hills and tall evergreens. The terrain was picturesque and would have been an ideal location for a secluded getaway if not for the war.

      Racing over the canopy of trees, the terrain seemed almost peaceful. Until a stream of plasma bolts launched from the forest.

      They arced beautifully toward both vehicles. Two anti-aircraft cannons had been positioned deep in the foliage. Max watched in slow motion as the plasma bolts flew through the air, impacting the Vantage.

      A ball of flames erupted from the starboard thruster.  Sparks showered the trees below. Black smoke billowed, and the Vantage began to spiral down.

      It was milliseconds later when the Hedgehog was hit.

      Alarms sounded and lights on the dash flickered. Max pulled hard on the controls, trying to stabilize the ship, but it was non-responsive. “You better buckle up, Winston!"

      Winston's eyes widened. He dashed to the nearest seat and strapped the safety harness around his hips and torso.

      The Hedgehog was going down—no two ways about it.

      The bottom of the Hedgehog raked across the tree tops, snapping branches, fluttering leaves. The light grazing turned into chaos as the craft lost altitude. The Hedgehog was like a bowling ball knocking down pins. It smashed into the trees, cracking trunks. Wood splintered and wildlife scattered. It plowed through the forest and crashed into a meadow, carving a groove into the ground. It ripped up the verdant grass leaving a trail of brown dirt behind.

      The impact rattled Max’s teeth and quaked the bulkheads. Anything that wasn’t secured launched through the ship.

      The Hedgehog finally ground to a halt. Max was rattled to the core. She unbuckled her safety harness and climbed out of the pilot seat. “Are you okay?”

      Winston ran a system diagnostic. “I seem to be functioning properly.”

      Max grabbed her plasma rifle and took a backpack from the weapons locker. She filled it with MREs, bottled water, and a med-kit. She grabbed some extra magazines and stuffed them into her tactical vest. “Grab a weapon and some ammunition.”

      Winston looked at her, perplexed. “You know how I feel about violence.”

      “Yeah, well, you need to get over that.”

      Winston reluctantly grabbed an assault rifle from the weapons locker and geared up.  Though it was against his basic programming, he had been able to justify the use of violent action in the past for the benefit of all mankind. But it wasn’t something he liked to do.

      Max moved aft and opened the hatch. Brisk air hit her in the face. The surface temperature was a little cooler than she had expected, but not unpleasant. The spicy smells of evergreens filled her nostrils, along with a mix of dirt, and the burning scent of avionics.

      She hopped to the ground and brought her weapon into the firing position, scanning the area. She was in hostile territory in East Nopa Draal—at least 30 klicks from the DMZ.  It wasn’t a good place to be, and Max was beginning to second-guess her decision to chase after Lieutenant Parker. She was stuck down here, and every second counted. It wouldn’t be long before Phantom Corps operatives discovered Brewster had been killed. That would ensure Dylan’s doom, if he was still alive. Max couldn’t let Parker suffer the same fate.

      She looked to the sky and saw faint traces of the battle in space. Brilliant explosions. The crisscross of plasma bolts. The amber streaks of wreckage burning up as they tumbled into the atmosphere, looking like meteors.

      Max surveyed the terrain. Dark smoke spewed into the sky from the wreckage of the Vantage. Max marched across the meadow and slipped into the thick foliage, heading for the downed craft.

      Winston followed behind her.

      There were  enemy forces in the area, that much was certain. But how many? A small unit manning anti-aircraft cannons? Or were there larger forces? A platoon? A company? A battalion?
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      Max had heard the horror stories of Nopa Draal. The high casualty rates, the difficult terrain, the insidious antipersonnel devices, not to mention the local wildlife which wasn’t always friendly.

      Trails were often booby-trapped with urchin mines—small black orbs with an array of prongs that were pressure and motion sensitive. They looked like sea urchins, hence the name. They were able to analyze micro-vibrations and could differentiate between heavy vehicles, human foot traffic, and wildlife.

      There had been an ongoing campaign to eliminate landmines from the battlefield. The use of such devices were against the terms of the Galactic Convention. But the East Nopa Draal Army didn't seem to abide by any of the rules or regulations set forth in the Galactic Convention regarding warfare.

      Max’s eyes were drawn by the slightest movement. Birds fluttered among the leaves. Their song danced across the canopy. Trees, reminiscent of redwoods, towered over head. Dappled shafts of sunlight trickled down to the ground. Max advanced through the foliage, trying not to make a sound—though there were plenty of things to snap, crackle, and pop underfoot.

      She crept through the underbrush, making her way to the wreckage. The Vantage didn’t have the luxury of landing in an open field. Its mangled carcass was twisted around tree trunks. A thick haze filled the air around the wreckage as black smoke continued to pour out the devastated craft. The fuselage had been split in two. Max had only seen that happen a few times. The advanced composite armor on the Vantage was incredibly strong.

      Max waded through the milky soup, approaching the vehicle with caution. Winston followed with his weapon in the firing position, moving with tactical precision. With access to the entire Federation database, Winston had a vast knowledge of combat tactics and procedures, even though he rarely utilized them.

      As Max arrived at the fuselage, she saw several bodies strewn about the wreckage. Mutilated corpses, wet with blood. Limbs twisted at unnatural angles. She recognized the two goons that had escorted Lieutenant Parker across the flight deck. There was no sign of the Kraken.

      That was concerning.

      It didn’t take long to stumble across Lieutenant Parker’s body. A sharp shard of metal had punctured her thoracic cavity, exiting through her back. Her lifeless body hung from the skewer, drained of all color. Blood seeped down her uniform, dripping onto the green grass below.

      Max’s heart sank.

      She heard movement to her left. Max snapped the barrel of her weapon in the direction of the sound. She inched forward through the foliage, her head on a swivel. She noticed a trail of blood on the ground and followed it.

      Winston stayed back at the crash site, scanning the area.

      Max could hear movement just ahead, but couldn’t see through the thick underbrush. She heard a grizzly roar and saw a flash of sharp, pearlescent fangs as a wild animal leapt from the brush.

      Max’s heartbeat skyrocketed. She squeezed her finger twice in quick succession. Two plasma bolts rocketed from the barrel of her weapon, drilling down the beast’s throat, skewering its intestines, exiting through its ass.

      Max stepped aside as the heavy carcass crashed to the dirt where she had been standing. It was a saber-toothed xyrga—a ruthless predator the size of a jungle cat. It had green fur with black stripes that allowed it to blend in seamlessly with the surroundings. It had golden eyes that glimmered in the light. It had heavy armor plates that adorned its spine.

      The beast’s carcass twitched for a few moments, the remnants of brain impulses.

      Max breathed a sigh of relief, and her muscles relaxed. But something else lurched from the underbrush, tackling her to the ground. But this was no xyrga—it was Kir, bloodied and bruised.

      Max’s rifle was knocked aside. The Kraken straddled her, pounding her in the face with his massive titanium fist. Each blow split her skin, further mangling her cheekbones.

      “Winston! Get him off of me!”

      Winston raced toward the confrontation. He took aim at the Kraken, but was hesitant to shoot. Instead, he charged the ogre and kicked him aside.

      Though Winston looked like a sleek sophisticated robot, he was powerful. The big cyborg launched into the air and tumbled across the ground, slamming into the thick trunk of a tree.

      The impact had to hurt.

      Kir groaned as he staggered to his feet.

      What Winston wasn’t willing to do, Max was—she grabbed her weapon and swung it into the firing position, taking aim at the big oaf. Her finger wrapped around the trigger, and a slight grin tugged on her lips. She was going to end this jackass once and for all. It wasn’t going to solve the Phantom Corps problem, or save Dylan. But it would be one less traitorous scumbag in the galaxy.
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      “Where’s Dylan?” Max asked.

      “How should I know,” the Kraken replied.

      “It seems I’ve got no reason to keep you alive.”

      The Kraken grimaced. “I may be able to help you find him.”

      It sounded like a load of shit. Of course he was going to say something like that.

      “Information is shared on a need to know basis only,” Kir said. “That’s how Phantom Corps survives. Autonomous cells. Only cell leaders have cross-cell communications.”

      “Who is your cell leader? Brewster?”

      Kir hesitated, reluctant to divulge the information.

      Before he could answer, Max noticed she was surrounded by several enemy soldiers. The camouflaged warriors had emerged from the forest like ghosts. Their active camouflage assisted them in blending in with the surroundings. The fact that they had green skin with brown spots didn’t hurt either. An entire platoon of East NDA forces had taken aim at Max. They looked like walking, talking geckos with assault rifles.

      Max quickly realized it was in her best interest to lower her rifle and surrender. She carefully set the weapon on the ground and raised her hands in the air.

      Winston did the same.

      One of the geckos barked commands. The language had a lot of glottal sounds, along with clacking and clicking.

      “What’s he saying?” Max muttered to Winston.

      Fluent in every known language, Winston translated. “He says we are all now prisoners of the ENDA.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Max grumbled.

      The platoon leader waived his rifle, motioning for the prisoners to move. They marched the trio through the forest to their base of operations. There were at least three companies at the outpost. Rows and rows of temporary structures dotted the landscape. There was a tactical operations command center in the middle of the compound. A plethora of light armored vehicles had been airlifted into the combat zone, but they were practically useless—unable to traverse the dense terrain. There were several dropships that moved platoons throughout the highlands.

      The trio was brought before the commanding officer. He was short and fat and looked more like a toad than a gecko. His big eyes surveyed the prisoners. He said something that sounded more like indigestion than an actual language.

      “He’s asking if you speak Nopa Draali,” Winston said.

      “I think you can answer this one for me,” Max muttered.

      “Neither of the humans speak the language,” Winston said in the general’s native tongue. “I, however, am fluent in all twelve dialects, and am well versed in colloquialisms—”

      “Then you will be our translator,” the general replied.

      Winston relayed both sides of the conversation.

      “You are trespassing on sovereign territory and will be dealt with appropriately,” the general said. “If you cooperate, I may be inclined to make your death a painless one.”

      Max said nothing.

      “We know that the UPDF has moved massive amounts of troops and equipment into the area. They are planning an attack. I want to know where they are based and how many troops?”

      “I don’t have that information,” Max said. “I’m not part of the war effort.”

      The general sneered at her. “I suppose you were flying a combat aerial vehicle over sovereign land for your own amusement?”

      “It’s a long, complicated story,” Max said.

      The general stepped in front of the Kraken. He looked the cyborg up and down, taking note of his uniform and rank. “I suppose you are not part of the war effort either?” the general said, his repulsive voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I can get you weapons, intel, whatever you need,” the Kraken said. “General Tsa’artu can vouch for me.”

      “Can he?” the general asked with a healthy degree of skepticism.

      “We have done a considerable amount of business together.”

      The general pulled his mobile device from his pocket and scanned the Kraken’s face. Within minutes, his personnel file appeared on the general’s display screen.

      Max’s eyes widened with surprise. Somehow, the ENDA had hacked the Federation mil-net.

      “Petty Officer Kir Karlov,”  the general said, reading from the Kraken’s file. He addressed an assistant. “Contact General Tsa’artu. Verify this man’s story.”

      The aid scampered away to complete the task.

      A smug grin tugged at Kir’s lips as he glanced to Max. He just knew he was going to get out of this.

      The general turned his attention to Max and scanned her face.

      Max’s entire military history was at the general’s fingertips. A slight grin curled on his wide lips. “It seems we’ve captured a spy.”

      “I’m not a spy,” Max said.

      “You work for the UIA?  That pretty much makes you a spy in my book. You are to blame for this war.”

      “How so?” Max asked.

      “I am no fool. The soldiers are but puppets. The UIA pulls the strings.” The general flashed an insincere grin. “How much do you know about my country?”

      “It’s not my area of expertise,” Max said.

      “We have a rich history. And our struggle for unification has always been exploited. We just want a united people. All you care about is the continued production of xertritium. You can find the precious material in everything from smart phones to quantum oscillators. It enables your imperialism. Your entire economy is tied to cheap xertritium, and you will do anything to get it.”

      Max understood his viewpoint.

      “Are you aware of the Valkyrie Initiative?” the general asked with a grim face.

      Max was familiar with the name, but the program was shrouded in secrecy.

      “It was before your time, but not before mine. Do you want me to tell you the horror stories of atrocities foisted upon my people by your agency?”

      Max was afraid she didn’t have a choice. General Gorun was going to tell her all the gory details.
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      If the story General Gorun told was true, Max could certainly understand his animosity toward the UIA. Those events happened 20 years ago under a different Directorate of Intelligence, and a different administration. It didn’t excuse what had happened, but there were always two sides to every story.

      It didn’t matter how long ago it happened, or whether all of it was true. It was fresh in Gorun’s mind. And just talking about it brought back a flood of memories. Max could see the rage in his eyes. She knew this was going to end badly for her.

      She found herself strapped to a chair in the interrogation room while a bulky gecko attempted to wear out his knuckles on her face. With her advanced genetics, she was already starting to heal about the time he started pummeling her. The overgrown lizard’s fist colored her face and opened up new gashes.

      Sure, it was all under the pretense of extracting information, but it was just revenge. It wasn’t going to change anything or right any wrongs, but it was going to give Gorun momentary satisfaction.

      Blood trickled down Max’s cheek and chin, staining her bodysuit even further. The taste filled her mouth, and her incisor wiggled when she pressed her tongue against it.

      The compartment was dim and dirty. The floor was stained with crusted blood from other detainees. A single spotlight shined in her face, making it difficult to see the others in the room. She squinted from the blaring light.

      She could make out Winston’s shape. He was bound at the wrists and ankles and still performed his translator duties.

      Max’s interrogator muttered something.

      “He’s asking again where the United Marines are?” Winston said.

      “I don’t know.”

      The gecko’s fist pummeled her face again. He had started swinging before she finished the sentence. He kept beating her until his hand got tired and sore.

      Max heard Gorun’s voice slither from the shadows of the room. “Put her in the pit. Maybe a night in the sludge might make her talk.”

      The overgrown geckos pulled Max from the interrogation room and dragged her outside.

      They pulled Max through the compound. The sun had already dipped below the trees. The sky turned a cool grayish-purple. The temperature had already dropped 10°. It was going to be a chilly night.

      Max dreaded the pit, but she couldn’t have imagined how horrible it was until she saw it.

      It was a ten-foot hole in the ground filled with murky water. A layer of slime covered the top. Steel bars sealed the occupant inside, and there were only a few inches between the surface of the water and the grate in which the occupant could take a breath. To make matters worse, barrels of excrement from the port-a-units had been dumped in the water.

      Max was shackled around her wrists and ankles, and a weight was attached to her ankle restraints. It was just heavy enough to keep her submerged. Max would have to struggle against it all night.

      Insects buzzed around the sludge, and the smell was enough to make Max’s nose hairs curl. Her face twisted in disgust from the pungent odor.

      She held her breath as a gecko shoved her into the scummy pond. The ankle weight pulled her down to the bottom. Max pulled herself to the surface and gasped for breath. The slimy sludge dripped down her skin. She clung onto the bars overhead, holding herself above the surface of the slime.

      Bugs buzzed around her ears, nibbling on any exposed flesh. Max tried not to get the vile slop in her mouth, but it was unavoidable. With the open wounds on her skin and the bacteria floating in the sludge, the risk of infection was high. But Max would likely die of other causes first.

      Kir hovered over the pit with a smug grin plastered on his face. He chewed on a cigar, and the cherry glowed orange as he puffed, his cheeks bulging like a chipmunk. He squatted down over the grate and blew the smoke into Max’s face.

      She coughed as a thick smoke filled her lungs.

      “It seems I made another business connection,” Kir said. “We’re getting along really well. I’m going to provide him with surface-to-air missiles, and more urchin mines, and it won’t take much to locate the Marine regiment that’s planning to attack.”

      Max’s eyes burned into the traitor. “How can you do that? Lives are at stake!”

      “It’s all for the greater good. My greater good.” He smiled. “They’re going to fly me out in the morning and drop me at the border. I’ll be able to reconnect with UPDF forces and catch a lift back to the Devastator. You hang in there. It’s going to be a cold one tonight.”

      He stood up and walked away, then called back over his shoulder. “Oh, by the way, they’re trying to hack into Winston’s neural net. I’m sure he’ll be no smarter than a toaster by the time these idiots are done with him.”

      Max’s face creased with worry. She was already trembling from the frigid slime. She rattled the bars, but they were locked tight. Her arms were burning from holding herself above water. It was going to be a long night indeed.
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      Stars flickered in the night sky. Max could still see the battle raging in the heavens above. The waning dual moons of the planet hung in the sky like half-eaten fruit.

      “What’s your story?” a scratchy, weak voice asked from the neighboring pit.

      “Just unlucky, I guess,” Max said.

      The man chuckled, then introduced himself. “Sergeant Levi Hunter. 1st Battalion, 9th Space Expeditionary Unit.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sergeant Hunter. Max Mars, UIA. How did you find yourself in this shithole?”

      “Long-range reconnaissance patrol. Walked into an ambush. The rest of my fire team was killed. I took one in the leg. After three days in this muck, I’m sure it’s about to falloff. Hurts like a son-of-a-bitch.”

      This inhumane treatment was against the Galactic Convention. It pissed Max off.

      “They’ve been trying to get the location of the regiment out of me for days. But I haven’t given them shit.”

      “Good for you.” Max paused. “I’m going to get us out of here, don’t you worry.”

      Levi chuckled again. “I applaud your optimism.”

      Max hung from the bars for hours, chatting with Sergeant Hunter.

      Max's arms and hands went numb, hanging from the grate. As the temperature dropped, the murky water grew even more uncomfortable. She felt like a wimp, whining to herself about it. Levi Hunter had endured three days of this crap. And he wasn't a genetically enhanced soldier. That fact kept Max from feeling sorry for herself.

      Max heard footsteps approach. She figured it was the general or the Kraken coming to gloat. She was surprised to see Winston instead. “How did you escape?”

      “I may have had to hurt someone. I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

      Max arched a curious eyebrow at him.

      “They were attempting to access classified information. I couldn’t allow that to happen,” he said, innocently.

      He squatted down to the bars and unlocked them. The gate squealed as he open it.

      Max cringed, hoping no one heard.

      Winston reached a hand down into the muck and pulled Max out of the pit with ease. Max had forgotten how strong he was. Winston rarely displayed his mechanical prowess.

      A small rod protruded from his fingertip. He used the fine instrument to pick Max's cuffs, just as he had done with the gate. The mechanism released, and the cuffs swung free. Max rubbed her wrists where the hard metal had worn grooves in her skin.

      Winston unlatched her ankles, the retracted his lock picking device.

      Max scurried to Sergeant Hunter's cage. She released him and helped him out of the water. His face was peeling and sunburned from three days of exposure. Without food, his cheeks were sunken, and he seemed frail.

      Winston released his restraints.

      Levi's leg was definitely infected. Greenish-yellow puss oozed from the wound. But there wasn't time to address it now.

      Max closed the gates covering the pits, so at a casual glance nothing would look suspicious.

      She and Winston helped Hunter to his feet, and the trio dashed for cover between the barracks.

      "If we can get beyond the perimeter, I can lead us back to my regiment," Hunter said. "It's not far. Maybe 15 or 20 klicks."

      "Winston, get him out of here,” Max said. “I’ll catch up with you. I've got some business to take care of.”

      Hunter looked at her like she was crazy. "If you're looking for revenge, my regiment will take care of that."

      “Kir is the only hope I have of finding Dylan. I've got to see what information I can extract from him."

      “I don’t know who Dylan is, but he sounds important,” Hunter said.

      “He is,” Max said with worried eyes.

      “We’ll wait for you 2 klicks north east of here at the temple ruins,” Hunter said.

      “You need immediate medical attention,” Max replied. “Get to your unit as fast as possible. Don’t wait for me.”

      “I’ll be fine. You’ll never find my unit without my guidance.”

      Max reluctantly agreed.

      “Good luck,” Levi said.

      Without a mobile phone or comm link, she had no way to stay in touch with Winston. Concern washed over his plastic face.

      “Go!” Max said. “Get out of here.”

      It was clear he didn’t want to leave her on her own.

      “I’ll catch up soon, I promise,” Max said.

      Winston scooped Levi in his arms.

      The tough Marine’s face scrunched up. “Getting a little friendly, aren’t you?”

      “This will be much faster,” Winston said.

      “Well, don’t get any funny ideas.”

      “Relax, you’re not my type.”

      Winston moved to the edge of the alley, then scanned the area. A soldier on patrol strolled down the main path.  Winston hid in the shadows as the gecko approached. A cigarette dangled from the gecko’s reptilian lips, and the cherry glowed red with each puff. He looked bored and tired.

      Winston watched him pass by and stroll past the row of barracks, then he turned down another lane.

      With Levi in his arms, Winston darted across the aisle, slipping into another alleyway. Max watched the two head toward the perimeter, hoping they would escape undetected.
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      Max crept through the maze of structures, making her way to the tactical operations command center. She hid in an alley across from it. Two armed guards stood out front.

      The advanced material of Max’s bodysuit had already dried, but the crusty sludge still emitted a putrid odor. She worried that the enemy would be able to smell her from a mile away.

      Through the window, Max could see Kir in the TOC, having a drink with his new best friend, General Gorun. Cigar smoke filled the room.

      A scowl twisted on Max’s face.

      She waited for the little party to die down. Gorun escorted Kir to the door and shook his hand. Then one of the guards led Kir through the compound, toward the barracks.

      Max followed. She waited for Kir to enter the barracks. Max followed as the guard made his way back to the TOC. Max made her move and attacked from behind.

      She snapped the geckos neck. His body crumpled. She grabbed his tactical vest at the shoulders and dragged him into an alleyway. There, she stripped him of his gear. She put on his tactical vest, slung the rifle over her shoulder, and gripped his tactical knife. The black anodized blade didn’t make any reflections in the strong moonlight.

      The whole assault took place in milliseconds. Max performed her actions with expert precision. Silent. Just like she had been trained to do. She was a near perfect killer.

      Max angled back around to Kir’s barracks.

      Max peered into the window and saw Kir reclining on the bunk. The room was filled with a dozen other sleeping ENDA soldiers. Max thought long and hard about her next move. Stepping into the barracks would be like entering a hornet’s nest. But she needed to find out who the leader of their cell was and learn where Dylan was being held captive.

      She moved to the front door and carefully eased it open. The hinges started to squeak, and Max abruptly stopped her forward motion. She held her breath in the doorway, waiting for all hell to break loose. But nothing happened.

      The sleeping sounds of the geckos filled the barracks. Max continued to push the door open and crept inside the room. She moved through the space like a phantom.

      Kir's eyes widened as Max put the blade to his throat. "Make a sound and you die!”

      Kir almost seemed amused at Max's resilience. “I’ll give you one thing, you're tenacious."

      "Where have they taken Dylan?"

      "I don't know," Kir whispered. "Do you really think you're going to make it out of here alive?"

      "Do you?"

      Kir grimaced.

      "Who is the leader of your cell?"

      Kir hesitated. “The XO. You think we really would have been able to do so much aboard the Devastator without his involvement?”

      Max grimaced. She didn't know whether to believe him. "I'm going to give you one more chance to tell me the truth."

      "I am telling you the truth. I’ve got no reason to lie. I'm looking at a dead woman.”

      Kir started to shout for assistance, but Max slit his throat as the first peep escaped his vocal cords.

      Rivers of crimson blood flowed from his neck as the sharp blade carved through his flesh with ease. His trachea had been completely severed, and his throat filled with blood. He choked and gurgled. With each breath, blood splattered from the wound. Kir clutched his neck, trying to stem the tide, but it was fruitless.

      Kir had made enough noise to draw the attention of several soldiers.

      Max grabbed a grenade from her tactical vest and tossed it down the aisle between the bunks.

      Max dashed for the door. Plasma bursts erupted behind her as soldiers grabbed for their weapons. The searing bolts whizzed all around her. Max reached the door and leapt out of the barracks just as the grenade exploded.

      The concussion was deafening. Searing hot shrapnel sprayed in all directions. Smoke-filled the barracks, along with the agonizing groans of the soldiers.

      Max tumbled to the ground and sprang to her feet. She dashed into an alley between the barracks and ran for the perimeter. Setting off a grenade in the middle of the compound was like kicking an ants’ nest. Soldiers flooded out of the barracks with their weapons at the ready.

      Max kept her rifle in the firing position, picking off anyone who got in her way. The barrel of her rifle swept from side to side as she selected targets. Her finger squeezed the trigger multiple times and sent an array of blistering bolts toward the array of enemies. Max moved so fast, the geckos didn't know what hit them. Most were stunned by the explosion, wondering what the hell had happened.

      Searing bolts zipped across the compound, narrowly missing Max as she reached the perimeter and disappeared into the trees. Her chest heaved for breath, and her legs drove her forward. Several geckos chased after her.

      Max weaved through the trees, trying to evade her pursuers. In the back of her mind, she knew the forest could be littered with explosive devices, tripwires, proximity mines, and old-fashioned booby-traps. But she couldn't slow down.

      She raced into the thick underbrush and plunged down a ravine. She hopped over fallen logs and weaved through thick tree trunks. She was heading in the opposite direction of the Marine Regiment. She crossed an icy stream that sent chills through her body, but at least the cold water helped wash off some of the crusty sewage-like sludge.

      She climbed up the bank on the other side, then took a position behind a large tree. She angled her weapon around the trunk and waited for her pursuers.

      Two geckos plunged down the path and headed for the stream. Max lined them up in the reticle of her sights and squeezed the trigger. The glowing plasma bolt tore through the aliens, sending them splashing into the stream. The current carried their bodies away.

      Plasma bolts erupted from the forest, streaking toward Max's position. She ducked for cover behind the tree as the blasts smashed the other side.

      She sprang to her feet and ran deeper into the forest. She ran as fast as she could, putting distance between her and the aliens. Max was fast, and the shorter aliens couldn't match her stride. Along with her speed and endurance, she could out run an Olympic sprinter. Heading west, Max began a long arc to the north, then to the west circling back around.

      She ran for almost half an hour before she slowed down. She had lost her pursuers somewhere along the way. Max sat on the ground, leaning against a tree trunk, taking a moment to catch her breath. Her lungs burned, and her quads felt like acid. But the exertion had warmed her core. It wasn't freezing cold out, but cool enough to be uncomfortable, especially when wet.

      Max was used to extreme temperatures. As part of Reaper training, she had to endure much worse than anything the geckos had forced upon her.

      After a short breather, Max climbed to her feet and continued heading northwest. She crossed the stream again and moved through the forest north of the geckos’ compound.

      The dappled rays of moonlight pierced the canopy, patterning the ground below with pale blue light. The forest was silent, almost peaceful. The subtle sounds of night creatures filtered through the trees.

      Max heard the crinkle of leaves and the snap of a twig behind her. Her head swiveled, looking over her shoulder. She froze in her tracks and listened intently. She was beginning to think someone, or something, was following her.
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      Max held still and brought her weapon into the firing position. She angled the barrel in the direction of the sound. Her heart thumped. She heard the crunch of leaves and waited for something to emerge from the brush.

      Max was expecting a vicious beast, but a small varmint that looked like an overgrown rat crept out of the foliage. Max chuckled at her own paranoia. But she had reason to be. She spun around and continued her march toward the ruins. She arrived at the site within an hour. The old temple was nothing more than a smattering of broken walls, a few totems, and broken statues. They were covered with weeds and moss. Some of the carvings were in the likeness of the geckos.

      Max advanced through the ruins with caution. She whispered for Winston and Levi, but there was no response. She searched the area.

      She began to have a sinking feeling that something terrible had happened to them. Perhaps they ran into an enemy patrol and were captured again? Her skin tingled with panic. She absentmindedly reached for her earbud to connect to Winston on the comm line—but the device was gone.

      “Winston,” she whispered.

      There was nothing but the ever-present Nopa Draal version of crickets that sounded like violas pulsing in and out of phase.

      “Winston,” she hissed louder.

      There was still no response.

      Max was torn about her next move. She dreaded the thought of their capture. A million thoughts ran through her head.

      After a few moments, Winston emerged from the trees just north of the ruins. “I thought I might find you here.”

      Max’s exasperated eyes glared at him. “This was where  we were supposed to meet.”

      “There is a larger temple 200 yards to the north.”

      “How was I supposed to know that?”

      Winston shrugged.

      “Nevermind. How is Levi?”

      “He’s resting.”

      Max followed Winston into the forest. The main ruins were considerably larger and better preserved. The stone temple was missing its roof, but it still had steps leading up to the entryway and tall columns that were mostly intact. Vines wrapped around the stonework, and hieroglyphics were carved in the entablature.

      They found Levi in the structure, huddled against the wall.

      “I’m glad you came back. I wasn’t sure I would see you guys again,” Levi said.

      “Did you think we were going to leave you?” Winston asked.

      “I’ve learned not to count on anybody but myself,” Levi said. “We need to keep moving.”

      Winston helped the Marine to his feet, then scooped him in his arms. They left the ruins and marched northwest.  According to Levi, they’d run into his Marine regiment within the next five klicks. There were about halfway when they found themselves surrounded by plasma rifles. They had walked right into an ambush. Highly camouflaged warriors had emerged from the forest like ghosts, seemingly appearing out of nowhere. Their active camouflage blended perfectly with the environment. Even Max’s keen senses didn’t warn her.

      “Drop your weapons!” a voice shouted.

      It was a Federation voice.

      “Ease up. It’s Sergeant Hunter, Echo Platoon.”

      Max and her rag-tag squad were surrounded by a platoon of Marines.

      “Put me down,” Levi muttered, fully embarrassed.

      Winston set him on his feet, and Levi hobbled to greet the platoon leader, Lieutenant Reese.

      “We weren’t expecting you for another several klicks,” Levi said.

      “We’ve been on the move, never staying in any place for too long. We are spread out all through these hills.”

      “We just escaped from the enemy base camp about 12 klicks southeast of here,” Hunter said.

      Reese’s face scrunched up. “What’s that smell?”

      “Don’t ask,” Levi muttered. He was covered in the crusty sludge of the pit.

      Reese called for a corpsman.

      The corpsman pulled a compact hover-gurney from his pack. It was 20” wide and extended, creating a 6 foot long force-shield that floated over the ground. Winston helped Levi recline on the gurney.

      The corpsman examined the wound, peeling back the layers of clothing around it. His face twisted at the site of the infection. “This is pretty bad.”

      He used his mobile device to scan Levi’s leg. A three-dimensional diagnostic image appeared on the display. The corpsman was able to see bone, nerves, muscles, tendons, and fascia. He looked surprised. “Did you get shot with a bullet?”

      Levi nodded.

      “There is still a fragment lodged in the tissue. We’ll need to get that out.” The corpsman addressed Lieutenant Reese. “I need to get him to the FOB. He needs surgery.”

      Reese nodded.

      “I thought you guys weren’t supposed to be east of the DMZ?”

      “Haven’t you heard?” Reese said. “The rules have changed. The gloves came off. The Servok have declared war on the Federation. Nopa Draal is a strategic asset that must not fall under the control of the Servok. We lost three carriers over the night. We’re expecting Servok ground troops to increase in number. It’s about to get ugly.”

      Max’s eyes widened. “Three carriers?”

      “The Ardent, the Resolute, and the Devastator.”

      Max swallowed hard. “Were there any survivors?”

      “It’s hard to say. Doubtful.  We are on our own right now until reinforcements arrive.”

      If Commander Popov was in fact the leader of the Phantom Corps cell, Max’s best hope of finding Dylan had just vanished. Without any air support, things looked grim for the troops on the ground. It was a race against the clock to get more warships and troops into the area before the Servok.

      “FOB Monarch is 20 klicks west of here, across the former DMZ,” Reese said. “If you head down this west ravine, there is a clearing where a med-evac unit can land. It’s less than 2 klicks.”

      Reese assigned two Marines to escort Max in case her team ran into any trouble. She headed into the woods dazed by the news.
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      There was no better sound in the galaxy than the rumble of a Vantage’s engine when it was coming to take you out of the bush. The dropship emerged from the gloomy clouds at daybreak and landed in the meadow.

      The vertical thrusters blew the tall grass in all directions. The ground compressed under the weight of the landing gear.

      The makeshift squad scrambled to the dropship and loaded Sergeant Hunter aboard. Max and Winston climbed in along with the corpsmen. The other two Marines headed back into the forest as the dropship lifted from the verdant field.

      The minute it lifted into the air, plasma bolts erupted from the far side of the meadow. The glowing projectiles streaked past the ship. Some impacted the exterior hull. Bulkheads rattled and quaked, and the ship pitched and rolled.

      Max’s heart leapt into her throat. Winston’s eyes widened with concern. Their nerves were still rattled from the last crash. All it took was getting shot at one time, and the mere sound of a plasma cannon would make your ass pucker. The distinctive metallic ping of a plasma projectile against armor plating was the kind of thing that echoed in your brain and woke you up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat.

      The pilot pulled hard on the controls and engaged the aft thrusters, rocketing away from the LZ.

      The pilot kept the craft low, racing inches above the treetops, heading for the former DMZ.

      Within minutes, they were landing at FOB Monarch. It was a large forward operating base that was like a small city in the middle of a combat zone. Rows and rows of combat aerial vehicles lined the temporary tarmac. Its reinforced bunkers housed the tactical operations command, barracks, med center, a PX, two bars (one for enlisted, one for officers), mess halls, supply areas, and munitions storage.

      All forward operating bases had adopted a standardized design that was the result of years of study and analysis. In conjunction with the DoD, the Federation Commission on Explosive Safety, and the UPDFs Logistics and Tactics Committee had arrived at a format that offered the most safety and provided the most combat effectiveness. Earth-filled barriers separated munitions storage areas, fuel supplies, and other explosive material. An exterior energy shield secured the perimeter, which was also reinforced by a blast wall of earth-filled barriers. The gabions were made from a collapsible wire mesh container and an advanced heavy duty polymer fabric liner. Filled with several tons of rock and earth, they were effective barriers. Weapons towers had 500 megajoule plasma cannons, and the perimeter was rimmed with old-fashioned concertina wire.

      If you knew your way around one FOB, you knew your way around them all. Max had seen plenty during her time in the Navy.

      Max escorted Levi to the med center where he was triaged and put in the queue for surgery. Despite the severity of his injury, there were much worse ahead of him.

      Levi was put in a holding area as he waited for surgery. It was nothing more than a small section, marked by privacy curtains. Max and Winston stayed at his side as he waited for surgery. The medical facility bustled with activity. Doctors and corpsmen scurried about attending to wounded soldiers.

      The moans and groans of the wounded filled Max's ears. It was a horrible sound. Soldiers were missing arms and legs. Bodies were charred from plasma burns. White gauze bandages were soaked red with blood. Heart monitors blipped with jagged peaks, and vital statistics flashed on displays.

      "Thanks for getting me out of that shithole,” Levi said. "You saved my ass."

      Max smiled. "No problem."

      "I owe you one."

      "You don't owe me anything," Max said.

      When Levi was brought to surgery, Max left the med center, looking for the CO. She found Lieutenant Colonel Burkett in the TOC. He was a skinny guy with gray hair and a gray mustache and ice-blue eyes that were as deep as oceans. He had seen more grizzly combat in the last six months than most warriors saw in a lifetime.

      Max introduced herself on flasher credentials. She filled him in on her backstory. "I need to get back to Cygnus Major ASAP."

      "No can do."

      Max's face twisted with frustration.

      "Right now, the ENDA have air superiority. They control the space around Draco Major 8, and we have no carriers or long-range transports in the area. Even if I could spare a bird, there's nowhere you can go. You're going to have to hunker down with the rest of us until reinforcements arrive."

      "I can't express to you how urgent my need is to return to Federation space. I have an ongoing investigation, lives are at stake."

      “And I'm sorry. But right now, I can't spare a ship. I'm not sure you're aware of how dire the situation is."

      Max grimaced.

      "So, why don't you settle in and make yourself at home. There's plenty of room in the officers’ barracks. And if you want to make yourself useful, pick up a rifle and guard the perimeter, or go on patrol if you're feeling adventurous. Our intel suggests there are 40,000 ENDA troops massing in the hills near the DMZ. I've got a regiment of Marines in those hills that are in danger of becoming cut off."

      "We just came from there," Max said.

      "Well, you're lucky you got out. It's like the enemy knows our every move before we make it. Either they're incredibly lucky, or our operational security has been compromised.

      "I can assure you, it's been compromised. You need to operate under the assumption that the enemy has infiltrated the highest levels of command.”

      Burkett looked at her in disbelief.

      Max didn't know if she could trust the Lieutenant Colonel. At this point, everyone was a suspect. She wasn’t sure how rampant the infestation was. But it was looking like Phantom Corps was everywhere.

      Colonel Burkett waved Lieutenant Phillips over. “Show Agent Mars to the barracks and get her situated.”

      “Aye-aye, sir,” the LT responded.

      Phillips escorted Max and Winston out of the TOC and headed across the base.
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      There was a word at FOB Monarch that command never liked to use—siege. The base was never going to be under siege. It was never a possibility. Not something even remotely considered, and certainly not discussed. But the troops knew better.

      There was an air of dread hanging over the base like a thick fog. There were rumors and speculation about enemy forces and their numbers. With three super-carriers in orbit, the base had been secured. Now that they were gone, the UPDF became the underdog.

      It was only temporary. The nearest warships were 16 hours away. But 16 hours could seem like an eternity when under siege.

      Lieutenant Phillips had brown hair and a boyish face. He was shorter than Max and looked like he was barely out of high school, though he was in his mid-20s. He had a single gold bar on his collar—a newly minted 2nd Lieutenant. He was an idealist and had a cheery, optimistic outlook. “Don’t believe the rumors. You’re perfectly safe here. There is no possible way the base could ever be overrun.”

      “You seem confident,” Max said.

      “If Colonel Burkett is confident, then I am confident. I’ve been here for nine months, and we haven’t had any issues. Step out beyond the wire, and that’s something entirely different.”

      “I’ve already been beyond the wire.”

      The LT seemed impressed.

      Winston took in the bustling activity of the base. His eyes panned the horizon beyond the perimeter. “In my estimation, this wasn’t the most ideal location for a military outpost. We are surrounded on all sides by higher ground. There are several vantage points in the hills where a sniper could target personnel. Heavy artillery in the surrounding area could inflict massive amounts of damage. I’m not so sure this place is as impenetrable as the Colonel believes.”

      The 2nd Lieutenant seemed uncomfortable at that statement. He let out a nervous laugh. “I wouldn’t worry about the enemy having heavy artillery. They are using Servokian made weapons,” he said with a condescending look. “I’ve seen slingshots that are more effective.”

      Max looked at the little man, perplexed. “Have you ever been shot at?”

      Phillips hesitated. “Not exactly. I assist the Colonel in providing logistical support and strategic guidance for the grunts.”

      “I can assure you, Servokina made plasma rifles are just as lethal as Federation weapons. If you don’t believe me, I’m willing to demonstrate.” Max’s deadly scowl frightened the small man.

      Phillips’s eyes widened. He swallowed hard. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      Max didn’t have much respect for the POGs (persons other than grunts) who weren’t willing to lay it on the line.

      They reached the bunker, and Phillips quickly showed Max around, then departed.

      The smell emanating from the bunker twisted Max’s face. Months of sweat, body odor, and dirty fatigues created a noxious aroma. Max found an empty rack and stowed her gear.

      A lieutenant at the neighboring bunk looked Max over. “You must be a spook.”

      “Why do you think that?” Max asked.

      “Civilian clothes, yet you’re carrying weapons, a Servokian plasma rifle at that. And you look like you’ve been through hell and back. We don’t see many civvies out here unless they’re UIA.”

      Max introduced herself.

      Lieutenant Warby had dark curly hair, blue eyes and a beard. He didn’t keep a regulation haircut. The skull and scythe tattoo on his bicep told Max all she needed to know—he was a Navy Reaper. And the special operators lived by their own code. Nobody was about to tell him to shave or get a haircut. The guy was carved out of stone with bulging biceps and rippled abs.

      “How long have you been in country?” Max asked.

      “Six months. It’s been interesting, I’ll say that.” Warby had seen just about everything under the sun, and it showed in his eyes. “My platoon is half the size it was. This, by far, has been one of our most challenging deployments. We lost a lot of good people. And I’m afraid we’re going to lose a lot more before this thing is all said and done.”

      “Let’s hope not,” Max said.

      “I don’t hope anymore. I figure I’m dead already.” He grinned. “If I make it back home, it's a bonus. Takes the stress out of it.”

      Max could relate. Hope could be a dangerous thing, especially as you neared the end of your deployment.

      “This may be a stretch, but is there anywhere around here I could take a shower?”

      Warby lifted a curious eyebrow. “Now that could give a man hope.”

      Max chuckled.

      “The quartermaster set up some temporary hot showers. Just head south 50 yards. Can’t miss them.” Warby couldn’t help but look over Max’s sumptuous form. “Let me know if you need any assistance.”

      “I think I’ve got it covered. Thank you.”

      “Let me see if I can dig up some clean fatigues,” Warby said.
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      Calling the showers hot was an  exaggeration. They were lukewarm at best. But it was better than freezing cold. Max lathered up her body and the frothy suds slid over her voluptuous curves. She was in the middle of shampooing her hair, trying to get out the last crusty pieces of sludge, when the attack began.

      The clatter of small arms fire filled the air. Combat aerial vehicles roared overhead. The ground rumbled as bombs exploded throughout the base. Brilliant balls of flame rolled into the sky, mushrooming into clouds of black smoke. The enemy was attempting to destroy the dropships and the munitions depots.

      Pilots scrambled to get their birds in the air. Plasma bolts crisscrossed the sky as the Marines fought off the aerial vehicles with cannons.

      Max rinsed the soap from her hair and out of her eyes, grabbed a towel and scurried out of the shower stall. She pulled on her fatigues, grabbed her plasma rifle, and ran back toward the barracks.

      The Marines had shot one of the enemy drop ships out of the sky. It careened toward the ground, spitting flames and billowing smoke. It slammed into the fuel storage area,  creating a secondary explosion. Flames erupted. Heat radiated from the blast site.

      A gecko pilot staggered out of the wreckage, covered in flames. He made it a few steps before he collapsed to the ground and burned to a crisp.

      Winston waited for Max at the barracks with his plasma rifle.

      “Come on!” Max shouted.

      “Where are we going?”

      Max ran to the perimeter wall and climbed up to the battlements. Marines lined the parapet, blasting at the invading ENDA army that attacked. Searing bolts of plasma zipped in all directions.

      Max slung her weapon over the parapet and took aim. Muzzle flash and plasma bolts emanated from the tree line. Max wrapped her finger around the trigger and fired at the bursts of energy.

      Winston huddled beside her.

      She looked at him with a perturbed scowl. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Use of robot intelligence in combat situations is prohibited by the Galactic Convention.”

      “Fuck the Galactic Convention!”

      The situation was dire. Winston angled his weapon over the parapet and opened fire with technical precision. The robot didn’t miss. He took out targets at an incredible pace. He was able to scan the entirety of the battlefield and assess the situation in milliseconds. He unleashed a torrent of weapons fire as the enemy advanced.

      There were thousands upon thousands of ENDA soldiers. But there was also something worse lurking in the forest.

      So far, the geckos had remained in the cover of the tree-line. They hadn’t pushed into the open meadow. They were essentially deluging the base with harassment fire while the combat aerial vehicles softened up the hard target.

      Then the trouble started.

      A horde of crab-bots emerged from the forest. They were narrow enough to navigate through the maze of trees. With six articulated legs,  they scurried through the forest with ease, navigating uneven terrain without a second thought. They looked like miniature tanks with plasma cannons mounted centrally. The automated intelligent attack bots were fearless and accurate. Servokian made with active camouflage, they were ruthless killers.

      The fact that the ENDA was violating the Galactic Convention made Winston feel less guilty about participating.

      The crab-bots advanced across the meadow, unleashing a torrent of plasma fire at the base. Their armor plating made them difficult to take down. You could blow off a leg, and the arrangement of their appendages would realign automatically. The things could still function well with three legs. They were less mobile with two, but they would never quit. Even with one leg, they’d claw their way toward the enemy.

      The neural net was housed just underneath the cannon. A few precise shots at the pivot point below the turret could disable the bot. The armor was thinner there, but by no means soft.

      Max and Winston took aim at the crabs and opened fire. The bots flooded out of the forest, swarming around the base.

      Plasma bolts crisscrossed the meadow, and the smell of charged particles filled the air. The energy fence surrounding the perimeter absorbed much of the onslaught. But the shield only stayed up for a few minutes. It had either overloaded, or its power supply had been cut off. Max wasn’t sure which.

      The Marines had managed to get several Vantage dropships into the air. They were doing a good job of holding off the aerial attack.

      It took nearly a dozen shots, but Max dropped a crab-bot in its tracks. Its legs went limp, and it collapsed to the ground. Smoke billowed from the turret. It looked like a big bug that had been squashed.

      The meadow was soon littered with the carcasses of crab-bots and fallen gecko soldiers. But the horde of invaders kept marching forward.

      Plasma projectiles rocked the blast wall. One of the bots broke through the defenses and leapt onto the battlement. It spun around, taking out nearby Marines with two of its legs that it had extended like rotor blades. Sharp metal legs severed heads and torsos. Blood spewed, splattering across the battlement and speckling the robot. It simultaneously sent plasma blasts down the battlement, frying several Marines.

      Max took aim and squeezed off several rounds. The unit collapsed and fell to the ground inside the base.

      Another one leapt into position and began its rampage.

      The massive turret cannons of the guard towers swung around and vaporized the robot. But the sea of crab-bots kept advancing, clawing their way up the blast wall. It seemed hopeless.

      A Vantage roared overhead, strafing the bots along the perimeter wall. It slowed their progression, but only momentarily.

      Max fired at the crab-bot atop the battlement until smoke billowed from its neural net. It collapsed and another quickly scaled the blast wall, taking its place.

      Max pushed the mag release button, and the magazine dropped from the well. She slapped another one in, pressed the bolt catch, and kept firing.

      Plasma bolts zipped all around her.

      Another robot joined the fray, then another.

      Max and Winston jumped down from the battlement and pulled back.

      It had turned into a bloodbath. The perimeter wall was lined with the bodies of dead Marines. Blood and guts were slathered over the area. The perimeter wall had been breached, and the crab-bots flowed into the base.

      It was pure pandemonium.

      Max fired at the encroaching robots as she scurried back toward the barracks. Two Vantages roared overhead, pummeling the robots inside the perimeter with Hellfire II missiles. The rockets spewed a trail of gray propellant and created a blinding explosion upon impact. Metal showered in all direction—twisted bits of crab legs, turrets, gears, and servos. But all it did was provide a temporary pause in the action. More of the crab-bots flowed into the base, scaling the perimeter wall at will.

      Max ran into Warby. He was drenched with sweat and covered in the blood of his comrades. Panic filled his eyes, and he wasn't the kind of man who was prone to panic. There was no doubt about it—the base had been overrun, the battle lost.

      "Follow me," Warby shouted. He scurried into a dark bunker. Max and Winston followed after him.The ground rumbled with explosions and dust fell from the ceiling.

      Warby pulled aside a bunk and opened a trap door in the floor. "Get in," he commanded.

      Max surveyed him with an uncertain glance.

      “Hurry!"

      Max wasn't one to run from a fight, but this battle wasn't winnable. It could only end in death. Max and Winston climbed into the hole and Warby dropped in after them. He pulled the bunk back over the hatch and pulled the door shut.

      It was pitch black in the tunnel, but Max could see an underground passage leading to the east.

      Warby clicked on his tac-light and led the way.

      "What is this?"

      "We use this passage for long-range recon patrols. It allows us to move in and out of the base undetected by enemy surveillance. It runs beyond the tree line and opens in the forest. But with all the explosions, the tunnel could be collapsed."

      The passageway was just large enough to crawl through. Dirt fell from the ceiling with each explosion. It certainly wasn't for the claustrophobic, and the ever present danger of a cave-in was on Max's mind.

      Max crawled on her hands and knees, following Warby. Several hundred yards later, at the end of the tunnel, they waited before emerging. There were too many enemy troops in the area to leave the confines of the passageway. But there was always the risk that the geckos would discover the tunnel entrance within the base and follow it.

      The exit to the tunnel was in a hollowed out tree. The Reapers had created a makeshift door camouflaged to blend in with the tree trunk. Warby peered out a small hole, surveying the area.

      The chaos had died down slightly. There were still enemy troops moving through the forest, but the majority of them were securing FOB Monarch, no doubt celebrating an easy victory. It was the largest defeat of the war for UPDF forces. It would go down in the history books as a massacre, and perhaps the turning point of the conflict.

      Max wondered if the Federation had the stomach for these kinds of losses. A full-scale war would present a political challenge with the citizenry. A simple withdrawal of forces would probably end the conflict and bring the Servok back to the table for peace negotiations.

      But Max figured withdrawal wasn't an option. Capitulation now would be a sign of weakness. And would only embolden the Servok.

      It didn't really matter what Max thought. She wasn't a politician. She didn’t make policy decisions. She didn’t concern herself with such things, or at least, she tried not to. She looked at herself like a tool. A hammer. A very effective hammer. Just tell her what to hit.

      "What's the plan?" Max whispered.

      "I don't know. I'm making it up as I go along.” Warby said. "I think it's safe to say that Colonel Schmidt’s Regiment has been subdued. With FOB Monarch in enemy hands, there are no friendlies in this area. We can make our way north to the Ketrandi border, then double back west. Might be safer. Less chance of getting picked up by an ENDA patrol.”

      Max heard ENDA soldiers moving toward them through the passageway. “Whatever we’re going to do, we’d better get moving.”
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      Warby pushed out of the tunnel into the thick foliage. Max and Winston followed. They hugged the ground as enemy troops swarmed the area. But it wasn’t just East Nopa Draal soldiers—Servok Marines actively participated in combat.

      This was the first time Servok troops had been on the ground. They had supported the ENDA and provided weapons, air support, and logistics—but had never engaged in actual combat.

      The Servok wore full body armor and helmets that covered their grotesque faces. They were tall, athletic creatures, with serrated teeth and narrow eyes spaced farther apart than human eyes. They had a fishlike quality to their features. Piranhas with arms and legs. There were rumors of the Servok tendency to eat their enemies. They believed they could absorb their enemy’s power through ingesting their flesh. Max wasn’t sure if the rumors were true, but she didn’t want to find out firsthand.

      The trio hid in the brush as platoons of Servok warriors passed on either side. Max and her comrades needed to get moving fast. A swarm of enemy soldiers would likely pour out of the tunnel in a matter of moments.

      Warby waited for a break in the troop movement, then headed north through the trees. Max and Winston followed. They squatted close to the ground, then took cover in some dense shrubs. They continued inching north, trying to get out of the region as quickly as possible. But they didn't get very far.

      A twig snapped underfoot, drawing unwanted attention. Suddenly, a platoon of Servok warriors surrounded them, weapons in the firing position. Max and her comrades had no choice but to surrender.

      She had a cursory understanding of the language. As one of the Federation’s major adversaries, it was common for special operators and UIA agents to be fluent in a variety of languages—not to mention, Winston's linguistic ability.

      The leader of the Servok platoon shouted something at the trio.

      "I believe he intends to take us prisoner," Winston said.

      "I know," Max responded.

      The Servok platoon leader motioned with his rifle, instructing Max and her team to march in the direction of the FOB.

      There were hundreds of other prisoners corralled at the base when Max, Winston, and Warby arrived.

      Max knew the Servok soldiers weren’t taking prisoners out of the goodness of their hearts. They had ulterior motives. The prisoners of war could be used as bargaining chips in negotiations with the Federation. Max didn't like the idea of being a POW, but it was better than being executed on the spot.

      The Servok didn't want to care for the wounded. All of the patients in the med center were killed, along with anybody who lacked the ability to be ambulatory. Max's heart sank at the thought that Levi had most likely been killed.

      The Servok were brutal. Max hoped that someday they would be charged for war crimes and held accountable, but she wasn't going to hold her breath.

      Max and her companions were frisked again at the base and checked for weapons. Then they were corralled with the other prisoners. It wasn't long before Servok transport ships descended through the gloomy clouds and landed in a meadow outside the FOB. The prisoners were loaded onto the transports. They were sealed in tight, with almost no room to move in the cargo bay. One of the Servok warriors pulled Winston out of line as they were loading prisoners aboard.

      Max's heart thudded in her chest. She worried they would dispose of the robot. Fear washed over the robot’s synthetic face. But after the Servok warrior consulted with his superior, Winston was put back in line and loaded aboard the transport. Access to Winston’s database could provide valuable information. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure that out.

      The dropship lifted from the ground and angled toward space. Unsecured in the cargo bay, the occupants swayed from side to side, slamming into each other with each twist and turn.

      Max lifted from the deck and floated in the air as the transport reached the upper atmosphere. The artificial gravity abruptly kicked in, slamming her back to the deck. The grim faces of the prisoners were hopeless.

      "What do you think they'll do with this?" Winston asked.

      "What do you think they're going to do with us?" Max replied in an ominous tone.

      "I have an active imagination," Winston said. "I can think of all sorts of things.

      "Worrying about it is not going to change the situation," Max said.

      "You have a valid point,” the neurotic robot replied, trying to calm himself down.

      "Where did you find this one?" Warby asked, surprised by Winston’s emotional state.

      "Orion Station," Max replied.

      “I’ve never seen a robot with such… personality."

      "Thank you," Winston said taking it as a compliment, even though he wasn't sure Warby meant it as one.

      It was a short ride to the Servok space-carrier. The transport ship landed on the flight deck with a clank. Shafts of light illuminated the darkness of the cargo hold as the back ramp lowered. A dozen Servok soldiers stood on the deck with their rifles aimed at the prisoners.

      “Move!” one of them shouted.

      One by one, the prisoners ambled down to the flight deck. Max glanced around, taking in the scenery. There were several other transports unloading prisoners on either side of her in the cavernous space.

      Max had never been aboard a Servok ship before. It wasn’t all that different from a Federation vessel. It had a more angular design aesthetic, and the lighting was dim. The Servok had a broader spectrum of vision than humans.

      Flight crew scurried about the deck, performing the same functions that their Federation counterparts did.

      Max took in as many details about the ship as she could as the soldiers marched the prisoners to the detention center. She took note of the basic layout, the escape shuttles, the number of armed personnel, etc.

      In the detention center, there weren’t near enough cells to house the number of prisoners. Multiple people were crammed into a cell that was designed to hold only a few. Glowing force-shields sealed them inside.

      It wasn’t the ideal scenario, but it was a hell of a lot better than being locked in a murky pit. This felt like a day at the spa in comparison.
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      Max, Winston, and Warby were crammed into the cell with three other Marines.  There were two bunks in the cell and barely enough room for the six of them to move around. In the corner there was a sink and a toilet. That was the extent of the amenities.

      “Who gets the bunks, sir?” a tall redheaded Marine sergeant asked.

      Warby was the senior officer in the cell. “We’ll rotate out, provided we live that long.”

      “I think they’re going to keep us around for a long time,” Max said. “The UPDF won’t attack this ship if they know there are POWs aboard.”

      Max surveyed the cell for weaknesses. There was no way out. She pressed against the translucent force-shield. It didn’t give at all. It felt like pressing against glass.

      Over the next few hours, more troops were confined in the detention center. Winston watched the barrier intently as the guards secured prisoners. “I’ve noticed something interesting.”

      Max arched a curious eyebrow. “Such as?”

      “There seems to be a power drain every 30 minutes that draws power on the force-field. Have you noticed it? It’s very subtle. It may be too short for your eyes to detect.”

      “I’ve seen it flicker,” Max said.

      “Perhaps the atmospheric processing system is kicking on, drawing a lot of amperage. It doesn’t really matter what’s causing it. It seems to happen at regular intervals. It may provide us an opportunity.”

      “How so?”

      “I may be able to disrupt the force-shield. Immediately following the power fluctuation, there is a surge. I could use my power source to overload the circuit, during the surge, disrupting the shield.”

      “That sounds great,” Max said.

      “There is a slight area of concern. I may only be able to disable the force-shield temporarily. If it reactivates while someone is in transit, the results could be catastrophic.”

      Max didn’t like the idea of becoming filleted by an energy shield. But it was worth the risk.

      “There is also another concern,” Winston said.

      “What?” Max was almost hesitant to ask.

      “There is a possible the surge could overload my neural net.”

      Max’s face tensed with worry. She didn’t like the idea of Winston putting himself in jeopardy.

      “But that’s a small chance,” he assured her.

      “How much time before the next fluctuation?”

      “According to my calculations, 15 minutes and 22 seconds.”

      Max formulated a plan in case this actually worked. She didn’t have any weapons, and it wouldn’t take the guards long to notice she had escaped. She would most likely be shot on sight. Maybe staying in the cell was a safer bet?

      "Maybe you should wait until we have a better idea of what the Servok have in store for us?” Warby said.

      Max shot him a perturbed look.

      “What, I'm just looking out for you.”

      As the time approached, Max moved to the force-shield. She hovered near it, and Winston counted down.

      “Three… Two… One…"

      Winston sent a surge of power rushing through his hands as he touched the force-field. The brilliant red barrier flickered, then disappeared.

      Max leapt through the portal, clearing the hatch just as the shield reactivated.

      The surge of power knocked Winston on his ass and shut his system down.

      Max’s eyes filled with worry. She didn't know how much damage he had sustained. Did he make the ultimate sacrifice for her freedom?

      Once outside, Max pressed the button on the bulkhead, deactivating the force-shield. Warby and the other occupants rushed into the corridor. They fanned out, deactivating the shields of other cells. They scurried down the cellblock, releasing prisoners until the corridors were full.

      By the time the guards were able to react, more prisoners stampeded them. The panicked guards blasted several rounds into the swarm of angry Marines. A few fell to the deck, but there were too many to hold back. Soon, the prisoners had overtaken the cellblock, stripped the guards of their weapons, and beaten them to death.

      Max moved back into her cell and cradled Winston. She rebooted him, all while muttering a small prayer that his circuitry hadn't been fried.

      Winston’s face was blank for a moment, then his eyes fluttered. “Did it work?”

      Max grinned. "So far, so good.”

      She helped Winston to his feet, and the two dashed into the corridor. They weaved their way through the horde of prisoners to the command station where Warby mustered the troops.

      “Now what?" Warby asked. "We’ve got two plasma rifles. That's it."

      “So, now we need to commandeer a few transports and get these Marines to safety," Max said.

      “You have any plans for doing that?” Warby asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Two more guards burst into the detention center. They weren’t expecting a horde of loose prisoners. By the time they brought their weapons into the firing position, the Marines blasted them.

      Plasma bolts rocketed across the compartment, drilling holes through their body armor. Sparks showered down, and smoke wafted from the blast sites.

      The guards collapsed, and the weapons clattered to the deck. Max and Warby scooped up the extra rifles. That made a total of four for the entire horde of POWs.

      The commotion didn’t go unnoticed. The sound of plasma blasts echoed through the neighboring corridor.

      Max advanced to the hatch and angled her weapon into the hallway. Servok troops approached from both directions. Max opened fire, taking out two guards in quick succession.

      Warby fired in the opposite direction. “So much for keeping this thing under the radar.”

      Alarms sounded, blaring through klaxons.

      Max led the swarm of prisoners into the corridor. They scooped up more weapons from the fallen Servok soldiers and advanced down the corridor.

      A hundred POWs marching down the hallway was an intimidating sight. Max led the way with Warby while two other Marines with weapons guarded the rear.

      A squad of Servok soldiers greeted them as they rounded the next corner. Plasma bolts filled the corridor. Max squeezed off several rounds and took cover behind a pilaster on the bulkhead. After a brief exchange of weapons fire, the bodies of the Servok squad littered the deck.

      Max and the horde kept advancing. They stumbled across a weapons locker and Max dispensed rifles, plasma pistols, and grenades to the POWs. She grabbed a few extra magazines and continued advancing.

      “Where exactly are we going?” Winston asked.

      “I’m wondering that myself,” Warby shouted.

      They battled their way through the maze of corridors to the port side of the ship. In the exterior hallway, there were a row of escape shuttles. It was going to be a tight fit. There were only four in the corridor, and each one had a maximum capacity of sixteen occupants. They were going to have to squeeze twenty-five in per shuttle.

      There were more shuttles scattered throughout the ship, but trying to reach them just wasn’t practical. It was tough enough trying to hold their own as it was. Plasma blasts crisscrossed the hallway as Marines filed into the escape shuttles. Platoons of Servok warriors attacked from all sides.

      Max, Winston, and Warby were among the last in the corridor, fighting off the enemy to the bitter end. The first three shuttles had launched when Max finally squeezed into the fourth. She sealed the hatch behind her.

      One of the Marine pilots had already manned the controls. With the press of a button, the shuttle detached from the ship and the thrusters engaged.

      The massive plasma cannons of the warship swung into action, taking aim at the shuttles. It was a race to program in jump coordinates and enter slide-space before being annihilated.

      A massive plasma blast rocketed through space, narrowly missing Max’s shuttle. It slammed into the neighboring vessel, vaporizing the craft. Thousands of shards of twisted metal spiraled through space.

      Max’s whole body tightened at the sight of the destruction. She felt the bulkheads bulge and ripple as they made the jump to quantum space. A wave of relief washed through her body. She didn’t care where they were going as long as it was away from the war zone.

      Max weaved her way through the Marines to the cockpit. “Where are we headed?”

      “I don’t know,” the pilot said. “I just made a short jump to anywhere. Once we reach a safe location, we can re-evaluate.”

      “I need to get back to Cygnus Major.”

      “Since you’re the one who got us out of this mess, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go,” the pilot said with a wink.
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      Cephei Station was the closest port in Federation territory. The escape shuttle landed in a docking bay, and the Marines were more than happy to get off the cramped vessel. The station magistrate had secured accommodations for them in a luxury five-star hotel. It was good corporate PR for the Hyton Galaxy Suites.

      The Marines would stay on board until the Navy sent a transport. They would probably end up back in Nopa Draal in a few days. In the meantime they were going to live it up, eating and drinking their fill, compliments of Cephei Station.

      The escape shuttle was intended for a one-time use. It lacked responsive handling, defensive capabilities, and creature comforts. Not to mention it was designed for an alien species. Attempting to fly it back to Cygnus Major would be a risky proposition at best.

      Max thanked Warby for his help.

      "I didn't do much," he said.

      "We'd probably would have been killed back at the FOB had you not shown us the way out," Max said

      “We got captured just the same." He smiled. "Besides, you're the one who got us out of those holding cells. I should be thanking you."

      "I believe that was my doing," Winston said without a trace of modesty.

      Warby chuckled. "You're absolutely right. Thank you, Winston. It was a pleasure to meet you both. I hope you find your friend."

      Warby joined his fellow Marines as they left the docking bay to enjoy the life of luxury for a few days until they were back in the combat zone.

      Max headed into the maze of corridors. 60,000 people lived and worked on Cephei Station. It wasn't the largest floating city in existence, but it was still sizable, and easy to get lost in. Max found a directory and looked for a rental company. GTA was the largest ship rental company in the galaxy. They offered one way travel plans where you could rent a small vessel at one location and leave it at your destination.

      Max followed the map to the rental counter and stood in line. A robot behind the counter assisted people with their travel needs.

      The lady in front of Max was on a family vacation. Their vehicle had broken down, they were looking to rent something to continue their journey. She had two obnoxious kids that were screaming and misbehaving, clearly frustrated with the delay and inconvenience.

      Max tapped her foot impatiently as she waited while the woman took an exceedingly long time, flip-flopping between two different models. She finally completed the transaction and Max stepped to the counter.

      The robot greeted her with a friendly smile. "Welcome to GTA. How may I help you?"

      Max explained to the robot that she needed a long-range two-seater with defensive capabilities.

      "I'm sorry, but our weaponized vehicles are unavailable. I have a luxurious SpaceStream™ 277M. It is an outstanding value. It has a plethora of creature comforts. Bolstered leather seats. Omniphonic stereo system. StarSure™ navigation, and a Tidal™ quantum drive."

      Max looked over the vehicle’s specifications. It was a hunk of shit, but she didn't have much choice. "I'll take it."

      "That will be 2700 credits per day, plus a parsec fee."

      Max huffed. ”Fine."

      "Please place your hand on the scanner to execute the rental agreement and authorize the charges."

      Max placed her hand on the scanner pad and completed the transaction. Her account was instantly debited for the amount.

      The robot handed her the keys. “Docking Bay 167.”

      Max and Winston went to find their new ride. It looked like a futuristic VW bus with wings. At this point, Max was glad to have any ride at all.

      They climbed aboard the vehicle and buckled their safety harnesses. Max powered up the craft and went through the standard preflight checks.

      She used the comm system to contact Ashcroft. Her phone had been confiscated, and she probably wouldn’t have been able to connect to the network, anyway.

      Ashcroft’s face appeared on the display screen. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to contact you for hours. I got that bullshit transmission you sent. What gives?”

      Max explained the situation and told him about Dylan’s abduction.

      “I’ll see what I can find out, Ashcroft said. “Be careful out there. Congress has made an official declaration of war against the Servok.”

      Max grimaced.

      “Call me when you reach Cygnus Major.”

      Max ended the transmission.

      The pre-flight checks came back green. At least there were no warning lights. No faulty oscillators. No failing thermo-couplers. No worn-out modulators. It had recently been serviced, and its fuel-cell was topped off. In theory, it should provide a trouble-free ride to Cygnus Major.

      Max engaged the vertical thrusters and lifted from the deck. She eased the throttle forward and glided out of the bay. Winston programmed in jump coordinates. Max engaged the quantum drive and they left the flickering lights of Cephei Station behind.
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      Cygnus Major was deep in Federation territory. It was considered relatively safe, but with the fleet stretched thin, there weren’t enough warships to defend every colony. When Max emerged from quantum space near the planet, it was worrisome not to see any Federation ships in orbit.

      She nosed the SpaceStream toward the planet surface and entered the upper atmosphere. The controls quaked. The craft rattled and squeaked through the turbulence. The damn thing felt like it was going to fall apart.

      Max landed the ship at Wilkes Spaceport. A courtesy bot greeted them on the tarmac. “Welcome to Crighton Bay. Is there anything I can assist you with?”

      “Yes, I’m returning this vehicle to GTA.”

      “Excellent.” The courtesy bot scanned the vehicle and inputted the tail number into the database. “You’re all set. Any incidental charges will be automatically debited to your account.”

      Max was going to make sure to check the bill later to make sure nothing outrageous got added on. She didn’t even want to know how much the parsec fee was going to be.

      She and Winston caught a cab back to her apartment. The front door had been kicked in and was splintered around the lock. It hadn’t been repaired since Dylan’s abduction. Max pushed inside and marched through the entrance foyer.

      Sam waited, eyes wide, holding a plasma pistol. The little blue alien relaxed when he saw it was Max. “Sorry. I’m a little jumpy. They broke into the house and took Dylan.”

      “I know. Were you here when it happened?”

      “No. Savina and I were out getting ice cream.”

      Max looked around the apartment. The terrace windows had been shattered. Sam had swept up the shards of glass that littered the floor. The curtain streamed in with the breeze, and the warm sun cast brilliant rays of light across the living room.

      Max noticed the buxom alien was conspicuously missing. “Where is your girlfriend.”

      Sam deflated. His single eye drooped. “We broke up.”

      Max frowned. “What happened?”

      “I think Dylan’s abduction really rattled her. She said it was too dangerous to hang around me. Plus, the lock is broken on the front door, and I’m waiting for the contractors to come and fix the windows.” Sam tried to pump himself up. “But I can’t blame her, I am a dangerous kind of guy.”

      Sam was the farthest thing from dangerous.

      “The cops came, but they didn’t do anything. The FCIS sent two agents. I answered all their questions, but I haven’t heard from them since. I realized after they left that I may have some valuable evidence.”

      Max arched a curious eyebrow.

      “We were doing a live stream, then we left to go get ice cream. I forgot to turn the camera off. I got the whole thing recorded.”

      A ray of hope flickered in Max’s eyes. “Can you transfer the footage to my mobile?”

      “Sure.”

      Within a few minutes, Sam had uploaded the footage. Max scrubbed through the video to the point where the abduction took place. A tactical squad stormed the apartment, a four-person team burst into the front door, while another four-person team entered from the terrace. The attackers wore black tactical gear, and their faces were shrouded with masks. They all wore helmets and moved with tactical precision. It was impossible to use facial recognition to ID the suspects.

      The UIA had an advanced forensics application, Zeus, that analyzed everything from movement patterns, clothing, weapons, and audio to glean as much information from video footage as possible. It could determine time of day from the time-stamp on the files codec. If that wasn’t available, it used available light and shadow angles as a determination for time, relative to the location. It was advanced stuff.

      The program cross-referenced a database of all known special warfare operators that possessed the necessary skill to pull off the attack. It eliminated those potential suspects whose known whereabouts were in conflict with the time and location of the abduction. Active-duty soldiers were easily eliminated as suspects if they were on deployment across the galaxy. Movement patterns could also help indicate the type of training individuals received. The most useful piece of information came from a watch.

      One of the assailants wore an anodized black LeCroix Presidential time piece on his wrist. Zeus searched the transaction records of all suspects for purchases of the watch. It was a rather unique, and expensive, accessory. Only three subjects in the database had purchased a similar watch. Two of the suspects were currently on deployment—one aboard the USS Lincoln. The other was stationed at Fort Carmichael on Zeta Reticuli 2. It left only one suspect.
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      Max pulled up the file on retired Staff Sergeant Josh Roberts. He was former Army X-Force. Dishonorable discharge. He had a current address in Crighton Bay—1125 Hawthorne Street.

      “I think we need to pay Mr. Roberts a visit,” Max said.

      Max changed out of her fatigues and put on one of her favorite tactical bodysuits. Max grabbed a spare .45 from the drawer. She press-checked the weapon and holstered it around her hip. She grabbed a spare phone from the drawer and slid it in her back pocket, then slipped another comm device in her ear canal. She loaded her utility belt with extra magazines, a pair of handcuffs, and two small thermal grenades. It was time to take care of business.

      Max, Sam, and Winston took a cab out to the suburbs. Roberts lived in a single family home in a quiet neighborhood. Kids played in the street. The large houses had lush green lawns and perfectly manicured hedges. It was a small oasis amid a sprawling city. You had to have money to live in a neighborhood like this. It was clear Roberts was on the Phantom Corps payroll.

      Max instructed the automated car to drive past his residence and stop at the end of the block.

      Max surveilled the area. She watched the house for almost an hour. Josh’s kids tossed a football in the front yard. They looked between 12 and 14.

      Roberts finally stepped outside and threw the ball around with them for a few moments. Max didn’t think it would be a good time to start asking him questions. She wasn’t going to be nice about it, and she didn’t want to assault the guy in front of his kids.

      After a while, the kids went inside. The sun dipped down, hovering over the horizon, painting the sky in colorful hues of blue, pink and orange.

      As the sky turned gray, Max could see lights turn on in Josh’s house. Through a window, she could see him have dinner with his wife and kids. They looked like your average happy suburban couple. At first glance, you’d think he worked a regular job. Maybe in IT? Maybe in the energy sector?

      It wasn’t long after the kids went to sleep that Roberts stepped out of the house. Josh climbed into an automated car. It sped away from the curb, and Max followed it into the city.

      Towering skyscrapers blurred by as the automated car weaved through the sprawling metropolis. Max tailed Josh to a trendy nightclub downtown.

      Music pumped, spilling onto the sidewalk where hundreds of wannabe patrons waited in line, hoping to get past the velvet rope.

      The line was full of scantily clad ladies in tight dresses. The more skin they showed, the better chance they had of getting inside the club. Toned legs and stiletto heels lined the sidewalk. Dude-bros could only get in if they brought a bevy of women with them.

      The large, bald muscle-head at the door was God—the ultimate arbiter of who entered and who was rejected. He was 6’5”, 270 lbs. He wore an overly starched dress shirt that looked like it would split if he flexed.

      Pump was the hottest club in the city. Everyone who was anyone wanted to get inside. It was notorious for turning down some celebrities whose career was waning.

      The bouncer waved Roberts in, letting him pass the exclusive velvet rope.

      Max frowned. Josh clearly knew the bouncer, or knew someone else powerful, like the owner.

      Pump was located on 7th Street, which was home to a plethora of bars, nightclubs, and restaurants. Colorful lights glimmered from elaborate marquees above the establishments. The sidewalks were filled with inebriated revelers, listing like sailboats into the wind. There was a constant flow of slow traffic through the area.

      Max climbed out of the car and sauntered across the street during a break in the traffic.

      Max was the kind of girl who could get into the club with no questions asked. With her model good looks and luscious body, she was exactly the type of clientele the club wanted. Winston and Sam, however, would never in a million years have a shot at getting into the exclusive club.

      Max strutted to the front of the line and flashed her UIA credentials. The bouncer pulled back the rope, but stopped Sam and Winston.

      "They can't come inside."

      "They’re with me, and they're coming in!” Max commanded.

      A scowl twisted on the bouncer’s face.

      Both Winston and Sam flashed a cocky smirk at the bouncer as they strolled past him.

      Inside the club, brilliant spotlights sliced the foggy air with multiple shades of pink, purple, blue, yellow, and white. Intense beams danced around, illuminating the patrons. Strobe lights flickered. Fog machines dumped clouds of white smoke over the crowd. The revelers on the dance floor pulsed in rhythm to the music, undulating like a tumultuous ocean.

      The sound was earsplitting. Max felt the bass thump in her chest. She scanned the club and caught sight of Josh plowing through the horde, making his way to the VIP section.

      Another bouncer unhooked a rope and let Josh pass.

      In the VIP area, a slew of leggy women hovered around a man wearing sunglasses and a bold yellow suit. He had slicked back hair and his neck was adorned with gold chains. His fingers sported expensive rings that glimmered. Bottles of high-end champagne lined their table. The beautiful girls sipped flutes of the bubbly liquid. There were blondes, brunettes, redheads. Girls with pink hair, purple hair, orange hair. Some were slim and svelte, others were curvy and voluptuous. All looked like they belonged on the pages of a magazine.

      Josh spoke with the man in the yellow suit for a few minutes, then stayed in the VIP for at least an hour, mingling with the girls. He had a wide grin on his face as he got cozy with several of the models. Max figured his wife wouldn’t approve.

      Josh downed champagne and groped girls, thoroughly enjoying himself. After a few glasses, he left the VIP area and headed toward the restrooms.

      Max followed him as he weaved through the crowd.

      The line for the men's restroom snaked around the corner. Hot, sweaty revelers squirmed with their bladders on the verge of bursting. Josh strutted by, ignoring the line. Angry faces glared at him.

      He burst into the restroom, pushing his way through. He cut into a stall just as someone left.

      "Hey buddy, wait your turn," someone shouted.

      “Fuck you,” Josh said. He was a big guy and nobody seemed to want to push the issue.

      Josh unzipped his pants and flopped himself out, huddling over the urinal.

      Max burst through the door. A slew of whistles and catcalls followed. She marched behind Josh and kicked him in the back. His body slammed into the urinal, and his face cracked against the tile. It put him off balance. He fell to the side, then slipped on the slick tile, smacking the floor.

      Not able to cut off his stream fast enough, he pissed all over himself. He finally got it under control, but not until after it hit him in the face.

      Max had her pistol in his face before he could react. "Everybody, out of the restroom. Now!”

      The look on Max’s face let everyone know she was not to be trifled with. A guy scurried from the neighboring stall. The men cleared the restroom while Max kept her weapon jammed in Josh's face.

      When they had privacy, Max tore into him like a pit bull. “A few days ago you kidnapped a Federation Agent."

      "I don't know what you're talking about,” Josh said.

      Max kicked him in the ribs. She heard bones crackle.

      Josh groaned.

      ”I swear to God, I’ll waste you right here!”

      "Lady, you have no idea what you're getting into." Josh tried to talk tough, but Max wasn’t intimidated.

      “I know exactly what I’m getting into. If you don’t start talking, your kids are going to grow up without a father.”

      Josh's face tensed “I’m a private contractor. I take whatever jobs come along. I didn't know he was a Federation Agent until you just told me."

      "Where did you take him?”

      Josh hesitated. "I'm a dead man if I tell you."

      Max clenched her jaw, and her finger wrapped tight around the trigger. Her fiery eyes blazed into Josh. “You think you’re going to live if you don’t tell me?”

      It was easy to see she meant business.

      “It seems like you've got a choice to make. Die now, or die later. Pro tip: dying later is always a better option.”
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      “Thanatos 9,” Josh said. “It’s the smallest moon around Crius 7.”

      “Get up!” Max demanded. “Slowly!”

      Josh climbed to his feet, and his pants fell to his ankles. He reached down to pull them up, but Max cut him off.

      “Don’t move! Keep your hands in the air.”

      Josh frowned. “Can I pull my pants up, lady?”

      Max pulled a pair of handcuffs from a pouch on her utility belt. “Cuff yourself to the  urinal.”

      Josh’s face twisted up “What?”

      “You heard me.” Max tossed him the restraints. “Put them around the pipe.”

      Josh frowned as he slapped a cuff on one wrist. He slid the other end around the supply pipe, then cuffed his other wrist. “Happy?”

      Max snarled at him. “If you lied to me, I’ll find you and kill you. You understand?”

      Josh nodded.

      Max tapped her earbud. “Winston, contact Ashcroft. Let him know we’ve got one of the men responsible for Dylan’s abduction in custody. Have him send a squad over.” Then she added. “Tell him we need a vehicle. Preferably a Vantage or an Osprey.”

      “Copy that,” Winston replied.

      Max marched out of the restroom. “It’s all yours, boys!”

      Max found Winston and Sam at the bar. Both had already struck up a conversation with gorgeous women. “Alright, we’re out of here.”

      Sam frowned. “Can’t we stay a little longer?”

      Max glared at him. “We’re supposed to be rescuing Dylan, remember?”

      “Right. My bad,” Sam said.

      “Ashcroft is sending the CBPD to take Josh Roberts into custody,” Winston said. “He says there will be a Specter Z7 waiting for us at the spaceport. It’s being flown in from Fort Bennington. He’s assigned a platoon of Reapers to assist in recovering Dylan.”

      Max grinned, impressed. “A Specter Z7? Nice! Ashcroft came through.”

      The trio left the club just as the CBPD entered. Max pointed them to the restroom, and they stormed through the club to apprehend Josh Roberts.

      At the curb, Max flagged down a cab. It whisked the trio through the city to the spaceport where Max greeted Lieutenant Paul Jamison on the tarmac of Bay 64.

      The LT was a tall, skinny guy with a narrow face and a long nose. He had slightly reddish hair that was trimmed high and tight. "You must be Agent Mars," he said with an enthusiastic smile.

      The two shook hands.

      “It's a pleasure to meet you." He motioned to the Specter on the tarmac behind him. It had aggressive, angular features. The stealthy ship had a radar cross-section smaller than a bumblebee. They were the most expensive ships in service. Getting access to one was a rare luxury.

      "She's loaded up and ready to go. She’s got a full complement of Hellfire II missiles, 10,000 rounds of .50 cal, electronic countermeasures, and small arms weaponry and ammunition, not to mention 16 of the most lethal members of Reaper Team 3.”

      "Excellent,“ Max said.

      “We’ve been briefed on the situation,” Jamison said as they walked toward the Specter. “The base on Thanatos 7 is an abandoned outpost from the First Verge War. I’ve got full schematics if you’d like to see them.”

      Max nodded. She addressed Winston and Sam.  “Are you sure you guys want to come along? This could get pretty intense.”

      “Intense is my middle name,” Winston said.

      “I’m all in,” Sam said. “I know Dylan doesn’t like me much, but you guys are family to me.”

      Max frowned. “It’s not that Dylan doesn’t like you…”

      Sam knew better.

      “It’s okay. I’m an acquired taste.”

      Max smiled at the little blue alien.

      They loaded aboard the craft and Max greeted the platoon of special operators. The LT introduced them.

      “Since this operation is under the direction and control of the UIA, Agent Mars will be calling the shots,” Jamison said to his platoon. “That means you will be following the orders of Agent Mars as if they were mine. For anyone who doesn’t know, Max is a former Navy Reaper and a member of Project SW Ultra. So, you are in good hands.”

      The team of Reapers were ready to rock’n’ roll, decked out in full body armor.

      Max took a seat in the cargo bay with the platoon. She strapped into her safety harness and prepared for the ride.

      “I thought project SW Ultra was a myth,” a Reaper named Luther said. He sat next to Max. He was a big guy with a deep, booming voice.

      “Nope. It’s no myth,” Max said.

      “Can you really change your appearance like they say?”

      “I can change my hair and my eye color.”

      “Let’s see it.”

      Max blinked her eyes and a wave of color washed through them. Her irises turned brown and her hair turned blonde.

      Luther’s eyes widened. “Holy shit! I bet your boyfriend never gets bored.”

      “He doesn’t. I make sure of that,” Max said with a devious glint in her eyes. She shook her hair, and it turned back to her natural raven color.

      The fantasy of Max was almost too much for Luther to handle. “You’re killing me. Who’s the lucky guy?”

      “We’re going to rescue him.”

      “Oh, damn! Well, we’ll get him out of there.” Then he added, “But he better treat you right, or we are going to come after him.”

      Max chuckled.
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      The Specter emerged on the far side of Thanatos 7.  The gray rock was a stark contrast to the colorful gas giant of Crius with its vibrant swirls.

      Max studied the layout of the abandoned outpost. It served as a munitions depot, med center, maintenance hub, and signals intelligence center during the 1st Verge War.  It was built to withstand a nuclear attack. The blast doors were two feet of thermally protected steel. The compound had been designed to withstand NBC attacks (nuclear, biologic, and chemical). It had a negative pressure air system. After more than 50 years, it was hard to say if the safety system was still effective. The facility had an air intake system that was filtered, along with exhaust ports. The schematics indicated the ports would be large enough for a person to crawl through. A very small person.

      The pilot angled the Specter toward the gray surface of the moon. He swooped in low, racing a few meters over the rocky terrain. The wake kicked up a small trail of dust. Flying low would further obscure the craft from long-range detection systems. The radar cross-section may have been the size of an insect, but bugs don’t travel at a thousand miles an hour. A fast-moving blip on a detection system could be cause for alarm.

      The pilot landed beyond a ridge of mountains, out of view from the base, but he kept the engines spun up.

      The Reapers prepared to hit the ground. Max moved to the weapons locker and grabbed a tactical vest. She loaded it with extra magazines, thermal grenades, and grabbed an assault rifle. It was an old school RK-959. A form of the design had been in service for over 100 years. It fired 5.56mm polymer cased smart rounds. With a subsonic selector switch and a suppressor, the weapon made little more than a click when in stealth mode, without sacrificing too much accuracy. The bugs had been worked out of the polymer cased rounds, and they rarely ever jammed.

      The weapons were more reliable than modern plasma rifles. Sure, there were pros and cons, but increasingly the Reaper teams had switched back to the tried-and-true full metal jackets. You didn’t have to worry about the barrels overheating, or the charge core shutting down. The weapon wasn’t going to explode if it reached a critical temperature. You had to put an insane amount of rounds through the thing for the barrel to melt down. It was almost impossible to do, even in a combat situation.

      Max grabbed a supplemental oxygen mask and strapped it around her face. The atmosphere on Thanatos 7, while breathable, was thinner. Even with her enhanced genetics, humping up the mountainside to the top of the ridge-line would tax even her outstanding respiratory function.

      Sam loaded up with gear as well.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here?” Max asked.

      “And miss all the fun?” Sam said. “Are you kidding me? I’ve been training for this.”

      Max arched a perplexed eyebrow at him.

      “I’ve been playing Galactic Wars every day. And I am pretty damn good at it.”

      “This isn’t a video game, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t get to re-spawn.”

      “I’m won’t need to re-spawn,” Sam said with a cocksure grin.

      Hydraulics whirred as the back ramp lowered.

      “Stay sharp,” Jamison commanded. “Keep your head on a swivel and stay on comms.”

      The platoon flowed out of the Specter with their weapons in the firing position. They advanced quickly to the foothills and ascended the rocky slopes.

      The minute the last Reaper cleared the craft, the pilot (callsign Phoenix) launched back into the air. It was never a good idea to remain a stationary target. Plus, the Specter could provide close air support if they got into a bind.

      The terrain was brutal. Unstable rock formations and shifting gravel. It was easy to turn an ankle or break a leg. It reminded Max of her deployment on Centauri Zeta 4—barren, desolate ground that took its toll on the body, day after day for months at a time. It was a real pisser to sprain an ankle 5 feet from the outpost. But it was a frequent occurrence on CZ4.

      Max’s heart thumped in her chest, and her lungs heaved for breath. Her quads burned, and a thin mist of sweat covered her body as she scaled the steep ridge.

      Winston navigated the side of the mountain with the precise footing of a ram. He easily passed the point man and led the platoon up an optimized path.

      After several hundred feet, the platoon reached the top of the range. It provided an excellent overview of the abandoned base. It was nestled in the basin of a large crater. Most of the structure was underground, but the first level was above the surface. A distressed tarmac stood next to the main structure. There were large aboveground storage tanks that once housed various chemicals, propellants, and fuels. From this view, the structure looked long abandoned. If there was anybody still here, there wasn’t much that would indicate it. Max had a sinking feeling in her stomach that they were too late.

      The structure was thermally shielded, making surveillance difficult. It was impossible to detect any heat signatures within the outpost.

      “Are you sure your intel is good?” Jamison asked.

      “I’m not sure about anything,” Max replied.

      “We’ve got a couple of options,” Jamison said. “That blast door is going to be a total bitch. We may be able to cut through it with some S9 gel, but they made those old doors pretty tough.”

      Max pulled out her mobile and brought up the schematic on the screen. “I thought we might go through this exhaust port here. The shaft is large enough.” She paused. “There are security cameras embedded into the structure here, here, here, and here,” Max said, pointing to sections of the map. “If we take them out, they’ll know someone is coming, but they won’t know exactly where.”

      Jamison pondered the plan.

      The pilot’s voice crackled over the comm line. “Look out down there, I’m picking up an incoming signal on my nav screen.”
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      Engines rippled though the air. An enemy attack fighter streaked toward the platoon. It tore through the sky like a strike of lightning. As it drew near, glowing plasma bolts erupted from cannons mounted on sub-wing pylons. The bolts strafed Max’s platoon. The ground erupted with geysers of dirt and rock.

      Max took cover as the plasma blasts exploded the grey surface around her. The agonizing screams of her squad filled her ears as the glowing projectiles incinerated half of her platoon.

      The smell of ionized particles and the putrid stench of seared flesh filled the air. A dusty, smoky haze covered the ridge line.

      The attack fighter rocketed past and banked around, coming back for another run.

      Max angled her rifle toward the sky and took aim at the oncoming craft. This was an area where the 5.56mm rounds would fall short. They weren’t going to be able to penetrate the armor plating of the attack craft.

      “I’ve got an angle on him,” the Specter pilot said, his voice crackling in Max’s earbud.

      More glowing plasma bolts erupted from the fighter, streaming toward Max and her platoon.

      Max squeezed the trigger. The rifle hammered against her shoulder as multiple rounds left the barrel. Muzzle flash flickered, and gunpowder filled her nostrils.

      The ground erupted with progressive explosions as blasts from the attack fighter vaporized the ridge.

      Max had a sinking feeling in her gut that this was it. The attack fighter was on target. The odds of her surviving this strafing run were slim to none.

      At the last moment, the Specter fell in behind the enemy fighter and unleashed a Hellfire rocket. The missile spit flames and propellant as it launched from the wing. It burrowed up the enemies exhaust port and exploded in a brilliant amber ball of flames. It sent the attack fighter tumbling end over end, smoke and fire billowing from its aft end.

      The twisted wreckage plummeted toward the ground, smacking the rocky surface. It bounced along the ridge line, plowing toward Max. The fuselage hit the ground a few feet in front of her, taking out several more members of the platoon. The wreckage flipped over, bouncing overhead. The wind whipped through Max’s hair, and she could have sworn a piece of metal grazed the tip of her faux-hawk.

      The wreckage creaked and clattered and groaned. It lost momentum and tumbled down the side of the slope, coming to rest at the base of the mountains. The wreckage continued to smolder, and flames sent wisps of black smoke into the sky.

      Max’s heart beat like a stampede of rhinoceroses. She took a quick glance around, assessing the status of her platoon. “Sound off!”

      “Yo!” Sam shouted.

      “I appear to be unharmed,” Winston said.

      “I don’t know how, but I’m still here,” Luther replied.

      Max was pretty sure that the seared carcass smoldering a few feet from her was the remains of Lieutenant Jamison. Everyone else was either dead or critically wounded. Torsos were severed in half. Others were burned beyond recognition. Chunks of muscle and bone littered the area.

      There was no time to sort through things. More plasma blasts erupted, streaking toward Max and what was left of her platoon. But these weren’t coming from above. These were small arms fire from ground troops. A squad of Phantom Corps soldiers had emerged from the compound and were attempting to flank Max and her platoon.

      Taking cover in a crater formed by the plasma cannons, Max took aim at the encroaching warriors. She squeezed the trigger and unleashed another flurry of bullets toward the traitorous soldiers.

      The enemy ducked for cover behind a rock formation. Max’s bullets smacked the rock, sending ships and debris in all directions. One soldier whipped the barrel of his rifle around the rock formation.

      Max was waiting. With expert marksmanship, she sent a bolt that blasted through his scope, searing the enemy’s eye. His weapon clattered to the deck, and the soldier fell back against the rocky terrain.

      One down, a dozen more to go.

      “A little support from above would be nice,” Max said.

      “I’m on it,” the pilot responded.

      The Specter angled around and fired at the encroaching enemies. It was time to get a taste of their own medicine. Volcanoes of dirt and debris exploded as the Specter’s cannons pummeled the ground. Max and her team supplemented the damage.

      The Specter made several attack runs, and within a few minutes the intense skirmish ended. Max and her crew climbed out of the crater and advanced toward the enemy.

      The moans and groans of a Phantom Corps soldier cascaded across the rock.

      Max drew near, keeping her weapon aimed at the warrior writhing in agony. He clutched his belly, trying to stem the tide of crimson blood flowing from his wound.

      Max kicked his weapon aside. “Secure the area!”

      Luther, Winston, and Sam fanned out, inspecting the slew of mangled bodies, looking for survivors.

      Max kept the barrel of a rifle aimed at the bleeding soldier. “How many are in the compound?”

      He didn’t say anything.

      Max kicked him in the gut.

      He screamed in pain. Blood squirted from his wound.

      “How many are inside the compound?”

      “Four,” he said, wincing with pain.

      “What about the hostage?”

      The man nodded.

      Winston advanced down the slope and circled around the compound. He took out every security camera with precision accuracy. He moved with amazing speed and efficiency. Max couldn’t help but wonder what she could accomplish with a platoon of robotic soldiers? She might be able to root out the Phantom Corps problem in no time. But the Federation would never allow that to happen. It was too risky.

      Winston was a unique breed of robot and seemed to be handling the increasing demands placed on him. Max had never seen another robot that had a conscience similar to humans. Sure, robots could fake empathy and emotion, but Winston’s was genuine. Robotic armies had been tried in the past and it had always led to disaster.

      “How do we get inside?” Max asked.

      The man said nothing.

      Max kicked the soldier again, and he coughed up blood. With her enhanced hearing, Max heard a voice crackle in his earbud.

      “My CO wants to speak with you. He says switch your comm link to an open channel.”
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      “Back off, or the hostage dies,” a gruff voice crackled into Max’s earbud.

      Max’s face tensed. “I’ve got a hostage of my own.”

      “You think I give a shit?” the voice said.

      “We have a slight problem,” Winston muttered as he returned from his expedition.

      “I think we have a few problems,” Max grumbled.

      “There was an error in the schematic. The exhaust port isn’t 2 feet wide. It’s 13.7 inches.  It won’t be a viable entry route.”

      Max’s face tensed. She nudged the soldier on the ground. “I’ve got no reason to keep you alive if you don’t tell me how to get into this compound.”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “I’ll make sure you get medical attention.”

      The wounded soldier thought about this for a moment.

      “What part of back off do you not understand?” the gruff voice filtered in Max’s earbud again. “I want that bird out of the sky, and I want you off this rock immediately. Any attempt to breach this compound will result in the immediate termination of the hostage. Do you understand?”

      “I understand,” Max said through gritted teeth.

      The soldier groaned as another wave of pain rushed through his body. “You get me into a med facility ASAP and I’ll talk.”

      Max nodded.

      “There are four auxiliary exits,” the wounded soldier said. “They’re not on any of the schematics. They were added after the initial construction. That’s how we were able to flank your unit.” He pointed in the direction of the hidden entrance. “There is a faux rock covering, beyond that is a blast door with a keypad.”

      “What’s the code?”

      “29746.”

      Max switched back to a secure channel and tapped her earbud. “Phoenix, I need you to meet us at the extraction point ASAP.”

      “Copy that,” the pilot said.

      “Get him back to the LZ,” Max said to Luther and Winston.

      “What about me?” Sam asked.

      “You’re going with them.”

      “I’m sticking with you.”

      “I’m better on my own,” Max said. “I can move quicker, and I can remain undetected.”

      Sam frowned.

      Luther and Winston helped the wounded soldier to his feet. They slung his arms over their shoulders and headed down the slope toward the LZ.

      “Are you sure?” Sam asked.

      “Positive.”

      Sam reluctantly left her behind and followed Luther and Winston.

      Max watched them climb aboard the Specter.  “Phoenix, maximize your cross-section. Make sure they see you go, then go dark and stay in orbit on the far side, out of scanner range. If you don’t hear from me within 24 hours, level the compound.”

      “Roger that! Good luck.”

      The vertical thrusters kicked up a plume of dust as the Specter lifted into the air. It angled skyward and blasted toward space.

      Max crawled on her belly to the hidden entrance. There was an access button hidden in the rock facade. The faux rock panel slid aside, revealing a small blast door. It wasn’t near as large or as strong as the main entrance door. Max punched in the key code, and a light flashed green. The locking mechanism unlatched, and the hatch slid open. A gust of cool air escaped from the passageway, blowing Max’s hair.

      She pushed into the dark passage and sealed the hatch behind her. She hoped it didn’t trip an alarm on a security console somewhere.

      She headed into the compound, the floor sloping deeper underground. She kept her weapon in the firing position as she crept through the dim corridor. There was minimal lighting, and her eyes quickly adapted. The walls of the passageway were lined with conduit and piping that fed power to the hallway and the exterior door.

      The passageway was 50 yards long. It opened into an outer corridor that ringed the complex. Max was on the second level underground.  Like most secure bunkers,  mission-critical areas were deeper underground. Each level was essentially a large oval, with compartments on the inside. There was a central staircase that spiraled down just underneath the entrance.

      The hallways were lined with surveillance cameras hidden under little black domes in the ceiling.  Max had no idea if anyone was monitoring the cameras, or if they even worked. The facility was over 50 years old.

      She took her chances and pushed into the hallway. She flipped her weapon to subsonic. If she had to fire a shot, it might help her go unnoticed, and it would certainly save her ears. They were still hissing from the last fire fight. Her hearing would regenerate just like everything else, but the temporary hiss was annoying. It seemed loudest at night when she tried to sleep.

      She moved underneath the black dome and imagined that she appeared on a screen in the security booth. She cringed as she looked into the wide-angle lens.

      Max checked all the rooms on the level for Dylan. The rooms were all empty. She crept into the stairwell, and spiraled down to the level below.

      She stepped to the steel fire door and peered through the polycarbonate viewport. A guard stood in front of one of the rooms. She figured this might be where they were holding Dylan.

      She pushed through the door and took aim at the guard. Her finger clicked off two rounds. The bullets zipped through the air with nary a sound, puncturing the man’s chest.

      Thunk!

      Thunk!

      He flopped against the door and slid to the ground, leaving a trail of blood on the door. His weapon clattered to the floor.  The commotion had drawn the attention of two other soldiers. One rounded the corner from either end of the hallway.

      Max whipped her rifle in one direction, blasted off two rounds, then spun 180° and took out the other goon. Their bodies collapsed, and blood pooled on the surrounding floor. Max waited in the corridor for a moment to see if anyone else was coming.

      She burst into the room to find Dylan tied to a chair. His face was mangled and bruised. He looked like a boxer after a heavyweight fight—his nose shifted to the side. His lips were split and streaked with crusted blood. His eyes were black, and his cheeks were yellow and green.

      Max and Dylan share the same complexion since they had both been beaten to a pulp recently. Though, Max’s advanced genetics helped her heal considerably faster. “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?”

      “What took you so long?”  Dylan asked, half joking.

      Max slung the rifle over her shoulder and rushed to Dylan’s aid. She fumbled with the knots around his wrists. Once his hands were freed, the two untied his ankles.

      “I’ve been a little busy. I started a war and, uh, you know, shit happens.”

      “War?”

      Max shrugged.

      “Why does that not surprise me?” Dylan said in monotone.

      Dylan sprang to his feet as soon as he was free. But his eyes went wide, and he stopped in his tracks as he saw two plasma barrels staring him in the face. Two goons cornered them in the room.

      “Don’t Move!”a goon muttered. “Drop the weapon!”

      Max’s stomach twisted in knots. Her cheeks flushed red. She had gotten this close to rescuing Dylan, now the situation looked hopeless. One break, she thought. She just needed to catch one break. But it looked like today wasn’t going to be the day.
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      The goon scowled at Max. She had caused enough trouble, and he was going to waste her. He didn’t care if Rex Dakota wanted her alive. He wasn’t going to take the risk of her causing any more trouble. As far as he was concerned, this was going to be the end of Max Mars.

      His finger gripped the trigger.

      Two shots rang out. But they didn’t come from the goon’s weapon.

      The thug’s chest exploded with crimson sludge. Both of them crashed forward and flopped onto the ground, their weapons clattering aside.

      Sam stood behind them with a smug grin, smoke still wafting from the barrel of his rifle.

      Dylan’s eyes widened. “What are you doing here?”

      “Saving your dumb ass! What does it look like?”

      Dylan couldn’t get mad at the little guy at a time like this.

      “I thought I told you to leave with the others?” Max said.

      “I made them bring me back. You’d be dead if I didn’t. So, let’s start with a simple thank you.”

      Max smiled at the little blue alien. “Thank you, Sam.”

      Dylan chimed in. “Yes. Thank you, indeed.”

      “I bet that was painful to say,” Sam said with a smug grin.

      “In my current state, everything’s painful to say.”

      Max and Dylan stepped over the bodies and the three of them made their way to the main exit.

      “Is there anybody left?” Max asked.

      “I think we killed everyone,” Sam said.

      “That’s a start,” Dylan added, dryly.

      The trio continued with caution as they moved through the bunker. Max reached the main blast door and opened it from a keypad on the wall. The heavy door disengaged and swung wide.

      They stepped out of the compound onto the gray surface. Max contacted Phoenix and within moments, the stealthy craft landed in front of the compound. Max, Sam, and Dylan raced to the ship and climbed aboard. The craft was in the air before they could buckle their safety harnesses.

      “You need to be more careful from now on,” Max said.

      Dylan frowned at her. ”Oh, so now you’re the one telling me to be careful?”

      Max smiled. “Yes. I’d like to keep you around. For a little while.”

      “Now who’s being overprotective?”

      Max scowled at him playfully. “You obviously can’t take care of yourself.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes.

      The first stop was the UIA headquarters where Max debriefed Ashcroft. Max was exhausted by the time she made it back home to Cygnus Major.

      She wanted one thing. A nice tall glass of Bulvacci Special Reserve. She had half a bottle waiting, and she was going to indulge herself. But when she moved to the minibar, her eyes widened with horror. The bottle was empty.

      She clenched her jaw, and the veins in her neck bulged. Rage filled her eyes. “Where is my liquor?”

      Sam shrugged innocently. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I may have had a sip.”

      “A sip?”

      “Well, where I come from, a sip is about half the bottle.”

      “Ugh!” Max crumbled.

      Dylan seemed amused. “I’ll buy you another bottle.”

      “There aren’t any in existence,” Max said through gritted teeth.

      “Well, the little guy deserved it. He saved our ass. As far as I’m concerned, you can stay here as long as you like.”

      “You mean that?” Sam asked.

      “Absolutely.”

      Sam flashed a big smile, showing off his buck teeth.

      “Drink my liquor again, and you’re going to be out on the street,” Max said, mostly joking. Mostly.
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        Want more books like this?

      

        

      
        Do me a favor and join my newsletter. You’ll probably never hear about new releases otherwise. I won’t spam, and I won’t sell your data.

      

        

      
        Thanks for your support!

      

        

      
        A quick review on Amazon.com would mean the world to me.

      

        

      
        You can also follow me on Facebook and on Amazon.
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        Help make the series better. Send corrections to: typo@trippellis.com
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      How was your summer? Mine was crazy. Lots of distractions, but it was fun to get back to Max. I wrote a few books in another genre, but now I’m back to science fiction.

      Believe it, or not, I’m still putting my house back together after Hurricane Harvey. It’s been a year, and parts of Houston are still devastated. Many houses still stand naked, stripped of drywall and insulation.

      I’ve been through several contractors already—they have a tendency to run off with the deposit. But things are getting back to normal. Writing these stories has kept me sane during the process.

      Thanks for reading! I’ll be getting back to my regular monthly schedule of releases.

      —Tripp
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      I'm just a geek who loves sci-fi and horror. I was abducted by aliens and forced to travel the galaxy as the official biographer of an evil galactic ruler. This is where I learned to hone my craft. Fortunately, I escaped and made my way back to Earth, and now I write about my adventures. I hope you enjoy!
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