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      The Great War of the Worlds stories are set in a universe where H.G. Wells’s War of the Worlds happened.

      In 1894, aliens crashed to Earth in spacecraft that operated like meteorites. They attacked us with fearsome weapons like Black Smoke, a chemical weapon and heat rays that can melt steel in a few seconds. Then, they built processing centers and used humans for food.

      But the attack ended quickly because the Martians, if that was where they really came from, weren’t prepared to deal with Earth’s microbes and died from disease.

      What happened after the attack? What did humanity do with the technology the Martians left behind?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “When, when?” I sighed.

        The one I longed for

        Has finally come;

        With her now,

      
        I have all that I need.

        RYOKAN

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          MARCH 1915: WEGENER’S COMPOUND, NEAR REIMS, FRANCE

        

      

    

    
      The retrofitted sniper scope on the M98 restricted Hauptmann Ritter’s field of vision, but the blood spray when the round hit General Wegener in the chest was impossible to miss. Zimmerman hadn’t made that shot. He was good, but not that good.

      Ritter panned over and spotted the shooter: the tall, dark-haired sycophant with the trimmed mustache. Beckenbauer? Was that his name? He’d been an impressive sniper in training exercises.

      Ritter glanced back at Wegener then. The general was lying on the parade field like a pile of soiled linens as Zimmerman and his fat Unteroffizier reached him. Why were they even bothering? Even though the shot hadn’t been through Wegener’s heart, he didn’t have long.

      The stupid bastard had asked for it anyway. Ritter had told Wegener that trusting Zimmerman was a mistake, and that he should avoid angering the Martians with his toy Panzer. But the fool had done both. All because he’d thought he could shoot his way out of trouble. That trick had only worked once.

      Just then, Ritter noticed Zimmerman was kneeling over the general’s body. He seemed to be talking. Was Wegener still breathing?

      Ritter trained the scope on Zimmerman’s head. A gentle squeeze, and half of Wegener’s mistakes would be gone.

      But that would be suicide. Zimmerman and his men weren’t soldiers, but they were decent enough fighting men. They’d figure out where the shot came from, and Beckenbauer was still holding that rifle.

      The best revenge, Ritter had once been told, was living well. He disagreed. Now was the time for him to quietly exit the battlefield and live to fight again—and save his vengeance for later.

      The Martians needed a new ally anyway. A real soldier. A man who knew how to get things done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          AUGUST 1915: GOUSSAINVILLE, FRANCE

        

      

    

    
      The little girl danced on the edge of the well, teetering and waving her arms to catch her balance. Christian Beckenbauer lunged forward with his hands outstretched, but pulled up short when the girl’s father stepped in to catch her.

      It was easy to understand the little girl’s exuberance. Her tiny fingers clutched what was probably the first piece of bread she’d seen in a couple of weeks, since the last time Christian and the rest of the Marauders had visited with supplies from Paris. But seeing her that  close to falling into the well brought back unwelcome memories.

      The tiny village of Goussainville sat on the northeastern edge of the area surrounding Paris. It was an area the Martians had left unmolested since withdrawing a few months earlier, but not before destroying rail service and decimating crops. Food was still in short supply, and what was available had to be distributed by foot, truck, or horse-drawn cart.

      “Herr Beckenbauer?”

      Christian turned to find Louis, who was overseeing the handing out of food to the townspeople. He was younger than Christian, probably only twenty-two or twenty-three, with clothes that hung off him like an understuffed scarecrow. Louis must have been eating better before the invasion. He’d inherited the village market from his father, who’d been killed by the invaders in April as they’d torn through the area. Now, Louis was the closest thing to a mayor Goussainville had.

      “Yes, Louis?” Christian replied.

      “What should we do with these Bibles?” Louis asked, pointing to a crate perched on the end of one of the supply carts.

      Christian looked around before answering. The monseigneur, who was in charge of the village’s church, was nowhere in sight.

      “Set them aside for when it gets cold in a couple of months,” Christian answered. “They’ll make great fuel.”

      “Now, now, I’m sure Louis can find another use for the cardinal’s generous gifts,” Emil Zimmerman said as he appeared from behind the cart with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “They’re for everyone. Louis, why don’t you speak to the monseigneur and see if he has a plan for distributing them? He’s taking confession at the église.”

      Louis nodded and left.

      Once Louis was out of earshot, Emil faced Christian. “We talked about this already. You need to keep your feelings about the church to yourself. We need their help with supplies.” Emil was small, noticeably shorter than Christian’s two meters, with thinning, dark hair. But what he lacked in stature, he made up for in gravitas and intensity.

      “We’re already keeping these villages safe and delivering food to them,” Christian responded. “Why do we have to distribute the church’s trash and kiss up to the cardinal’s man, too? The monseigneur can cart his books out here and hand them out himself.”

      “The Martians killed Goussainville’s priest, so he has plenty to do already,” Emil said. “We need to work with him because that’s part of the deal, and we don’t want to make any more trouble for the Resistance. Things are tenuous enough as it is.”

      “They’re tenuous because of the cardinal’s attitude toward us and the Resistance.”

      “Yes, he’s got a problem with Madame Curie. We don’t want him to have a problem with⁠—”

      A deep hum cut Emil off. A hum that, to Christian, almost sounded like a Martian heat ray. But not quite.

      The square exploded into pandemonium, with people running, screaming, and diving for cover wherever they could find it. Emil and Christian ran to the shelter of a nearby building.

      “Martians?” Emil asked, scanning the horizon. “Where? I don’t see any Wanderers.”

      “Is it me, or did that heat ray sound . . . wrong?” Christian asked.

      Emil nodded. “No, it’s not you. Wrong pitch.”

      The tone was too high, as if it was from a smaller weapon. Were the Martians deploying less sizable Wanderers? Or using a new weapon?

      Christian craned his neck and listened. Shots rang out from the northern end of the village, followed by another hum.

      Emil had posted men at the end of the town because that was where he expected any ravageur attack to come from. Were the guards wasting rounds on a Wanderer? They knew better than that.

      During the deadly Martian Attack earlier that year, Emil had led the squad that formed the heart of the Marauders safely out of the trenches in the Somme Valley. They’d marched all the way to Reims, where they’d toppled a wannabe military dictator and defended the city from even greater Martian aggression. Then they’d earned their nickname by staging a series of hit-and-run attacks on the Martians as they made their way to Paris, where they’d heard the Resistance needed help. Emil was a natural, if sometimes reluctant, leader.

      “No Wanderer in sight,” Emil said, bringing Christian back to the present, “and the men are firing at something. Go see what’s happening over there. I’ll check the southern end of town to make sure they aren’t trying to box the village in.”

      “Send the Panzer my way once you’re sure,” Christian said. The Marauders had their Martian-powered electric Panzer, outfitted with its own heat ray, with them on this trip.

      “If it’s ravageurs, we need a prisoner. I’ll give you some time before I send Fluse. You’re our best shot. See if you can capture one of them before they run.” Emil took off to the south then.

      Christian worked his way north, taking cover between the buildings that lined the tiny village’s main road as he went. The label “ravageurs” suited the mysterious and anonymous attackers Emil had referred to. They’d appear, open fire on villages, pilfer supplies, and retreat, often within minutes. Other than an uncanny capability to get away unscathed, they demonstrated no strategy or underlying goal.

      But Emil thought they had heat rays now? That was absurd.

      Soon, the familiar scent of a wood fire filled the air, confirming Christian’s suspicion: Someone was using a heat ray. But most of the structures in Goussainville were stone. So what was burning?

      The road ended with a two-story brick building, where a few Marauders huddled for cover. Two watched the field beyond the edge of town through their rifle sights. Beyond them, flames had engulfed a barn.

      “What’s happening?” Christian asked the big farm boy Emil affectionately called Bumpkin. He was tall, blond, and from somewhere deep in Bayern, with an endearing, almost childish naivete.

      Bumpkin pointed at the open field, his eyes wide with fear. Christian squinted for a better view through the smoke and spotted the strangest vehicle he’d ever seen.

      Someone had done their best to outfit an automobile like a Panzer, but their best wasn’t very good. They’d attached metal plates—obviously salvaged from scrap—to its sides as armor, with irregular gaps on the front and sides, presumably so the driver could see and a crew could aim weapons.

      But what might have been hilariously inept under other circumstances wasn’t funny at all. The makeshift battle wagon had a heat ray bolted to its roof.

      “We were over by the barn when that thing came out of the woods,” Bumpkin said, his voice quavering. “It got Frenz.”

      Before Christian could reply, the heat ray fired on the bakery across the road. The building had been constructed from roughcast walls but had wood-framed windows that immediately burst into flame.

      Christian’s jaw dropped as a woman fled out the front door. The vehicle turned its heat ray on her. She dropped to the ground screaming, then was incinerated in seconds.

      The ray might have had a higher pitch, but it was at least as deadly as any on a Wanderer.

      “We have to stop that thing before it kills everyone in Goussainville,” said Miller, the metropolitan answer to Bumpkin. Tall, blond, and muscular, he had a fastidiously clean uniform and an imperious attitude.

      “We need Fluse,” Christian said. “But I don’t know how much that thing will do before he makes it here.”

      “Can you shoot the mirror?” Miller asked. “Just like Zimmerman did? I can’t make a shot like that, but I know you can.”

      Of course! That was how Emil had disabled the heat ray that had been accidentally triggered at the salvage yard. One well-placed shot, and this makeshift Panzer would be nothing more than a slow-moving automobile.

      Christian eased himself into a prone firing position and brought his rifle sight up to his eye. He sighted the mirror and prepared to fire. Before he squeezed the trigger, the heat ray fired again, forcing him to look away.

      A second person had exited the bakery and was engulfed in flames on the street.

      Bile rose in Christian’s throat. He sighted the crack in the armor and exhaled.

      Then he squeezed the trigger. Pulled the bolt to eject the shell. Pushed it back to chamber the next round.

      Aimed. Exhaled. Squeezed. Pulled. Pushed.

      One more for good measure. Christian hoped with every fiber of his being that the murderers in the vehicle were dead.

      So much for Emil’s prisoners. These butchers were using Martian tech on civilians and belonged in Hell.

      Finally, he targeted the mirror and shattered it with his fourth shot.

      “What did you do that for?” Miller asked.

      Christian turned to him and raised an eyebrow. “They friends of yours or something?”

      “No! But we need to interrogate them. Find out where they got that thing.”

      “Next time you make the shot,” Christian said, standing up.

      The Marauders’ Panzer rumbled up the road then, rolling over to where the three men were waiting. The huge steel vehicle spun on its tracks to face away from the enemy car, and Leutnant Fluse stepped out the back.

      If the Marauders were a proper German unit, Fluse would have been their commander. Of course, if they were still German military, they’d be back in Germany instead of delivering supplies from Paris to the surrounding French villages.

      Christian remembered how Fluse and Emil had been at each other’s throats back at the Somme and struggled for control of the group all the way to Reims. Fluse, like his close friend Miller, looked and acted like the kaiser’s ideal soldier. Emil had been, in many ways, the complete opposite. But they’d worked things out at some point during the struggle with Wegener, and now Emil was in charge.

      “I think it’s disabled,” Christian said. “But lead us over there, and we can make sure.”

      Fluse reentered the Panzer, closing the door behind him. Christian fell in behind the vehicle with Miller, and they followed it to the automobile, using the Panzer as cover in a drill they’d practiced many times before.

      “Great job, Beckenbauer,” Miller growled once they opened the vehicle’s doors. “They’re dead!”

      

      “No prisoner?” Emil said with a sigh as they met him back in the village.

      Christian shook his head and explained what had happened.

      “Why didn’t you just shoot the mirror out?” Emil said, his head tilted.

      “They were butchers!” Christian spat out.

      “Butchers who could have told us where they got those weapons,” Emil said.

      The monseigneur stood behind Emil with his arms crossed, shaking his head. He was a heavyset man in his late twenties who, even though he was a man of the cloth, was particular about his grooming. His clean-shaven cheeks gleamed in the midday sun.

      Heat rose in Christian’s face, and a bead of sweat trickled onto his nose. “They had to be stopped. Who knows what they would have done if⁠—”

      “These weapons are our only advantage,” Emil said, cutting him off. “And now someone else has them, too. We need to know more. Try to control your temper next time.” He grimaced before adding, “We need to get more men trained so we can start creating garrisons. And we need Grundig to build us more weapons.”

      “I think you would have to talk to the cardinal before you start deploying an army around here,” said the monseigneur in heavily accented German.

      “Is he interested in protecting these people?” snapped Christian. “Or trying to restore the Holy Roman Empire? The cardinal isn’t in charge of troop movements.”

      “Maybe if he was, you would know who these ravageurs were and what they wanted!” the monseigneur exclaimed.

      “That’s enough,” Emil said. “Let’s get back to Paris before sunset.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          THE MARAUDERS’ HEADQUARTERS, PARIS, FRANCE

        

      

    

    
      Christian steered the cart into the courtyard of the abandoned factory that served as the Marauders’ headquarters. He guided the horses toward one corner and hopped off while a pair of local teens—brother and sister, if memory served—unhooked the horses and led them to water. The factory was less than a decade old and in wonderful condition, with solid brick walls and refined woodwork.

      The complex made a nearly perfect headquarters for the group, with ample room for a training area, supply depot, and barracks. Like most of the factories on either side of the Seine, it was wired to the public power grid and outfitted with lights, heat, and an impressive array of electric equipment.

      Paris had been devastated during the first Martian Attack fifteen years earlier, with more than twenty of the aliens’ pods raining down inside the city limits. The Martians had set up their harvesting machinery right on the banks of the Seine. Most of the people who hadn’t fled were killed, and many of the buildings not already destroyed by the falling spacecraft were damaged or destroyed.

      After the first Martian Attack ended, the city rebuilt itself into an industrial powerhouse, with municipal electricity, government-subsidized housing for workers, and a completely revamped rail hub for distribution.

      “Germany and the Americans used the alien technology to fight a war in Mexico, while France used it to help feed their people,” Emil had quipped when they’d found the empty furniture factory.

      The second Martian Attack earlier that year had hit the city harder than the first. Most people, including the government, had fled, while the workers left behind were turning to gangs for food and protection.

      Still, this factory in Paris was the ideal location for the Marauders, especially for their research and development center run by Hauptmann Grundig, the man responsible for the weapon that had defeated the Martians at Reims. He’d also designed the heavily modified Panzer that Leutnant Fluse piloted, as well as an assortment of useful tools created from scavenged Martian technology. Grundig had been one of Wegener’s most valuable officers, but his allegiance had proven flexible after they had toppled the erstwhile military ruler.

      The Panzer, one of only a handful of A9Vs built for the kaiser’s army, was already parked in the courtyard. Fluse had pulled ahead of Christian and the small convoy once they’d entered the city, most likely so he could get a head start on periodic maintenance.

      The armored vehicle boasted dual electric motors and a turret-mounted heat ray, both fed by a Martian power supply. But despite having no massive diesel engine, the Panzer needed constant upkeep. Fluse was already replacing part of a track, while a young recruit from the Resistance swept the interior. The Marauders might have been a ragtag resistance group, but Leutnant Fluse still thought like a German officer.

      The armored car, drawn by horses, pulled in behind Christian’s cart. Even though the vehicle had been low on gasoline, Emil had deemed getting it away from Goussainville more important than recovering all their carts. So they’d hitched up a pair of horses and left one of their carts behind.

      Christian had seen people incinerated by Martian heat rays before. It had happened when the aliens had attacked on the Somme, and again during the Battle of Reims. He’d also seen the German Army deploy its version of Black Smoke against Belgian troops.

      But what he’d seen today in Goussainville was different. The heat rays had fired at bystanders. Innocent townspeople who were trying to escape. The ravageurs had to pay.

      Every single one of them.

      Christian opened the door to the main meeting hall and collided with Emil, who had ridden in the Panzer. The Marauders’ leader might have been at least a head shorter than Christian, but he moved like a tractor. Christian stumbled back, extending his arms to regain his balance.

      “Sorry! I need to run to the station. Berlin is online!” Emil said between gasps as he pushed past and jogged to the stables, presumably to grab a horse.

      Christian knew the “station” was the Paris node in the Planetary Warning System, a global radio network built after the first Martian Attack. It had just come back online when the Marauders had arrived, but only with communications to the Anglische and Amerikaner nodes.

      Since then, they’d learned that the second Martian Attack hadn’t expanded to either England or the United States. At least not yet. But the Americans had suffered from internal strife that they weren’t willing to talk about, while the Anglische were hunkered down, bracing for the aliens to reach their shores. Emil had shared the plans for Grundig’s radioflash weapon with both countries, and they’d agreed to keep the lines of communication open.

      And now there was a message from Berlin? The hairs on the back of Christian’s neck stood up. There had been no word from home since the Martians had arrived on the Somme. The Marauders had headed west after the Battle of Reims instead of back to Germany because they’d received word of the aliens moving on Paris.

      Christian didn’t have any family left in Germany. The Martians had incinerated their farm in Leimersheim during the first Attack, and he’d only survived because his grandfather had literally thrown him into a well. He’d treaded water for more than a day before he was finally found. Now he thought of the girl dancing on the edge of the well in Goussainville and shivered. Had the ravageurs killed her neighbor? Her mother? Or sister?

      The monseigneur stepped into the hall, the aroma of the musky aftershave that followed him everywhere pulling Christian out of his reverie. “Where is Zimmerman?” the monseigneur asked.

      “Hauptmann Zimmerman went to the station to pick up a message,” Christian growled. “Is there something I can help you with?”

      The first Martian Attack had created many German orphans like Christian. Most of them had been quietly shuffled off to orphanages run by the church, where, if they were lucky, the worst thing that happened to them was being used as cheap labor in a laundry.

      Christian didn’t like reminders of those days. And so he didn’t like the monseigneur.

      “I need to talk to him about the ravageurs, and his plans to garrison troops in the villages,” the monseigneur said, bringing his eyes level with Christian’s and putting his hands on his hips.

      “We don’t need to coordinate with the church,” Christian said. Protecting people like the girl by the well was up to the Marauders, especially with the specter of ravageurs with Martian technology on the horizon. It wasn’t up to the bloated fool in Notre-Dame or his fawning messenger.

      “I don’t think that’s your decision,” the monseigneur sneered.

      “Then why are you wasting my time?” Christian turned to head toward the showers and his bunk. But not before he heard the monseigneur exhale loudly and stomp out of the hall.

      

      Once Christian washed away the road dust and lingering perfume of gunpowder, he realized he was hungry. The Marauders’ mess hall was the cafeteria, which had once been used to feed the factory’s workers and still been equipped with long tables, benches, and a rudimentary kitchen when Christian and the others had found it. Hardly a day went by when he didn’t marvel at their luck in finding the place.

      Paris had been hit hard during the first Martian Attack, with more than twenty of the aliens’ “meteors” falling within the city limits. So it was no surprise that Paris had cleared out quickly when word of the aliens’ return spread. This factory, conveniently placed near the city center on the northern bank of the Seine, was about a decade old. It had likely been built as part of Paris’s recovery after the first Attack.

      Dinner was in full swing when Christian arrived at the mess hall. Roast rabbit, the first fresh squash of the season, and freshly baked raspberry tart. The Marauders ate well, better than most of the city’s remaining residents, but they coordinated with the Resistance on a soup kitchen and pantry, too.

      Hauptmann Grundig was seated alone at a table in one corner of the hall. Christian joined him, hoping to get an update on the armored car and see if he knew anything about the message from Berlin.

      “Your trip north was rather eventful, Christian,” Grundig said as Christian sat in the chair next to him. “You got another chance to show off your skill with that rifle.” He smiled, his Smoke-stained teeth reminding Christian why the man usually ate alone.

      “I’d rather be hunting boar than men,” Christian said.

      Grundig gave him another unsettling grin. “That didn’t stop you from placing a few bullets inside the car.”

      “They deserved it. They used that heat ray on people who were only trying to run away. I wish I had my own heat ray so I could burn every one of them.”

      Grundig raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” Christian said. “It’s war, isn’t it? An eye for an eye.”

      “A man named Christian, who hates the church, is quoting scripture,” Grundig said, chuckling. It was a vaguely disturbing wheezing sound.

      “Even a stopped clock is right twice a day.”

      “And what happens next?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What happens when you run out of eyes?”

      Christian sat in silence for a moment.

      “Revenge makes for a cloudy future, Christian,” Grundig went on. “We could have interrogated those men and found out where they got their rather interesting weapon. Taking revenge is an extremely bad trait.” He held his hand up, as if addressing a larger audience.

      “Another Bible quote?”

      “Maimonides. An ancient scholar.”

      “I already got a lecture from Emil on not taking a prisoner.”

      “He’s not wrong, is he?” Grundig asked. “The men are dead, and we know nothing about them or their weapons.”

      Christian crossed his arms and stared at his dinner plate.

      “Anyway,” Grundig continued, “I’m sure you saw how amateurish their armor was. It’s a surprise it didn’t fall off that Renault the first time they drove over a tree root. But that heat ray . . . Unglaublich! Whoever installed it has mastered concepts that took us months to figure out. Madame Curie has helped us make progress by leaps and bounds in the past few weeks. But whoever outfitted that car knows at least as much, if not more.”

      That sounded ominous to Christian. It meant the ravageurs must have had more weapons to use on villagers. His mouth went dry at the thought of it, and he took a sip of coffee.

      “Drinking coffee?” Grundig asked. “At this hour? That’s not healthy. You should know better, Christian.”

      “Why? It’s so weak it couldn’t keep an infant awake. This swill’s got more chicory than caffeine in it.” Christian took another sip then. At least the coffee was warm.

      “That stuff is bad for you. You should be more careful with what you put in your body.”

      Christian eyed Grundig’s teeth and elected to change the subject. “Have you heard anything about this message from Berlin?” he asked.

      “Not yet. Maybe they’re recalling German soldiers.”

      Christian frowned.

      “You don’t want to go back, either?” Grundig asked.

      Christian reeled back in his seat. What did Grundig mean by that?

      “Oh, come now, Christian. You like it here as much as I do. You seem happier and more relaxed every day, although I’m not quite sure why. Me? I have everything I need here. A good lab with plenty of toys. A worthy intellectual partner in Madame Curie. It’s even better than it was in Reims. What about you?”

      The room fell away as Christian considered the question. Grundig was right. He was happy here. But why? Was decent food and a warm place to sleep all it took? Was it just that this was better than the trenches? Or was something else going on?

      “Do I smell wood burning?” Emil said as he sat down at the other side of the table. “Or are you thinking?”

      “You’re back! You spoke to Berlin?” Grundig asked.

      “Yes, I did. They got their Planetary Warning radios back on the air. All of Germany was down due to some kind of sabotage.”

      “Sabotage?” Christian repeated.

      “Yes. Something with the systems in Eastern Europe and Russia knocked most of the network off the air. We didn’t spend a lot of time talking about that.” Emil paused to take a bite of rabbit. “What’s really important is that they’re recalling the troops.”

      “They want us home?” Christian asked.

      “Ja. Frankfurt, Hamburg, and München were all hit pretty hard, along with the few troops the kaiser didn’t already have deployed elsewhere. Based on what I heard, the Martians started in the east and have been working their way west. It sounds like Berlin is in the same position as Paris: just waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      “But we’re needed here!”

      “We’re needed there, too.”

      “But if the Martians are working their way west, they’re coming here, too,” Christian sputtered.

      “We’re part of the army,” Emil responded. “Do we leave Berlin to the Martians and wait here?”

      “What? You spent weeks denying you wanted anything to do with the army. You fought Fluse tooth and nail on that.” By that point, Christian had raised his voice loud enough that people were looking up from their meals.

      “Settle down,” Emil said. “That was when the kaiser was trying to conquer Europe. Now I’m talking about protecting our home.”

      That made sense. Christian didn’t want to hear it, but it made sense.

      “They have supplies,” Emil went on. “And for what might be the first time in history, our government is talking about a unified European defense force. Of course, the kaiser had to be presumed dead for that to happen, but I’ll take it.”

      “Will they send us supplies to help defend Paris?” Christian asked.

      “I’d hope so, but I think they may be more worried about home.”

      “But we came here to start a job. I want to finish it. And it’s the German Army’s fault that Paris is unprotected. Their soldiers were caught out in the trenches, fighting us when the Martians arrived.” Christian crossed his arms then. This was what had happened in Reims. Things had gotten tough, and Emil had wanted to take off for home.

      “That’s an interesting take,” Emil responded. “But we have a battalion of men here that belongs to Germany. Germany wants them back now, and the men might want to go home when they learn what’s happening. Shouldn’t they have a choice?” He shrugged.

      “We belong to Germany?” Christian said.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do, but I don’t agree. And if they’re really talking about a unified European force, then why can’t we stay where we’re needed? There are ravageurs out there, using heat rays on civilians. We need to find them and destroy them.” Christian glanced at Grundig then. Why wasn’t he speaking up? He’d just said he was happy here.

      Emil held up his hands. “Look, I didn’t say we were going yet. I agree that we should at least find these ravageurs and clear them out, okay? But that means you have to stop being so quick to take your temper out on them. We need information, not dead bodies.”

      Christian grunted and went back to his dinner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          A TINY VILLAGE SOUTH OF PARIS, FRANCE

        

      

    

    
      Christian lifted the last bag of flour off the cart and hefted it onto his left shoulder. The sun caught his eyes as he crossed the street to the bakery, so he had to squint to check his watch. Only 14:30! This was the last stop on the supply run, and they’d make it home before dinner. That meant Christian would have time to check with Grundig and see if he’d uncovered any more clues about where the mysterious ravageur armored car they’d recovered a few days ago.

      “Where does this go?” he asked as he entered the bakery, shaking one end of the flour sack.

      “This way,” Fluse said from a door behind the glass counter. He continued chatting with the baker in French as Christian set the bag down next to two others.

      “Thank you,” the baker said. He was an older man with a generous paunch and a warm smile. He gestured to a wheel of cheese and a loaf of bread on a nearby table.

      Christian made himself at home with a generous hunk of bread and a wedge of cheese. The bread was chewy and had a nutty flavor, better even than the rations the Marauders had in Paris. This bakery had become a regular stop on the southern supply runs for more than just strategic reasons.

      “He also has a few extra loaves of bread and some preserves for the food bank in the city,” Fluse said.

      Christian nodded and smiled. The Marauders were making an impact by ferrying supplies between the villages and the city, even though they still had to stop the ravageurs and the Martians.

      Before Christian could get too comfortable, the sound of shouting echoed from the road outside. He shoved the last piece of bread in his mouth and ran to the door.

      A man was standing in the middle of the village, holding a small child in his arms and shouting in rapid-fire French. Christian understood two words: Martian and Marcheur, the French name for Martian Wanderers.

      Fluse ran to the man, who was clearly exhausted, and took the child as he spoke to him. Once he finished his conversation and passed the child to a woman, he turned to Christian. “He was visiting family a few kilometers away, and some kind of battle broke out in the woods and spooked his horse,” Fluse explained. “Sounds like it was between a Wanderer and some ravageurs?”

      “Then let’s go,” Christian said. “We can take the Panzer.”

      “We’re not out here to engage the enemy. Especially not Martians.”

      Christian had to admit Fluse was right. Their mission was to deliver supplies, not go in search of battles with Martians or ravageurs. If Emil was here, he’d have them clear out as quickly as possible. But if they caught their enemies in battle with each other, they could teach them a lesson—and get the prisoner that Emil wanted so badly.

      “But Emil wants a prisoner
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