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  Prologue


"Hauler Montana. Shut down your engines immediately. This is your final warning," crackled the voice of an irate EF sentry pilot over the comm. 
"No chance, mate. We're leaving, and there’s nothing you bastards can do to stop us," snapped the captain of the hauler-turned-people-carrier.
A flash streaked past the viewport as the EF sentry fired a warning shot of laser fire.
The transport's captain, Callum Drayton, gritted his teeth, gripping the control console as the ship surged forward. He glanced at the countdown display: forty-five seconds until the Quantum Slip Space Drive engaged.
"Hold on, everyone," he called back to the crowded cargo bay, where a ragtag group of refugees and those seeking a new life beyond the sol system clung to whatever they could find. The ship wasn’t built for passengers, let alone a high-speed chase, but they had no choice. The EF sentry vessel was gaining on them, and Callum could practically feel its pilot's eyes boring into his back.
“You’re mad to think you can outrun us in that heap,” the sentry pilot taunted over the comm, his voice dripping with disdain. “Give up now, trafficker, and maybe you’ll only get a few decades behind bars.”
Callum smirked, glancing at the countdown again. Thirty seconds. He hit the throttle, the ship shuddering as it was pushed to the brink. Another laser shot grazed past, illuminating the cockpit with a fierce red glow.
“Tenacity is what keeps me breathing, mate,” Callum muttered to himself, flicking a switch to reroute what little power they had left to the engines.
Twenty seconds.
Three EF Talon fighters had joined the chase now, their sleek forms closing in on either side of the transport and coming into view was the ominous shape of an EF frigate determined to bar the hauler’s path. Callum dodged hard left, narrowly missing a shot that would have ripped through their hull. He stole a glance at the countdown: fifteen seconds.
“Come on, come on...” he urged, his hands gripping the controls tightly as he prepared for the jump. The fighters were almost upon them now, their weapons primed and ready to tear the ship apart.
Five seconds.
He activated the slip space drive, feeling the power surge as the engines roared to life. The transport began to shake violently, warning lights flashing across the console.
Two seconds.
A burst of energy surrounded the ship as the drive engaged, and with a blinding flash, the transport vanished, leaving the EF fighters with nothing but empty space. Another ship had departed the sol system for the void beyond. 






  
  Chapter one
A new dawn


Captain Elena Valdez walked along the mist-laden banks of the River Thames, her breath forming clouds in the crisp winter air. Across the murky waters stood the skeletal remains of the world’s oldest parliament, a hollow monument to the betrayals of politicians who, in the upheaval of the mid-21st century, had lost both power and the trust of the people. Now, jagged remnants of stone and steel jutted against the sky, a haunting reflection of the spreading chaos that now gripped not only Earth but the entire solar system. She pulled her jacket tighter about her shoulders to ward off the cold. She was dressed in her dress uniform of smart blue tunic, skirt and heels. For the meeting ahead she had to look her best, most professional. 
A few old ferries and cargo haulers crept along the river, their engines rumbling as they navigated waters choked with debris from recent protests. Occasionally, a private boat skimmed the surface, its passengers casting indifferent glances toward the ruins, absorbed in their own troubles. Above the riverbanks, scores of drones of various sizes flew, either making deliveries or running errands for corporations. 
Valdez paused as a police patrol boat passed by, its lights flashing in the dim afternoon light. The officers on board wore tense expressions, scanning the shore for signs of unrest. She looked westward, where tendrils of smoke coiled upward from New London’s super-skyscrapers, partially obscuring the skyline. Sleek sky cars, arranged in neat lines, zipped between the towering structures of glass and steel, their movements controlled with mechanical precision by AI performed a high-tech dance above the turmoil below.
She checked her comm pad, sighing as a fresh report illuminated the screen: another riot had erupted, and the authorities were losing their grip. This time, angry citizens had descended on the EF administration headquarters, hurling makeshift projectiles at beleaguered police forces. 
She cast a final look at the scarred remnants of parliament, a memorial of a broken trust, and then pressed on, crossing the river over Westminster Bridge. She wondered what the revolutionaries who had toppled their government all those years ago would make of their city now. Today, it housed the administration and fleet headquarters of the Earth Federation (EF), the vast governing body responsible for managing Earth’s interests across the solar system. On the far side of the bridge, she took in the view: beyond the ruins stood the new parliament building, with Union Jacks flying defiantly. Absent was the EF flag; this was a distinctly British institution, born of hard-fought independence and reluctant reconciliation with the global regime. Now, that hard-won unity was teetering. Political and civil unrest from governments across the planet were threatening to topple the EF itself.
General Ajax’s revelations about the Pioneer Protocol had enraged citizens across the solar system. Mars, ever at odds and distrustful of Earth, was distancing itself once more, reigniting tensions, while the other star nations observed Earth’s turmoil with growing unease. Rebellions were already flaring throughout civilised space.
Valdez continued her march across the bridge, her footsteps echoing softly. She could feel the tension in New London, like a static charge humming beneath the surface. Once she reached the other side of the Thames, she slipped into the labyrinth of the city's streets, where the old world clashed violently with the new. Towering spires of glass and steel scraped the clouds, but beneath their gleaming surfaces, weathered yet defiantly still standing Victorian buildings hundreds of years old and crumbling facades bore witness to the city’s long history. Holographic advertisements flickered above, touting everything from luxury space vacations to AI-assisted therapies, casting neon hues on the grimy, neglected corners below.
Valdez passed by a narrow alley where a group of young activists huddled, their faces lit by the blue glow of their holo-screens as they shared news of the latest uprisings. A few of them glanced at her dress uniform, their eyes hardening with distrust, but she moved on, unwilling to engage. The Earth Federation’s influence had always been seen with suspicion, and many here saw the Pioneer Protocol revelation as just the latest in a long line of betrayals. To the disillusioned citizens in New London, the EF wasn’t their protector, it was an overseer from afar, an entity that spoke of unity but did little to improve their lot.
As she turned onto the main avenue leading to EF Fleet headquarters, she saw the true scale of the unrest. Barricades had been erected along the road, barriers of overturned vehicles, broken signage, and debris collected in haste. Riot police in full tactical gear stood tense and ready, watching as crowds gathered just beyond their lines. With them were security Mechanicals, their armored glowing eyes scanning the crowd for any troublemakers. Angry chants filled the air, punctuated by the sharp crackle of stun grenades going off in another part of the city. In the skies above, enforcement drones buzzed like flies, projecting warnings and flashing red lights on the crowds below.
She moved through the scene quickly, trying to tune out the hostile stares and muttered curses. "EF stooge," she heard someone hiss as she passed, but she kept her gaze forward, focused on her destination. Fleet headquarters loomed ahead, a sleek structure rising against the sky, designed both to inspire and intimidate. Its mirrored walls reflected the chaos outside, a distortion of the very society it was meant to govern.
Just outside the gates of the compound, a fresh clash erupted as protesters surged forward, throwing rocks and bottles. Officers retaliated with water cannons and shields, attempting to push the crowd back. She skirted around the edge of the protest and slipped down a side street. No doubt the air would soon be filled with tear gas. The detour added several minutes to the journey but at least it was safe. A cordon manned by several EF marines blocked the end of the street and she flashed her ID card. The marines waved her through and through the gates into the compound. Armoured vehicles filled the parking lot that would normally have only contained the vehicles of the headquarters' thousands of employees. Crossing it she reached the main entrance.
Inside, the vast lobby felt like a separate world, with calming piano music filtering softly through the air. The polished floors and minimalist decor exuded a sense of calm that bordered on eerie, given the chaos outside. As she walked through the grand atrium, staff members glanced at her with subtle nods of recognition. Word of a potential war with Mars was already unsettling the ranks, and General Ajax’s return had only heightened the collective anxiety. 
Valdez took the lift up to the command floor, the glass panels offering a view of the skyline. From this height, New London stretched out in all directions, its hundreds of skyscrapers touching the low lying clouds. As the lift doors slid open, she braced herself. Today, she was here to fight for the very existence of Star Core. 
She walked down a long corridor lined by various offices, her heels click clacking on the marble floor. At the end was the conference room with two armed guards standing to attention at either side. She approached flashing them a salute and her I.D badge. 
They waved her through without a word, and Valdez stepped into a large, oval-shaped auditorium. The room felt cavernous, its silence amplified by the absence of people. Rows of tiered seating stretched upwards from the polished floor, enough to accommodate hundreds of EF dignitaries and personnel. The high ceiling loomed overhead, dimly lit by recessed lighting that left much of the space in shadow. Despite its capacity, the place was empty except for a lone figure seated in the front row, his head of cropped graying hair bent low as he focused intently on the datapad in his hands.
“Admiral Clarke,” she greeted, her voice echoing faintly in the empty hall.
Clarke glanced up, the weariness etched into his features unmistakable. Slowly, he rose, returning her sharp salute with a nod of respect before sinking back into his seat.
“Valdez,” he said. “Glad you could make it.”
“I didn’t exactly have anything better to do,” she replied dryly. “Although I was pleasantly surprised to find my dress uniform still fit after six months of no action.”
Clarke let out a faint chuckle and gestured to the seat beside him. “Sit. I fought our corner,” Clarke began, rubbing a hand over his greying stubble. “But the Council didn’t want to hear it. For the first official operation to end the way it did…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “I couldn’t exactly blame them.”
Valdez nodded absently, her gaze drawn to the podium standing starkly in the centre of the auditorium.
“Who’s attending this meeting?” she asked, glancing around at the empty seats.
“Admiral Hussein,” Clarke replied. “She’s taken over all Star Core operations. With the Council on the verge of disbanding, we’re now a fully Earth-based asset.”
Valdez blinked, leaning forward. “Sir?” she exclaimed. 
“The whole point of Star Core was to be a multinational outfit!”
“Our mandate hasn’t changed,” Clarke replied calmly. 
“Protect humanity. All of it, no matter which side they’re on. Trust me, this will make sense.”
She raised an eyebrow in scepticism but said nothing, settling deeper into her chair. 
“It’s getting worse out there,” Valdez said, gesturing to the datapad Clarke held. On the screen were several reports from across the system. None were good.
“Ajax added napalm to the fire. The colonies have fought for decades for more representation in system affairs and with the EF completely clamping down on extra system travel without any semblance of a debate, well, more trouble is coming. The genie is out of the bottle. Just this morning a cargo vessel escaped pursuit and jumped out of the system to god knows where.” 
Valdez leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. She regarded Clarke for a few moments and arched an eyebrow.
“Careful Admiral, was that some mooner resentment I heard then?”
Clarke chuckled.
“I may be in command of Star Core and I am loyal to its cause but come on, the EF politicians aren’t exactly doing themselves any favours. In their desperation to keep a firm grip on the colonies, they’re just forcing them to pull even further away.” 
He shook his head. 
“I get it. Earth is the homeworld. But billions of us weren’t born here. Most have never even seen the place. Humanity has changed. There are new cultures out there, Valdez. Ganymede has its own language variant now. Europa celebrates its own founding day. Titan’s got a whole generation that’s never left the surface. And what does the EF do? Push Earth-standard holidays, Earth-standard education, Earth-standard protocols. Even Earth standard time.”
He waved at the datapad.
“Doesn’t make sense for people scraping by on a frozen moon, growing algae in recycled water and calling it dinner. It just creates resentment.”
Valdez nodded slowly.
“I get it. But those noble causes have been hijacked time and time again by extremists and those who just want to see the EF burn, for whatever reason. Take the Martians, for example. They complained about being exploited for a century with Earth mining and taking their resources, overregulating their terraforming, controlling their exports. Fought wars because of it. And now? Earth granted them full trade autonomy, loosened the governance charter, even allowed the creation of a Martian Assembly to legislate locally. They’re independent, but every grievance is blamed on Earth, and they still demand more. Now it’s about identity. Culture. Wanting to build a navy to rival the EF’s, even after the war, putting the treaty of Phobos at risk time and again. Then there’s wanting to colonise the asteroid belt without Federation involvement. It’s never enough. And the radicals like the Red Brotherhood use it as an excuse to blow up comms towers, assassinate leaders and hijack freighters.”
Clarke sighed. “I don’t blame them for wanting more. I blame Earth for ignoring them for too long, and then reacting like a panicked animal when the leash snapped. We’re holding a solar empire together with duct tape and good intentions and neither of those tend to hold in vacuum.”
A long silence fell between them.
Finally, Valdez looked back to the podium. “Admiral Hussein’s got her work cut out.”
Clarke nodded grimly. “So do we.”
Minutes ticked by in uneasy silence until the auditorium’s double doors swung open. In strode Admiral Hussein, her tall, imposing frame framed by the dim light from the corridor. Her dark skin bore signs of exhaustion, and the rings under her brown eyes hinted at nights spent without rest.
“Admiral,” Valdez greeted as Hussein approached, but to her surprise, Hussein didn’t ascend to the podium. Instead, she sat heavily on the stage itself, folding her long legs beneath her as though the effort of standing was too much.
“Have you told her anything, Clarke?” Hussein asked without preamble.
“I was waiting for you,” Clarke replied.
Hussein sighed, rubbing her temples before producing a datapad from her tunic. With a few taps, a soft ping alerted Valdez to an incoming file on her own device.
“What I say in this room stays in this room,” Hussein said quietly, her tone carrying a conspiratorial weight. “I’ve sent you a recording, Captain. Watch it. We’ll wait.”
Curious and apprehensive, Valdez retrieved her datapad from her handbag and opened the file. The video began, grainy but recognisable. As the footage played, her eyes widened in shock. When the video abruptly ended in static, she lowered the device, her heart pounding.
“What the hell was that?” she demanded.
“You took it better than I did, Captain,” Hussein said with a humourless chuckle. “That was the final transmission from the SS Pioneer. IRIS believes it encountered a hostile extraterrestrial presence. For three centuries, humanity has been unknowingly protected from them, thanks to the Pioneer Protocol. When I say unknowingly only those with Maximum Secrecy Protocol Omega Nine clearance know the truth. And now, so do you.”
Valdez swallowed hard. “The protocol that no longer exists,” she murmured. “Wait, what is IRIS? I’ve not heard of that before.”
Hussein smiled humorlessly.
“Interstellar Reconnaissance and Intelligence Service. IRIS is a deep cover intelligence agency that only those at the very top know about. Even uttering their name could get you into serious trouble captain so I suggest you keep it to yourself.  Thanks to the actions of General Ajax, IRIS believes that humanity is now in unimaginable danger and command is inclined to agree. I know your last mission failed, but you and your crew remain the best we have. That’s why I am unofficially reactivating your unit.”
Valdez’s pulse quickened.
“Unlike before, you won’t have the Camelot or a squad of marines. This operation will be off the books, running on shadow budgets. You’ll have only the bare essentials to get the job done.”
“And what’s the objective, ma’am?” Valdez asked, her voice steady despite the excitement brewing inside her.
Hussein met her gaze with steely resolve. “The same one you failed last time. Your primary objective is to eliminate General Ajax. Secondary objectives: rescue Doctor Anne Colter and, if possible, gather intelligence on what Ajax plans and if possible on these ‘hostiles’. Disrupting Red Brotherhood operations along the way will also be expected.”
Valdez frowned. “With respect, Admiral, we don’t even know where Ajax is. He could be anywhere in the galaxy.”
Hussein glanced at Clarke, who nodded grimly.
“There’s one man who might have a lead on him,” Clarke said.
Valdez closed her eyes and exhaled sharply. “Carter Matthews,” she said flatly.
Clarke shrugged. “His one-man crusade against the Red Brotherhood the last few months makes him our best lead. He’s onto something that our intel missed.”
“He’s probably dead,” Valdez countered.
“Not according to the latest reports from Mars,” Clarke said. “Find him. Bring him in.”
Valdez looked down at her data pad, now displaying an image of Matthews. His face was hardened by time, his name branded across countless wanted lists from the EF to the outer systems.
She just hoped he’d come quietly.






  
  Chapter two
Getting answers


The man's head snapped back as Carter Matthews' fist crashed into his jaw with bone-jarring force. Blood, spittle, and a few teeth sprayed into the air as the unfortunate soul crumpled to the floor in a limp heap. All around them, the Martian bar had erupted into chaos—fists flying, bodies colliding, and furniture shattering under the weight of brawling miners and drifters. 
A deafening crash rang out from the stage as one of the brawlers, a burly miner hurled his opponent straight into some speakers. The shitty psy-music cut out with an electronic whine, leaving only the raw sounds of shouts, screams, and breaking glass to fill the smoky air.
Matthews barely had time to duck as another attacker charged him a bruiser clad in the dust-streaked uniform of a MarCo miner. The man growled, swinging a meaty fist, but Matthews was faster. He caught the miner’s arm, drove his elbow down, and shattered the limb with a sickening crack. The man let out an agonized scream, staggering back as Matthews delivered a brutal left hook between his eyes, sending him crashing to the grimy floor.
"Target is on the move, sir," ELON’s voice crackled in his earpiece.
Matthews turned sharply, eyes narrowing. The little shit was slipping away—an agent of the Red Brotherhood, the one he’d been hunting the past three months was darting toward the exit amidst the melee. Between them, a mass of scrapping bodies blocked his path.
His gaze flicked to the window overlooking the street beyond. 
With a grunt, he wrenched a steel barstool from the floor, and muscled his way toward the glass. Once close enough, he hurled the stool with all his strength. The window shattered in a cascade of jagged shards, and Matthews leapt through, wind whistling in his ears as he fell two floors. He landed on the street with a thump coming up from a combat roll just in time to see the Brotherhood agent running toward a hover bike stand.
"Shit," Matthews swore under his breath, breaking into a full sprint.
The agent threw a middle finger over his shoulder before gunning the bike’s throttle. The high-pitched whine of the engine filled the air as he rocketed away.
Matthews skidded to a stop in the street, his head snapping to the side as another biker sped past. Without hesitation, he lunged, snatching the hapless rider off their seat and taking their place in one smooth motion.
"Sorry, pal," he muttered, revving the stolen bike and tearing off in pursuit. The displaced rider lying on the road swearing.
The hover bike’s engine whined as Matthews twisted the throttle, surging forward with a roar. Wind whipped past his face as he tore through the neon-lit streets of Hellas Basin, the Red Brotherhood agent was weaving ahead, dodging sluggish cargo haulers and skimming over the narrow mag-strips that powered the city’s transit system. With his left hand he reached into his coat that was flapping wildly behind him and took out a visor that he placed over his eyes. Last thing he needed was to be blinded by Martian dust. 
Matthews gritted his teeth and leaned low over the handlebars, eyes locked onto his target. The bastard was good—taking sharp turns, ducking under overhangs, and even momentarily killing his engine to drop below a passing tram before kicking the throttle back to life.
Matthews took the riskier route. Instead of slowing, he pushed his stolen bike harder, angling between oncoming traffic and soaring over a line of street vendors who barely had time to dive out of the way before his exhaust trail scattered their wares. A bowl of steaming noodles smacked against his visor, momentarily blinding him.
"Dammit!" He ripped the visor off, blinking away the sting of hot broth, just in time to see the agent pull a brutal move. He flipped his bike sideways, sliding under a half-lowered security barrier before slamming it back upright and blasting forward.
Matthews didn't even hesitate.
Rather than follow, he veered left, punching the bike’s boosters and launching himself up onto the pedestrian walkway above. People screamed and dove for cover as he skimmed inches above the ground, dodging benches, market stalls, and a couple of drunks too wasted to move. He spotted a sharp descent ahead—a steep maintenance ramp leading back down to street level. Perfect.
The moment his bike hit the drop, Matthews pulled up hard, sending himself into a near free-fall, landing back onto the chase path just behind the agent.
"Not getting away that easy, asshole," he growled.
The spaceport loomed ahead, its landing pads glowing against the Martian night. The agent cut a hard right, banking toward a restricted access tunnel leading to the private docking bays. Matthews followed, ignoring the automated warnings blaring in his earpiece about trespassing. The tunnel was tight, barely wide enough for two bikes, and the agent knew it—he swerved hard, slamming his rear thrusters against a stack of cargo crates, sending them tumbling into Matthews’ path.
Matthews reacted on instinct. He yanked the front of his bike up, riding the hover bike’s stabilisers like a makeshift wheelie and skimming over the debris before slamming back down onto the mag-track. Sparks flew as he scraped the edge of a security checkpoint, but he was gaining.
Up ahead, the agent was running out of options. The tunnel opened into an open-air launch bay where a transport shuttle was revving up for take-off.
"Oh no you don’t," Matthews muttered.
The agent gunned his engine, aiming straight for the loading ramp, trying to make a last-second escape.
Matthews twisted his grip, forcing every ounce of speed from his bike. As the agent leapt from his hoverbike to grab the ship’s edge, Matthews launched himself from his own vehicle, crashing into him mid-air.
The two men tumbled hard onto the slowly rising loading ramp, rolling and grappling for control. Matthews landed a brutal elbow to the agent’s ribs, then caught his wrist just as he reached for a concealed pistol.
With a snarl, Matthews twisted hard. The agent let out a strangled cry as his wrist snapped, and the gun clattered onto the ramp.
The transport’s pilot, unaware of the fight, lifted off. The ship lurched as it rose from the docking zone, sending both men sliding toward the edge of the ramp.
The transport’s engines roared as it lifted off, the force of its acceleration pulling everything not tied down on the loading ramp toward the open sky. Matthews barely held his ground, boots scraping against the metal deck as he squared off with the Red Brotherhood agent.
The bastard knew he was outmatched. Instead of continuing the fight, he played dirty. With a sudden, desperate move, he grabbed a loose cargo strap and swung himself backward—just far enough to deliver a brutal kick straight to Matthews’ chest.
The impact sent Matthews flying. As he fell from the ramp he threw a tracker onto the transport. 
His fingers scraped the metal, reaching for anything to hold onto, but there was nothing. For a split second, he was weightless, the neon-lit city of New Hades sprawling below him. Then Martian gravity took hold, and he plummeted, the wind howling past his ears as he tumbled hundreds of feet toward the streets below.
"ELON!" he barked into his earpiece, twisting midair. "Now would be a great time—"
Before he could finish, his boots flared to life.
A high-pitched whine filled the air as their micro-thrusters ignited, slamming against gravity with a violent burst of force. His fall slowed—just enough to keep him alive. Matthews hit the ground hard, rolling across the dusty Martian street in a controlled crash, finally skidding to a stop against the side of a stalled cargo hauler.
Everything ached, but nothing was broken.
"Boosters engaged successfully, sir," ELON’s voice crackled in his ear, almost smug. "Though I estimate your landing technique could use some refinement."
Matthews groaned, pushing himself onto one knee. "Yeah? I estimate you can go to hell."
A sharp mechanical clack cut through the night air.
Matthews looked up.
Surrounding him in a wide formation were at least a dozen Martian security officers, their rifles aimed squarely at his head. Armoured vehicles had blocked off the street, and drones hovered above, scanning him with pulsing red lights.
"Hands where we can see them!" a voice barked.
Matthews slowly raised his hands, playing along—for now.
A security officer, tall and well built, stepped forward, scanning him with a biometric reader. A frown crossed his face.
"No ID match," the officer muttered. He looked at Matthews, narrowing his eyes. "Who the hell are you?"
Matthews smirked, shaking the dust from his jacket.
"Just a guy who fell out of the sky."
"Funny," the officer said. "You can explain it in a cell."
Two officers approached with cuffs. Matthews moved first.
He dropped one with a snap-kick to the knee, grabbing the second’s rifle and jamming the butt into her helmet with a metallic clang and sending her sprawling. He spun the weapon around, firing two stun bursts into the crowd, two more dropped but the odds were too heavily stacked against him. A stun round slammed into him. Electric agony tore through his nerves. His limbs went rigid, his vision white.
He collapsed face-first and twitching into the dirt.
Boots thundered around him. Rough hands dragged him up by the arms. The world spun and then went black.

      ***The Martian security forces were not gentle. In fact, they were the opposite.
Matthews grunted as a fist crashed into his gut, forcing the air from his lungs. Pain flared across his torso, sharp and unforgiving. He hung suspended from the ceiling of the cramped detention cell, arms stretched above his head, the restraints biting into his wrists. The weak Martian gravity made it worse—he felt weightless yet off-balance, like he was floating and sinking at the same time. His head pounded, his vision swam, and the fluids in his body fought against the unnatural pull.
One of the two security officers—both clad in all-black uniforms, their visors up to reveal cold, impassive faces—stepped closer. The taller one, the one who had hit him, sneered.
“No identity, and the only thing out of your mouth is smart-ass backchat.” His voice was sharp with accusation. “I think you’re an Earth spy. You know the sentence for espionage in a time of war?”
Matthews spat a glob of blood onto the floor between them.
“Let me guess. Summary execution?” He exhaled raggedly, forcing a smirk. “Would it be a firing squad or a good old-fashioned hanging? Oh, wait—I know. You’re going to bore me to fucking death with your tough-guy act.” He tilted his head, fixing the agent with a bloodied grin. “Also, shitheel, I’m not an Earther. I’m from Ganymede. So stick that up your ass.”
The response earned him another punch—this time, a brutal hook to the kidney. The pain was immediate and all-consuming, a deep, stabbing agony that left him groaning through gritted teeth.
“Ah, shit,” he hissed, his breath shallow. He blinked through the pain and locked eyes with his captor. “What do you mean, ‘state of war’?”
The agent smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it.
“The government will be declaring war in a matter of hours,” he said, almost casual. “The old cabinet has been removed from office, and those Martians loyal to the cause have taken control. It’s all over the net.”
Matthews’ stomach twisted—not from the punch, but from the implications. His mind worked fast, trying to piece it all together. A coup against the New Mars Collective? He hadn’t seen that coming. Sure, he knew the Red Planet had been simmering with unrest ever since Ajax had resurfaced, but this? A full-scale takeover?
“You’re going to start a war you assholes can’t win,” he said flatly. “You do realise that, right?”
The guard’s sneer returned. “You’re not an Earther. Why do you care?”
Touched a nerve there.
Matthews chuckled, though it hurt to do so. “Because I’ve seen firsthand what war is. The rebellions cost me and the Ganymede Alliance everything—our independence, our way of life. And that was with the EF being merciful. Now, you lot have rebelled how many times? Three? Four? You really think they’re going to keep tolerating it?”
For the first time, the guards hesitated, exchanging uncertain glances. Doubt flickered in their eyes.
“We have General Ajax and the Red Brotherhood,” the taller one muttered, as if repeating a mantra.
Matthews scoffed. “Yeah? And how’d that work out for Mars last time?”
The next blow slammed into his stomach, stealing what little breath he had left. He wheezed, fighting to keep conscious as his body screamed in protest.
“It doesn’t matter to you, does it, scum?” the second guard sneered. “You’re going to be put to work in the prison’s mining detachment. I’d wager you’ll never see the stars again, let alone Mars kicking the shit out of the EF.”
Matthews spat at their feet as they turned away, laughing. The heavy clang of the cell door locking echoed through the chamber. He was left alone, arms aching, body throbbing, mind racing.
“Shit.”







  
  Chapter three
Strange new world


The Spectre tore through slipspace in a blinding flash, the violent transition warping reality before snapping it back into place. A faint hum resonated through the hull, the telltale echo of spacetime settling in its wake. 
Beyond the ship’s reinforced viewport, the void stretched infinite and silent—except this was no longer known space. This was the unknown. Uncharted. No human had ever come this far. The Pioneer Protocol had ensured that.
Doctor Anne Colter remained strapped into her flight couch, her breath catching in her throat as she turned to look outside. The slow spin of the ship made the scene beyond the viewport shift and tilt, but nothing could tear her gaze from what lay below.
A planet.
Not a lifeless rock. Not a swirling gas giant. But a living world that, at first glance, could have been Earth.
For a fleeting heartbeat, hope surged through her—a desperate, irrational hope that Ajax and his followers had brought her home, that this nightmare was finally over. But then logic crashed down like a cold wave.
The features were all wrong.
A vast, shimmering ocean sprawled across much of the surface, its deep blues catching the light of an unfamiliar sun. Wisps of white cloud drifted in delicate tendrils over its expanse, so hauntingly familiar that it twisted something deep inside her. But the landmasses shattered the illusion.
No familiar coastlines. No recognisable continents. Instead, a massive landmass dominated the hemisphere, jagged and wild, surrounded by a half-dozen smaller ones, each strange, alien. Further out, two more continents sat in isolation, separated by thousands of miles of open sea.
This was not Earth.
Anne swallowed hard, her fingers digging into the armrests of her seat as the weight of that realisation settled over her.
Where the hell had they taken her?
Around her, the bridge of the Spectre buzzed with hushed voices. The Red Brotherhood crew—terrorists, fanatics, or perhaps just desperate men and women looking for something greater—stared at the world below, their fascination mirroring her own. She strained to hear their murmurs, but before she could make sense of their whispers, all attention shifted.
The bridge doors hissed open.
General Ajax strode in, his presence demanding silence without the need for a single word. His dress uniform was pristine, the silver buttons gleaming under the cold bridge lighting. His black boots, polished to perfection, struck sharp, deliberate notes against the deck with each step. His graying hair was slicked back, his mustache trimmed and oiled—a man of order, of control. The living embodiment of military discipline and arrogance.
At his side walked Commander Nua. The strict, sharp-eyed woman carried herself with the same rigid authority as her superior. With a single withering glare, she silenced the whispering crew, and all eyes turned to Ajax as he approached the bridge viewscreen.
He exhaled deeply, taking in the sight of the world below before speaking.
"My friends," Ajax began, his voice rich with conviction. "We have finally arrived."
A murmur ran through the bridge, thick with anticipation.
"Did I not promise you a new world? A new destiny for all mankind? We have exposed the lies of the Earth Federation and exposed the truth of the Pioneer Protocol—not designed to protect us, but to imprison us. But now?" He gestured grandly toward the planet below. "Now we are free. And this world shall be the first of many that we will claim and will give us the power to defeat our enemies and liberate the Sol system."
The crew erupted in cheers.
Colter shook her head, her stomach churning. They believed him. Every word. But she knew better. Ajax was the greatest liar of them all, and whatever game he was playing, there was more to it than he let on.
Ajax turned, his expression unreadable as he addressed Nua.
"Commander Nua, form a landing party and prepare the assault shuttles."
Nua saluted sharply, pivoted on her heel, and strode off the bridge.
As the crew celebrated around her, Anne Colter sat frozen in her seat, staring at the alien world below.

      ***Anne was marched through the dim corridors of the Spectre, her wrists still sore from the restraints they had only just removed. Two guards flanked her, their expressions unreadable behind their tactical visors, but their posture told her everything—Ajax might have wanted a conversation, but she was still very much a prisoner.
The door to the general’s ready room slid open with a soft hiss. One of the guards gave her a rough shove, sending her stumbling forward into a chair opposite a polished metal desk.
Ajax stood with his back to her, hands clasped behind him as he gazed out through the viewport at the alien world below. The glow of the planet’s atmosphere cast long shadows across the room, bathing it in cold blues and deep golds. His pristine uniform barely shifted as he exhaled.
"I’m sure you have many questions, Doctor," he said at last, his voice calm, measured. He gestured toward the planet with one hand. "Under different circumstances, you would no doubt be delighted at such a discovery as this."
Anne leaned back, crossing her arms. "Maybe," she admitted, unable to deny that such a discovery would be the discovery of a lifetime for any scientist. "Travelling beyond the Sol system is the dream of every member of the Space Exploration Ministry."
Ajax turned slightly, his sharp eyes catching the light as he studied her. "A dream denied to you by the lies of the EF," he countered smoothly. "You must realise by now that the Pioneer Protocol was never about protection—it was about control. The Earth Federation feared losing their grip on humanity. If men were truly free to venture to the stars, what need would they have for their corrupt government? Their hollow institutions?"
Anne snorted, shaking her head. "Cut the bullshit."
The corner of Ajax’s mouth twitched, but he






