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The Jay, Asteroid Belt (Free Breaker Republic)

“They’re coming back around!” Holly heard the hiss of Sergeant Marshal Smith issue from where he sat in the hold of the Earth Alliance heavy scout fighter, the Jay.

Normally, the Earth Alliance Marine Marshal Smith would be in the cockpit, flying the heavy wedge of polysteels and gilded titanium. But that duty had been handed over to Captain Holly Cropper since Marshal was not in a fit state to be flying anything.

Max really did a job on him. Holly managed to suppress a growl as she scanned the screens before her for what Smith was referring to. She was glad to be back to the simplicity of being a captain, rather than Acting Commander, but that didn’t mean her responsibilities were easy.

There. Her sergeant had been right, there was a small blinking red dot accelerating rapidly across her left screen, racing high and fast in the same trajectory as them.

Breaker mercenaries, Holly thought. This time she did growl, her upper lip curling into a snarl of contempt for the small blip. It wasn’t contempt borne out of any prejudice. After all, Holly herself was a Breaker—one of the community of off-planet humans living on asteroids and deep space stations who mined rare earth minerals and metals for the inner worlds of the Earth Alliance.

In fact, the asteroid belt which they were traveling through right now was her old stomping ground when she had been a kid. She had been a resident of the embattled Hephaestus Station that lay somewhere behind them until she was twenty-one years old. That was the youngest that she could enlist as an Earth Alliance Marine. She had worked as a Breaker for a full seven years before she got herself shipped off to Mars Marine Training.

No, Holly wasn’t angry at that small dot racing towards them on the other side of the space rocks because of who they were. It was more because of the fact that she was going to be forced to blow them out of space if they kept coming.

“They’re in a small corvette—we can take them!” Marshal called out. He was still strapped into one of the combat chairs in the main hold. Next to him sat the monolithic Combat Marine Bastian Li and Special Consultant Dr. Rachel Crow.

Of course, we can take them, Holly knew as her snarl grew just a little wider. We’re in a military grade ship. Their Jay was a heavy scout fighter. It was at least ten years newer than the Breaker mercenary corvette and stuffed full of defensive and offensive armaments. Missiles that actually worked. Laser-focusing target systems. Multithreaded sensor arrays. Triple layers of armor and early defense systems.

The Breaker mercenaries have none of that, Holly knew. They were probably still using point-and-shoot triggers for their stolen and retrofitted black-market weapons. It was amazing that their weapons pods didn’t malfunction and explode as soon as they dared to fire them.

Proximity alert!

The screen directly ahead of Holly flashed a bright orange before the colors collapsed around the slowly-spinning giant rocks that were coming straight for them.

The Jay was surrounded by asteroids. It was the only way that Holly could think to escape the mercenary-controlled Hephaestus Station—but it did mean that she couldn’t take her eyes off the proximity sensors.

“Frack!”

She threw the flight controllers to the side, pulling back on one of the foot levers so that the rear left primary thruster cut power. This sent the Jay into a spin as it shot towards the three spinning rocks.

It’s too tight! Holly saw the gap between the largest of the rocks slowly closing as she rushed towards it.

She could make it.

She wouldn’t make it.

She had to.

With a snarl, Holly held the turn of the Jay as she felt the resistance of her craft through the flight handles. For just a second, she felt as though she and the heavy scout were one body, one mind. She was fighting her own inertia. Her own will to survive matched by the heavy pull of space.

Warning! Impact . . .

And then, suddenly they were screaming through the gap between the two asteroid rocks, and there was a flash of red on her damage screen. One of the rear sensor antennas had been shorn off.

“It’s okay. Nothing too serious,” she mumbled. They shot out the other side, straight towards the map of asteroids that her computers had already planned out.

There was the wall of rock that was known affectionately as El Capitan after some ancient Earth cliff, she had been told. As if that had any bearing on whatever was out here, so many, many miles away from humanity’s birthplace. And there, aggregating to its left, were the smaller rocks known as the Attendants: each one sharper than the next and glittering with laces of quartz and pyrite and a hundred other precious metals.

The other side of El Capitan was clear though. Holly directed the Jay towards this, kicking out with her feet to engage both of the primary thrusters once again, so that they punched forward.

On the other side was the Soup Bowl—a wide, almost completely circular area of open space inside the asteroid belt which, through some trick of rotation and gravity, was always clear.

The large monstrosity of El Capitan loomed on their left as Holly hugged its contours, momentarily catching glimpses of pocked craters and striated, ice-encrusted ridges. The asteroids were kind of beautiful, she managed to think in a momentary flash. Beautiful in a terrible, monstrous sort of way.

“Why are we hiding?” Marshal snapped from the hold behind them. Holly could understand his frustration. Max Holler—who had once led the Mad Dog mercenary outfit and was now the de facto leader of the Breaker Group—calling it the Breaker Republic—had kidnapped the Earther marine. He had spent almost four days beating ten shades of hell out of Marshal.

No wonder the marine wasn’t inclined to sympathy towards the Breaker mercenaries.

But something was stopping Holly from activating their targeting systems. Maybe they could make it all the way out of the belt and back to safer marine space without shooting any Breakers down, she was telling herself.

I know people on Hephaestus, Holly thought. She had allies, neighbors, friends there. What if any of them had signed on to Mad Dog’s insane mercenary force? What if, on that corvette right now—there was someone she knew, had worked alongside—drank with?

“They’ll radio our location! We won’t be able to get out of this fracking . . .” Marshal was snarling from his seat harness.

“Fracking belt?” Holly hissed under her breath, her own tone low and menacing, harsh enough for the sergeant to shut up.

This place is my home, Holly thought, one eye moving to the sensor screen to keep track of the mercenary corvette and then back to the rocks ahead of her. She rounded the bottom of El Capitan and pulled up to the relative safety of the openness of the Soup Bowl. Her eyes flickered back to where the corvette was . . .

It was gone.

Huh?

“Where—” she managed to whisper.

Enemy detected!

Just as the computer systems of the Jay suddenly burst back into life, this time detecting the mercenary Breaker corvette once again.

Only it was much closer. It had changed course and was heading straight for them.

“What are they doing!?” Holly had a moment to ask. Then Bastian’s voice sounded in her suit speakers.

“I’ve got them on the railguns. I can take them out from here.”

“No!” Holly snapped, just as the mercenary corvette made its own choice. It fired, but it was still such a long ways off from them. Surely, they knew that Holly, in the faster heavy marine scout, would be able to evade their missiles and rocket projectiles.

Weapons systems detected!

The computer systems blared as a spray of smaller missiles was released on either side of the fat disk of the corvette, fanning out like a pair of angel wings . . .

And abruptly shot away from the attack line that led to the Jay.

What?

The Jay did not immediately scream with targeting tracks and alarms because none of the missiles fired by the corvette were targeting them. Instead, Holly watched them swerve and sweep to the left in front of the mercenary corvette.

And hit the cloud of the Attendants off the shoulder of El Capitan.

“What are they doing!?” Marshal asked. “Are they really terrible shots, or . . .”

Oh no, Holly thought as she realized what was going on. It was an old mercenary trick—but it was only used when they really, really didn’t like you.

Get the asteroids to do your work for you.

She spun the flight control handles once more, kicking at the thrusters as she wheeled the Jay around, desperately searching for a gap out of the Soup Bowl.

“What? What is it? What’s wrong!?” Bastian was calling as the distant explosions found the Attendants, glittering into expanding white orbs before winking out.

But that wasn’t the danger, Holly knew. The great cloud of the Attendant rocks started to tumble and break apart, each one hitting the next, crashing and spinning away from the force of the explosion as they sprayed across the face of El Capitan—and into the Soup Bowl itself.

“Oh, frack!” The doctor got it and suddenly gasped.

The Attendants started to spin and shoot into the upper Soup Bowl like a haze of small but no less deadly rockets. Each of them was tumbling and spinning, revolving over and over, their sharpened and newly-sheared edges shining with gold and metals. It was like the Jay was about to be caught in the crossfires of an entire fleet barrage. The rocks that weren’t cast down and spinning towards them struck the sides and shoulders of El Capitan itself, breaking apart into shining clouds of rock-and-metal fragments.

“BRACE!” Holly screamed. She kicked at the levers by her feet, demanding that the heavy scout surge forward. She twisted and turned it in its flight towards the only gap that she could see possible for them.

“It’s a trap!” Bastian gasped, which was true. Double true, in fact, since the Breaker mercenaries had ambushed them here, in the Soup Bowl, and would be ready to fire on them as soon as they got out.

“What can I do!?” Holly grimaced as the small gap in the rocky walls grew larger—but not large enough, and their escape was not swift enough either.

Warning! Impact detected on outer hull plate (Rear 3) . . .

The Jay rocked violently as the first of the wave of Attendants struck it with a resounding boom like it had been hit by a hammer blow.

Warning! (Rear 2) . . .

(Side 1) . . .

All at once, the Jay was turning and twisting in Holly’s hands, and the rocks—most no larger than a chair, but some larger still—struck it. She saw the wall of spinning rocks that created the Soup Bowl jump towards them as she momentarily lost control.

“Stars!” Dr. Crow was shouting.

Holly wrestled the flight control levers, cutting the primary thrusters as alarms and warning signals blurted and flared all around her in the cockpit. She could feel the tremors of the ship surging up through her arms as she attempted to angle them away from crashing.

“Come on!” she snarled, twisting the flight handles the other way and kicking the thrusters once more. The Jay half spun, turned—and shot upwards through the small gap in the asteroids, clear out the top of the Soup Bowl itself.

Warning! Outer plate compromised in (Rear Plate 3, 1)

Weapons systems detected!

The Breaker mercenary corvette had been waiting for them above the asteroid belt, and it already had its own weapons systems active and scanning, waiting for the first chance to . . .

Oh, it turns out they do have a tracking system, Holly thought as the Breaker corvette fired its remaining missiles. Two superfast hellfires that must have been stolen from the Earth Alliance Marines somehow.

Weapons systems locked . . .

The computer of the Jay informed her in flashes of warning red holo text sliding down her suit screens and flashing before her eyes. Holly pulled the Jay into a tight turn.

“Give me firing controls!” Sergeant Marshal Smith demanded as the heavy scout spun and rolled through space. The Great Asteroid Belt, the largest in the human system between Jupiter and Mars, rolled before Holly’s vision.

The small targeting window that tracked the marine corvette appeared and disappeared as they rolled, and the warning orange triangles of the fast-approaching missiles did the same. But every time that the sensors picked them back up, they appeared a lot closer.

“Double frack and damn and . . .”

HVY SCOUT / Countermeasures / Deploying flack system . . .

Holly waved a hand through a flashing holo for the commands to be sent racing through the skin of the Jay. At four points, tiny ports no bigger than a fist opened with an explosive burst. Sudden streamers of shining foil were cast into the void around them, as well as clouds of gasses laden with tiny electric conductor cells.

The metallic cloud expanded around the Jay like a weird machine halo for an instant. Holly was once again kicking the thruster pedals, and the heavy scout was surging forward.

In their wake, the conductor cells activated, emitting small electric charges that lit up the foil streamers, all of this happening before . . .

Impact detected!

One of the corvette’s missiles was confused, striking the cloud of charged foil and detonating, momentarily fooled into thinking it was striking the metal hull of a ship complete with an internal electronics system.

“Yes!” Holly hissed. She added power to the thrusters, upping the energy output from the heavy scout’s reactors.

Weapons lock detected . . .

But the flack only worked once, and there was still a missile driving through the expanding plasma explosion of the other, and it was coming straight for the Earth Alliance Marine craft.

No-no-no-no! Holly gritted her teeth.

“Let me fire!” both Bastian and Marshal were yelling.

Okay. Holly flashed her hand through command lock as she threw the Jay into another tight swerve, this time back towards the belt. She heard Bastian snarl in an animal victory. Behind her, she knew that he had to be pulling down the overhead firing handles that led to the railguns outside.

“Take out the missile!” Holly demanded as she set the heavy marine scout through another twist, angling them once again underneath an asteroid in a tight turn.

There were alarm systems running throughout their ship from the damage that the flung Attendants had caused. She didn’t know how bad it was, but right now, she had bigger problems.

“Tracking, tracking . . .” she heard Bastian’s voice murmur. The large man was glued to his own holoscreen, both gloved hands tight around the pair of fire controls.

The mercenary missile perfectly twisted and followed them down the asteroid. It appeared smarter than its predecessor. It also had faster engines: clear and easy computer-controlled, single-burn plasma reactors with no concern for resistance or momentum or not turning passengers into soup. It flung itself closer, a deadly, accusatory finger . . .

“Got it!” Bastian was yelling, pulling the firing triggers of the overhead railguns as the long, hull-mounted gun raised, swiveled, and fired.

Bolts of plasma flung from their distant muzzles, scattering outwards in a tightly controlled burst. The bolts of glowing, dazzling purple energy struck the missile, and in seconds, it was destroyed in an expanding bulb of fire.

“Okay, I got eyes on the target,” Bastian breathed, and Holly swept them underneath the nearest asteroid, effectively putting it between them and the corvette.

“Captain!” Bastian hissed. “I could’ve taken the shot!”

“What good is a dogfight out here in the middle of nowhere!?” Holly was shouting as she angled the Jay around the side of this asteroid and then twisted once again to avoid the next. She cut their power to a fraction of what it had been, giving her time to make the maneuvering choices that she needed to make.

“The Jay is damaged. We need to get to safety so that we can repair,” Holly said while she twisted the Jay once more between rocks. She was acutely aware of the sudden blip of the chasing Breaker mercenaries, heading towards them.

“We’re at war, Captain!” Bastian called out.

“Not yet!” Holly returned just as hotly. “The Breakers tried to take a water vessel, that’s all. That’s nothing. There has been no official declaration of war.”

Even to her own ears, her excuses were somehow sounding thin.

“Oh, come on, Holly!” Bastian roared. “You saw what they did to Marshal. You were there! You heard what Max Holler said—he wants a war with Earth. You saw them fortifying Hephaestus while we were there. And now there’s an actual ship, probably been sent to hunt us down, and she’s going to keep firing at us until we do something about it.”

“No, Sergeant!” Holly snarled. “Just because one man in charge is being an idiot, that doesn’t mean we all have to join in!”

Maybe I should have taken out Max when I had the chance, she was telling herself. She hadn’t because he had been unarmed, and there had been no hope of capturing him to bring him back to the Earth marines.

And what—turn him into a martyr?!

Holly was suddenly struck by a wave of nausea as she flew, turning around the next asteroid and the next after that too. The mercenary corvette behind them still followed, although it had slowed its mad pursuit. She knew it was keeping them in range, waiting for them to pop back up out of the belt once again.

The truth wass, she didn’t want to admit she was scared. She was terrified of what was about to happen if either Max Holler got his way and the Free Breaker Republic started firing shots, or if the Earth Alliance Marines got their way and they started firing . . .

It was going to be an all-out war. It was going to be a bloodbath—and she was sure that the Breaker Group would lose.

But would they really? What if . . . Holly blinked for a moment. The thought of the out-of-date asteroid miners, refiners, and builders managing to gain victory over the vastly more advanced, superior, and corporate-backed Earth Alliance Marines would have seemed ridiculous just a few hours ago.

But the Breakers of Hephaestus had one of the Thaal starcraft now, didn’t they? The Earth system was littered with four of them in total, and somehow—with Sergeant Marshal Smith’s forced help—Max had discovered a way to wake one up.

Earth, Mars, Venus—even the Jupiter stations were all reeling from the recent war against the alien Thaal. Some estimates were that the Earth Alliance Marines had lost anywhere from forty to seventy percent of its fighting forces.

Maybe the Free Breaker Republic could do it . . . the treacherous thought slid through Holly’s mind, and her hands shook on the flight handles. That thought was treasonous. If she voiced it, that alone would be enough for a suspension from active service, and, far more likely in current times—a prison sentence.

“Captain, please—you can’t hide inside the asteroid belt forever,” Sergeant Bastian Li pointed out.

“We can make it to the outer spur, and then it’s just a clear burn to—” Holly said before she stopped.

To what, exactly? Was she about to fly them back towards the relative safety of the Inner System and the worlds of Mars, Venus, Earth, and Mercury?

She was struck by the thought that even considering those places as home was almost revolting to her. She couldn’t anymore. Not ever, in truth. Siding with the Inner System—Inners, as the Breakers called them—felt just as treacherous to her as siding with the Breakers.

Both of these parts of me are something that I cannot renounce, she thought as she surged and rolled and turned underneath the next set of asteroids. The mercenary corvette far above them was keeping pace, but for some reason, it wasn’t closing on their position. Even though it easily could, at the reduced speed Holly was moving at.

“Stars damn it!” she heard Bastian hiss under his breath as he slammed himself back into his seat. She wondered if she should reprimand him for that but thought better of it. It wasn’t going to help them anyway.

But did she have a right to inflict her confusions on her crew? The part of Holly that was a trained military officer worried. She knew that any conflict between the two factions of humanity would be a terrible idea. At the same time, there was another part of her that pined for the notion of a Breaker Republic. They had barely stopped the Thaal when Holly programmed and sent back one of their own starcraft to warp and crash into their distant Dyson sphere.

Ever since she had done that, there had been silence from the edges of space. Had she managed to send the Thaal civilization back ten thousand years? Was the war over?

The captain couldn’t be sure of it. The Thaal had appeared so suddenly and had stopped just as quickly too. Maybe this was the way of interstellar conflict—the vast distances leaving such a gap between civilizations that wars were conducted not across hours or months or even years but perhaps across centuries.

Proximity alert! . . .

Holly’s attention snapped forward as the holo controls of the Jay blurted an alarm at them. They were approaching the Blue Lites, as this area of the asteroid belt was known. The rocks here were mostly smaller, denser, and often shot through with a metallic blue sheen of some rare form of metal.

Warning, forward sensor systems compromised! . . .

Oh yeah. She remembered the Blue Lites were the ones that messed with the deep and forward frequency arrays, didn’t they? Holly took a deep breath as she angled the heavy marine craft down instead, hoping to fly out the far side of the asteroid belt and away from the corvette.

You see, I can still be a good captain, she was telling herself. Her screens ahead of her glitched and started to scrawl with static, and the ship’s scanners hit and bounced and made fractal patterns, reflected off of the rare blue metals ahead.

I can still be a good captain even if I don’t think that either side is right, can’t I? she thought as she flew out the far side of the asteroid belt.

And straight into the Breaker mercenary trap.

Warning! Weapons systems detected (multiple) . . .
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Fraaaack, Holly hissed as she saw her console light up with enemy signatures, and then she was desperately turning and rolling the craft, and the two waiting Breaker mercenary craft opened fire.

Warning! Weapons lock detected . . .

The Jay spun and turned, racing not away from the two mercenary craft but towards them. This, at least, was one skill that Holly knew. If you had your back against a wall, better to fight on your own terms than let them come to you..

Right now, she couldn’t recall if that piece of wisdom had come from the Earth Alliance Marines or the Breakers. Either way, she was piloting an already damaged metal box, screaming towards two mercenary craft at full thrust.

The captain got a brief glimpse of the two crafts before them. One was of the same “disk” class as the corvette that had been chasing them and indicated a more simplistic version of mercenary ship. The second, however, looked like a smaller version of the Jay. It was segmented, a hornet shape painted a lurid orange-red and dark midnight blue. She guessed that it was an old patrol vessel that some corporation had sold off cheap—or that the Mad Dogs had stolen.

Both of the vessels peeled away to either side as Holly burned her way straight for them, but not before the red-and-blue patrol vessel got off a few shots. At the same time that it was peeling away, Holly could see the railgun on its side engage, swiveling on its independent mount to start pumping a barrage of burning spheres of plasma at the target.

“Bastian!” Holly shouted. She turned the Jay to attempt to swerve out of the way.

The large marine knew precisely what she was referring to, of course. He once again grabbed the firing triggers of their own railguns and spun in his seat to blast a burst of barrage fire all around them. It was wild shooting, but at that stage, it was all that they had . . .

And it worked, Holly was amazed to see. The barrage of shots fired by Bastian caught dozens of the near asteroids and burst them apart, causing flashes of brilliant white amid the black backdrop of space, and the Jay surged past, clear of the strafing fire. In their wake, the Blue Lites behind them were struck by the majority of the mercenary fire, causing small eruptions and asteroid quakes, sending them flinging against each other in a cosmic game of ruined Jenga.

“You still want me to hold back now, Cap?” Bastian growled, pivoting in his seat as they raced down the underside of the asteroid belt, the two mercenary craft making the wide turn towards them.

Two against one. Maybe three against one, Holly thought. And they were already damaged. There was no way that they could get out of those odds unscathed if they didn’t fight back, was there?

Holly grabbed the triggers on her own flight handles.

“Fire at will,” she said grimly, hating herself for saying it. She didn’t want to ever be the one to bring down a ship with Breakers aboard—but she had no choice. It was them or her crew.

“Yah!” Sergeant Marshal Smith fist pumped the air at the order. Sergeant Li calmly slid his chair out, turning as he did so. The entire chair started turning in place as he looked through the small holo-projected targeting screens.

“Acquiring, acquiring . . .” Holly heard Bastian whispering. She brought the heavy marine scout towards her enemy as they were screaming towards her too. It was like one of those ancient jousting matches from the movies, Holly thought.

“Two-play dodge?” Bastian hissed his game plan.

“Agreed,” Holly said, instantly hitting the pedals that would max out their reactor, injecting more power into their thrusters than could ever be safe or rational, and throwing them forward.

At the same time, Bastian pulled the triggers, sending a scattering of plasma blasts ahead of them in a wide spray. They knew that this would be a fearsome sight for their enemy. They had already charged them headlong as a first move, and now, they were doing it again—only firing at the same time.

Once again, the two mercenary vessels started to wildly veer apart. They were unable to get a clear tracked shot on them while they were terrified of this charging vehicle heading straight for them.

“Bastian, three . . . two . . . and now!” Holly called. She suddenly cut one of the engines and twisted the flight handles. The result was that the Jay corkscrewed, spinning wildly as it jumped to one side.

And now it was clearly chasing the red-and-blue mercenary vessel.

“Fire!” Holly shouted as their path intersected the mercenary craft’s path. Bastian snarled, pulling the triggers for bolts of blazing, burning starlight to hammer the hull of the Breaker craft.

Holly looked up, gasped. She saw the metal of the red and blue convulse like it was made of water, and then the vessel was spinning and tumbling. First its rear hull sparkled with burning plasma when its fuel lines caught—and then the entire rear half of the vessel erupted into a burning white light as its reactors blew.

And Holly was pulling the Jay through the edges of that exploding plasma, twisting her flight handles as she purposefully rolled and spun the craft. She felt her stomach lurch and her ears pop—but this was precisely the sort of thing she had trained for. When fighting in space, she didn’t have to come at the enemy with any sensible or level approach. Perhaps being born a Breaker, out here among the stars where there is no natural horizon and always thinking in limitless dimensions—maybe that helped her combat training. She bottomed out of her wild, spinning roll almost underneath the second mercenary craft.

It was shaped like a disk, and Holly seized the firing triggers.

And hesitated. She couldn’t do it. Even when they had so nearly killed her.

This isn’t a mercenary vessel like the other one was, her own doubts hammered into her. This could be raw recruits, people Max ordered here.

“Holly!” Bastian hissed and pulled his own triggers. Holly looked up at the racing underside of the Breaker disk, saw it flash as it passed their lights.

And then saw it light up for an entirely different reason as it was struck by the hammer of plasma blasts hitting and rupturing its hull. Once again, they made the metal convulse and shiver as an internal earthquake shook through it.

Holly saw the ship blow in awful, dreadful detail. She noticed the tremors that ran its length before the fuel cells blew, and then the largest explosion almost broke it in half.

For a brief period, it became a bright, shining star of light and fire—and then it was completely dark, and its constituent parts were scattered to the uncaring void.

That’s it. I’ve chosen sides, Holly realized dumbly as she let the Jay slowly rock in place.

“Captain?” This was from Marshal Smith. “Captain—the other corvette? The third mercenary? We got their patrol, but if the third manages to get word back about where we are . . .”

“Right, yeah.” Holly shook her head, looking up to see that her control holoscreens were flaring with small alarms and warnings—nothing critical or incredibly dangerous yet, but things that would require repairs. They had just taken out two ships in quick succession. Did they have it in them to hunt a third?

“Oh,” she said, confused when she realized that her near sensors couldn’t even find it. She had assumed that it would either be making its way through the asteroid belt, or they would have flown around the near side, eager to be at Holly’s demise.

But no. When she expanded her sensors to their long range, she saw that the Breaker mercenary corvette was currently hightailing it out of range, screaming back towards Hephaestus as fast as its engines could carry it.

“It’s retreating. It saw what we are capable of,” Holly said.

“We have to go after it!” Marshal was insistent. “They might . . .”

“We’ll be long gone by the time they raise the hue and cry.” Holly shook her head. “That is, if they even do.”

Max now has an entire Republic to manage, after all, Holly thought. And a war to fight.

“So, this is it—back to Mars? Aries Station?” Dr. Rachel Crow said with a slightly sharp tone to her voice that made Holly think that the highly intelligent, genius-level polymath realized that Holly had concerns.

“Yeah, I guess so,” Holly said uneasily—just as the comms systems of the Jay blared.

Holly didn’t realize it—but she and her crew weren’t going home yet.
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FORWARD EA MARINE BASE (Mobile Unit “Dragon”) //:

Relay Message: Aries Station—Outer Satellite Network:

CODE: Alpha-Black-Black (Authorized Personnel Only) . . .

ENCRYPTED MESSAGE BEGINS . . .

AUTHENTICATION: Adm SILAS (Acting Fleet Controller)

Captain Cropper, this is Admiral Silas.

Given the situation developing at Hephaestus Station, you are being immediately redeployed on an Alpha-Black Mission (full mission parameters contained within this message).

It is imperative that we neutralize this ridiculous Breaker threat. The Acting Council of Earth and the Inner Systems have declared that this “Free Breaker Republic” is illegal, and worse, it is a direct act of treason against the Earth Alliance. It is a sham allowing rogue actors, mercenaries, smugglers, etc. to take control of the Outer System and directly threaten the way of life for all Earth peoples.

The threat that they pose to industry, shipping, transport, and security throughout the Earth System cannot go unchecked.

As of 08:40 hours relative Earth CDT Time, the Acting Council of Earth has declared that we are at war with this rogue state unless an offer of immediate surrender is received.

The Earth Alliance Marines will be mounting a blockade against Hephaestus to enforce their surrender.

As some of our most experienced and trusted personnel, the EA Marine Recon Eight under your command will play a key part in securing their surrender.

For the glory of Earth,

[SIGNED] Admiral Silas, Acting Fleet Commander, Earth Alliance Marines.
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Hephaestus Station (Free Breaker Republic)

Hephaestus Station hung against the sea of floating rock like a giant ladder, an iron girder and grid work behemoth, its spars vaguely molded into the shape of a giant H.

The oldest and first of the Breaker Group stations, the first of its kind to act as a permanent home to the migrant Earthlings who took to the stars many centuries ago—Hephaestus stood tall and shouted its name to the rest of the Inner System through its pocked and ancient architecture.

The giant H was made of interlocking and bolted spars and levels, some sprouting smaller containment units and docking ports or small reefs of docked vessels. It floated against the backdrop of stilled asteroids behind it, turning its austere face back towards the Inner System—and it snarled.

For almost a hundred and fifty years, Hephaestus had been the main conduit of processing and refining the rare asteroid metals, minerals, and ice. Generations of people had grown up in its corridors and housing units, following their parents in their various, guild-like careers of asteroid breaker, refiner, smelter, or engineer. Or they could accept the low-paid contracts offered by the corporations when they came to offer new “highly skilled work packages” to the outcast and distant branch of humanity.

It was here, the mighty Hephaestus—once talked about in glowing terms by the distant inner planets as one of their greatest achievements—that the flow of resources and engineering skills began.

And it was here where that legacy was forgotten too.

As the corporations of Venus grew ever richer and more powerful, thanks to the cheap labor of the Breakers, it had to be said—then the Breaker Group workers, those who lived on stations like Hephaestus or distant Kronos or the constantly moving mining ships—all those were soon superseded. Regarded as little better than space mechanics, smugglers, and thieves.

In truth, it was the Breaker Group and the asteroid belt that all of those humans fled to. They came here for as many reasons as there were thruster drives, but they all wanted a freer way of life. It became the natural breeding place of thieves and the libertarian-minded. Of scavengers and yes, mercenaries.

And isn’t it all so glorious! thought the stocky form of Max Holler, leader of the Mad Dog mercenary crew, and now the spokesperson and unofficial leader of the Free Breaker Republic.

The man stood on the bridge of the Hephaestus Station with the galleries of control desks and boards arrayed below and to either side of him, looking out at the giant screens that covered almost five floors. Directly ahead was the view straight out of the center of the cross of the station, showing the waiting flotillas of Breaker craft in small, diamond-shaped units. Each of them had their guns trained outwards at the expanse of stars, and, in the distance—at the small red orb of Mars itself.

They were a mongrel and mismatched fleet, the man with the crew cut of salty hair had to admit. The flotillas nearest the front were the larger, ex-mining ships—each a large tube or anvil-shaped wedge, with hull plates that were as thick as most marine battleships, designed as they were for taking asteroid hits.

Nearby and further back from the front were the smaller, faster transport vessels hurriedly retrofitted with black-market weapons: rocket-propelled guns, missiles, and even a few pulse beams.

And then there’s you. The man’s cold blue eyes flickered to the extreme edges of the screen where the giant curve of the asteroid belt itself could be seen extending outwards on either side.

His screens blinked with the green vector marks of waiting but hidden ships. The mercenary battle groups, all of them comprised of ex-military or corporate defense craft, the best vessels that the Breakers had. All of them belonged to the various mercenary units who had so far chosen to side with the Free Republic.

The Mad Dogs, of course, he listed off their largest gangs and units, the Sons of Thor, 303 Crew, the Jackhammers, the Sisters of Artemis . . .

Each of these mercenary groups had been running for a long time, some of them even into their second and third generations by now. They knew what they were doing, and they had terrorized the space lanes for a long time.

But now, our game is going to be organized. And tougher, Max thought, his eyes narrowing into a tight glare as he returned his gaze back at that distant red dot of Mars.

The Earth Alliance Marines themselves.

Oh, of course, the mercenaries of the Breaker Group had fought the marines before—usually Forward Recon squads when their smuggling operations, kidnaps, or heists were disturbed by the isolated police force left out here to “pacify” the Belt.

Usually, Max knew from bitter firsthand experience, the mercenaries would have to flee when the marines showed up. Their out-of-date vessels just couldn’t contend against the superior, well-armed, and well-equipped marine ships.

But sometimes we won, he remembered. Sometimes they had been lucky . . .

His gaze moved over to the last and best of the fleet. They were hanging dead center in front of the mining flotillas and in front of the large chunks of space rock that had been left scattered across the intended battle site as cover and disruption.

“My beauty,” he whispered, raising a hand to signal the comms Breakers to open a hailing frequency to the ship in question.

It glittered where it sat, serene and still and with none of the slight wobble or shift of human-made craft. Sixteen shining points emerged from its small central hub, each one white, but if a ship light caught it, dazzling with an iridescent, crystalline glow.

It was the captured Thaal starcraft, seized from outside Jupiter by Max’s Mad Dogs and finally reawakened. At least three of its spiked arms were blackened and patched with ugly, heavy iron plates covering the damage it had sustained in the Human-Thaal War. But it flew—and it was theirs.

“Hephaestus Command to Breaker Star, come in and report. Repeat: Report, Breaker Star!” Max said, leaning forward. He grabbed the black metal railing before him and stared intently at the captured alien craft.

“Hephaestus Command, this is the Breaker Star. We are operational and ready!” There was a crackle over the sensor array, and the voice of the starcraft crew returned to him, sounding giddy and excited.

“We can report that all systems are operational! Main engines, life support, propulsion, defense . . .”

“And offense!?” Max said eagerly, the others on the list sliding past his attention. He remembered seeing the videos of the giant starcraft—itself almost a quarter of Hephaestus’ size.

“Test firing!” Max announced. “Use one of the decoy rocks. Your choice which one!”

“Commander?” There was a note of alarm from another voice on the bridge, this coming from Afira Dalston, leader of the Chemical Workers Union. When Max turned, he saw the tall black woman standing behind him with a skeptical look on her face. Long cornrows ran over her skull, turning into braids. She fixed their unofficial commander with a glare.

“Are you telling me that you haven’t checked the weapons systems before now? You have no idea what will happen—what if that thing blows up?” she asserted.

“It won’t,” Max stated. “I have my best people on it,” the mercenary commander insisted before the woman interrupted him sharply.

“Actually, you had a captured Earth Alliance Marine working on it. I remember because I was there. And now he’s gone. How do you know he didn’t manage to booby trap the damn thing!?” she pointed out.

I can’t have this insubordination! Max thought. He had already noticed a couple of the nearest Breaker technicians, working before their boards, wince. They looked up warily at the Breaker Star on the screens in front of Hephaestus. Fear was evident in their eyes.

If this was back on my own ship, I’d have her voided, he thought with a snarl, referring to the practice of throwing any troublesome, treacherous people, or pretty much anyone that the captain didn’t like, out of the nearest air lock.

But things were different now that he was the Commander of Hephaestus and the “acting spokesperson” of the Free Breaker Republic.

Max Holler wasn’t stupid. He knew that so far he had managed to maintain his control of the disparate Breakers through his charm, vision, and audacity—and the threat of his mercenaries. But that mixture of awe and fear was a heady, manic mix for anyone, and he knew that it wouldn’t last forever. Even now, Holler realized that the various Breaker unions and stations were grumbling over his apparent single-handed control of the fledgling Republic.

I need to give them a victory. A competent, devastating victory over the inners, Max thought—and then his place would be secured. They would be a republic in more than name, for sure. With all of the various stations and ships that made up the Breaker Group, it was inevitable.

But he would be at its head. Max turned back to the screen with a vicious, victorious snarl.

He would make sure of that.

“Fire at will, Breaker Star,” he announced in a loud, brave voice as he pointed at the screen.

There was a moment of silence, and then the newly named Breaker Star, what was once an alien invader’s vessel—fired.

There was a small flash at one of the foremost of the giant crystalline spikes or arms. From its tip, there exploded into existence a running river of burning purple plasma, a beam shooting forward to strike one of the giant pieces of asteroid rock hauled into the battle site before the station.

Max and the entirety of the control deck watched as the beam of alien pulsar energy slammed into the rock that was some sixty-five feet high and wide, and the rock suddenly burst in a globe of expanding, burning white light. A ripple of gasps and cries of alarm ran through the crowd as the expanding orb of destruction widened, totally encompassing the rock—and then collapsed back inwards. It left nothing but a glittering field of particles and crystal fragments.

“I’d say that’s a winner, wouldn’t you, Afira?” Max chuckled as he raised both hands into the air. “Behold, friends! I will bring you victory over the Earthers! The inner planets will rue the day they ever dared to test the Free Breaker Republic!”

And his words were immediately met by the cheers and shouts of ardent, battle-hungry supporters.
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The Jay, Asteroid Belt (Free Breaker Republic)

Forward Recon 8: Mission parameters . . .

Mission: BLACKOUT

Sr Comms Officer: (Adm) SILAS

Group Cdr: (Capt) CROPPER, H

Team: (Sgt) LI, B (Sgt) SMITH, M (Ast) CROW, R

Mission parameters:

1. Disable dissident Breaker Group communications.

2. Engage and dismantle Breaker Large Antenna Array (Oster asteroid, Great Asteroid Belt).

3. Report and rendezvous with main DRAGON EA Marine Battle Group.

“Okay . . .” Holly breathed as she swiveled in her chair to look back at her crew.

“Are we all on the same page with this?” she asked warily. The thoughts of her battle were high in her mind. She could feel a heavy potential like a haze of feeling around her fingers as she fidgeted, tapping the armrests of her control chair. She kept feeling the firing triggers underneath them, ghost impressions of them as she had fired.

And killed Breaker mercenaries.

“Those are our orders,” Marshal said, his face still a collection of purples and blues from his multiple beatings at the hands of Max Holler. The heavy marine scout did not have any of the superfast regenerative healing procedures in place, as one would find on the larger battleships. Holly winced at the bruising and swelling, and a river of shame and guilt ran through her at somehow letting it happen.

I should have been quicker. I should never have let him get into that position . . . she thought, even though the rational part of her mind pointed out that it was impossible. She had been on board a Thaal starcraft during the time of his capture.

“The Breakers are trying to divide humanity right in the middle of an alien war!” Marshal went on to say. “Earth needs those metals and resources in the asteroids. The Breakers and that sociopath Max Holler are going to try and kill good Earth Alliance Marines—all because of his megalomania!”

“Well, I think it’s a little bit more complicated than that . . .” Holly started to say. Marshal coughed in surprise.

“What? Captain—Holly, I knew that there was something going on back there. With the Breakers.” Marshal started to scowl at her. “Now, I respect you, Holly. I like you, and I’ve followed you into battle many, many times, and it’s an honor to serve beside you, but . . .” Holly saw his look harden. “I think you need to get your head screwed on right, Captain. No disrespect—”

“No disrespect!?” Holly burst out. “Do I need to remind you I am your commanding officer!? Just because I don’t think that a war between the two largest factions of humanity is going to do anything for the war effort against the Thaal doesn’t instantly mean I’m a traitor!”

Holly felt herself grab the armrests of her chair and start to push herself upwards. Marshal looked ready to do the same.

And they were both interrupted by Bastian’s booming voice.

“Enough!” He shot looks at both of them before settling on Marshal.

“Sergeant Smith, back down,” Bastian growled, and the tone in his voice couldn’t be argued with. Marshal did so with a grumble, but Holly felt no victory. She only felt a queasy sorrow that it had come to this.

Sergeant Li then turned his attention to Holly, who braced to shout him down as well. They had been friends for a long time, so she could tolerate a more relaxed working style—but she couldn’t and wouldn’t tolerate direct questioning of her position. That way led to uncertainty, which, in a battle situation, was death.

“Sergeant—” she started to say.

“Hear me out, Captain, please,” Bastian said in a lower voice and waited for Holly’s nod.

“The way I see it is this.” He shot her a quick look. “It’s obvious that you’re uneasy with the war. Look, I’m from the generation caravans. I know that there’s long been rivalry between the outer planets and the inner ones—and for good reason.” He said this last part heavily, looking at both Marshal and Rachel as he did so.

“I won’t debate it, but the inner worlds are rich beyond imagining compared to the belt, Neptune, Pluto. The corporations have made sure of that. And life out here in the Outer System is harsh. We all know that—we’ve been working it for almost a decade, right?” Bastian said, insisting that Rachel and Marshal agree with him.

“Right? Exactly,” he said, his tone growing progressively calmer as he spoke.

“So, we’re all agreed on that. And none of us, I reckon, are even starting to think about insubordination to Commander Silas—”

“Admiral,” Holly corrected.

“Yeah, Admiral Silas now,” Bastian said. “So here is what I suggest. We get going. We take the Breaker Large Antenna Array. We disrupt their communications so they can’t escalate this war any higher,” Bastian pointed out. “Imagine it: suddenly, Hephaestus goes dark. They have no idea who they can communicate with across the belt. They can’t even communicate with many of their own ships. Are they really going to launch an assault at that point? Maybe then, the Breakers will decide to negotiate, right? Maybe we’ll be doing the Breakers a favor.”

“They still have the captured starship,” Dr. Crow murmured. “They have a powerful bargaining chip. One that might make the Inner System think twice about attacking. Previous historic conflicts make it evident that a prolonged stalemate usually results in both sides reaching a measured agreement,” Rachel went on to say.

A truly free Breaker republic, Holly’s heart suddenly leapt. Without the bloodletting. She started to nod.

“Yes,” she said softly, almost to herself. “Take the advantage away. Make both sides see that they need each other.” Her mind was racing as she tried to think of a way that the humans wouldn’t end up killing each other.

“Well, they’re going to get a surprise from the starcraft,” Marshal said with a grumble. “I disabled the field generators. You remember that it had some kind of protective shield that it could deploy? When they made me work on it, I found a way to stop it. I don’t know if the Breakers will have it fixed by now, but I couldn’t leave them with that.”

“Okay,” Holly said, a grin starting to crack her features. Even though Marshal had presumably been trying to give the Earth Alliance an advantage by crippling the starcraft’s force field, he might have just played into her own plans.

“The Breaker starcraft is vulnerable, but still very, very powerful. We take their communications. We can force them to the bargaining table,” Holly agreed with Bastian. She turned in her chair to seize the flight handles once again, this time turning the craft around and plotting a course for the large asteroid in the belt known as Oster. It was home to the Breaker Large Antenna Array and responsible for most of the Breaker Group transmissions across the belt.

And maybe we can force the Breakers to oust Max Holler, Holly thought as Bastian and the others reseated themselves and strapped in to the webbing.

Without Holler, the Breakers won’t be led down a path towards war and bloodshed. They’ll be able to negotiate, Holly agreed.

And there was a chance—just a slim chance, but still a chance—that without Holler’s saber rattling, Earth would be willing to negotiate with the Breakers for a genuinely free republic.

“Get ready, folks!” Holly said. She opened up the reactor ports to flood the particle generators at the back of their ship. The entire heavy scout started to shake and tremble as she kicked power into it before signaling the three . . . two . . . and . . .

She hit the release and kicked her foot pedals for the heavy scout to be flung forward in a screaming race over the asteroid belt. Holly was thrown against the back of her piloting chair, and she felt her stomach lurch. She knew that the same would be happening for the others too.

They had to get out of their location. And the sooner that they broke that Breaker antenna, Holly was convinced, the sooner they could end the war.
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Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle, near Aries Station (Martian Space, Earth Alliance controlled)

“Is it ready?” The words of Admiral Silas cut through the hurried murmur of work, the clanks and small, curt words and gasps and stomp of military boots on the metal gantries.

Ahead of the admiral was one of the loading bays of the “Dragon” MCV, itself a medium-small battleship but one of very few of its kind.

Built by the military intelligence services of Mars, the Dragon MCV looked vaguely like a snarling ram’s head in contour. It had a protruding wedge for a body and prow and two large side horns which housed sensitive receivers and scanners—and of course, the weapons bays, such as this one.

Each MCV was designed to be a mobile base for any fleet and was stuffed full of state-of-the-art communications technologies, defenses, and equipment.

The Dragon MCV, however, under the command of the newly minted admiral of the Earth Alliance fleet, Admiral Silas, held within its belly something very dreadful and unique. Something held in the very place where Silas was stalking right now.

“Well! Where’s the petty officer here? Aren’t any of you going to listen to me!?” Silas snapped. His belly rumbled once more with a distant ache.

The new Admiral of the Earth Alliance Fleet and Acting Commander had something resembling terrible acid reflux ever since his hasty inauguration back on Mars not a week ago. It had struck during the very middle of the ceremony, a sudden cramping sensation that felt as though he had been shot—but turned out to be unexplainable and untreatable according to the best Earth Alliance Marine doctors.

Luckily, perhaps, the ceremony had only been as grand as the current reality could afford. It took place in an austere room on one of the emergency habitat domes set up by the marines since all the other giant Martian domes had been destroyed by the dormant Thaal starcraft. They had managed to put a large crystal spar on the table as a gesture towards dignity, and someone had found a dress flag to hang on the back of the wall. The admiral had stood there feeling mildly awkward, a screen showing the Acting Council of Earth on the other end. Several rules had been broken in order to get Silas—literally the last senior officer standing—promoted to the role of admiral of the fleet, which was a ceremony that should happen in person.

But it was agreed. The stars were found—salvaged off of the dead bodies of the previous admirals—and Silas was now the leading military in-the-field commander of the entire Earth Alliance Marine force.

“Sir!” There was a sudden bark from deeper in the hangar bay. Steps hurried towards him, and a man almost as old as Silas was himself appeared, dressed in regulation grays and blues, throwing a salute.

“Admiral on the deck! Attention!” the petty officer shouted, for every marine technician nearby to instantly stand to attention and salute.

Silas savored the moment for a fraction longer than he had intended before nodding.

“Back to your duties, people,” the man said with all the thin-lipped self-satisfaction of a cat. Admiral Silas generally had a very drawn, ascetic sort of look, the skin pulled tight over his face, making it appear thin and papery. When he looked satisfied, it was vaguely disconcerting to all those around him as it brought up images of a skeleton looking happy, like it knew something that you didn’t.

“Is the device ready, Petty Officer?” Admiral Silas focused his sole attention on the man before him. He noticed a shadow of fear in the back of the man’s eyes as they withered under the admiral’s gaze.

“Please, look . . .” the petty officer said, turning to raise a hand towards one side of the loading bay. The admiral’s eyes followed him.

The loading bay itself was a mess of ceramic and metal tubes forming floor-to-ceiling units. Through it marched narrow access gantries, stopping at many small points where levers could be pulled and control boards accessed. The petty officer led the admiral through a maze of such areas until they opened out into a much larger space primarily occupied by a vast, metal cylinder. It was held in place by giant clamps, and several technicians were consulting control panels before it.

“At ease, people,” Admiral Silas said immediately. The work on this device was not something that he wanted to interrupt.

The large cylinder led straight into the far bulkhead wall where a series of metal rings locked its end in place. At various points along the tube, there were small vents that let off periodic spurts of pressurized gasses, extracting all heat from the mechanisms inside.

“Stability?” Silas asked, for the petty officer to flash a hand through the air. He threw into the air between them a schematic of what the gigantic tube contained along with a series of fluctuating graphs.

The tube itself contained what appeared to be a missile, but this was longer than almost any other that the Earth Alliance Marines and the MCV would normally house. It was larger than a missile. It was the size of an independent rocket, in fact.

The holo also showed the internals of the rocket, multiple vector lines drawing a crazed array of green, yellow, orange, and brown lines that formed nests, conduits, and smaller units. There were three central units that pulsed with waves of digital power, each one syncing so that they appeared to be a trio of syncopated heartbeats.

The Dragonfire Missile, Silas thought as he looked at it. He did not have the technical ability to ascertain whether what the petty officer was showing him was stable or not. However, he trusted the man’s tight, controlled optimism.

“The Dragonfire is functioning perfectly well. We have run tests on her triple containment units, and they will hold, certainly. Their remote guidance systems are good, double-secured, and it has an automated guidance system for the last few miles as well.”

“Good,” Silas said. “Payload?”

“Triple fusion-linked devices with a payload comparable to eighty megatons of TNT,” the petty officer said quickly and immediately.

“Eighty megatons . . .” Silas considered. It was impossible to think about. Some of the largest bombs ever developed on Old Earth got up to fifty megatons. The largest ever used in war was only about twenty-five to thirty megatons, and that was a city killer.

And Hephaestus is a city, Silas thought. If anything, it was an entire nation inside a vast citadel structure.

“And the Breaker starcraft?” Silas said. “You are confident it will destroy it?” Silas had already run through the action reports of this scenario, of course. He had heard every majority and minority report of the possible outcomes, so he knew the answer—but he wanted to hear it directly from the petty officer’s lips.

“Admiral, sir.” The petty officer straightened up. “Even if the captured starcraft has force fields, we know that these force fields are not impregnable. That they can be breached with successive force. With such a weapon as the Dragonfire, I can confidently say that it will take out both the Breaker starcraft and the Hephaestus Station.”

“And our ships of the line?” Silas said. The rest of the Earth Alliance Marine fleet was already making its way to the asteroid belt. He didn’t want to inadvertently destroy his own fleet at the same time as taking out the enemy!

“Just so long as they go no closer than the official strategic line, sir, then the natural vacuum of space will act as a buffer for our ships, sir,” the petty officer said.

“The Dragonfire will take out the Breaker starcraft, Hephaestus Station, and most of their fleet?” Silas confirmed.

“It is my utmost belief, sir,” the petty officer said with a firm nod.

“Then prepare the transfer,” Silas said firmly, nodding to the holo schematics. They showed the Dragonfire exiting the Dragon MCV and rendezvousing with a smaller missile ship, which would transport it the rest of the way to its final launch site.

“The crew of the Bombardier is ready and waiting, sir,” the petty officer stated. “All we need is your go order.”

Silas paused, relishing the moment once again. “Then you have it—go!” he announced after a breath. The petty officer immediately turned and started barking orders at the rest of the technicians, leaving the admiral to observe the process.

The Bombardier will transport the Dragonfire rapidly and discretely, Silas thought as he watched the technicians perform their final checks. No one will be expecting it, and by the time that they fire, it will be too late . . .

Silas imagined the scene in his mind. They would arrive at Hephaestus. They would make their demands—and then the entire station, their stolen ship, and the near belt would be evaporated from the face of the universe itself.

It would send a message to the rest of the Breakers across the belt and further out, in the Outer System. Any station or ship out there that had thoughts of succeeding at treason against the Earth Alliance would think twice after the destruction of Hephaestus.

And we will never have to worry about the Breakers again! Silas looked at the tube carrying the Dragonfire missile just as the petty officer gave the command.

“Begin transfer!” the man called. A groaning and a deep whooshing sound filled the loading bay. The roar intensified, sounding just like a dragon’s hiss, Silas thought appreciatively. It then subsided as the contents moved out through the bulkhead and beyond the ship itself—to rendezvous with the Bombardier and begin its journey.

The Breakers of Hephaestus would have no idea what hit them.
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Breaker Large Antenna Array, Oster Asteroid (Free Breaker Republic)

“Eyes up!” Holly hissed to her crew as she tensed and then kicked out with her boots on the frozen space rock.

One bounding step, two . . .

Leap!

She kicked out for the starry vault of the solar system to reveal itself past the slowly spinning rocks of the asteroid belt above. And then she hit her suit’s microthrusters to feel the small plasma jets at her hips, heels, and wrists firing as she flared her arms on either side of her like wings.

The captain was thrown forward quickly through the void and across the gulf of space between their rock and the next. It was a large jump by general Breaker standards, but not one that Holly couldn’t do. She had faith in the others, too, that this was well within their capabilities.

For a brief instant, Holly felt like she hung in the space between the giant, slowly revolving rocks. She caught a glimpse of the distant reaches of the Outer System above, and below, the grinding gulf of the asteroid belt. She felt so incredibly small, a tiny organic being in the middle of the vast machineries of night.

Proximity warning! . . .

And then the holoscreen on the inside of her suit visor flared a warning, highlighting the rising edge of the next asteroid in a vivid, flashing orange as Holly killed her suit thrusters, pulled her knees up, and . . .

Whump. She hit the edge of the asteroid and immediately kicked out. She reached out her arms as she extended into a roll that spun through the zero gravity before coming back down to slide across the asteroid floor, stumbling a little as she came to a slowing halt.

“There. Easy, right?” she gasped, turning back to see the others already making their jump.

“Sure thing. Whatever you say, boss.” Marshal Smith was the next, his usual sarcastic tone returned. Holly guessed that he must be feeling better now that he was actually committed to doing something.

The crew of the heavy scout Jay had made their way through the asteroid belt to the Oster asteroid, home of the Breaker Large Antenna Array. So far, their journey had been uneventful. Their ship’s deep range scanners hadn’t picked up on any Breaker or marine movement, which was unusual, Holly had to consider—for normal times, anyway.

But these were not normal times.

I guess Max has pulled all Breaker ships back to Hephaestus, Holly thought. She watched Marshal perform the jump, hitting his own suit microthrusters almost halfway across the space and then surging over the gap to kill his controlled burn on the descent. He performed the same awkward hopping roll when he got to the other side.

“Perfect.” Holly congratulated him as the sergeant slid to a halt a little way from her, smoothly turning as he brought up his heavy marine rifle and scanned the asteroid horizon. The Oster sat on one of the outermost spurs of the asteroid belt itself, a site specifically chosen because it commanded a clear transmission back across a large swathe of the belt, and it also looked across to the Outer System and inwards towards Earth too.

“Eyes on target,” Marshal breathed. Dr. Crow made her controlled jump, and Holly lifted her gaze to where Marshal was pointing his rifle at the next rock adjacent to theirs. A long spur which ended in a gray-white dome stood there, a forest of standing antennas around a giant dish.

The end of the dish blinked every few moments, a deep, muted red.

“She’s operational,” Holly breathed. She heard a hitch of breath coming from the doctor’s comms—just in time to see her already tumbling through the void towards her.

Frack!

Holly moved, lightly dancing to one side as Rachel landed a little more awkwardly than she had, and Holly managed to catch her hand before she rebounded back up.

“Dammit! I told you I’m no good at these zero-G things!” the doctor said. Holly slowly pulled her down beside her while Sergeant Bastian Li was the last to make the jump.

“You got the job done. I’d say that’s just about perfect,” Holly said. Bastian made the leap—and ignited his suit thrusters perfectly.

Blip!

There was a warning light on Holly’s internal holoscreen.

Movement detected . . .

Electronic signals detected . . .

What? Holly turned, zeroing in on the location of the warning vectors that seemed to be coming from behind them on their own rock. She saw multiple circles zeroing in on locations to their right and left, towards the Oster.

“Cap—you getting that?” Marshal asked, aiming between them.

Just as there was a sudden flare in the dark, and something zipped over Holly’s head.

Warning! Targeting systems detected . . .

“Urk!”

There was a grunt and a snarl of shock and pain, and it was coming from Bastian’s suit. Holly turned back around to see that Sergeant Li was flailing as he spun in the air, turning feet over head, a glitter of fading sparks and suit shrapnel where he had been hit by something.

“Incoming!” Marshal yelled. There was another flash in the night.

“Down!” Holly hissed, pushing Rachel towards the floor as she turned to track Bastian’s tumble. Whatever had struck him had sent him off course, and he was now rolling through the air some thirty feet above them, heading off into space.

He has his suit. If it works . . . Holly thought, just as there were more zips of some sort of projectiles over the surface of the asteroid. One screamed past her shoulder as she ducked beside the doctor, while another hit the obsidian wall of rock nearby. There was a sudden crack of sparks and a brief flash of plasma.

Plasma projectiles, Holly thought. Marshal had already rolled out of the way to the other side of an outcrop.

“Sergeant Li! Report—you need to get down!” she cried. Bastian appeared to be flailing, one of his microthrusters firing intermittently, further sending him out, off of the horizon of the belt.

And there were more of those plasma projectiles zipping through space towards him. One missed. Two missed . . . his flight was so erratic.

“Frackit!” Holly swore, slapping her heavy marine rifle into its magnet lock against her hip and thigh before kicking into a lunging run.

One foot hit the asteroid floor. A second.

Warning! Incoming projectile . . .

Her suit warned her of the rapid deadly approach. Something small flashed past her ankle, disappearing into the belt to explode with a flash of white.

“Augh!” Holly kicked out as another of the plasma projectiles hit the rock before her, and she felt the impact against her legs and calves.

Warning! Suit impact . . .

Lower right leg plate (20% damage) . . .

Holly activated her suit’s microthrusters at the same time that she felt the impact wave of the projectile hit her. She was suddenly spinning head over heels and fast—but moving faster towards Bastian than she would have otherwise.

“Captain—you’re both sitting ducks!” Marshal was calling at her over their suit comms. She heard his return staccato of fire at whatever was aiming at them.

More Breaker mercenaries? The thought flashed through her mind—but she was already spinning, the belt below replaced with the expanse of the Outer planets and back again in a dizzying blur.

Bastian! She saw him swimming into view. His suit thrusters were firing at odds with each other, meaning that he was being thrown this way and that.

“Bastian—cut your thrusters!” Holly hissed. She threw one wrist down, the other up.

The form of Captain Cropper performed a swooping turn through space as she careened, fast as a torpedo, straight for her sergeant. The space was alive with the zip of projectiles.

Suddenly, the small glares of thruster fire extinguished all over Bastian’s suit, and he tumbled far slower than before . . .

Just as Holly careened into him, one gloved hand scooping under his belly as she let her own momentum drive them in a wider, slower loop.

Zip!

Zip!

More of the projectiles were following them, firing through space as they tried to catch up. Holly angled her legs and one outstretched arm, turning them in a tight spin, and the asteroid below rolled into view.

“Go!” Holly demanded, releasing Bastian at the apex of their turn. The sergeant was thrown back towards an outcrop of onyx-dark rock, and she was flung further out.

Zip!

Warning . . .

Holly felt a sudden smash against her side as something hit and exploded. For a second, she was engulfed in a widening orb of burning white light as one of the projectiles hit her. Her suit cascaded with warnings, and she felt pain explode across her ribs while she recoiled and convulsed.

Please don’t breach, don’t breach! she prayed in panic to whatever gods and spirits might be responsible for a space suit. She was lucky. There was no sudden dip in pressure or atmosphere. The internal seals and membranes of her suit had held against the strike.

Lower rib plate compromised (50% damage) . . .

She couldn’t afford to be hit again, she knew. She threw her arms apart as her suit microthrusters fired, flinging her into a barrel roll and away from the reaching projectiles.

Down on the surface of the rock, both Marshal and the doctor were engaging with whatever was firing at them, and all at once, Holly was in the clear. No one was firing up at her as she saw a fierce explosion of gleaming white-and-red fire and plasma.

Looking down from this high point, she could see that there were shapes rising in the air. There would have been three of them—were it not for the sudden explosion as Marshal and Rachel took out one.

They weren’t human. They weren’t even humanoid.

The two shapes looked like four-legged metal beetles, their black iron legs overly long and triple jointed, pushing the small black boxes of their bodies up and up.

“Defense drones!” Holly breathed. They were old ones, too, and had probably been in place for a long time. She reckoned they had to be the old Mark III types, not used by the corporations or Earth for almost thirty years now. They must have been installed here to protect the Breaker Large Array.

On the tops of each of their bodies was a rotary gun. Even now, Holly saw them spinning as they fired a stream of projectiles back at Marshal and Rachel.

No! Holly gasped. Her teammates hit the floor and scrabbled behind rocks as their exteriors shone with the white globes and darting sparks of exploding shells.

No way. Holly’s face hardened as she kicked out with her legs and flared her arms once more, calling the microthrusters of her suit to send her flying in an arc towards the nearest drone.

No way these hunks of junk are going to take out my team! She growled, only drawing in her arms as a large defense drone rapidly grew larger and larger in her sight.

The thrusters at her wrists blinked out in an instant, leaving just the ones at her hips and ankles. She pulled up her rifle as she shot over the head of the nearest.

EA HEAVY TACTICAL SUIT: // (Capt) CROPPER, H . . .

Syncing weapons: heavy marine rifle . . . SYNCED

Her own holoscreen scrolled with commands as she saw the small targeting vector break into existence directly in front of her. She fired into the small neon triangle.

She saw her bullets hit the top carapace and the rotary gun secured there. The Mark III defense drone was eclipsed by small florets of explosions as the flying Holly screamed overhead.

And then there was a brilliant flash of white as the weapons magazine must have caught, and the entire defense drone tottered to one side.

“Yaargh!” She heard a victorious shout from Marshal below. The defense drone came toppling down, its legs flailing to one side.

Yeah, but not very discrete, she thought as she angled in her flight and started to turn back—in time to see the second defense drone leaping forward. Its jointed legs moved like a spider’s might as it pounced.

Almost straight onto Marshal and Rachel’s position.
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Marshal saw the large drone, easily twice their height, toppling to one side as its top unit burst into a ball of exploding munitions.

“Yaaargh!” he shouted victoriously, and he suddenly realized what they had to do.

“Aim for the hub! The munitions load!” he hissed as he turned back to the next Mark III defense drone. He saw it flinging itself through space in a four-legged leap, appearing in the air almost directly over them as it slammed its large, girder-like metal legs down.

“Jump!” Marshal panicked, throwing himself to one side as he reached out with a hand to try and grab the doctor by the shoulder too.

He missed, but she was also flinging herself out of the way in a different direction as the legs of the beast slammed into the rocks around them. Marshal, of course, couldn’t hear the sound of cracking rock and grating metal in the void of space. But his panicked mind could feel the awesome power held by those automated legs as they hammered home, and he was spinning back to the ground to bounce and glide across the surface of the asteroid.

“Urk!” Sergeant Marshal Smith coughed and turned over on his back, bringing his rifle up once again and swiveling around—

Proximity alert! . . .

Just as one of the legs crushed down at him once more.

“Ack!” Marshal pushed himself into a roll across the surface of the rock. Suddenly, he was half under the robot creature as it stamped down with its iron legs—each one almost as thick as he was wide.

The sergeant gasped and dove. Another leg of the large creature hammered down. It was quick, insanely quick for something so large, he thought. He skidded as another foot slammed into the floor right in front of him.

“Marshal!” He heard a roar as his own boots slipped, and he was starting to fall over in the zero-G.

A large shape flung itself at one of the legs, wrapping suited arms in a bear hug around the metal.

It was Sergeant Bastian Li, one of the largest Earth Alliance Marines that Marshal had yet met, and who had to have a specifically modified heavy tactical suit just to accommodate his shoulders. Bastian struck the leg of the defense drone, and Marshal saw him ignite his suit thrusters—but none of them were firing at the same time. First one hip and both ankles, then the other hip and one ankle, both hips and no ankles whatsoever.

The effect on the defense drone was that the leg got suddenly wrested and wrenched one way and the next. The drone stumbled to one side against the rock.

“Rargh!” There was another shout over their shared comms, and here came Dr. Rachel Crow, rising from her crouch to fire a quick burst of fire at the underside of the drone’s carapace. There were no weapons pods here, but Marshal saw the bullets strike and hammer home, releasing a spray of sparks as one of its four legs seized up and another started to shake.

“Bastian—let go!” Marshal cried as he jumped out of the way, turned to raise his rifle.

The sergeant did, cutting his own thrusters as he was flung, turning and somersaulting, over the asteroid that they fought on. With his line of fire now clear, Marshal joined his own shooting to the doctor’s efforts. Both of them concentrated their fire on the underside carapace of the drone. He had only pulled the trigger for a short while before suddenly—

Warning! High energy reading . . .

Marshal’s suit visor glitched with intense white, and then he felt the pulse wave of power hit his suit and shove him backwards as the defense drone exploded. Its legs struggled in the air as it was thrown off of the asteroid itself, leaking metal and sparks as it tumbled and turned, flung into space.

“Ugh,” Marshal groaned, sliding to the edge of the onyx backdrops. “Please tell me that is the last of those,” he said as he struggled to his feet.

The other defense drone was still twitching but down, too, and Bastian had already landed on the surface of the asteroid, grabbing his rifle to scan the horizon. There was no other sudden movement from the surface. No hidden defense mechanisms suddenly activated.

“Uh, people?” came Holly’s voice over their shared suit-to-suit comms.

“I’m at the Breaker Large Antenna Array,” Marshal heard his captain saying. “And I don’t think that we’re the first people to get here,” she said in a voice that was loaded with worry.
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“Look,” Holly breathed as the others, Marshal, Rachel, and Bastian, reached her. To their right was a thicket of metal antennas, spearing upwards towards the distant stars like ancient telephone poles, each with strange hubs and metal orbs encrusted along their length.

And directly ahead of them was the dome and the giant array dish itself. This close, Holly could see the vast semicircular dish in detail. How it was made of interlocking sections of matte orange material, and in its center, there was another antenna that was held in place with thick metal cables.

The dish sat next to the larger matte gray dome of the array building itself and connected through an interlocking air lock system.

“What am I looking at?” Bastian breathed, keeping his rifle pointed down as he warily scanned from the thicket of antennas to the sides of the array building itself.

“The air lock!” Holly gasped, nodding forward as she kept her rifle aimed at it.

It was closed, Holly could clearly see, but it also had a dirty line of black scorch and burn running along its opening edge. This was where it would petal open and allow access to the decompression chamber inside—if it had one.

“Ah,” Bastian groaned, and Holly heard Marshal issue a low whistle over their shared suit comms.

“What is it?” Rachel asked, stepping closer to Holly with those graceful, almost balletic slow-motion movements in the zero-G.

“That’s a blast pattern,” Marshal said. “It’s a classic sign that the door has been forced, usually with miniature explosives used to blow the seal and allow access.” Holly listened to him as she took a step towards the building, her rifle up and ready.

“But—why would anyone do that?” the doctor asked. “Wouldn’t that just decompress the entire inner station?”

“Only if there was no decompression room on the inside,” Holly pointed out. She neared the air lock to the gray dome and could now see the black marks of scorch running out from one edge, right around where the door locking mechanism would be.

“And every station should have one,” Holly continued. “This is a classic tactic used by mercenaries,” she added, her mind leaping to the easiest conclusion.

“Max and his Mad Dogs?” Bastian voiced it out loud for Holly to shrug.

“Maybe. But I don’t really see why. He’s the leader of the Breaker republic now, anyway, isn’t he?” Holly pointed out. “He should have the command codes and the repair crews and everything else for the antenna by now.”

Holly moved to the edge of the door and placed a hand on its outside. It was solid, no vibration. And obviously, no heat was coming through the metal.

“Sensor sweep,” she breathed. The holo overlay on the inside of her suit visor flashed a wash of blue, then red, in interconnecting waves that spread over her vision. The captain wished that she hadn’t parked the Jay two asteroids over and instead could use its own more advanced sensors.

Suit sensors activated . . .

Thermal . . .

Radionic . . .

Electromagnetic . . .

Electrofrequency . . .

Subfrequency . . .

Biological . . .

RESULTS:

—No biological life. No movement recorded. Large outlays of EF (electrofrequency) waves . . .

“Well, that’s all rather unsurprising, right?” Holly groaned as she shared the details with the others. It was a vast transmitter/receiver, after all, wasn’t it? Surely it was normal for the antenna array to put off large amounts of EF energy.

“Wait a minute,” the doctor said. “I checked the technical schematics for the Breaker array in the Global Systems Manual,” she continued, referring to a family of technical and historical databases of knowledge that were freely available to all colonists and captains. Inside it, there were details and schematics of many basic stations, structures, and different types of ships, allowing humans in far-flung, often isolated parts of the solar system to help themselves out in the event of technical problems.

“This type of Breaker array is modeled on an old colonial main transmitter and receiver setup. Obviously, I have no idea how the Breaker Group might have modified it, but it looks quite similar to that model,” the doctor said.

“And that main transmitter/receiver requires a constant four-person team to staff it, with a suggested rotating team of fifteen stationed on site. Look . . .” The doctor turned to point along the sides of the dome where they could see the smaller style of porthole windows usually associated with bunks and berths.

“And there!” She pointed off to the distance. There was a series of obvious landing lights over a cleared space.

“That is a space for the people’s provisions to be supplied, dropped, or taken, isn’t it?” she said, her tone full of wonder.

“And we’re not reading any biological signs at all,” Holly agreed. “Then where did all of these people go?”

Her eyes moved back to the blasted door. This time, she noticed that it was minimally open just a crack. Whoever had broken in hadn’t even bothered to reseal the door behind them.

“Bastian, with me,” Holly said quickly. She raised her rifle, pointing it at the crack—as Bastian floated to the other side, grabbed the outside door handles, and . . .

Bastian hauled the blasted air lock door open with one strong heave.

Holly leaned forward, rifle up and ready, seeing a wide, silver room inside that was partly scarred with black soot and burn marks.

And there, coming right towards her, was a floating figure.

A dead floating figure.
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“Well, he’s been dead for some time, by the looks of it,” the doctor said when they had hauled the body of the man back to the floor. They used one of the tethering straps in the zero-G environment to attach him to the wall. It was ugly, grotesque work, and Holly was surprised at how the doctor seemed unfazed by it.

“He’s a Breaker,” Holly said with a growl of certainty in her voice. It wasn’t only evident by the uniform: a fairly standard gray-brown suit favored by many of the asteroid belt miners. But it was also the Hephaestus H logo embroidered over the left breast and the spreading neck tattoo that was visible past the broken visor and helmet which had once protected his head. The tattoo swept up the right side of his neck and almost to the cheek, an image of interconnecting cogs and gears.

“Breakers typically go for that type of tattoo,” Holly said. She herself had a tattoo on her shoulder of a series of cog parts, interlocking in an illusion of endless movement.

“It’s a symbol of our loyalty to the station, to this way of life,” Holly said.

Because what we make keeps us alive. No one else is going to save us apart from our own hands and each other, she thought. That was the Breaker credo. Out here, Breakers had only each other to rely on. Everything else was the void of space.

“His helmet was smashed, which would have resulted in death pretty quickly,” the doctor went on, slowly turning the zero-G body.

“But I think he was attacked too.” She pointed to where one of the gloved hands appeared bent and crooked, as if it had been smashed.

“He wasn’t shot, but it would take a pretty powerful blow to do that,” Bastian grunted, looking from the body to Holly and clearly asking for answers.

Holly shrugged at first. It wasn’t unheard of for those who were holding some outpost or station to go space crazy, all of their frustrations and claustrophobia boiling up into desperate acts of violence—but it was also extremely rare for such a thing to happen to a Breaker.

We were born out here. We have the credo, she thought.

“And then there is the door,” Marshal pointed out. He had moved to examine it. “I think it was blown from the inside. Someone broke out, not in.”

Holly murmured her agreement. Someone—or some people—had broken out, and they had killed this person in the process. Perhaps killed everyone in here. But she didn’t see any signs of weapons. Wouldn’t the Breakers here have weapons?

“Get a seal on that door,” Holly grunted, and Marshal and Bastian moved quickly to pull from their suits a series of thin tubes and cannisters. First, they closed the ruined door the best they were able, then fixed it with a type of spray cement around the seal before pulling from the tubes a thin, opaque sheet of high-strength stretch material, layers of graphene, and a compound of flexible silicates. When they had pulled it the entire length of the air lock, they affixed that with a rough and globby ring of the spray cement.

That was one of the few good things about hurtling around in pressurized air containers, Holly considered. All you had to do was make a seal strong enough for the atmosphere you needed. And some three hundred or more years in space had given humanity the skills to achieve that.

“Let’s see if this chamber still works,” Holly said, pushing herself off to float to the other side of the room. A standard air lock door, human-shaped, sat in the silvered walls with a wall panel for the pressurization controls. She paused before grabbing the manual lever and prayed that the rest of the station inside was still sealed.

She pulled the lever for a series of three orange lights to blink on over the control panel. They gradually turned green one at a time, jets of steam and gasses filling the room.

“She’s taking!” Marshal announced, as the opaque sheet suddenly belled, then stiffened.

All three atmospheric lights were blinking red, indicating that the air lock was good for breathable oxygen, but Holly wouldn’t let them take off their suit helmets. Not yet, anyway.

“Okey-doke. Let’s see what the rest of the station has in store for us,” she said. She nodded for Bastian and Marshal to take aim at the door while she hit the open button.

Blip!

The door popped out with the smallest hiss. Not the sudden blowout of a zero-atmosphere station, Holly thought thankfully. Then it rolled up towards the ceiling, revealing:

A corridor with a whole lot of other dead bodies of Breaker engineers and technicians.

Frack! Holly thought.
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“Careful,” Holly warned as she moved around the bodies, each one curled in some macabre posture of their final acts.

“They were shot.” The doctor stated the obvious, as the evidence for the reason for their demise was everywhere.

Holly moved over the bodies. None of them had weapons, which was a little odd—especially since further down the corridor was an open wall panel with what was clearly an emptied weapons rack. There were even spent casings on the floor. Bastian knelt down to pick one up.

“Twelve millimeter,” she heard him say with a grunt, holding the large, emptied case. “Standard projectile weapon, not rocket-fired.”

Hmm. Holly frowned. Rocket projectiles were the arms of choice for the Earth Alliance Marines, generally. Each bullet was designed to be used in zero-G and even space conditions, so that they required not only the weapons firing mechanism but also their own tiny propulsive thrusters to give speed and momentum.

Standard projectiles are pretty old, Holly knew. And they were generally the choice of poorer fighters.

Like Breaker mercenaries and guards.

“This was their weapons locker, but whoever came through here cleaned out the weapons too,” Marshal pointed out. “Do you think it was some rival Breaker mercenary gang?”

Holly slowly stood up, surveying the dead all around her, the two doors on either side of the corridor, and the one main larger door at the end.

“It is entirely feasible,” she said. “But there just isn’t anything here worth it for a mercenary,” she pointed out. Holly Cropper spoke with the certainty that came with her upbringing. Mercenaries and smugglers, pirates and “freelance operators” had been a regular fixture in the various Hephaestus bars where she, too, had hung out when younger. You didn’t grow up a Breaker and not pick up some of their lingo and hear all about their operations.

“And the Breaker Large Antenna Array serves the entire belt. It connects the ships that are freelance and independent just as much as it does the stations and mining vessels,” Holly went on.

“It makes no sense for the mercenaries to try to rob it or dismantle it. They would only be making themselves blind out in the dark.”

“But,” Rachel pointed out. “They didn’t turn off the array, did they? It’s still functioning, right?”

It was, Holly had to agree. Which made the whole mystery even more infuriating. If whoever had come here had meant to destroy it—like we did, she thought—then why did they leave it operational and just kill the crew?

The other two doors weren’t locked and led to mess rooms and technical rooms—all of them pristine and untouched as far as she could tell. The cupboards and wall units were still in place. There were no signs of people hunting for anything valuable.

“Really, really terrible thieves then,” Marshal murmured, as they congregated back in the central morgue-like corridor. Each turned to face the main door into the array control room itself.

The doctor was clearly thinking along the same lines as Holly was.

“They didn’t steal anything. But they did kill everyone inside,” Rachel pointed out.

“They also blew the air lock getting out, not getting in, right?” She gestured to the fact that the rest of the array seemed to have intact atmospheres.

“All of this would only happen if people inside were the shooters—and their targets were the antenna engineers, not the antenna itself,” the doctor said.

“And they had to blow their way out because someone triggered the station lockdown?” Holly added, seeing a glimmer of truth to what she was saying. It made sense.

“So, what are we looking at—disgruntled engineers?” Marshal pointed out. “Some kind of inside agent?”

“Or they at first let the killers in, thinking them to be friends,” the doctor pointed out. “Which you would only do if you knew them or if they were on the same side as you.”

Max, the thought struck Holly once again, and this time she couldn’t deny that it made sense.

Or his Mad Dogs, anyway, if not actually the captain himself, Cropper thought. She could even imagine the scene now. The man sent a team of his men here to do something—to seize control of the array? But what would be the point in that?

“And then,” the doctor was continuing. “They set the defense drones outside to stop anyone else from getting in.”

It was all entirely plausible, Holly realized. Apart from the question of why under the stars would Max Holler order the execution of all of these Breakers?

There was only one way to find out and that lay ahead of them—in the main door to the central control room.

“Be ready,” she said, and Holly stepped up to hit the main door release button.
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Holly tensed. She swept up her rifle, pointing it straight ahead into the room that was slowly being revealed.

There were no more bodies this time.

But there was a very large, strange collection of bulky black units connected by glittering and glowing wires attached to the control board itself.

“What is that!?” Holly rushed into the room. Bastian and Marshal sprang in behind her, each one landing in a crouch and sweeping their side of the room with their rifles, to find nothing about to attack them.

The control room was large, easily occupying the majority of the central space of the entire dome, Holly thought. There were banks of computer servers racing up the walls to the ceiling, interspersed with ceramic and polymer pipes with hundreds of diodes and gauges flickering and clicking all across their surface. All of these computers ended with larger, more industrial-looking machines with silver and clear crystal tubes through which arced zips of neon-blue color.

And they all converged through giant pipes into the central command board in the middle of the room—where this strange black series of boxes were connected.

“It has clearly been installed on top of the existing architecture,” the doctor said. She and Marshal moved to its sides to examine it.

“Mobile control board?” Marshal said.

“With external access controls,” The doctor nodded.

“Extra server capacity. Isn’t that a quantum processor switch right there?” Marshal said as Holly lifted up her hand in exasperation.

“I really have no idea what you both are talking about!” she said before looking around the room for more mundane clues. No bullet casings. No blood. No bodies. Whoever had done this had done so without a fight.

“It’s basically a super powerful processor or a set of them,” Marshal replied, pointing to the different black boxes.

“It has been attached at the source as a way to override the array’s natural computing protocols.”

“What does that mean?” Holly looked baffled.

“It means that whoever did this has access to controlling the Breaker Large Antenna Array, and they could supercharge what it does too,” the doctor said.

“They made it more powerful.” Holly nodded. Okay, that sounds like something that a new despot of a breakaway republic might want to do.

“But why? Can you figure out what they were doing?” Holly asked.

“Sure.” Marshal threw her a grin. “This whole setup means the control board is now pretty open. We just log in and start to analyze the data.”

“Nothing screams excitement more than ‘analyze the data,’” Holly grumbled, turning back to find Bastian just as baffled as she was.

The big man was standing warily by the door, keeping them covered as the doctor and Marshal worked. Holly moved to the other side of the door to thump her back against the jamb with a heavy sigh.

“It doesn’t get any clearer, right?” Bastian said in a low tone, and she noted that he had set their conversation to direct suit-to-suit only.

“Hmm, you could say that.” Holly darted a look back at the dead Breaker engineers outside. Was there any need for them to die? she thought. Why!?

“Look, Captain,” she heard Bastian breathe. When she looked up at him, she could see how worried and hesitant he appeared.

“Spit it out, Sergeant.” Holly shrugged. “Believe me, this whole day could not get more complicated for me.”

“I was just going to say that I’m with you. In feeling, at least,” the big man said. “I know you don’t want there to be a war between Breaker and Inner System and—heck—if it were up to me? If I could wave a magic wand? Then yeah, I’d want there to be a truly free Outer System as well. One that didn’t send all its money off to the inner worlds,” he surprised her by saying. “It’s just . . . I don’t know how we stop it from here.”

Holly paused then said. “A lot of people are going to die in this, Bastian. A lot. I might hate Max and his Mad Dogs, too, but there are thousands of Breakers who will gladly bleed for the idea of their own nation. A lot. But what I am most scared of is what comes after. Let’s say the Earth Alliance wins . . . Or if any side wins, really . . . These two factions, the Breakers and the inners, will hate each other for generations. Maybe forever,” Holly said passionately. “And it’s not exactly like they’re already close buddies, right?”

“Well,” Bastian grumbled, straightening up as he looked over at where the doctor and Marshal were working, both of them inners and Earthers too. Holly saw a glimmer of a fond smile flicker over the big man’s features.

“Well, we’re close buddies,” Bastian pointed out, indicating all of them here, both inner and outer. “That’s gotta say something, right?”

Yes, Holly felt a sudden surge of loyalty towards this big man and her crew beyond too.

“Yes, Bastian. It does say something,” she said—just as the doctor let out a gasp, and Marshal looked up at the pair of them by the door, his face pale.

“What is it!?” both Holly and Bastian asked.

“You won’t like it,” Marshal said.

“You really won’t like it,” Dr. Crow added.
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“THEY WERE TRYING TO WHAT!?” Holly almost screamed as the doctor activated the central control board’s holocontrols, and threw into the air above them a large energy schematic.

It showed what appeared to be the rising top of a wave of blue energy growing higher and higher until it reached the end of the graph—as well as a smaller and tighter red rolling wave underneath it. Each wave was actually made of many different streamers of energy lines forming two tight torrents.

“Two things,” Marshal said, wincing. He could clearly see how incensed his captain was.

“The first is this tight red wave here, at the bottom. It’s a decryption software, and it’s hitting the Earth Alliance Marine servers of the Aries Station,” the man said.

“They were trying to decrypt marine communications. That makes sense,” Bastian growled. It was, after all, a fairly standard move during wartime.

It wasn’t anywhere near as crazy as the first thing that the doctor had said and now repeated as she took over from Marshal.

“And this top wave up here? The blue one?” She pointed it out. It appeared larger, higher, and more powerful.

“It’s syncing with the captured Breaker starcraft and is on broad beam to every other destroyed Thaal starcraft in our system,” she explained.

“Just like the signal that started this whole mess?” Holly snarled. The one that they had found inside the asteroid, a piece of ancient alien technology, mistakenly activated and used as a homing beacon for the entire Thaal fleet. It had taken Holly and this very team a lot of effort to stamp out that signal wherever it occurred.

“Yes, pretty much,” the doctor said. “But what I think that this software is trying to do is to reactivate and take control of the deserted starcraft.”

“It has to be Max.” Holly shook her head for Marshal to nod. There was no other person crazy enough, and all of the signs and signals fit perfectly.

He wants to awaken the three other deserted craft and use them against the inners, she thought in horror. Despite the fact that doing so might summon any remaining Thaal fleet!

“Can we turn it off!?” Holly said. The doctor and her sergeant looked at each other and winced.

“It will take time,” Marshal said. “It’s one hefty piece of code.”

Bing!

There was a flash in the air over the command as the array computers blinked.

DECRYPTION COMPLETE. ANALYSIS COMPLETE.

URGENT THREAT LEVEL: IMMEDIATE.

Intelligent analysis results: . . .

“What are we looking at!?” Holly gasped at the holographic controls that rolled down through the air.

“It seems to be some sort of automated program installed into the code breaker,” Marshal said, looking up too.

“The machine has managed to decrypt the Earth Alliance Marine servers. Whoever built this installed an intelligent analysis software to scan for imminent and dangerous threats,” Marshal pointed out.

Multiple threats detected.

—Dragon Earth Alliance Marine fleet approaching Hephaestus . . .

—EA Marine fleet comprised of 62 vessels, three battle groups . . .

—Offensive capability of Dragon fleet: overwhelming . . .

—Prime threat: Dragonfire Bombardier on route to final firing location. Target: Hephaestus Station . . .

“Dragonfire missile!?” Holly felt the metal floor underneath her rock as if the asteroid below had suddenly disappeared and she was once again floating in space.

“A Dragonfire . . . Silas is about to launch a Dragonfire!?” She felt pale and sick and nauseous.

“What? What is it? What is so bad about a Dragonfire!?” Dr. Crow, the only one in the room who had never heard of them, asked desperately. Each of the three marines turned to her, all of their faces the same look of terror and despair.

“It’s only the most powerful nuke that the Earth Alliance has ever built,” Holly heard herself say.

“It will wipe Hephaestus and possibly half the belt itself off the map.”
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Unknown Location between Hephaestus and Aries Station

Captain Holly’s plan was as immediate as it was simple.

Get to the Bombardier. Stop the nuke.

“We’ve got the location. They should be dead ahead,” murmured the doctor. She was in the main hold of the Jay along with Marshal, crouched over a DIY collection of screens and wires that they had hastily rigged in the heavy scout vessel.

“You still got a good connection to the Breaker array?” Holly muttered as she sat in the cockpit controlling the burn of their thrusters. It was going to be a tight operation, and there was no certainty that they would be able to make it work.

Check the scanners. Her eyes flickered to the screens, but apart from a few vectors of drones and infrastructure satellites pinging back and forth across the deep-range sensors, there was no sign of the Bombardier itself.

Hardly surprising, she thought. The Bombardier was probably operating under deep-black conditions. That would mean maximum stealth and radio blackouts, making them virtually impossible to detect by even her military ship.

“Yes, the remote connection is stable,” the doctor stated. “We’re in charge of the Breaker array from here, and we’ve killed the feedback connection between it and Hephaestus.”

Good, Holly thought. There was no way that Max would know that they had taken over the Breaker Large Antenna Array. Not unless he actually got eyes on it.

“Get ready to break the connection and then begin phase two,” Holly murmured. She started to feather the thrusters a little, slowing them down as they approached the decrypted path of the missile ship. She was sure that they would be able to sense her even if she couldn’t see them. Even though she knew it was impossible, she found her eyes scanning the horizon of space, wondering if any one of those tiny, bright stars was going to be the burning thrusters of the missile ship.

“T-minus ten . . .” Bastian murmured from where he sat. He already had the manual weapons controls pulled down from the ceiling, just in case.

“Systems ready,” the doctor said.

This is it, Holly thought. “Go!”

There was a sudden flare of electronic static across Holly’s screens as the computers that Rachel and Marshal were in charge of sent a tight burst of information to the distant Breaker Large Antenna Array.

[image: ]


Racing through space and the subatomic frequencies lanced through the underlayers of space in a heartbeat, unseen to the crew of the Jay, the tight beam of code and data surged. Past all the long miles of empty void, heading back towards the asteroid belt, back to the place they had just come from.

The beam of code traversed along the shortest and quickest route, replicating itself as it traveled in preatomic wave functions, crossing as fast as the celestial machineries of the universe allowed.

They hit distant Oster asteroid, hammering home on the main dish of the Breaker Large Antenna Array.

For a brief second, nothing appeared to happen. The main Breaker antenna continued to blip its baleful red eye into space. Internally, lights and diodes flickered on and off in the black boxes inside the building. It was ironic that it was the very technology that Max had installed that was about to be his undoing.

The message beam replicated lines of cascading code, flooding the system until it engaged with the main array itself, finding the connection between Hephaestus Station and the Breaker antenna.

And it flickered off.
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“It’s done!” Marshal breathed. “There’s no connection between Hephaestus and the antenna array. As far as they’re concerned, the antenna has gone off-line.”

“Then we haven’t got a lot of time,” Holly said. Right now, there would be alarm bells ringing across the control room of Hephaestus, and Max would be wondering about his comms network. He would have effectively gone dark.

“Begin phase two,” she said. Marshal’s hands flickered over his controls, sending authentication codes to Holly’s console.

PACKAGE RECEIVED! Downloading . . .

HEAVY MARINE SCOUT “JAY”: // . . .

Previous designation: Alpha-Black-Black.

New designation: Alpha-Gold-Gold.

It worked! Holly thought. Marshal and the doctor had used the Breaker decryption software on their own vessel, changing its security status to the highest level known for the Earth Alliance Marines.

Which means the missile ship will have to listen to us, she thought. She opened a tight Alpha-Gold-Gold hailing frequency and hit transmit.

“Bombardier. This is Captain Holly Cropper of the Jay. We are under immediate orders to halt your operation. Please check our security confirmation and rendezvous with our location immediately! Captain Cropper out,” she said as she felt the palms of her hands start to sweat.

It would either work, or it wouldn’t. They would either be fooled, or they wouldn’t.

“Captain?” Bastian breathed as Holly gave the thumbs-up. Moving quickly, Bastian restowed the railgun controls, standing up and tightening his heavy tactical suit around him. He picked up two of the heavy marine rifles and slammed home the heavy taser modifications.

“Ready at the door,” he stated after moving through the main hold to the small air lock chamber and waiting for her.

Holly held on at the flight chair, her eyes scanning the night.

Come on! She silently urged. Take the bait!

As if summoned by her thoughts, there was a flare in the night ahead. One of the stars was twinkling and shining faster and stronger, growing larger as its light wavered and shook.

Thruster tail, Holly thought as a bloom of relief swept over her. It was the Bombardier, it had to be.

“Captain,” Bastian muttered urgently.

“One minute!” Holly said, her eyes fixed on the approaching vessel.

As she watched, the flare of white-and-green light pulsed and started to fade, but there was a shape cutting across the darkness towards them, growing bigger by the second. It was elongated, a glorified giant tube with fattened middles. Its hulls appeared to be made of matte geometric shapes, interlocking with each other and faintly dizzying to look at. It was one of the most advanced forms of camouflage that the Earth Alliance Marines had to offer.

But for all of its expensive hulls and added technology, Holly saw that it was really only a missile ship—albeit a very advanced one. It was a giant firing tube designed for one purpose alone. Destroy Hephaestus and tens of thousands of Breakers.

Incoming hail: BOMBARDIER . . .

“Marshal—you’re up!” Holly hissed. She sprang from her chair and raced through the hold, grabbing the rifle that Bastian offered as she slid into the air lock room beside him. Behind her, Marshal smoothly took her place on the piloting chair, and she could hear his voice trying to calm down the irate missile ship officers on the other end.

“Yes, repeat. This is an Alpha-Gold-Gold operation. You see, I have orders here to hold you at this location. No, I don’t know why either,” Holly heard the sergeant saying. She turned back to nod at Bastian, who slammed the door to the small room behind them.

The room was tiny, barely big enough to fit half a dozen people standing up. Holly and Bastian readied themselves above a porthole in the floor.

“Beginning depressurization sequence,” Bastian said as the air lock controls flickered from red to green, and Holly felt herself rise in the air. She held onto the grab handles.

“Tasers on?” Holly said. Bastian grunted an affirmative, swimming to the round porthole in the floor, and starting the release mechanism. It was going to be one at a time, but it was a procedure that Holly and Bastian knew well: designed to shoot very angry and capable marines out toward the nearest ship at a high rate of speed.

“I’ve got the cutting equipment too,” the big man said, thumping the large gun-like device strapped to his side, stubby and black.

“Then good to go,” Holly said. Bastian opened the round door with a slight pop to reveal a large tube on the other side. He folded himself into it and closed the door behind him. Holly felt the small shudder as the external port opened, and he was shot out of the belly of the Jay like a living missile.

And then it was Holly’s turn, and she opened the external port just as Bastian did, folding herself inside the tube and slamming the door closed behind her. The door under her feet blinked red, orange, green . . .

No matter how many times she did this, it was always a surprise to feel the slight push of escaping gasses as she was thrown out of the belly of the Jay.

Ahead of her, she saw the blanket of distant stars, an endless vault below her that stretched all the way back to the Inner System. One of those stars was Mars. One was Venus, Earth . . .

And then, the appreciation of the giant weight of the Jay compared to her own small body. It was a whale, and she was a mere diver, and now she was cut loose and untethered, free and alone amid the terrifying vastness of space.

Not alone. There was a movement ahead, a sudden flare of microthrusters as Bastian swept into view, raising one hand to signal to her as he turned, his suit fixed and working perfectly now. He executed a curving flight under the bulk of the heavy marine scout and towards the missile ship itself.

Holly followed suit, not daring to say anything over their comms in case the Bombardier could read them.

They shouldn’t be able to detect our two small bodies against the Jay, Holly thought. She followed Bastian under the curve of the pocked and gunmetal-gray Jay, past the weapons ports and the scorch and scratches where it had been hit in battle.

To see the Bombardier hovering near to them, its long form facing away and presenting a flank.

Quick! The captain thought. She didn’t have to tell Bastian.

She saw him hitting his suit thrusters. Suddenly, the marine was spearing forward faster, crossing the distance between their two craft in the blink of an eye as Holly followed him.

Let’s just hope no one looks out of their portholes at the worst moment, she thought. The Bombardier filled her view, and she was looking at a landscape of geometric panels forming ridges and gullies as far as the eye could see.

Bastian was the first to make shipfall, killing his suit microthrusters so that he drifted to the surface of the missile ship, his boots magnet locking to the side as he turned around.

They had studied the schematics for a regular missile ship. That meant there should be access ports in the rear third of the vessel ahead of them. But the regular ships weren’t also covered with this layer of graphene camouflage either.

I hope they’re still there! Holly thought as she landed, too, seeing just to her right the very large shapes of two side-mounted railguns. Each barrel was big enough for her to fit her entire head into it if she chose, and the gun itself—even though it wasn’t considered large by marine standards, it was as long as three Hollys lying head to foot.

The captain felt a shiver go through her. She really didn’t want to be standing here if a fight erupted between them, and she pushed off, jogging lightly along the top hull of the missile ship after Bastian.

He had his fist clenched and raised in the air over where he squatted on the hull. He had found it, she could see, and when she drew closer, she could make out the raised rondel of the access port itself. Her sergeant waited for her to get into position beside him before he took out the cutting equipment and pressed it to one of the connecting latches.

It was a tricky move, Holly knew, and she felt her stomach twist in alarm at what Bastian was about to do. Any Breaker would have felt the same. The willful blowing of a ship seal—even if, on the other side, there should be an air lock with backup safety measures in place—was still an anathema to many of those who had been born and lived their lives in space.

But if I don’t do this, the largest number of Breakers in all of history will be killed, she thought. She readied her taser and crouched beside him.

With a press of his finger, there was a sudden burst of hissing sparks and melting gobbets of metal as Bastian put the heavy laser cutter to the latch. A brilliant arc of sparks splayed out into the night sky around them, slowing and fading as soon as they hit the void.

She could see the frustration and grunt of annoyance on Bastian’s face as he pressed the laser cutter closer and deeper, and Holly saw the strange, graphene material below the nozzle start to melt and merge, then run, and then—

PFFFT!

There was an abrupt hiss of escaping gasses, and Bastian seized the access port handle and prized it open with just his gloved hands and the assisted strength of the suit. Wire cords and metal plates up and down Bastian’s back locked and readjusted themselves together, adding strength to the sergeant. He hauled on the metal disk, revealing a small but still spacious round room on the inside with dark walls and filled with the glimmer of orange lights.

“We’re in!” Holly said, breaking radio silence between the two suits because, at this point—when she knew that the cockpit of the missile ship would be alive with decompression alarms—their cover was blown already.

“Let’s go.” She jumped forward, her heavy taser held ready.
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Hephaestus Station (Free Breaker Republic)

They came like a ripple in the night: a blur in the distant canopy of stars—a fire in the heavens.

“Sensors!” hissed the voice of Commander Max Holler, First War Chief and Acting Commander of the Free Breaker Republic. His eyes scanned the disturbances appearing across space, all across his vision.

The commander still stood in the safety of the command and control deck of the massive Hephaestus Station, but the screens before him, that fully occupied almost four floors of wall space, showed a variety of viewpoints and angles.

The largest central screen showed directly in front of the station itself. There were the large Breaker tankers and transport ships hovering in their tight groups and diamond formations before the giant orbs of stationary asteroids.

Further out could be seen the giant Breaker starcraft, a little off to the right to allow it a greater field of fire, hanging like a giant, starry omen before them. The light of a hundred ships and the station’s own floodlights caught the Breaker starcraft’s crystal points, highlighting their shimmering iridescence. Further out, a scattering of a few giant asteroids hung in the void between the Breaker starcraft and the distant expanse of the Inner System.

But it was out there, out in the gloom of the night, where something was happening. The stars were starting to shimmer and swirl, as many—many—ship’s thrusters disturbed the waves of light. Max knew what that ripple and gassy blur meant. He had been a mercenary for a long time. The Mad Dogs had even served their time as an unofficial unit for the Earth Alliance Marines, paid to take actions against other mercenary groups or corporations when the Earth Alliance couldn’t be seen getting involved.

He had seen that sort of light blur before. He knew that it was the sign of many ships, the break and burn of a whole ripple of light waves as a company of ships was heading his way.

But why didn’t the long-range scanners picked up on it? Max was confused. The Breaker Large Antenna Array. It should have picked up on their arrival an hour or more before it ever got to this point.

“Technician! Ping the Breaker Large Antenna Array,” Max Holler hissed as he flared a hand at one of the figures seated nearby at one of the control boards.

This should not have happened, Max knew. He should have been aware of the arrival of the Earth Alliance battle group hours before this. He could have prepared space mines, slow-moving torpedoes, fireships . . .

“Commander, sir, I’m not getting any signal. None at all!” the Breaker technician grunted. “In fact, I’m getting an error message every time I try to communicate with it.”

“What!?” This, at least, dragged Max’s attention away from the coming ships as he turned to glare at the technician. “Do it again! Run a diagnostics check—is there something wrong with the station main transmitter!?”

There was a small part of the commander’s mind that knew, even at this point, what had to be going on. But he didn’t want to admit it. No, even the Earth Alliance wouldn’t destroy all Breaker communications.

ALERT!

ALERT!

Suddenly, several of the smaller screens that ran down the side of the larger started to scroll with rapidly blinking warning messages.

ALERT! Network communications lost to Kronos Station . . .

ALERT! Network communications lost to Cephas Station . . .

“What is going on?” Max snarled as the technician’s hands blurred over the control boards before them, dipping in and out of the shining neon holographic controls that flickered all around.

No, they couldn’t have, Max thought, unwilling to let himself believe that they, in fact, had.

The Earth Alliance destroyed our Large Antenna Array? Do they realize how many lives that puts in danger all across the asteroid belt?! Max felt the burn of righteous indignation in his belly. The Breaker Large Antenna Array was out of date, yes, but it was also the main network connection point for the entire asteroid belt. There would be hundreds if not thousands of ships out there that relied on it to ping their location and direction. Hundreds of personal messages of loss and homesickness as well as strategic and important messages of location and navigation. Had the Inner System just destroyed it!?

The commander’s eyes narrowed just a little. Even he could feel the shadow of the guilt at what had happened. He knew why the Earth Alliance would destroy it—but he was more worried about the fact that he might have lost his other weapon . . . the signal to the other starcraft!

With a growl, he tapped the control unit on his wrist, dragging up his own personal holofield. No one else could see it thanks to the bio-implants on his temples.

User: HOLLER, M

Personal holocloud interface . . .

Activating secure folder: SIGNAL . . .

It wasn’t there. He couldn’t find the live link to the signal that he had installed at the Breaker Large Array—the signal that was supposed to wake up the other starcraft, according to the best minds across the Breaker Group.

The Earth Alliance must have destroyed the array itself, and that meant that he only had one starcraft at his disposal.

But it’ll be enough. He narrowed his eyes.

“I’m still getting no response from the Breaker Large Antenna Array, sir, and we’re getting distress calls from the local ships coming in, just trying to figure out what’s going on!” the technician responded.

Ahead of Max, the glow was starting to grow stronger, turning into definable plumes of thruster fire.

There are a lot of them, Max’s mind raced.

An awful lot. There had never been a bigger line, he didn’t think, since the marines had scrambled to defend Earth from the starcraft.

“Tell all battleships to reroute communications to Hephaestus directly,” Max snarled. “And tell the Breaker starcraft to activate all weapons systems and be ready to fire.”

“Yes, boss,” the technician nearest to him said, his voice wavering in anxiety.

This was it, everyone on the control bridge knew. This was the moment when their fate would be decided. There was no going back now.

Out in the middle distance, beyond the battle groups and the Breaker starcrafts, the distant shine of thruster fires bloomed and sparkled a little, flushing purple, orange, red as the Earth Alliance ships slowed down.

In groups of twos and threes, the war ships of the Inner System slammed into their positions. All of a sudden, they were there—battleships and warships of all sizes and shapes, stretched out across space in a rough line.

“Dear stars!” Max heard the nearest technician say under his breath as the side screens magnified up and down the wall in front of them, offering different viewpoints from the stations, drones, and ships.

And there you are, Max felt a small shiver of apprehension.

He was looking at entire battle groups. The large, long-nosed battleships that were also sleek and deadly, bedecked with torpedo-like weapons ports. They sat waiting like hungry sharks while their attendant smaller attack ships—smaller versions of their parents—swam and hung in the space around them.

A little way off were the even larger, blockier marine dropships looking like giant blocks but with angled, sculpted, shovel-like mouths. There were the tiny, narrow cylinders of missile ships whose only function was to launch ship-busting missiles, and the heavier, rhomboid-shaped troop carriers whose main job was to deliver Earth Alliance Marines to their battle zones—and presumably to storm the halls of Hephaestus Station itself, Max realized.

The ships were all a uniform midnight blue-gray, and the only colors that differentiated them were the occasional splashes of white that might indicate hospital ships.

Twenty, thirty, fifty . . . Max tried to roughly count how many there were but gave up after he got to about eighty or so. He wasn’t sure if it was such good news when the Hephaestus main scanners informed him themselves through the words of the scared technician.

“Boss? I’m reading one hundred and twenty Inner System warships of varying classes and weights before us,” the man said. “And, uh, if we count the fighter ships . . .”

“Triple that, maybe.” Max nodded. He knew that each one of those battleships could house up to four smaller fighter craft, either in scout or single-person vessels.

And our forces are one hundred and fifty, all told, Max thought.

“Four to one, maybe five,” Max was whispering. It was terrible odds. Truly terrible. At least they had a defensible position.

And they had a Breaker starcraft.

“All ships at battle stations,” Max breathed as the technician sent the signal out across the fleets.

“Await my command.”
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Bombardier

“Door!” Holly hissed the moment her boots lightly thumped on the metals of the decompression chamber inside the missile ship. Behind her, Bastian was already folding himself through the broken seal and was hauling the door disk down again before adding a line of sealant to it to ensure a connection.

It was a small room that they were in, barely big enough for three people, and the only lights came from the warning orange flicker over the doors.

“Atmospheric controls, door tampers,” Holly was muttering as she pushed herself through the zero-G to the side of the door, looking down the line of small, machine-plate writing and the associated levers and buttons.

Luckily, a place like this is designed to be self-sealing, Holly thought. She waited for Bastian’s affirmative grunt and then pulled the atmospheric control lever. There was a high-pitched noise followed by a deeper grinding sound as gasses were repumped into the small room. She heard the grate and scrape of metal plates somewhere above—the ship initiating its self-repair mechanisms.

“Come on, come on, come on . . .” she was hissing as the small pressure dial slowly raised itself back up to human normal. It was taking too long. Why wasn’t it faster!? Holly was frustrated, knowing that even in these twenty seconds, there could be some very skilled, very angry, and very freaked out Earth Alliance Marines outside.

“Get ready,” Holly hissed as the pressure and atmosphere flickered green, and she pulled the door release handle.

Magnet clamps activated . . .

Her boots thumped to the floor of the chamber just as the door hissed open, and she immediately threw herself forward, shoulder barging it heavily.

“Urk!”

There was a groan and a thump as the outwards-hinged metal door solidly hit something, and Holly saw a glimpse of a steel-gray corridor, a shape being thrown backwards by the door . . .

And another figure on the other side of the door bringing a heavy marine rifle to bear.

TZZT!

Bastian barged halfway through the open door, jamming his rifle with its taser attachment into the chest of the marine about to sink a heavy, rocket-propelled round into Holly’s chest.

Holly heard herself gasp, and her heart skipped a beat as there was a sudden explosion of blue-and-white lightning from the end of Bastian’s weapon, playing out all over the chest, neck, and visor of the man’s suit. The massive dose of electricity was only enhanced by the suit, and even though all Earth Alliance Marine suits should have shock suppressors and dampers, the military-grade tasers were designed to overcome even these.

“Bastian—get his weapon!” Holly hissed as Bastian jumped out of the decompression chamber and the marine fell backwards to the floor.

Holly could hear a garbled cry from the other side of the door. Whomever she had sent flying was grumbling, getting back up to their feet.

And now Holly was pulling the door back to see another marine struggling to stand up, one hand on a dent on their helmet visor, the other reaching for their dropped marine heavy rifle—

“Oh no, you don’t!” Holly slammed the port door into them once again. It was a heavy door, made of solid metal.

“Unf!” The marine sprawled backwards with a light groan as Holly slammed the port door closed, raised her taser, and leveled it—to find that the marine was already knocked unconscious.

“Thank the stars for that,” she breathed, kicking their rifle aside, then quickly pulling some restraints from one of her suit belt’s utility pouches and binding his wrists together. Bastian did the same with the other. After that, she emptied the rifle of its magazine, stuffed the magazine into her own thigh-mounted utility component, and pulled up her suit scanners.

Suit ID: (Capt) CROPPER, H: EA HVY TACTICAL SUIT //:

Sensor ping . . .

Thermal sensor active . . .

Movement sensor active . . .

Radionic sensor active . . .

The corridor ahead of her was washed with green-and-blue hazes as the holocontrols of her suit flashed and lit up, running over the surface of everything with either a red, green, or orange light.

“We don’t have the map of the ship,” Holly snarled to herself as she studied the multiple waves of sensor sweeps rolling out around her from her suit.

“We’ll have to trust the radionic will lead us to . . .” she murmured as the orange light abruptly flashed, showing a stronger orange glow ahead of her.

To the multi-warhead nuclear fission doom weapon, Holly finished silently as a terrible stillness filled her.

The Dragonfire.

Her mind and body concentrated, she raised her taser, and she started moving ahead.

“Eyes up,” Holly breathed as they jogged down the narrow metal corridor, her on point and Bastian behind. Every few steps, Bastian would half turn, sweeping behind them to make sure that no one was approaching from the rear.

“Cameras,” Holly breathed, seeing a sudden movement in the ceiling of the tunnel. A small, rounded module turned in the center of the gunmetal-gray ceiling and blinked a red light at them.

TZZT! She fired the taser at it, hitting the camera with a staggered, surging bolt of lightning that exploded the module into a shower of sparks. Holly knew that it was already too late, that the Bombardier’s internal sensors probably had them perfectly tracked—but she didn’t want to give the watcher any more advantage.

They were coming up to the T-junction at the end of the passage. With two doors, one on either side of them.

“The radionic is still up ahead,” Holly said as she jogged forward.

One of the doors hissed open right as she was passing.

Frack!

Holly saw a sudden shadow in the right-hand side of her vision as her suit blipped the green friendly signature of a fellow Earth Alliance Marine.

Warning! Suit impact!

“Agh!”

Just as the missile ship marine instantly arm slammed her, throwing her to the side as she stumbled, dropping her rifle taser.

Yeah, very friendly. Holly heard a grunt of alarm from Bastian as the door on the other side was also opening with a sudden hiss. There was the shape of another marine appearing, stepping out of the opening and sweeping his rifle across the scene.

“Bastian!” Holly managed to gasp as her suit microphones opened up with the RATTATAT of heavy marine rifle fire.

Holly’s visor was alive with holo reports as the bullets flared over her head, and she stumbled. She threw herself to the side—away from the marine who had barged her—and slammed into the chest of the next one with the gun. All of a sudden, there was a tumble of limbs, and then Holly and the shooter were hitting the floor of the room on the other side of the corridor as she heard a grunt of pain.

Bastian! Holly felt panic run through her. He would have been hit almost at point-blank range. The rocket-propelled bullets could go through someone like that . . .

“Augh!” Captain Cropper snarled. She felt the heavy smash of a metal gauntlet against the side of her helmet. She pulled up her knees, kicking outwards as she rolled, to feel it connect with the heavy weight of the other marine’s suit, driving him backwards.

But don’t disengage! her training told her. He could use his guns.

But as she turned, she saw that she was in a white room with a table in its center and lockers all around the sides. She wasn’t sure if this was some sort of monitoring laboratory for the deadly warhead that the ship contained or a crew hall. Either way, the other marine was kicking to scoot backwards across the floor on the other side of the table, pulling up his rifle . . .

No! Holly lunged forward, reaching out to grab the man by the metal ankles of his magnet-lock boots just as he was seizing the weapon. She pulled hard as the man swiveled, letting off a hail of bullets to crunch into the ceiling above.

With a snarl, Holly threw herself on top of him, delivering a solid punch to his helmet visor as she sought to wrestle the rifle out of his hands. The man was bigger than she was, and the only advantages she had were surprise and training.

Warning! Suit impact!

He kneed her hard in the solar plexus. Even though her suit took most of the impact, the strike was hard enough to wind her for a moment as her grip temporarily relaxed.

Warning! Suit impact!

She was hammered against the side of the visor again as the man used the butt of his rifle to try to drive her away.

But that was the thing with the heavy tactical marine suits. They could withstand a lot of beating and were virtually impregnable in hand-to-hand combat. If she wasn’t careful, this was going to become a war of attrition—and she really had no time to slug it out for hours against another armored marine.

“Captain!” she heard Bastian call out, and another burst of gunfire came from the corridor. That had to be the other Bombardier marine—but she had no idea if Bastian had been calling for help or offering it.

Slam!

Another heavy punch to her plate, and this time Holly ignored it, letting her suit get pummeled as she concentrated on seizing the marine’s rifle.

But she didn’t try to pull it out of his hands. Instead, she hit the magazine release catch. The magazine fell out and clanged against the floor.

“Traitor!” the other marine was yelling as Holly threw herself on top of him again, clamping her hand over his firing trigger as she squeezed. The rifle rattled off the last of its bullets already in the chamber and then clicked uselessly.

“You’re out, bucko!” she hissed gleefully. She saw the man’s face on the inside of his visor contort with worry. She moved, slamming the rifle down against the man’s chest with all of the force she had, hearing his gasp as his back and head rebounded against the floor momentarily.

And then Holly was pulling back, grabbing her own service revolver from her hip and pressing it to the side of the man’s visor. At this range, it would go through the triple reinforced plastic in a nanosecond.

“Don’t move!” she yelled at him. “Surrender—tell your man to surrender, or I’ll put a bullet in you!” she was yelling. The marine she fought suddenly went deadly still. She could see his worried face on the inside of the visor, the perspiration on his brow as he struggled with this turn of events for a moment.

And then she saw the marine’s small look of resignation as he looked down and away.

“Good. Tell them!” Holly gave him no time whatsoever to change their mind as there were thumps and grunts coming from the corridor outside.

“Corporal!” the marine shouted. “Corporal—weapons down! Weapons down!” the man shouted. A startled grunt sounded on the other side of the room, and Holly blew a sigh of relief.

Good. This ship is small. There can’t be that many more here.

Acting fast, she flipped the marine over, tying his arms behind his back and sliding him into the corner of the room before she turned and moved back into the corridor. She found that Bastian already had the second marine tied and seated in the doorway, glaring balefully up at them.

“What have you done with the lieutenant!?” the corporal snarled up at her. Holly holstered her pistol and moved to pick up her rifle taser instead.

“Easy there, champ,” Holly snarled back. “Your lieutenant is fine. Just got a bruised ego,” she said before nodding once to Bastian.

To see that Bastian was leaning heavily against the wall, blood streaked down one side of his suit.

“Bastian!” Holly said, moving to his side in an instant.

“I’m fine, it’s fine!” he said quickly, half turning away to shield his side, which he was obviously protecting, Holly now noticed.

“My suit has already sealed the wound. It was just a stray,” he shrugged, meaning the term for wild bullets that were often the deadliest in a firefight.

“A stray! Well—can you walk? Internal bleeding!?” Holly demanded. Sergeant Li groaned and shook his hands at her, waving her off.

“My suit says I’m fine. Condition stabilized,” he said, but Holly heard his pained hiss as he moved forward down the passage. She opened her mouth, about to say something—but then didn’t. What was she going to say? They were on an enemy boat with unknown enemy soldiers left on board, and they had to stop the delivery of the worst weapon ever created in human history.

She knew that every heavy tactical suit came complete with its own painkillers and stimulants, as well as wound-sealing sprays. If his suit told him that his condition was stable enough to fight, then it was—but Holly also knew it was a long way from stable to “doing alright.”

But what can I do? Holly growled to herself in frustration. She took up her taser to hurry past Bastian instead.

“After me. Follow my lead!” she said furiously. She got to the T-junction to find that there were two alcoves with lift doors, one on either side of her.

“Okay, fine.” Both ways seemed to go up or down, and the readings on Holly’s sensors suggested that the device was down.

“One in each?” Bastian grunted, nodding to both of the elevators. “That way, if they’re covering one . . .”

“I see what you’re getting at,” Holly said, “But I’m not risking you getting even more injured and not completing the mission, Marine.” She hurried to hit the first elevator button on the right and then the left. She waited for both doors to slide open before hitting the lower floor on the right, then forcing Bastian ahead of her to do the same on the left.

“What?” Bastian said as their elevator hissed downwards, traveling the thin space between the levels in moments.

“Weapons up!” Holly hissed as their lift hit the missile floor a fraction of a second after the first.

“Huh?”

Their elevator door slid open, and Holly could hear confused voices on the other side.

“Where are they?”

Holly jumped. The two remaining marines of the Bombardier had turned to face the open, empty elevator, giving Holly a fraction of a moment to surprise them as she pulled the trigger of her rifle taser.

FZZT!

She hit the first with a storm of lightning, throwing them forward and to the floor in an instant, but the other was already turning, rifle at the ready. Holly struck out with the butt of her rifle, hitting the man across the visor.

“FREEZE! DOWN!” Holly was demanding, using her captaincy commanding yell, knowing that it would confuse the man as he tried to use his own rifle to strike her.

Holly batted it, caught it with her own gun, and forced it aside in a parry before jabbing the muzzle into the man’s breastplate at point-blank range and discharging the taser.

FZZZZT!

Maybe she kept her finger on the trigger for a moment longer than she should have, but the marine shook in place for a brief second before being flung backwards over the metal floor, slamming into the opposite wall, and causing a small shower of sparks.

“You heard the captain! Freeze! No one think about moving!” Bastian was following Holly’s lead up. Suddenly, it was over.

“Ugh.” There was a groan from one of the marines as Bastian leaned over him.

“Tell your pilot to cut all comms and engines. Tell him to hold tight and do nothing, or else he’s going to have a very, very small crew going back home,” he growled.

Holly, on the other hand, was slowly turning around to survey the missile room. It was long, running what appeared to be most of the length of the ship, and it was cramped. It had two small walkways on either side of a large cylindrical device in the center of the room.

The long cylinder was painted a general white with orange-and-red flashes. It sat on a loading bay, clamped in place, with automated winches and arms ready to raise it to a distant firing tube.

“Oh, my stars . . .” Holly breathed. She realized that she was looking at the city killer itself, the Dragonfire missile.

“One missile successfully intercepted, Captain?” Bastian joined her a moment later once he had tied the hands of the two marines.

“Yeah,” Holly said. Now, she just had to figure out what to do with it.
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Yeah, Dr. Rachel Crow thought as she studied the graph flickering up and down, up and down . . .

“There is something most definitely, most certainly wrong about this,” she muttered. She hunched over the holocontrols of her mobile set of servers, looking at the low, rolling sine wave of green-and-blue energy. Ahead of her in the cockpit of the Jay sat Marshal, who had finally given up the pretense of being anything other than a pirate with the Bombardier and had instead opened up all of the weapons ports of the Jay and trained them all on the ship.

At first, rather understandably, the marine pilot of the missile ship had been somewhat perplexed. Upset, even. But in the following few seconds, as Holly and Bastian had quickly and efficiently dismantled the small crew on board, the pilot had come to realize just what was going on.

“But . . . you’re marines. Your call signs . . .” the pilot of the missile ship said somewhat belatedly over the comms.

“And yes, you are under emergency orders to stand down,” Sergeant Marshal Smith repeated. “I am afraid, given the nature of the threat you are carrying, we simply cannot do this any other way,” he repeated once again. The pilot fell into stony silence.

“Monitor their transmissions. Keep the jamming up,” the doctor said distractedly. Half of her brain listened to what was going on in the cockpit while the other half tried to work out what was wrong with the starcraft signal detected in the Breaker Large Antenna Array.

“Already doing it,” Marshal announced happily. “I turned on the jammers as soon as the Cap and Bastian’s boots hit their hull. They haven’t been able to get any word out, I promise you.”

“Don’t promise what you can’t deliver,” Rachel murmured absentmindedly, still puzzling.

The graph shouldn’t look like this. The starcraft signal—the one that the Breakers were using to try and activate the other starcraft—it should be off. We killed the signals, didn’t we?

“We got the okay!” Marshal called out, breaking Rachel’s train of thought.

“The captain says that they’ve got the missile, and they’ve taken care of the marines.” There was a slight tremor in his voice when he said that. The doctor looked up.

To see, out of the cockpit of the Jay, that there was movement from the missile ship opposite, and it wasn’t the captain and sergeant coming back. From the side of the craft, there was a sudden burst of gasses as the emergency escape vessel was launched. It looked like a vague disk with a bobbled top spinning gently in the night. They watched as it spun slowly above them and turned on its positional rockets before its main thrusters fired, and it started to speed off into the night.

“Attention Jay. This is Captain Cropper.” The voice of their captain sounded, booming from the Jay’s internal speakers.

“I’ve sent the crew on an automated journey back to Aries Station. They have enough fuel, water, and food, and their emergency beacon will start in approximately an hour. They’ll be safe.”

There was a sigh of relief from Marshal in the cockpit.

“What are you going to do with the Dragonfire?” Rachel heard Marshal Smith ask.

“We’re going to autopilot this ship somewhere in the belt. Somewhere no one but us will know about it,” Holly said. “We simply cannot allow a weapon of this magnitude to be used. Not against the Breakers. Not by anyone.”

“Uh . . . Captain?” Rachel cleared her throat. “You might want to rethink that. I think we have a problem . . .”

“Speak up, Doctor—what is it?” The voice of the captain was stern.

Rachel looked down at her charts once more just to be sure that what she was about to say was indeed right. It was. She felt queasy. She felt sick.

“Captain, everyone,” Rachel spoke in a hushed tone. “I’ve been monitoring that data from the Breaker array, just as you said—and yes, the asteroid belt comms have all gone down, but there’s something weird happening to the starcraft signal. It should have stopped, but it hasn’t.”

“What? But I thought you had the master controls? I thought you knew a way to turn it off!” Holly’s voice was tense and taut.

“I did. And I do. We do.” Rachel’s voice floundered a little. “But what I’m seeing is also undeniable. The starcraft signal—the Thaal signal has started up again. But it doesn’t seem to be coming from the Breaker array. It’s coming from the Breaker starcraft!”

Rachel’s voice stuttered to a halt. She saw Marshal turning around to look at her in shock and awe.

“The Thaal signal is self-activating,” Holly said quickly. “That was the lesson that we learned from the killbots and the Thaal beacons. As soon as that alien signal is activated, it will keep on signaling, calling to their homeworld and fleet.”

It was the Thaal. They were coming back.

“We have to stop the Breaker starcraft,” Marshal muttered from the cockpit.

“Yes,” Rachel agreed. “It is my best guess that the starcraft inside our system are about to be joined by others.”

“I’m reprogramming the missile ship,” Holly said quickly. “Send me the coordinates of that signal location and trajectory. I won’t take the Dragonfire missile into the Breaker-Alliance war, but I have no qualms about throwing it at the Thaal!”
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Outside Hephaestus Station (Contested Space)

The ships of the Dragon Battle Fleet of the Earth Alliance hung in the void in front of the long, curving arm of the asteroid belt. Ahead of them were a few scattered asteroids, the giant H of Hephaestus Station itself—and the assembled small battle groups.

“Targeting locations activated,” sounded the words of one of the senior firing officers aboard the Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle at the heart of the Earth Alliance Fleet.

In the screens in front of Commander Silas, a forest of warning orange-and-red vectors flashed and zeroed in, forming tiny triangles over the Breaker ships.

There are so many of them, Silas thought, as he saw the sheer amount of targeting warnings spread before him.

But we outnumber them, he thought. His eyes narrowed as he stared straight at the center of Hephaestus. He wondered if there, standing in the center of the Breaker station, there was another man or woman just like himself, waiting and watching.

If it had been just a normal battle, Silas wouldn’t have been worried. He knew that he had the greater forces, the greater firepower. But this would be no normal battle at all.

There was another blink of alarms, and the largest cluster of warning targets centered around the largest enemy battleship. The Breaker starcraft.

“I’m not detecting any shield generators, Admiral, sir,” the senior firing officer stated, for Silas to nod accordingly.

Good. The Dragonfire would take it out.

Which was a good point, he thought, hitting the controls on his wrist to activate his personal holocloud to send a tight message to the waiting Bombardier.

“Bombardier—are you in position? Where are you?”

He hissed into the air but heard nothing in return at all.

What is wrong with it!? he thought. There was absolutely no sound in response to his call. He waited a moment, then collapsed the field once more, instead using the main fleet network.

“Command request to the Bombardier,” Silas hissed. “Voice authorization: Admiral Silas . . .”

“Sir?” asked another of the crew, a senior comms lieutenant.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing in response.

“Where are they!?” Silas demanded. “Open the secure network scan. Find them!” he demanded. He looked at the waiting Breaker starcraft, his sense of alarm and anxiety growing with every passing moment.

Minutes passed. Still nothing.

“Sir—it seems that they are offline. I’ve got their signature recorded a few hours ago, halfway between Aries Station and Hephaestus—but then they went completely dark!” the comms lieutenant said out loud.

Have the Breakers gotten to them somehow? Silas suddenly thought. It was unthinkable, but then—that was precisely what war was all about. The unthinkable happening.

He couldn’t go ahead with his plan if he didn’t know where the Bombardier was. He couldn’t take out the Breakers and the starcraft in one blow.

I could wait, he thought. But what if the wait is too long? What if he put his own ships at risk?

“Comms—broadcast the message!” Silas said with an angry roar as the officer confirmed. The monitors overhead were filled with the prerecorded sound of Silas’s own voice.

“People of the Breaker Republic. You have taken violent action against the interests of the Earth Alliance. You are choosing to endanger the lives of all humanity with your reckless, aggressive actions. You are in direct contravention of law, namely—you will hand over all arms and armaments, including military assets such as the starcraft, immediately. You have an hour to fully comply or else you will face the consequences.”

The message went out, and for a long moment, there was silence.

“Keep trying to hail the Bombardier!” Silas demanded as he stood, his eyes glued to the comms screens—and waited.

“Sir, we have a message coming back from Hephaestus,” the senior comms lieutenant said.

“On the screens, Lieutenant,” Silas said.

In response to his own, there appeared a flickering image of Captain Max Holler, the leader of the Mad Dog mercenaries, standing in the center of the Hephaestus control room with rows of seated Breakers manning screens around him.

The man didn’t wear a uniform, Admiral Silas noted immediately with a grim leer of disdain. Instead, Captain Holler appeared to be in a mismatch of engineering and regular clothing, toughened canvas. He looked every bit like the mercenary he was.

“Dear inner fleet,” Max Holler gleefully said. “I suggest you turn around and go back home. You are trespassing in Free Breaker Republic space. You have an hour to make up your mind—and if you’re not gone in the next hour, well then—I guess we’re going to have an awful lot more Alliance Marine spare parts to add to our fleet!”

“Gaah!” Silas roared in contempt and rage as the message flicked off.
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We have to stop that Breaker craft. We have to stop that.

The thoughts ran through Holly Cropper’s mind on repeat as she hit the maximum burn possible for the heavy marine scout, the Jay.

The Breaker starcraft was transmitting the Thaal signal. How long before the rest of the remaining Thaal fleet showed up!? This was exactly the same problem that had caused this entire mess in the first place, Holly knew. The ancient, buried Thaal beacon that was accidentally activated—summoning the first Thaal starcraft.

They had learned that the Thaal species seeded the entire galaxy with such beacons and that their technology worked on vibrations. Harmonic frequencies that they could detect surged back to their distant home star, letting them know when there was a civilization ripe for plunder.

But I sent a starcraft into their sun, Holly told herself. Destroying their energy-producing Dyson sphere. It was the thing that made the energy that powered their civilization. She had thought that had done it. That had halted their invasion—but what if it hadn’t? What if they followed the signal once more . . . and found humanity at each other’s throats?

Behind her, the main crew hold of the Jay was tense and quiet as the others worked. Sergeant Bastian Li wasn’t there but was at the ammo stores, making sure that the feeds were lined up and that everything was operational. Sergeant Marshal Smith was in the engine rooms, working on the power relays—and the doctor was strapped into her chair with a collection of holofields all around her as she worked to decipher the Thaal signal.

Alert! Target approaching . . .

Holly’s screen lit up with the approaching warning from the main Jay computers.

“We’re close,” she announced over the ship comms. “Whatever you’re doing, I need you ready very, very soon.” Rachel grimaced where she sat.

“I can’t decipher it or jam it,” she told Holly. “The Breaker starcraft is broadcasting that signal again, and it’s resisting every attempt I have made to decode it.”

“But it’s not being answered. Tell me that it isn’t being answered, at least,” Holly said.

“No. Not currently,” Rachel said, although her voice did not sound confident at all.

Wonderful. Just wonderful, Holly thought as she checked the stats for the Jay. The self-healing protocols had finished. The outer hull was repaired from its last battle against the mercenaries, and it was flying as well as it possibly could.

But she’s still only a heavy scout, Holly thought. And in that battlefield, there would be entire battleships, some of which fired shells that were as large as the main crew hold.

Alert! Target vector imminent. Preparing for deceleration . . .

“Okay team, everyone back in position. We gotta be tight!” Holly called. The engines started to decrease their burn as they neared the asteroid belt. Through the cockpit, Holly could even see the glittering line of rock up ahead, and the computer started to blare with multiple alerts of vehicles.

A whole heap of craft, she thought as she saw the wide line of the Earth Alliance Dragon Fleet arrayed against Hephaestus.

“We got three hundred Alliance vessels,” Holly called out. The door to the main crew hold hissed open for Bastian and Marshal to jog in and throw themselves into their seats.

“Ready to rock and roll, boss!” Marshal called out as he thumped home, instinctively reaching up for the overhead gun controls, just like Bastian was doing opposite of him.

“And about one-fifty Breaker vessels, including the starcraft,” Holly said.

“No one’s shooting at each other yet?” Bastian grunted.

“Thankfully, no,” Holly hissed before swiping her hands through the holocommands in front of her.

“Attention, Dragon MCV!” she called out. “Attention, Dragon MC unit—this is Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon. Hold your fire! We have an urgent message for Admiral Silas. Repeat, hold your fire!” Holly was calling over the comms channel—just as her screens started to light up.

Warning! Targeting systems detected!
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On board the Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle, the hour was almost up for the Breakers and the Earth Alliance fleet. Neither side had budged, and neither side had offered any indication that they were willing to surrender.

And still, Admiral Silas couldn’t seem to hail the Bombardier. Whatever had happened to it, it was clearly off the table now.

Instead, Silas had consoled himself that they had more than double the craft than the Breakers had. They would be prepared. They would even be able to take out the Breaker starcraft, he was sure of it.

“Ready our own missile ships,” Silas hissed. “I want every one of them targeting the Breaker starcraft. At my command, they are all to fire their largest arms at it. You got that!?”

“Aye-aye, Admiral, sir!” The senior comms officer said, already flinging the order through space. Every one of their own fleet’s missile ships, a full ten of them all told, subtly shifted their position and readied their targeting computers.

“Admiral, sir! I’ve got an incoming message, priority one!” the comms officer interrupted him.

“Well, patch it through then!” the admiral hissed.

He knew it was either the Bombardier or news about the rebel antenna array, which Holly was supposed to have disabled.

Silas waited with bated breath. Either would give him a great advantage right now.

“This is a fast-beam message for Admiral Silas of the Dragon Mobile Command Vehicle, voice code: Alpha-Black-Gold. Admiral, this is Lieutenant Sorisky of the Bombardier, currently at Aries Station.”

“Aries Station!” Admiral Silas spat. “What are they doing there!?” By now, the Bombardier should be in place, just out of radar distance, and ready to fire.”

“Approximately three hours ago, we were attacked by Earth Alliance Marines. Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon Eight, who had sophisticated technology to decode our transmissions and locations and mimic senior command codes. They kidnapped our vessel and took control of the Dragonfire missile for reasons unknown—”

No. Silas couldn’t believe it as he rocked on his heels for a moment.

He couldn’t—and then he could. Captain Holly Cropper was a Breaker by birth after all, wasn’t she? That was entirely what she was capable of. He should never have promoted her so far up the ranks. He had always had his doubts about her loyalty.

“Dammit!” the admiral screamed.
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“Dragon MCV! This is Captain Holly Cropper with an urgent message—” Holly was in the middle of saying—just as there was a snarl of static across her screen.

“What was that!?” Holly shouted. She had never seen her computer holos do anything like that. “Doctor!? Are you picking up on this!?”

Behind her, Rachel’s eyes were scanning her own holos.

“It’s an energy burst of immense proportions—and it’s coming from the Breaker starcraft!” the doctor said as there was a sudden flicker of light in front of Holly.

Oh no, oh no oh no oh . . . Holly felt her heart plummet in her chest as she realized what was happening.

There was a flicker of purple-and-blue light from around the starcraft. A flicker of light that Holly had seen before.

“Marshal!?” Holly called. “I thought you said that you disabled the starcraft’s force field!?”

“I did!” Sergeant Marshal Smith announced. “There’s no way that any of their Breaker engineers figured it out. I destroyed the components!”

“Then it’s the ship,” Holly muttered to herself. “The ship itself is waking up.”

And just as she said that, there was an explosion of purple-and-static light as a line of burning plasma fire cut its way from one of the spines of the Breaker starcraft and cut across the nearest Breaker battle group—and then the nearest cluster of Earth Alliance vessels as well.

Frack! Holly’s heart hammered.
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The line of purple-and-crimson fire, almost as wide as the entire heavy marine scout itself, cut a burning trail through the void. It smashed into two Breaker ships decked with outboard weapons, causing them to break apart instantly in a blossom of deadly red plasma fire. The Breaker ships tumbled, flinging parts against the rest of their small battle group as there were additional white flares of plasma light.

And still, the deadly line of burning light shot through the destruction like a knife, lancing out to the nearest Alliance ships of the line. It neatly severed the pronounced nose cone of an Alliance warship, leaving its innards exposed and burning red for an instant before the entire ship convulsed, exploding into twin balls of burning light and engulfing the smaller cloud of Alliance single-fighter craft with it.

After this, either at the furthest extent of its power, or perhaps just content with its first strike, the burning plasma beam blinked out as suddenly as it had come. It left carnage behind in its wake and burning afterimages in the eyes of every horrified Breaker and Alliance pilot there.

Incoming! Alert! Incoming debris . . .

The small flight computer of Holly’s Jay convulsed with alerts and alarms. But that wasn’t all the warnings that her computer was announcing. A crowd of weapons fixed on her craft—from both sides.

Warning! Multiple targeting systems detected . . .

“What!? But we didn’t do anything!” Holly shouted—as she saw the glitter of weapons ports activating across both Alliance and Breaker ships.

The Jay had been racing towards the no-man’s-land between the two sides, but now, Holly realized that would put her straight in the firing line as each side reacted.

“They each think the other did it—they don’t realize!” Holly gasped. Suddenly, there were the flares of weapons bursting from their pods.

Instantly, Holly knew that both sides were panicked. The Earth Alliance fired first and fast, surely seeing any action from the Breaker starcraft as an attack on them. While the Breaker fleet—the first of its kind and mostly staffed with inexperienced security guards or mercenaries—reacted out of panic and fear: hitting their firing triggers and giving the Alliance everything they had.

Warning! Incoming missiles . . .

The first to fire were the Alliance missile ships, ten elongated tubular craft that fired one missile at a time, each one a ship killer. Their attacks must have been preplanned, Holly thought. All at once, there were ten missiles screaming through the middle space, leading the charge of burning ammunitions, and each one arcing towards the Breaker starcraft.

Warning! Targeting systems detected . . .

Holly kicked with her foot pedals, throwing the Jay into a quick spin as the opportunistic Breaker craft took their potshots at her, the nearest Alliance vessel.

The Jay tumbled, sweeping to one side as it rolled and spun, turning on its end and heading down towards the nearest of the giant asteroids that the Breakers had hauled into the space as obstacles.

Lines of rocket-propelled shot surged past her, a barrage of blasts that exploded in the void where she had been. Then they hit the side of the asteroid as Holly hid behind it, executing a turn that made her stomach lurch and drag. Even though she was in the protected environment of her suit and her ship, only her training stopped Holly from losing her lunch.

“Urgh . . .” There was a moan from behind where Dr. Crow clung onto the seat webbing for dear life and sanity.

The Jay twisted in flight and then kicked forward and upwards. There was a flare of light across their sensors.

And the first of the missile ship’s giant fifteen-foot missiles surged past, heading straight for the Breaker starcraft.

“Get out of here, Holly!” Bastian roared.

“What do you think I’m trying to do!?” Holly shouted back as the other missiles flashed underneath her, racing towards the Breaker starcraft. The Jay rose, crossing the plane of battle.

And the Earth Alliance missiles struck.

Or rather, they didn’t strike.

As Holly kicked the thruster assists to send them flying further and faster ahead, there was a sudden convulsion of energy from behind them, a flash of glittering blue outside the starcraft. The missiles had hit the force field and exploded. The first four missiles struck at roughly the same time, erupting into a glowing dome of white energy as the fifth, sixth, seventh, and up to the tenth missiles struck the energy field.

Each of those missiles should have been enough to take out an entire warship on their own, and two or three could sink a cruiser—but it still wasn’t enough. The exploding globe of white held for a moment before the shock wave expanded in all directions, racing ahead in a burning, ethereal white glow.

With the heavy marine scout racing right ahead of it.
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Fly! Fly, damn you—fly!

Holly kicked her thrusters as hard as she could, holding the juddering flight sticks as steady as she was able to. The Jay shook and roared.

The shockwave of multiple ship-killer missiles was racing towards her, racing fast—too fast.

“Brace!” Holly screamed in the moments before the shockwave hit.

It struck the heavy scout’s thrusters first, kicking the back of the Jay forward and lifting their nose as suddenly the engines cut out. A wave of burning plasma engulfed the Jay. It started to tumble, jets of liquid flame racing over its outer hull plate for a brief moment.

And then they were tumbling and falling clear, and the shock wave had extended beyond and past them, flinging them behind it while they rolled and rolled through the stellar night.

Inside the craft, Holly and the others were incapable of doing anything except clinging miserably onto their seat webbing as they turned and rolled over. Sparks blew from wall panels, and there was a terrible grinding noise from the hull of the Jay itself.

“Please don’t blow up, please don’t blow up, please don’t—” Holly heard someone’s voice and realized it was Marshal’s over their suit-to-suit comms. At least one crew member was still alive, she thought grimly.

System reboot!

Squad:

—(Sgt) SMITH, M . . . GOOD

—(Sgt) LI, B . . . GOOD

—(Ast) CROW, R . . . UNCONSCIOUS

“Doctor!” Holly called out as the Jay finally righted itself and stopped spinning. The emergency lighting was on, which was a bad sign. It was on a reserve, protected circuit system, meaning that it would turn on if the main engines were ever out.

“Someone get eyes on the doctor!” Holly said. She looked ahead to see that all her holoscreens had vanished, but her main console screens were still flickering with basic controls.

Life support . . . Active.

Defense . . . Active.

Reactor . . . Off-line

“We’ve lost power!” Holly called, unclipping her seat webbing and turning to look back into the main crew hold. She could see that Bastian was already unclipped from his seat and at the doctor’s side, gingerly holding her helmet visor up and checking the woman inside.

“She’s breathing. I think she just passed out from the g-force,” Bastian commented.

“I’m on the engines. I think that blast must have knocked the magnetic conductor plates,” Marshal said, already out of his seat and racing through the open port door to the belly of the ship beyond. Holly had no idea what he was referring to, but she knew that if Marshal thought it was fixable, then he could probably fix it.

Right now, we have more problems . . . Holly was thinking, turning back to her seat to find that—still—her targeting computers were just now rebooting. But she could see the battle below them through the cockpit windows.

The blast wave of ten giant missiles had flung them further and higher over the plane of the battle, she noticed, and in its wake, it had left a scattered mess of ships—mostly Breakers.

The twin lines of facing fleets had also broken apart in the sudden overflow of firepower. She could see three Breaker flight groups traveling in very rough clouds, racing forward and firing everything they had. Against them, there was the Alliance fleet, broken off into a whirl of smaller vessels darting forward in fast, tight diamond formation, while the majority of the Alliance ships hung back.

Classic Alliance strategy, Holly cursed. Send in the first wave of attack ships, hold back the bigger, more valuable ships.

The Alliance easily dominated the scene with their larger numbers and faster craft—were it not for the one giant elephant in the room.

The Breaker starcraft.

It was turning erratically to one side with three of its starlike points blackened, but it was rising over the battle. The blasts had damaged its force field, and the craft inside of it—but the damage looked merely cosmetic compared to the size of it.

“Frack!” Holly whispered in horror. Suddenly, the Breaker starcraft fired again. This time, the burning beam of light was a lot thinner than the pillar of before. It cut through one attack group of Earth Alliance attack vessels as easily as if they were butter before suddenly blinking off.

Then, another small beam of light flared, and this time, it cut in half the nearest of the Breaker heavy tanker ships. Holly watched in horror as the rear of the vessel started to tip and upend as it shook with internal explosions—before slamming into the front half and sending it scattering.

“Have I got comms!?” she demanded. Marshal’s voice came back over the suit-to-suit network.

“You’ve got emergency broadcast comms. It’s on a different transmitter. Hasn’t got the range, but it’ll reach everyone on the battlefield.”

“Good!” Holly’s hands flickered over the control board.

Emergency Broadcast Mode:

Security authorization: Code Alpha-Black-Gold.

Target: DRAGON MCV . . .

Holly hit the controls and waited for the small blinking connection cursor to light up.

“Dragon MCV, this is Captain Cropper of the Jay, Forward Recon Eight. The Breaker starcraft is no longer under the control of the Free Breaker Republic. Repeat: The Breaker starcraft is rogue, and I believe is in contact with the Thaal empire.” Holly said the words quickly, hitting the send button before she gripped the flight sticks again.

“Marshal? I really need to hear what’s going on down there!”

“Almost got it, Cap! One more minute!”

Holly looked at the battle that was spilling before them and quickly becoming a maelstrom of violence. At the moment, the admiral had committed most forces against the Breaker starcraft, but there were also a sizeable number of Alliance warships targeting and firing against the Breaker mercenary ships too.

When the real enemy is sitting right there! Holly could have screamed. Everything was happening so fast. No one had any time to think.

Still no return call from Admiral Silas. Still no sign of her engines working.

“All right. Dammit,” Holly snarled. Instead, she opened a broadcast to Hephaestus Station, using the old public band call signs that she remembered from long ago.

“Attention, all Breaker vessels! This is Captain Holly Cropper of the Forward Recon Jay. Your Breaker starcraft is not under your control. It is not under Earth Alliance control. The real enemy here is the starcraft itself—it has already killed any Breakers on board. It’s working for the Thaal!” she stated and hit the send button.

And no sooner had she sent the message but there was a flicker of lights from below. Two Breaker mercenary craft on the edge of the battle broke free and peeled upwards towards her location.

“Marshal! Any time now would be grand!” Holly shouted.

“Almost, almost got it, Captain!” she heard him say as the two Breaker mercenary vessels surged faster and closer towards them. They were barrel shaped ex-security vessels some ten years out of date, with two grinning white dog or wolf heads on their wide prow.

Max’s Mad Dogs, Holly knew instantly. Of course, they were going to come try to take her out, right?

“Marshal!?” Holly hissed, just as there was a flicker of light. Her cockpit holoscreens leaped up into the space around her. Whatever he did, the engines flipped back on.

“You got it!” the marine called. Holly was already kicking the Jay forward into a roll, and the two Mad Dog mercenary craft opened fire.
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Dragon MCV, Earth Alliance

Lies! Admiral Silas clutched at the armrests of his flight chair, ensconced in the center of the control deck of the Mobile Command Vehicle. Their entire ship swerved and rocked, the various senior officers, lieutenants, and staffers secured inside their webbing seats as their hands flashed through the holocommands glittering in the air around them.

It wasn’t exactly operating like a well-oiled machine, the admiral had to admit. There was an air of tension and taut, determined concentration as the reports and alerts of battle rang in from every level.

But they are well-trained, my senior team, Silas thought. He narrowed his eyes and considered his response to Captain Cropper’s message.

The Dragon MCV, the large, wedge-shaped black craft with a band of gold along one side, reared and pulled back from the front line of the battle. The Earth Alliance warships moved in next. The battle site was a mess, and Silas couldn’t believe that he had managed to lose tactical control of the site so easily and quickly.

“Sir—the Breaker ship is firing again,” one of the senior technicians announced, one who was busy monitoring the energy transmissions of the Breaker starcraft.

“Get me a direction!” Silas hissed—but it was already too late.

“Fourth arm!” the engineer managed to say—a second before there was a sudden burst of burning purple fire from the long, crystalline arm of the stellar object. The starcraft rushed forward to flash through two of the missile ships with perfect ease, causing them to petal open in a wide, burning crimson flower of plasma.

“Hss!” Silas uttered in anger and desperation, watching the spray of marine attack fighters swerve to one side, desperate to get out of the way of the explosion, and then firing their much smaller rounds at the racing Breaker vessels or the starcraft itself. Every time one of their shots seemed about to strike it, there was a glitter from the blue field and a flash of a tiny explosion. The single or three-person crewed ships of the Earth Alliance fighter craft just weren’t strong enough to get through the defenses.

But they are quick enough to avoid the plasma fire . . . Silas’ eyes were racing across the various targeting screens.

We injured it. The missiles injured it . . . he thought. He could see the blackened crystalline arms—all that their shots had produced. It wasn’t enough—but it did mean that the Breaker starcraft could be destroyed.

“Sir, the message from Captain Cropper said . . .” the senior comms officer began.

“I don’t give a frack what the message from that traitor Captain Cropper said!” Silas burst out. “That is a trick, obviously. She is clearly working for the Breakers. She was undercover this whole time! Dispatch Squad 14 to neutralize her, now!”

“Sir!” There was no question from the rest of the control deck. Like he had thought before, they were well trained.

It was clear that the Breaker starcraft had indeed fired upon its own, the admiral could see. But Silas immediately discredited that to either unskilled training, mistakenly using the wrong tracking in the alien craft, or—more likely, as far as the admiral was concerned—the Breakers just didn’t care about their own loss of life.

“So long as they destroy us, right?” the admiral growled to himself.

“Squad 14 to take out the Jay,” Silas repeated. “Then I want all remaining fighter squadrons to concentrate on Hephaestus itself. Maybe if we manage to take out this Max Holler, then this will all be over quicker. Move in the heavy craft to counter the starship. Keep it fluid.”

There wasn’t much chance to do anything else other than keep it fluid—as the plasma beams and the rockets raced through space, hitting asteroids and ships and force fields.
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The Jay, EA Marine Recon Eight

“On you, Marshal!” Holly declared as she threw the Jay into a tight turn that roared towards the nearest asteroid belt. She was trying to steer them away from the main flare of battle below her and before the station—but there were still bullets and rockets and barrage blasts flinging out everywhere.

It would almost be suicide to launch into there, she knew—a random shot could be just as fatal as a targeted one.

But right now, the Jay was sweeping to one side as the first Mad Dog mercenary vehicle rolled into view alongside them.

Presenting a perfect opportunity for Marshal on the side-mounted guns.

“Get some!” the sergeant roared, pulling on the firing triggers as there was a sympathetic judder of vibration through the heavy marine scout craft. The side-mounted guns weren’t as powerful as the railguns mounted on the top of the Jay’s hull, but they fired faster. A hail of projectiles burst through space, the tiny rocket cartridges igniting on their backs and rushing towards the mercenary craft.

The mercenary craft saw the danger, but it was already too late. Suddenly, their side was being peppered with tiny flashes of sparks as Marshal’s fire hit. The Jay surged past in a second, but behind them, there was a flash from the rear of the Mad Dog vessel as some important mechanism was blown.

Target alert: enemy vessel incapacitated . . .

The first Mad Dog vessel rolled and spun, their engines sputtering before going out completely. They hadn’t blown up, but they wouldn’t be threatening them any time soon.

Unlike the other Mad Dog attack craft.

Warning! Targeting systems detected . . .

Holly’s screen flashed a warning orange. The heavy marine scout’s sensors detected the ping of an enemy tracking scan.

“But where are they!?” Holly snarled. For a moment, she lost eyes on them—until the attacking orange vector of the other craft appeared in her navigation console once again, and it was right behind them.

And firing.

Frack!

Holly threw the flight levers down, kicking the thruster pedals at the same time to force them into a downwards dive.

WHUMP!

As the first of the rocket shells struck the side of the Jay.

ALERT! Outer plate (7) COMPROMISED . . .

The strike sent them into a half spin, and Holly was kicking and releasing the thrusters to get them under control as they surged wildly towards the asteroid belt. In fact, their wild flight was probably one of the few things that saved them from another direct hit. Sergeant Bastian Li was already spinning in his own flight chair, holding onto the overhead gun controls and blasting back at the Mad Dogs.

Atop the heavy scout fighter, the twin-mounted barrels of the railgun shook in perfect unison, one extending after the other had just fired and retracted, then retracting as the other extended and fired.

Balls of burning plasma spat from the twin barrels back towards the Mad Dogs, but the mercenary vessel had already flipped and sliced away, evading destruction.

“Dammit!” Bastian growled, before he and the others were thrown to one side, and the Jay abruptly turned.

“Hold on!” Holly was shouting. Before her rose one of the outer asteroids of the belt, and she could clearly see the small blocks and antennas of some sort of way station. She dragged the Jay into a screaming turn that rocketed over the asteroid’s surface only a few yards higher than the rocky outcrops.

“Where is it!?” Bastian was hissing as Holly concentrated on piloting. She twitched the heavy marine scout to one side to avoid a sudden spur of rock, lifting them back up towards space.

Warning! Enemy vessel detected . . .

And there it was, almost directly above them and about to open fire on their exposed hull. There was nowhere for Holly to fly to. She had the rock directly below them, and they were moving too fast to swerve away.

Warning! Explosion detected . . .

Suddenly and unexpectedly, the Mad Dog ship tumbled to one side, spilling sparks and gobbets of plasma before it blew up in a rippling series of blazing white explosions.

Well, thanks, but what the . . . ? Holly thought, once again twitching the Jay to the side to avoid another cliff of rock. Suddenly, her screen was alerted to a series of three “friendly” vehicles.

“Marine fighter craft!” Holly called as the triangle of highly trained ace pilots swam into their view.

Warning! Weapons lock detected . . .

“Oh, thanks!” Holly shouted. There was a puff of flame from the leading fighter craft. It fired a missile at the heavy marine scout.

“They’re not friendly!” Bastian was shouting, but Holly was already moving. The edge of their asteroid was fast racing up towards them, and she was deftly turning, angling the Jay down between the asteroids and into the belt itself as the missile sliced through the night after them and exploded against the edge of the asteroid behind.

Of course, now Holly had the problem of actually being in the asteroid belt. Just as before, there were rocks everywhere, and the only safe option would be to cut thrusters to a minimal level in order to move.

Holly held onto her thrust, flicking the handles so they turned on their side, scraping between two more rocks. Then she turned, a wide, lazy circle in the space beyond, and kicked into the forest of rocks once more.

“Captain!” Marshal shouted in alarm.

“I know what I’m doing!” she called back and hoped that she sounded truthful. She kind of was. But only kind of.

Behind them, there was a sudden flash of light and then another. The first of the Earth Alliance craft attempted to follow Holly’s tight maneuvers but failed. They caught their wing against one of the rocks, sending them into a death spiral against the nearest asteroid.

Left! Holly pulled hard on the flight levers, sending them into a tight curve as she lifted their nose—and instantly, the rocks around them became a thicket. They flashed through the asteroid field. Holly had no time to register the glittering veins of quartz or ice—or the small, automated mining stations they passed. Instead, her eyes hunted for the tiny, flashing yellow antenna that signaled a path through the asteroids. These paths were constantly changing, and that was why one of the many jobs of the Breakers was the constant exploration and updating of the asteroid belt maps.

She prayed that the floating rocks hadn’t moved much since these last safe beacons had been put in place.

There were still two Earth Alliance Marine ships who had followed her, but they were traveling far slower than the first. Holly had already turned several times by the time that the next marine fighter craft appeared on her scanners.

Warning!

It fired a barrage of shots towards her, but Holly was too far out. She rolled to one side around the nearest asteroid as rock chips and boulders flew behind them.

“Bad idea, chump,” Holly almost cackled. “Now you’ll have rock debris to fly through.”

She kicked the thrusters, seeing that the yellow safe paths led onwards or back the way they had come, towards the station.

You didn’t spend long flying in the belt if you didn’t need to, and the fighter craft chasing them were sure to get lost, she thought.

“Don’t worry, we’re in the clear,” Holly said, hitting the resending procedure to both Hephaestus and the Dragon MCV.

Why aren’t either of them responding!? she thought. Surely, everyone could see that the Breaker starcraft was the enemy here. It was tearing everyone apart, and unless everyone teamed up against it—it might just succeed!

Holly saw the glimmer of stars ahead and the flash of explosions as the Jay punched out and up. They were suddenly skimming above the asteroid belt with the battle arrayed to their left. She could see tracer lines of fire rising up into the night and the explosions of crafts—mostly Breakers—as they were chased down by the Earth Alliance ships.

But then, there would fire the burning pillar of light as the Breaker starcraft fight fought its own corner, attacking anyone that came close. And it always won.

Warning! Weapons lock detected!

Before Holly could decide what to do, her screen flashed orange. There appeared the two remaining Earth Alliance fighter craft, popping out of the asteroid belt just as she had. With a burst of gasses, the nearest released a missile that surged upwards—and then curved towards their position.

“Frack!” Holly swore. Who knew that the Earth Alliance fighters would be so good? Who were they, champion fighter aces or something?

She threw the Jay to one side.

“Barrage!” she called. Marshal let rip with the side guns, spinning in his seat as he fired back towards the missile.

The missile was turning in flight, following their position as Holly tried to slice across the top of the belt. Marshal’s barrage fire was following behind it. It wasn’t catching up . . .

“Grargh!” Holly twitched her hands, sending the Jay into a tight curve at the last minute—towards the two-fighter craft.

“Holly—Captain!” Marshal was crying out in alarm—just as the missile struck the asteroid behind them. For the second time in this battle, they felt the surge of a shock wave hit their thrusters, but this time, it was far lighter than before. The Jay shook as Holly lifted its nose up and into space. The Earth Alliance fighters tried to rise, firing as they did so . . .

And into the wall of exploding rock debris, created, ironically, by their very own missile.

No. No-no-no! Holly cursed herself for this senseless loss of life and her part in it. Behind them, the two craft were hit by the shrapnel and sharpened corners of rocks from their own weapon, and they twitched and tumbled. They were good pilots, yes, but they weren’t good enough to suddenly reckon with close-quarter, emergency moves over the asteroid belt. The first fighter craft skimmed the top of one of the rocks and blew in the next second. The second tried its best to veer away but was pocked by asteroid debris, and, with a flash of white light, its engines went dark.

“I didn’t want to do that! If we hurt the Earth Alliance Marines, Silas will only have more of an excuse to attack us!”

This time, it was the doctor’s turn to croak, “You know what—I think he’s going to have bigger issues on his mind right now.” Her voice was deathly terrified.

“What!? What is it?” Holly looked to the battle site to see that it was still raging and clearly not going well for anyone. There were at least three flights of the sleek, shark-like Alliance warships racing past the Breaker starcraft, but there was now also a litter of broken and ruined ships everywhere. The Breaker starcraft was creating a graveyard, and the Breaker fleet had pulled itself back to the edges of the asteroid belt and the station itself.

“It’s not the battle!” the doctor said. “I’ve been tracking the Thaal signal, the one coming from the Breaker starcraft? And it has been answered. There’s an answering Thaal signal coming from past Pluto. And I don’t think we have any ships out that far.”

It was the Thaal. Holly felt her heart lurch. They had heard, and they had arrived to finish the job they had started.
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Hephaestus Station (Free Breaker Republic)

“Red Group is down! Red Group is down!” one of the Hephaestus control deck Breakers was shouting. The screens before Commander Max Holler blinked and flashed with warning orange, danger red, and the fast-moving green arrows of their target map.

The station shook. They had already taken fire from the Earth Alliance, but so far, it had only caused minor damage to the station itself. Max knew that they were talking about ship weapons that could destroy a room if they hit the right porthole, but mostly, the Breaker capital was built of sturdy stuff. It was designed to deflect the grind and crunch of asteroids, after all—and the bullets of the smaller fighter craft were not about to destroy it.

“Is everyone evacuated from the forward rooms!?” Max shouted. He had already made sure that the front facing rooms and halls on every deck of the giant H had been cleared of civilians—not that anyone was allowed to be a civilian under Max’s rule—and instead, only support staff were allowed in them.

But still. Given that the Breakers were naturally a rebellious lot, it did not mean that they weren’t there too.

“Orders gone out again. I’ve got two teams of fire staff checking the halls,” one of the Breaker technicians announced as Max turned back to the sound of alarms.

The battle was going badly. The Earth Alliance, although smaller in number, had better arms, better weapons locks, better targeting computers, and were better trained. Already, several of his groups—organized in color blocks—had completely broken apart during the attack, and those that survived were flying wildly across the battlefield, taking potshots at almost anything that moved. Only the mercenary squadrons were maintaining any amount of control, sweeping the battlefield in fast, tight flights as they hunted key Earth Alliance war ships.

But it’s the starcraft, Max thought as he saw it slice through another Earth Alliance war ship—and another Breaker mercenary craft too. Its forward edge was almost a constant, glittering blue from its force field—its force field that it shouldn’t even have, he admitted.

“What is it doing?! Why!?” Max hissed once more, and yet another Breaker craft, this time a transport ship, blew up right before the station, and the Hephaestus shuddered with impact damage.

They had lost all contact with the Breakers inside of it at the start of the battle. And then it had started firing at everything.

Is Holly right? How could she be right!? The commander was sure that it was a trick, that somehow the Breaker starcraft was malfunctioning—or worse, the Alliance had found a way to hack it.

“But it’s firing at everything. Whatever is closest,” Max said. Once again, the error code came back when he tried to hail the team of Breaker engineers who should have been on board.

SYSTEM ALERT!

One of the forward screens blared, and the warning of weapons locks appeared. It was two of the Earth Alliance fighters, targeting the station itself.

“Ready station defenses!” Max demanded. “Full barrage!”

Up and down the H arms of Hephaestus, weapons ports hissed open with the sudden burst of gasses as guns deployed. They were large guns, used only rarely to blast any fast-moving, rogue asteroid fragment. In a moment, they started, their barrels pumping as they fired heavy repeater shells into the space between the battle and the station itself.

The blasts shot outwards in long tracer tails of plasma and suddenly started exploding, filling the void before them with a glaring, dazzling pattern of mini-explosions. For a moment, the battle site beyond was completely obscured, and the barrage caught most of the shells thrown their way—save for two, which hammered into the lower right H leg . . .

WARNING! FLOOR 8 BREACHED . . .

WARNING! MAJOR INCIDENT FLOOR 7 . . .

The station shook and vibrated, swaying so much that Max staggered to one side briefly—and then it righted itself. Those shells had been powerful, but not enough to do any serious damage.

“Ready return fire!” Max called for the station guns to twitch and raise in place.

Just then, there was a brilliant line of crimson cutting through two of the Earth Alliance fighters and two of the Mad Dog squadron ships as they flashed past.

“No!” Max strained forward, his hands gripping the iron railing. He had known the crews on those ships. He needed those ships!

This was too much. The Breaker starcraft was clearly causing more damage than they could afford. So far, the Breaker craft had avoided shooting at it, even though it had eviscerated at least thirty or more of their number. He was receiving worried alarms from his Breaker fleet up and down the scattered line, and he knew that it wouldn’t be long before they started fleeing.

I have to keep this together. I have to . . . Max thought, as there was another priority message flare in the holos.

“Commander—boss,” shouted one of the Breaker technicians. “It’s that marine again. She’s sending a message straight to you.”

Holly, Max sneered. She had already shown him up, disgraced him, and made him look like a fool. She had already destroyed two of his beloved Mad Dog crews that he had sent after her.

But she was also the one trying to warn them about the Breaker starcraft.

“Pull it up,” Max hissed. The tight, controlled voice of Captain Holly Cropper emerged in his holofield.

“Commander Max Holler of the Hephaestus, this is Captain Holly Cropper. You got my previous message. I’m telling you—you cannot trust the Breaker starcraft! It’s killing our own! It’s killing Breakers!” she said urgently. “I’m sending you the coordinates of another signal. It’s ship signs. Thaal ships off the plane of Pluto. The real enemy has come back! You have to work with us to destroy this threat—if any of us want to survive!”

Max snarled, immediately thinking that it could be another ploy, but his hands opened the packet of information anyway. It showed frequencies, strange, subatomic frequencies in a constant, repeating pattern. And it showed their stellar location. Yes, off the plane of Pluto.

“Do I trust it? Can I!?” he whispered to himself.

“Commander! Green and orange groups are saying they won’t fight. That they’ve already lost ships to the breaker starcraft!” the Breaker technician was announcing.

Max looked at the battle ahead. For a brief moment, he got that fleeting sensation that he was in the eye of the storm, and that for now, time stood still and held its breath—waiting for him to make a choice.

I’m going to lose my entire fleet because of that, Max realized.

“Get a hail to the Earth Alliance fleet, private channel.” Max made up his mind suddenly. “And retarget all station weapons. I want everything we’ve got pointing at that damn starcraft!”
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The Jay, EA Marine Recon Eight

“Admiral Silas—please respond! This is Captain Holly Cropper of Forward Recon Eight!” Holly hit the narrow band transmission to the Dragon MCV once again as the ship hurtled through space—but once again, all she got in return was static noise.

The admiral was ignoring them. Either that or he was refusing to speak to them.

“Idiot!” Holly snarled. If there were any worries or fears of insubordination towards the Earth Alliance left in her, then in that moment, they died.

“He’s going to get us all killed!” Holly said. She started to raise the Jay over the asteroid belt, trying to get a view of the mayhem happening below.

The Breaker starcraft was dominating the scene, its forward edges a constant flicker of blue light from its force field, throwing out thin crimson plasma beams that burned through ships and rocks alike. Most of its attention was focused on the Earth Alliance ships that were desperately attempting to attack it—but several times she also saw its beams focus on any of the nearest Breaker mercenary vessels.

“Captain—two o’clock, eleven o’clock . . .” Marshal said, and warning attack vectors started to flick past them, heading over the belt.

They were Breaker ships. They were starting to flee the site, and already there was a handful of them burning their thrusters as fast as they could go to get away.

“Pretty soon, it will be a complete rout,” Holly said grimly. “They’re untrained, undisciplined. They might love the belt, but this is more than they bargained for.”

It dawned on Holly that once the majority of the Breaker vessels fled the battle, then Admiral Silas would be left with a terrible decision. To continue sacrificing his ships against the Breaker starcraft or to flee himself. It wouldn’t be a victory. It would be a massacre.

“Rachel, what’s happening with the Thaal signal!?” Holly queried. The doctor’s hands flared through her personal holos, and her voice returned a moment later.

“It’s strong. It’s coming louder and closer—I think the Thaal craft are coming right here.”

To the site of the battle, Holly reasoned. The final confrontation.

“They’re coming to help their ship,” Holly hissed. She was terrified—but she felt something else behind that fear. A tiny glimmer of hope.

“Great. They’ll show up and get to destroy the Breakers and the Earth Alliance fleet all at once!” Marshal growled. He swung back and forth, targeting any ship that seemed about to swerve near. But he needn’t have worried—it appeared that all of the ships left were concentrating on each other—or the Breaker starcraft itself.

“That’s it. We might as well hand Earth and the solar system to them right now!” Marshal growled.

Holly could understand his hatred. She could understand his frustration.

Alert! Weapons systems detected!

The computers of the Jay spoke, and for a moment, Holly was certain that someone was firing on them or targeting them. But there were no craft nearby.

What? Holly thought—just as she saw the entire front side of the Hephaestus Station light up.

The Breaker station, the unofficial capital of the entire Breaker Group, was large, a supermassive industrial effort, and towered over even the Breaker starcraft. All along its H-form arms, there were glares and glitters of light as the huge, automated guns opened fire, flinging asteroid-busting shells. Holly had never seen the entire station engage in a barrage and had only ever heard a single station defense gun fire at a time, each shot carefully timed.

But this was like seeing a halo of light and plasma fire briefly glare in front of the station—before there was a microsecond of silence and then—

The Breaker starcraft rocked. Its blue force field suddenly glittered brightly as at least twenty or more giant shells hammered into it. The force was so great that the explosions appeared to blast through the force field in places, and there were answering explosions of white plasma along the crystalline tines of the craft itself. It all happened in a moment, and the attendant Earth Alliance ships that had been swooping to attack rapidly flared out of the way as the Breaker starcraft started to shift and turn in place.

There it was again, that stubborn glimmer of hope.

“The station is attacking the Breaker starcraft! They’re on our side!” Holly whooped for joy. That was one person—Max Holler—who had seen sense. Surely, there was hope now?

“The other Thaal craft, they’re connected to that ship. To each other,” Holly murmured, watching the Earth Alliance missiles hammer into the blue force field of the Breaker craft and seeing the craft behind it wobble and shake. The battle was in the balance. They could win if they all came together. Could.

“We have to hammer that Breaker starcraft. That will concentrate the coming Thaal craft. They’ll come right here,” Holly said.

“And is that a good thing!?” Marshal burst out.

“It is if we know their attack vector. If we have the enemy all approaching one place . . .” Holly said. “Rachel? You have the remote coordinates for the Bombardier with the Dragonfire Missile?”

“I do,” the doctor said warily.

“Good.” Holly then turned back to the holofields of her cockpit, and this time, she opened up a hail on all channels.

“All frequencies. This is Captain Holly Cropper of the Jay. The Breaker starcraft is under Thaal control. We have to pull together to defeat it! We have to come together!” she called.

Just as the Breaker starcraft responded to the station’s attack.

She saw the Breaker starcraft wobble, shaking in place as it rolled slightly back towards the station—for a mighty, giant, and glowing pillar of crimson plasma to burst from one of its spines.

It shot across the space, striking Hephaestus on the lower left leg of its H.

“No!” Holly gasped—but her cry would do nothing to stop the carnage.

As soon as the beam of burning crimson light hit the station, there were explosions of light and sparks. The plasma beam burnt and melted metal, exploded through station armor and girders, and destroyed pressurized levels.

The plasma beam was the mightiest that Holly had ever seen the craft emit—and it cut through the lower left leg of Hephaestus slowly and methodically, flinging metal, debris, people’s homes, and entire sections of factories behind it as it sliced through and out the other side.

“Hephaestus!” Holly cried, already grabbing the flight levers and urging the Jay forward, although it appeared that there was nothing she could do.

The Breaker capital started to tilt to one side as the lower severed foot revolved slowly away, further and further from its parent. Its glowing molten edges continued to burn and explode.

“We have to—we have to do something!” Holly was screaming as the Jay shot over the asteroid belt and towards the battle.
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“Now, Admiral—now do you believe me?!” she screamed into the communicator. Once again, she was only answered by static.

“Captain—Captain!” Bastian was hollering at her from the main hold. “What are you going to do, Holly? What can we do!? The Breaker starcraft is too big!”

He was right. The sergeant was right, Holly knew, but she also couldn’t stay back and do nothing. Below and ahead of her, the entire battle had lulled for a brief moment. It seemed that both the Breakers and the Earth Alliance ships were shocked at what the starcraft had managed to do. It was more force than they had ever believed that one of these alien vessels could emit. She could see entire flights of Earth Alliance craft swooping back and out of the way—and everywhere, there were Breaker craft hurling themselves away from the battle.

“No—no!” Holly gasped, hitting the channel for Hephaestus.

“Max!? Hephaestus Commander, this is Captain Cropper—come in!” she said desperately.

For the briefest heartbeat, there was no response, and then the heavy marine scout was filled with the sound of static and explosions and multiple shouting voices.

“. . . fire in Levels 12 through 18! Get the fire crew down there!”

“Moving people up through the old transport lifts . . .”

“. . . got decompression in the blue launch bay! I need a fire crew!”

“Station stabilizers on, station stabilizer thrusters on!”

“Holly!” This last one was Max Holler’s voice. It was tight and taut. “You’d better have a damn good reason. I don’t have time—”

“Give me the control of the tankers, Max. I have an idea,” Holly said, demanding, as the urgent shouts and screams continued on the other end of the line.

She thought that he was going to refuse. She was sure of it—until there was a blip on her console.

Incoming data packet!!

SENDER: Hephaestus Station (BREAKER GROUP) (Unrecognized)

DATA: Command and Control Packet . . . Heavy Transport Carriers 1-3 . . .

“Stars keep you, Max,” Holly breathed. “And stars save Hephaestus.”

“Stars save the Breakers,” she heard the commander of the Free Breaker Republic say in response before the line abruptly cut out.

“Captain?” This was Bastian. “What are you going to do?”

“We have to pressure the Breaker starcraft, and I see only one way of doing it,” she breathed. “Marshal? Send a message to the Breaker heavy transport carriers using the command and control codes, and tell them exactly what I am about to say.”

Holly gripped the flight handles and started to angle them down—straight towards the Breaker starcraft itself.


20
[image: ]


“Are you sure this will work!?” Marshal’s voice was breathless and urgent, understandably filled with fear as they raced headfirst towards the enemy.

“It has to,” Holly said. She didn’t add that this was the best option they had left. The Hephaestus wouldn’t be able to fire again, and they needed to act now, before the Breaker starcraft decided to carve another leg off of the station.

The station that was my home, she thought. All of her earliest memories were of that station. All of her first friends, first crushes, first fights, first time she came to trust herself, took a spacewalk, piloted a vessel. All of that had been because of Hephaestus—and now it was listing heavily to one side as smaller explosions still burst from its severed stump of a leg, followed by showers of sparks further up where systems had been overwhelmed.

Holly looked at the state of her childhood home, and she looked at the Breaker starcraft, and she knew a deep, burning rage. She would tear apart the stars if she had to in order to avenge the good people, friends, and distant kin who had lost their lives today.

That was what she was, after all—she knew that now. She was a Breaker through and through. She had always been a Breaker. They had always been destined to tear apart the rocks and break down the dross to get to the valuables contained within.

The Jay was tiny compared to the Breaker starcraft. Even though it was a heavy marine scout, it was still only a tenth of the size of the starcraft itself—and yet it appeared to be flinging itself directly at it, completely heedless of the size of the threat.

“Captain?” Marshal said once again. Holly shut him down with a tight hiss.

“More engine power, Sergeant,” Holly said as the small wasp-like craft rocketed forward on a burning trail of thruster light, arcing across the abandoned battlefield like a comet.

“More!” Holly demanded. The hands of Sergeant Marshal Smith flickered through his own holocommands and fields, adjusting the engines and reactors of the Jay.

“That’s it. You got everything. There’s nothing else I can give you,” Marshal Smith said.

Just as the consoles in front of Holly started to blare with alarm.

ALERT! Weapons systems detected . . .

Warning! Reading energy spike from enemy vessel . . .

On the holofields above Holly’s head, there was a sudden spike of energy coming from the Breaker starcraft itself. It was building and building, and Holly knew that it was far too much to hope that one of its strange alien reactors had decided to blow.

It was the guns. The plasma beam.

“She’s about to fire!” Dr. Rachel Crow shouted.

Holly saw the spike nearest to them start to flare, glowing a bright, burning pink.

Frack!

Holly twisted the flight handles, sending the Jay into a tight swerve as a thin band of burning plasma shot out of the end of the crystal spine, slicing through the void past their wing.

The Jay rolled and tumbled, spinning as it shot closer, straight towards the Breaker starcraft.

“Now, Marshal—tell them now!” Holly screamed as suddenly, there was another glowing red flash from the edge of the starcraft’s spines. These beams were smaller than the giant burning pillar of wrath that it had flung directly at Hephaestus. A fleeting thought passed through Holly’s mind that perhaps the Breaker starcraft had used too much of its energy already. Perhaps it could only concentrate its fire in one blast once and then had to recharge.

“Energy spike!” the doctor was calling as alerts blared over Holly’s screens. The Breaker starcraft was firing again—and this time, it was about to fire straight at them from multiple tines.

“Now, Marshal!” Holly shouted again. She threw the Jay into a hard right, then a hard left, kicking out the thruster engine pedals as the heavy marine scout turned and spun in a tight whirl . . .

As the Breaker starcraft shot plasma beams straight at them.

The Jay tumbled and turned, spinning in its flight as the crimson beams strafed towards it and past it. The tiny craft pirouetted as it tumbled, sweeping forward in a tight barrel-roll arc. It danced between the beams, drawing the attention of the Breaker starcraft further and further away from Hephaestus and the new movement across the asteroid belt.

Three superlarge vessels, Breaker heavy transport carriers, raced out from where they had lain in reserve behind the Breaker space station. Each one was massive, almost as large as a water transport craft or a third of the size of one of the generation caravan colony ships. Built like tankers, their long blocky hulls would normally be filled with precious ores and minerals mined from the asteroid belt and shipped to the Breaker station or other processing units, where their inner goods were broken down, melted, and used to build the ships and stations of the Earth Alliance.

The three heavy transport carriers were empty now, giving them speed—and their massive, multiple-rocket thrusters were all burning at maximum. They crossed the distance in a thunderous instant like the thrown hammers of a vengeful god.

At Marshal’s urgent signaling, up and down the breaker heavy transports came small puffs of gasses and steam. The skeleton crew of Breaker technicians, pilots, and engineers were fleeing to the escape pods and ejecting themselves into the night, seeding back into the relative safety of the belt.

And the three supermassive craft kept on going, racing towards the Breaker starcraft on perfect, exact orbits.

Immediately, the crimson beams directed at the Jay halted, and the Breaker starcraft tried to roll, starting to rise. Holly was whooping with savage joy, and her craft suddenly veered to the left, racing out and down, away from the devastation that was about to fall.

Holly had given very exact orders to the Breaker heavy transports. Two started to rise, breaking apart their trajectory as they raced towards the rising starcraft, while the third kept on a dead level.

There was nowhere for the it to go. Nowhere for it to escape to.

It shot out a strong, larger-than-before crimson plasma beam at the nearest heavy transport, and a line of fire skewered its front perfectly, blowing a hole through its command decks and out the other side. The entire heavy transport convulsed and started to roll to one side. Holly could see the expanding shock wave of hazy white light from the blast, but that was nothing compared to the sudden flicker of blue energy as the topmost two heavy transport carriers struck the Breaker starcraft.

Holly and the rest of the crew of the Jay kept their eyes, apprehensive, on what was happening.

First, there was the glitter of blue as the two heavy transport carriers hit the Breaker starcraft’s force fields. The blue intensified, glitching into a brilliant, burning white as the front of the heavy transport carriers started to crush and then crumple, cracks and bursts of explosions running along their lengths.

But the heavy transport carriers were long vehicles. Their rear thrusters were still firing as both of the vehicles continued to drive forward, their prows and front ends starting to break apart with flashes of burning fuel and plasma and exploding machinery.

And they overwhelmed the Breaker starcraft force fields and hammered home in a burning wedge of brilliant white light. Holly saw them crash into the spines, the crystal-like spikes of the Thaal craft tearing through Breaker iron and steel before the tines themselves were overwhelmed by the sheer power of the mass thrown at them.

The twin heavy carriers were starting to collapse, their hulls rapidly imploding as the vacuum of space ripped through them, but it was already too late for the alien-controlled vessel. The last thirds of the thrown giant, interstellar vehicles continued to drive forward, and their front edges were constantly burning, boiling white light as they met Thaal metal, and they tore it apart.

“Gah!” Holly hissed and had to look away from the afterimages that burned in her eyes. She saw the white glow overtake the shadows of the heavy transport craft and the spines of the Thaal-Breaker craft itself—and then detonate.

Warning! Energy spike detected . . .

The Jay kept on racing forward and down. Away from the expanding bulb of burning white plasma behind them, racing over the battlefield and washing over the discarded and ruined dead vehicles of both Breaker and Earth Alliance like a purifying, cleansing wave of judgment.

“Brace! Hold on!” Holly shouted, as she—like every other Breaker or Earth Alliance craft that still could—turned and flew, scattering ahead of the explosion wave as it expanded, flared, and seemed to hold its amorphous, burning white shape for just a moment. And then suddenly, it collapsed backwards.

Warning! Near sensor array offline . . .

Recalibrating local telemetry . . .

The heavy marine scout jolted and convulsed as the small, invisible waves of thrown energy pounded it, but there were no explosions or damage from such a blast. The main explosion had happened far behind them, and they were still racing ahead.

The hull of the Jay was filled with the muted roar of static from the open comms channels. Holly turned the heavy marine scout in a wide arc, seeing the distant red spot of Mars and the glimmer of their own sun—before seeing the curve of the asteroid belt rising before her and the wreckage left behind.

The Breaker starcraft was darkened, its white-and-crystalline metals replaced with blackened, twisted knots of metal. It looked crumpled and torn open, and its angles and shapes made no sense. They had fused with entire hulls and sections of the Breaker heavy transport carriers, which were also just shards of black and twisted metals.

There were no lights on seemingly anywhere, as far as Holly could see. No floodlights or ship lights.

Hephaestus! She thought, turning to see a darkened shadow of a ruined H—now looking absurdly like a black silhouette of a Y against the silvered gray of the asteroid belt behind.

It was dark.

“Oh no, no!” Holly started to whisper in alarm. Had the explosion been too close? Too much?

And then, one by one, there came a scatter of station floodlights as the emergency and backup engines of the Breaker station started to refire. She saw the lights spread across the remaining arms, and her holo scanners repopulated with the alerts and alarm signs of the other remaining ships, both Breaker and Earth Alliance.

“We did it,” Holly breathed, her heart hammering.

“You did it, you mean,” Sergeant Bastian Li said in a sort of humbled shock.

The Jay was suddenly filled with the bleep of alarms as vessels up and down the near space, on both sides of the battle, sent distress signals of one type or another.

“We need to help the people of Hephaestus,” Holly breathed.

“Captain . . .” The words came from Dr. Crow. “The Thaal signal. It has stopped from here, but the other two Thaal starcraft are heading straight for us. They are racing through our solar system on a direct course . . .”

Holly glared at the wreckage before them.

“Then we need to act, act now, and act fast,” she said defiantly. “Get the remote controls for the Bombardier while I try to make that pig-headed Admiral Silas see some sense, finally!”
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Asteroid Belt, Outward Edge (Outer Planets)

“Admiral Silas, are your ships in place?” Captain Holly Cropper breathed as she sat in the cockpit of the Jay, looking ahead at the dark, menacing immensity of night.

She could make out the telltale gleam of the Outer planets: there was distant Saturn, Neptune, Uranus. She thought that perhaps one of the distant glows might even, perhaps, be Pluto.

Although it’s hard to tell, compared with . . . Holly’s eyes narrowed to see the haze of light that appeared to be even brighter than the distant planets, colored a vague crimson purple.

It was the glow of the Thaal starcraft, two of them, racing towards their position by means of strange alien harmonic technology that was a hundred times faster than anything the humans could as yet control.

But that will work in our favor, won’t it? Holly thought. She clutched at the flight handles and gritted her teeth.

The Thaal starcraft were traveling fast. Too fast to properly assess what was happening when they finally slammed into the battle zone.

“They’ll know we’re here!” the words of Admiral Silas suddenly berated the captain over the shared comms channel.

“Good,” Holly said, “I hope so!”

“We’re in place, Holly,” snarled another voice from the other side of the battle line. It was recognizably that of Commander Max Holler, lately of the Mad Dog Breaker mercenaries, now of the Free Breaker Republic . . .

Holly’s small heavy marine scout appeared to be at the heart of an abrupt, makeshift, and ramshackle coalition of vessels, both Breaker and Earth Alliance. They formed a hazy battle line before the asteroid belt, hoping to greet the two remaining Thaal starcraft. On the right were the Earth Alliance vessels while on the left were the Breakers—and Holly knew that it was a mess.

The majority of their fighting forces had come straight from the Battle of Hephaestus, as it was coming to be called already. Many of the vessels were on reduced ammo or hull plating and only had minimal crews.

A lot of the larger civilian craft of the Breakers had been dedicated to the rescue and salvage of Hephaestus Station, but somehow, the destruction and victory over the Breaker starcraft had caused a rallying surge of courage from the Breakers. All of those who had fled the battle had been persuaded to come back to join this last-ditch attempt.

And there are more vessels arriving every moment! Holly knew, seeing the continuous blip of call signs and ship identifiers running down one of her holoscreens.

Max Holler had sent out an urgent, desperate call to every Breaker vessel along the asteroid belt to come to the defense of the belt. Admiral Silas had demanded that every available Earth Alliance ship that could make the distance in time arrive here. There were scout and patrol ships from Jupiter and Aries arriving, as well as a late squadron of warships from Mars.

“Everything depends on the size of our fleet,” Holly breathed once again, making sure that the automated battle instructions were sent to all newcomers so that they knew the plan.

“This is crazy, Captain. Utterly ridiculous,” the voice of the admiral hissed once more. “I told you, a guerilla war is better than an all-out confrontation. We might last years . . .”

“They would tear us apart colony by colony, take away our ability to travel the stars, and send us back to the stone age,” Holly insisted. “That much we all know.”

She knew that both the admiral and the commander realized that she was speaking the truth. For almost two whole months, humanity had controlled the ruined starcraft—before the Breaker’s secession—and they had learned precisely what it was that the Thaal did.

The Thaal were an ancient, interstellar power that seeded the galaxy with their beacons and waited for the developing civilizations to get advanced enough to trigger them. Then they came and harvested the civilization’s technology and skills, turning their races into slaves.

But we almost destroyed them, Holly knew. When she had broken their Dyson sphere, she had severely crippled the entire Thaal war effort. It would take hundreds of years for them to ever mount such an attack again.

The proof of that was the fact that they had only sent two Thaal starcraft. No more. The Thaal had sent five before—and now they could only afford two. Holly knew that it was their last effort.

And you’re going to die out here. Holly saw the burning plasma of the Thaal starcraft start to flare brighter as they got closer, larger.

“Ready all vessels!” Holly cried out, and her words were transmitted across the makeshift fleet line. All told, they probably had two hundred vessels. Against two.

But we had almost three hundred against one, Holly realized, if she counted both sides of the Battle of Hephaestus. And the Breaker starcraft had almost taken them all out.

These two Thaal starcraft would probably be fully powered and with stronger force fields. They would be more dangerous, the captain knew.

“But we can do this. We will do this,” Holly said, raising her voice as it was transmitted across the assembled warcraft of humanity. “We are Breakers, we are Earthers. We are inner planets and outer—and we stand together against a common enemy that wants us enslaved, beaten down, and broken.

“Well, I say to you now that we will not break. We will not bow before the oppressor—not ever in our past and not now! We did not come through fifty thousand years of evolution for this! We do not rise every morning or every shift with the memory of Earth in our veins, with the light of our star in our eyes—for that to be taken so easily away from us!”

Ahead, the twin flames of the Thaal plasma burn were almost at a crescendo. They were starting to flare. The Thaal starcraft were starting to slow.

“We will stop the threat here, now, and today!” Holly called out. “For we are humanity. We stand for hope in the night. We stand firm! We stand together!”

Her voice rang out across every ship of the fleet in every command and control deck and cockpit.

“Ready your weapons, children of Earth!” Holly said, her heart hammering as the glare of Thaal starcraft became the glitter of crystal spines and spinning, stellar objects.

“FIRE!” Holly shouted, hitting the firing triggers of her own guns. Behind her, Sergeant Bastian Li and Sergeant Marshal Smith pulled their own firing triggers. The Jay rocked under the sudden propulsion of all of its guns as it spat at the enemy alien craft.

Up and down the battle line of humanity, every craft did the same. Hundreds and hundreds of weapons ports flew open, firing rocket-propelled shells and missiles and barrage fire, asteroid crackers and security weapons and plasma charges.

The two Thaal starcraft slammed into an abrupt, spinning presence before them, real and huge and vast, many times bigger than any of the horde of human insects arrayed in front of them.

The Thaal starcraft fired as soon as they slammed into existence, each of the alien war vessels firing multiple crimson plasma beams at the horde of human vessels. Five lines of burning alien light from each vessel lanced forward, cutting through and into the human fleet in the flicker of an eye.

And the barrage of human weapons sliced forward across the space, advancing like a wave of flaring light as it hammered against the two alien invaders.

The human bombardment hit the alien force fields. A shimmering blue wave erupted into existence, completely eclipsing the human attack with bursts of white light as each of the human weapons hit it and burst.

Warning!

Warning!

ALERT!

The console of the Jay and every other holofield across the human fleet were suddenly alight with alarms as the Thaal energy beams hit the fleet. Ships were cut in half. Ships were blown apart in an instant. Wreckage of destroyed Breaker ships hit Earth Alliance ships, and both sides fell to the same devastating weapons.

“NOW, humanity—retreat! RETREAT!” Holly cried out. She hit the thruster pedals and twisted the flight handles for the Jay to flip upwards and flee backwards, back over the gleaming belt of asteroid rocks.

It was a risky, terrifying move. The Thaal starcraft were momentarily blinded by the sudden bombardment of human weapons and were then faced with a hundred and thirty vessels splitting apart in a storm, surging back and away as they fled what was clearly and obviously such a superior enemy.

The wave of fleeing vessels of humanity spread out, higher and further over the asteroid belt. The final shells of the human bombardment ended, and the Thaal starcraft spun, firing out against their retreating backs.

Warning! Energy spike detected!

Holly hissed, skipping the Jay down uncomfortably close to the nearest rocks of the asteroid belt as one of the Thaal crimson plasma beams shot past her hull.

Ten fingers of burning light hit the backs of the escaping human fleet, sweeping as they did so. Each beam must have cut through one, two, or even three human vessels. A hundred and thirty human vessels became a hundred and twenty, a hundred and ten in a heartbeat. Of the two hundred or so that had assembled to fight the enemy, almost half of that number were destroyed in the first fifteen minutes of the battle.

But the plan was working. The humans were scattering and fleeing ahead of the Thaal. The Thaal vessels didn’t have time to properly strategize since they had slammed so fast into the battle.

The twin enemy starcraft, still completely unscathed, spun forward after their quarry. Perhaps this was what Holly had always known that they would do, given that she had fought the Thaal in their robot forms, in their automated starcraft, and in their actual, physical selves. Perhaps Captain Holly Cropper had greater insight into their condition because of the fact that she had been reknitted and recreated using the Thaal’s own technology.

They were predators through and through, Holly knew. They were hunters. And they wouldn’t stop when they were hunting—which was why they were vulnerable and why they would throw their very last resources into the fight.

The twin Thaal starcraft spun forward, firing again and again into the scattering human flight.

“NOW, Doctor!” Holly was shouting. “Now!”

As Dr. Rachel Crow, using nothing but her holofields, activated the remote detonation of the hidden Bombardier and the Dragonfire missile it contained.

The Bombardier had been hidden in the asteroid belt behind the front line of the assembled fleet of humanity. As the fleet fled, scattering in every direction, there was one brief, muted flash of white from between the black rocks of the belt.

And then there was a surge of light and burning plasma lifting upwards. The explosion pulverized the nearest of the asteroids that it had been hidden under but threw the topmost layer in an upward wave—straight under the Thaal starcraft as they spun past.

The burning white ball of light blossomed and grew, becoming greater and wider until it entirely overtook the Thaal starcraft, turning everything behind the fleet of humanity into a dazzling newborn star.

Warning!

Alert!

Holly’s hands shook as her vessel registered such a terrible radionic event behind, and, in an instant, all communications were cut across the human fleet. Behind them, the white star held in place, burning bright for a long moment before it slowly started to subside, shrinking and decreasing since the explosion had nothing to feed off of in the vacuum of space. The weapon that was intended to destroy humanity’s largest space station and one Thaal starcraft—instead had destroyed two.

This section of the asteroid belt was irrevocably changed. Rocks were thrown outwards and a widened, swirling circle created that would take years of reforming and patient work to make safe.

But it had worked, Holly saw. She finally slowed the Jay to turn in a sweep and see the blackened, ruined remains of the twin Thaal starcraft.

“You did it!” Bastian was the first to congratulate her. “You were right!”

“No,” Holly said, her eyes taking in the assembled ships of humanity and the stars beyond. “We did it. Humanity. All of us did it. Together.”


EPILOGUE
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The Great Thaal War was finally over, but that did not mean that the future wasn’t full of change and challenge for Captain Holly Cropper, Sergeant Bastian Li, Sergeant Marshal Smith, and the people of the Earth solar system.

Admiral Silas and the remnants of the Earth Alliance Marines were forced to admit that they could no longer police the asteroid belt nor stop the Breaker Group from seceding, if they so wished.

And they did. Oh, they did.

The Breaker Group had entirely had enough of inner planet dominance, and, in many ways, they were right about the fact that the rules of civilization had been rewritten with the coming of the Thaal. The inner planets of Mercury, Venus, Earth, and Mars were no longer the epicenter of everything but merely the center of an expanding wave.

Commander Max Holler, although hated by some, was also revered by many for his actions during the Battle of Hephaestus. He did indeed lead the founding of the Free Breaker Republic—although his tenure was short lived when a council of all unions and trades forced him from office not five solar years later.

The Free Breaker Republic became prosperous and continued to excel at building and designing space habitats and ships. The inner worlds became places known for a slightly more peaceful, stable existence. As such, the natural adventurism of humanity spread outwards, while others who had long been denied sought to return to the inner worlds.

And of the Thaal? Their civilization had been decimated by the loss of their Dyson sphere and their starcraft. They had been thrown back a thousand years in terms of technology and reach.

But they were out there still—of that, Captain Holly Cropper, First Admiral of the Free Breaker Republic Fleet, was certain.

And she was committed to making humanity ready, should they ever return.
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Thank You For Reading

Thanks for reading Alien Empress, the final book in the Star Breaker series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

That’s all for Holly and her team, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t many more stories full of epic space adventures. There are dozens more just waiting for you.

Check out all of our books on Amazon:

amazon.com/stores/James-David-Victor/author/B073XH6BF6

Before you check out more books, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!


Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

and get a FREE short story
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Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

Sign up today!
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