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Author’s Note


The Echo’s Way stories relate the adventures of Echo Bourke, a remarkable young woman who finds herself embroiled against her will in the harsh reality of a war between the Federation of Humanity and a powerful alien neighbor, the Tolleani. 

Each Book is a separate adventure, rather than part of a continuing, single story. There are no to be continued’s and no cliffhangar endings. Each book can be read as a stand-alone story in the life of our heroine.

Solitude’s End is the first adventure in Echo Bourke’s journey, and tells of how she survives an alien attack as a teenager, and thus is set on the path to a future she could never have imagined.

Note#
This book is written in US English.








  
  Chapter One


Dust swirled in gentle breaths as air wafted across the tarmac and scattered the dry leaves blown in from the surrounding forest during the night. The early morning sun was fierce, normal for the planet Corros but more so than usual on this particular day. The regular morning sea breeze had failed to arrive on time, and the oppressive humidity sucked the will from anyone unwise enough or with no option but to be active at that hour. 
Outside one of the hangars, a maintenance vehicle eased in beside a line of refuse containers, and the operator jumped to the ground. One of a handful of workers out at this early time of the day, he set to the task of guiding full bins to the hydraulic lift of his truck. The sudden high-pitched whine of engines reached his ears, the sounds of a ship high above the airfield. He scanned the sky, squinting in the bright morning haze and wondering who they might be. No arrivals were scheduled for today, so whoever the approaching craft belonged to, they were unexpected.
A beam of intense, shimmering, blue light lanced down from the low cloud, reducing the truck's cab to a melted tangle of fused and burning metal. A second blast left a black, steaming ash pile where the driver once stood. A siren wailed to alert the base personnel to the attack, and within seconds, half-dressed but fully armed men rushed from the barracks, desperately searching for their invisible assailant. Each man collapsed as scintillating beams of destruction lashed down from the unseen source high in the cloud cover.



      [image: image-placeholder]Two sleek strike-fighters sat at the edge of the landing field, their pitch-black, light-absorbing fuselages mere shadows in the hazy morning light. The deadly-looking machines were the principal defense provided by the military for the colonists on this world, their streamlined hulls and stubby wings making them capable of flight in both atmosphere and space.
Barbus Koll, Sub-Flight-Controller of Tollean Stealth-Task-Force Three, eased forward in his seat and savored the moment's magic as he tightened a well-manicured finger on the trigger. He had not had so much fun in a long time.
From beneath Koll’s ship, a radiant, blue beam lanced down and slammed into the alien vessel on the airfield below. A child-like chuckle escaped his lips as one of the once-deadly enemy spacecraft became a melted monument of harmless metal and plastic. A follow-up shot left the second ship, parked beside the first, in an equivalent state. He congratulated himself and eased back in his seat, the claws of one foot tapping out a vague, discordant rhythm on the plates of the cockpit foot-well.
Too easy, he thought. 
It eluded him why these human creatures warranted such a waste of effort, but one had to enjoy oneself whenever the opportunity arose, and he so enjoyed the act of blatant destruction. 
The fleeting moment of elation faded as his mind slid back to normality. Below, the volume of returning fire decreased as the survivors continued to scuttle like insects across the tarmac, firing their weapons futilely into the clouds. Not that they posed any threat; Koll’s squadron flew higher than the handguns of the humans could reach, even had they been able to see his ships through the cloud layer.
Damn this planet, he thought. If he found any place repugnant, it was one of these yellow-star worlds. The intense light and the heat made his eyes water, and everything about the place annoyed him. Official policy dictated that the Empire might need the resources this world offered, and even the second-rate human infrastructure might be useful, so his superior insisted on a minimum of unnecessary destruction. Given a choice, Koll would pound the base to dust from high orbit.
No such restriction applied to the specific target below, a military base intended to protect the colony. As the leader of a squad of nine one-man fighters, Koll’s appointed task was to sneak in and shut down communications and defenses before the enemy detected the alien force’s arrival. The planet’s satellites, and the dishes and towers around the base, had been his first priority; he could not allow any warning of this attack to leak to the other settlements on the planet. At this moment, the larger mother ship would be approaching orbit and would soon dispatch troop shuttles to complete the take down of the mining facilities themselves.
The nearest actual mine and the airstrip servicing it were five kilometers away at the head of a deep valley in the nearby mountains. The town attached to the operation lay behind the coastal dunes a short distance to the east, and its closeness to this airbase made it the world’s principal commercial center and the next objective in this cleansing exercise. Each of the attack fighters under Koll’s command was able to level the colony alone if necessary, but Tollean imperial forces rarely worked that way. The preferred strategy always involved overwhelming force for the simplest of operations.
Koll felt he had performed his assigned mission with superb efficiency, as usual. Tasked with the specific job of neutralizing the enemy military response, he had achieved the objective with just two shots. The ships on the tarmac below would never fly again.
Positioned high up for safety, his squad quartered the base, easily cleaning up the remaining human figures that milled around the field. Infrared detection made it simple to pinpoint individual targets, including those inside the buildings, and pick them off with needle beams while remaining safe above the clouds. These settlements had no heavy armaments, and the weapons they did possess were incapable of damaging the shielded hulls of the Tollean space forces. The humans were helpless without the protection of their warships.
Koll raised a hand to shelter his eyes from the harsh morning light and looked out towards the township just visible beyond the distant dunes. The massive, bulky shapes of troop carriers descended, hovering over the buildings. As they touched down, ramps dropped from the stern of each, and ground troops poured out, ignoring the cries of the human animals as they proceeded to clear the settlement and shoot down every soul regardless of sex or age. The task was straightforward, and Koll expected it would not take long. 
The less time spent on this miserable planet, the better, he thought.
The clearance of the mine presented a bigger problem than the attack on the space field or town. With all workings underground, soldiers had no choice but to enter the tunnels, tedious and time-wasting work, but not difficult. Koll did not care. He would not have to go into the shafts. In a few hours, no alien would remain alive, no matter where it hid.
The war against humanity was still in its infancy, and so far, the Emperor’s forces had met with little resistance. Koll found it hardly surprising. The only other intelligent species ever encountered, humans had first come to the attention of the Tolleani almost three hundred years ago when a solitary ship entered a star system on the fringe of Tollean influence. That vessel had been destroyed, sent crashing onto a rocky world so high in gravity it was considered useless by the bureaucracy.
Humans were civilized to a point, but Koll saw them as little more than smart animals, and their technological advances in no way compared with the great achievements of the Empire. In reality, the two races might have coexisted, as the humans tended to occupy warm, watery worlds orbiting yellow or orange stars, while Koll’s species preferred cooler planets around red-dwarf suns. However, to the Tollean mindset, the idea of sharing the galaxy with inferior beings was unthinkable.
There was also the matter of resources. Destined to last forever, the Empire would someday need all the wealth it could obtain, but the human morass was now expanding at an existential rate and threatened to be a serious competitor in this part of the galaxy. A unilateral decree from the Emperor required the problem to be dealt with permanently—a non-existent rival posed no threat.
These colonies mined Aspolin 43—the humans referred to it as Trilatenite—and the mineral’s presence on this world was the sole reason for this campaign. The greatest prize of all, it alone made interstellar travel possible. Several Empire worlds possessed vast quantities of the substance, making this planet superfluous for now, but in the future, anything was possible. The enemy had a less-ready supply, and the loss of the mining colony would limit their ability to resist the relentless Tollean war machine.
Regardless of immediate needs, the mission directive was to leave this world empty. The invasion force employed a scorched-world policy, leaving no human alive as the front advanced. Not a problem, Koll thought. His team excelled at that task.
Beyond the town, troop carriers lifted off and turned towards the mine site. Koll sent two of his fighters to accompany them; he doubted they would be needed, but one could never be too sure.
Several of the large hangars at the rear of the base, one of which was in flames, showed severe damage. Other structures had fared worse. Many human targets were destroyed by shooting down through the roofs, setting fire to insulation, and leaving more than half the buildings ablaze. Only a handful stood untouched, including a small building near the entrance, several unoccupied maintenance structures around the perimeter, and a few storage units.
In a far corner of the field, one of the smallest hangars appeared undamaged, so Koll flew his ship lower and hovered over the building, curious to see if anything there might be of interest. No heat signatures appeared within, so after a moment’s pause, he decided to leave it intact. There was no telling what he might find inside, and orders must be obeyed.
Within reason.
For Koll, the term 'unnecessary destruction' was relative, dependent on his ability to explain his actions to his superior. He enjoyed destroying things, but too much senseless damage could easily result in a black mark on his record.
All around, burned and charred bodies lay scattered where they fell, and no movement disturbed the field. Satisfied the resistance had ended, Koll ordered all but one of his squad to land. After landing his vessel, he jumped to the ground and waited as the polarizers on his helmet adjusted. 
Hmm, hot and humid, as expected, he thought.
These humans chose to live in the worst kinds of environments. The brilliant sunlight blinded Koll, and waves of shimmering heat rose from the hard-baked surface. The temperature here was intolerable, the humidity oppressive, and the air stank of ozone from the attack. Drawn by the smell of death, a plague of insects swarmed over the base, but then ignored the alien bodies and instead attacked Koll and his men the second they stepped from their ships.
Thankful for his armor's protection from the worst of the annoying pests, he directed his team to check the buildings and rout any enemy hiding where heat detectors could not find them. As the soldiers dispersed, he strolled towards the undamaged hangar.
At the front of the structure, a small personnel entrance, secured with a heavy steel padlock, stood to one side of the main portal. Koll contemplated the massive doors for a moment, then raised his handgun and shattered the lock on the smaller access with a single blast. Weapon at the ready, he entered. The lights were off, with the only illumination coming from translucent panels on the roof. Shadows shrouded the gloomy interior. 
At the center of the floor, a sleek, matt-black ship stood amidst a maze of maintenance machinery. The condition of the vessel was obvious. One engine was disconnected, with various component pieces scattered on service benches around the hull. 
A glance through the open hatch showed the helm console in disarray, wires and cables hanging down in tangled confusion. It was clear the craft was not space-worthy in its current state of disrepair, but neither was it damaged—just inoperable due to the maintenance activities.
Koll’s mind ticked over at an increasing pace, counting the ways he might benefit from this discovery. The black, light-absorbing hull marked the ship as a Federation military vessel. Unarmed, it posed no threat to the invasion force, but the possibility existed that it might be useful for clandestine operations. With the two ships outside beyond repair, this one might serve as an appeasement for the Flag Controller, and he might well show extra favor. One never knew.
Minutes later, Koll stood once more beneath the wings of his ship, listening to reports on his helmet radio. The rout of the town was almost complete, soldiers at the mine were entering the shafts, and this phase of the operation would soon be over. Without military support, the second settlement, one hundred kilometers inland, was defenseless, and ground troops alone would suffice. A short distance south along the coast, all the facilities at the third site were centered on a single location, and again, a small force would easily suffice to take out the lot.
Koll decided to divide his remaining ships, sending three each to the second and third mine sites. With no more military opposition, his role was to supervise and provide backup as needed. He cursed the heat and the insects once again as he climbed back into his ship’s cool cockpit and slammed the hatch.
This place disgusted him.






  
  Chapter Two


IT WAS THE BEST season of the year, but not today. At thirty-five degrees centigrade, the atypical Corros spring day was a little hotter than usual, and thanks to the always-present humidity, only just bearable. 
Cinta Bourke, known to her family and friends as Echo, stepped down from the verandah to the gravel path at the front of the house. With a quick wave of farewell over her shoulder to her mother, she walked to the yard gate, her school satchel slung over her shoulder.
As the daughter of the manager of the small mining facility of Casta, Echo had grown up in this place, and life had been charmed, so far. Her father, as the mine chief, was the power here. Mother, whom she adored, was the opposite, a calm, collected, and long-suffering woman who lived life intent on raising both her children as models of perfection, but with little success: Echo and her younger brother possessed minds of their own.
She peered along the dirt road towards the central square where the schoolhouse was located. Everyone in the town considered Echo a bright girl; for her, learning was a passion, and she loved school. 
“Too smart for a place like Corros,” her teachers often said. 
At seventeen standard years of age, her childhood was almost over, and with final assessments just a week away, she would soon graduate and take her place in society. 
Young girls generally went to work in the town facilities or the mine offices, or tended the crops and stock. Expected to marry within a year or two of finishing school, they became homemakers and mothers at an early age, caring for the next generation of colonists and helping their husbands cope with a difficult and dangerous existence. Echo considered it almost feudal, and many of the colonists agreed, both men and women, but such was the reality of the perimeter mining colonies. Many women became widows at an early age.
On this world, most of the boys left school to apprentice in the mines, a dangerous job leading to an oftentimes short life span. They would become hard men, dedicated to their occupation, with a pride born from the knowledge that the dirty, gray rock they mined kept the Federation functioning and the interstellar spaceships flying. In recent years, a few of them had gone away to train for the military because of the war, but most remained. The work of the mining communities was critical to civilization and the war effort.
Echo sometimes dreamed of moving to one of the bigger cities on a primary world, perhaps Cymbel 3 or Tantalus, the prime world of the Federation. Perhaps even Old Earth. No, perhaps not there. Word was that the origin planet was environmentally unhealthy, and only career politicians and bureaucrats made that choice, choosing advancement in the vast Federation machine over personal well-being.
Echo accepted it was unlikely she would ever see any of the prime worlds. In a place like Corros, the life choices of a young woman, even one as intelligent as her, remained limited.
She hesitated by the gate. The merciless sun sent small heat ripples dancing into the air as it beat down upon the roadway. At this time of year, rain fell only in the evening or at night. For most of the daylight hours, the temperature and humidity made concentration in class difficult, and today was shaping up to be worse than normal. The school had no air conditioning, and the usual daytime breeze from the nearby ocean was late this morning.
On an impulse, Echo peeked over her shoulder to make sure her mother had gone inside, then turned and walked in the opposite direction from the town center, towards the watercourse that skirted the edge of the settlement.
The last few weeks had involved constant study. Echo knew the exam material as well as she ever would and had no concerns about her ability to pass the final assessments. Under the circumstances, some free time struck her as more appropriate than sweltering all morning in a hot room for no reason. She would attend the afternoon classes with a story about helping her mother.
Excuses like that were common. In this town, education always came second to the realities of life. The teacher would never dare doubt her, with her father the boss of mining operations and therefore the most prominent figure in the community. Even the mayor deferred to him. Of course, her father would never condone skipping classes if he knew about it. He was a fair but strict man who believed strongly in the value of education, even in a backwater like Casta.
The stream along the far side of the fields provided water for the town, crops, animals, and the mine, and served as a popular source of relaxation for the younger inhabitants. Around one side of the town, waterholes, some natural and others created by small dams, were scattered every few hundred yards.
To reach the stream, Echo cut across the market gardens. The crops, products of the finest genetics laboratories of the Federation, flourished in this alien environment despite the biology of this world being marginally incompatible with Terran life forms.
Echo’s favorite swimming spot was at the base of the high rocky ridge beyond the airfield, a quiet, deep pool surrounded by shady trees, where the water tumbled down from the dam and power station in the higher gorges of the surrounding, shattered mountains. It was a perfect place for spending the morning, and with her friends in class, she had it to herself.
With school clothes folded and placed on a dry rock, she slid into the clear, cool water. Nothing gave her more joy than swimming, and she often wondered how she would cope without access to places like this. In the severe humidity, the cold caress of the mountain pool was most enjoyable, the chill touch on her skin almost luxurious as she eased herself in.
The spot was elevated about fifty meters above the airfield tarmac, and as she lay in the shallows at the outflow, Echo looked out towards the distant mining compound located between the airfield and the town. Her father’s office was visible, and she prayed he would not spot her. His doing so would mean an unpleasant scene when she returned home.
At the back of the compound, beyond a broad apron, the entrance tunnel to the workings was visible. The Casta mine was one of three on Corros that mined Trilatenite. At first glance, the raw ore looked like any other rock, but the processed metal was essential in the construction of fusion reactors and the gateway generators that allowed access to interstellar wormholes. Father once told her the dull, silver-gray ore had formed the basis of numerous fortunes and ruined even more good souls. Rare in most human-occupied planetary systems, the substance was the only reason, her father maintained, that the Federation built settlements way out here at all.
Floating on her back in the shallow water, she stared up into the treetops. The faintest of ripples stirred through the branches, bringing hope that the much-missed morning breeze had at last arrived to relieve the humidity.
Small, bird-like creatures flitted through the canopy, dropping down on leathery wings to flap around in the shallow water of the pool. Named Pterosaurs after an ancient creature of Old Earth, they were indigenous to this world and grew to enormous sizes. Only the smaller ones came to the pools, but even the largest gave no concern to the colonists. Few of the native animals on the planet ever caused problems; Corros was a benign world.
Without warning, the little creatures took wing and fled, spooked by a loud rumble from the direction of the coastal dunes. Echo watched, puzzled, as five spaceships descended over the town and settled onto the airfield.
Two large, wide-bodied machines landed first, and within seconds, hatches sprang open, and armored soldiers flooded out, forming lines in front of the two buildings beside the airfield gate. The remaining three craft, smaller and sleeker in appearance, hovered above the field for a few minutes before settling beside their larger companions.
Three workers emerged from the door of the airfield office, but before they could take another step, the new arrivals cut them down with laser fire. Echo’s heart skipped a beat as she ducked low behind the rim of the pool. Only then did she comprehend. The colony was under attack, not by humans but by alien invaders.
The teachers in the school had often lectured the children about the Tolleani, the only other intelligent species encountered by humanity. Everyone knew about the current war but rarely spoke of it. Several Federation warships were stationed on Corros as a precaution, but nobody expected the aliens to bother with a small colony this far off the space lanes and so far from the Tollean home worlds.
They were wrong.
Lines of soldiers now stood on the tarmac. A handful of individuals broke away to search the hangars, while another small group stepped over the bodies of the slain men and entered the airfield office. Seconds later, they emerged and moved around to the smaller aircrew barrack. Echo knew it would be empty, as only the crews of the cargo transporters used that building when they arrived once a month to take away the ore.
The bulk of the troops turned and marched through the gate into the mine compound, a third of their number continuing to the town beyond. The remainder scattered among the work buildings or moved on towards the mine entrance.
Lasers flashed, and someone too distant for Echo to identify fell to the ground on the mine apron. With a subconscious swipe of a hand, she wiped away the tears streaming from her eyes. It was clear the invaders intended to murder everyone in the settlement, including her family and friends. Echo’s day of peaceful relaxation descended into a nightmare, and a dull thud, the sound of her heart beating as the blood pounded in her temples, reverberated through her head. She realized she was gasping for breath, squeezed her eyes shut, and fought to control her hyperventilation.
On the tarmac below, a tall, thin alien jumped down from one of the smaller ships. He wore blue and green armor, different from the red and green of those routing the township, and something, an undefined arrogance in his stance, marked him as an officer. This, Echo thought, must be the leader of the invading force.
He paused for a moment beneath his ship, turning slowly to scan the airfield before he strolled across to the gate. Minutes later, he appeared again on the concourse near her father’s office. Movement caught her attention as two soldiers dragged a man in front of the commander.
Dad!
Despite the distance, her father was easy to identify by his bright red shirt. He argued with the Tollean officer, who stood motionless without responding, and then, without warning, raised a pistol and shot the man’s legs from beneath him. Echo stifled a scream, her hand over her mouth as her father collapsed to the ground. She knew instinctively the soldiers around the airfield hangars were close enough to hear her.
Her body shook uncontrollably as she pushed back from the lip of the outflow and swam to the back of the pool. Grabbing her clothes, she dressed and then picked her way down the stream bed. Thirty meters further on, she hesitated. 
The alien task force numbered at least one hundred soldiers, all heavily armed. Without a weapon and with no chance of getting one, the odds that she, a teenage girl, could do anything at all to stop or hinder them were not worth consideration. If she went down to the town, she would die, so home was no longer an option. Sitting on
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