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Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I barely felt it as I slammed against the rear wall of the holding cell. My body and mind had been overwhelmed to numbness by the pain of neural sweeping. I hit the cold metal floor with a thud and lay sprawled on my front, unmoving, for what seemed like hours. This was how they treated me every time and compared to the procedure itself, this rough treatment was almost welcome, comforting, familiar.

	It took time for my addled mind to settle from being scraped; even longer for my vision to return.

	Peeling my cheek off the floor, I breathed deep and coughed, spattering blood. The red liquid mixed with saliva dripped from my lips in long strands. It would stop soon; it always did. Naked, cold, and tasting iron, I forced myself to a seated position with my legs crossed and scooted back with a grunt. The wall’s rough texture provided no salve for my bruised back. It was the same as every wall in these godforsaken ships; white and covered with etched religious texts. Not comfortable to lean against, but it was all I had.

	They had what they wanted now. The first few times my Achelon captors had taken me to their machine had been for calibration and they hadn’t been gentle about it. Each time, I was returned to my cell half-dead, brain scrambled, and sightless. Why did it have to hurt so badly? Perhaps it was simply how the machine worked. The Achelon communicate through a sort of telepathy and god knows that’s painful enough.

	This last time, however, my captors had met with success as they delved deep within my mind, dredging up distant memories. Painful, vivid, traumatic memories. It had all felt so real; a sustained surge of pain like electrocution and I relived them all over again. Over and over they’d swept and scraped, as though they’d ripped my skull apart and jammed a whisk into the grey matter, even though the procedure was non-invasive.

	They wanted to know my secret—how I had become like them. Except it wasn’t a secret. If they’d asked, I’d have gladly told them. As far as I was concerned, it wouldn’t have helped them, anyway. But I was inferior. One did not ask an ant how it ended up in the kitchen, crawling all over the dishes.

	It didn’t matter anymore; they knew it all now. My usefulness had come to an end.

	I blinked away the film covering my eyes and the amorphous white light before me resolved into the lit end of a long, and otherwise dark, corridor. My cell was locked shut; it was a simple barred gate, almost at odds with the Achelon’s usual aesthetic. The room itself was small and plain but for the ever-present etchings. 

	There was a small gap in the bars on the floor, presumably for sliding a bowl or tray through to provide sustenance for prisoners. But I had been given nothing. Being like them, they knew I could survive without, and so nothing was offered. I was an abomination to them—an affront to their sense of divine superiority—and depriving me of food and water was just another way to show their disdain.

	How long had I been on this ship? Days? Weeks? Months? There was no way for me to tell. In my unnaturally long life, my internal sense of the passage of time had degraded significantly. Time blindness for immortals was so much worse than the regular kind.

	All I knew was that it would be over soon. A singular guard would return to my cell—the same one who had escorted me for neural sweeping—this time to take me for execution. No, execution wasn’t the right word; it carried too much honour.

	Disposal.

	This was my last chance to escape.

	The etched white walls that pervaded these gargantuan spacecraft were well-known to me. They were a façade, a frontage made of some thin composite covering a more rigid metal core. Ordinarily, they were not prone to separation, but it was possible under a significant force applied in the correct manner. Once broken, the shards were akin to a white obsidian.

	I slid my hand back to the etched façade behind and hooked a fingernail into one of the squiggly engraved letters. Its shape had no analogue in any human writing system and it was unique in the Achelon script. That’s why I had chosen it. I didn’t even need to look to know where it was.

	As I pulled, a shard of the white glasslike composite revealed itself from its perfect concealment. It had broken off a few days ago—days? Perhaps; I couldn’t tell—under a precise application of force from yours truly.

	Heh, not really.

	In reality, my guard had thrown me so hard across the floor my elbow had impacted the wall and chipped a shard off. It fit perfectly back into the hole with no visible seam. This way, I hid it from my captors.

	The light at the end of the hallway dimmed. The imposing shape of the guard appeared in its mechanised power armour. Its boots clanged on the floor as it approached.

	It had been the shape and sound of my nightmares for far longer than a single human lifetime. A deep blue angular suit with a concealed wrist-blade. Its two main arms were huge and it had a second set of diminutive vestigial arms closer together on its chest. The head was uncovered and its kite-shaped cranium glowed with bioluminescent signalling, betraying its emotional state. I never learned the colour codes. Maldaccian historians theorised that in the distant past on whatever planet these Ancient Wanderers had once called home, it had been the primary form of communication among primitive clans; colour codes to warn others of impending danger, in leadership trials, or whatever. The creatures themselves had always been mute; the oppressive telepathy had come much later, a product of experimentation.

	The Achelon were tall and intimidating in their suits—terrifying even. But in reality they were mostly a little shorter than humans. They had a similar range of skin colours, but more translucent, and were covered in a fine peach fuzz. Out of their suits they were adept at crawling and scurrying. Their big, dark eyes caught more of the electromagnetic spectrum than any Earth life and their lipless mouths contained teeth that were black and sharp. Surely apex predators in their native environment, whatever that might once have been.

	The towering guard stood at the cell door.

	‘Rise, abomination,’ it said, its mental voice forcing its way into my mind. It no longer affected me like it used to. ‘Your time draws near. You shall kneel before the Inquisitor.’

	I obliged. The guard opened the cell and stepped in. I was naked, cold, feeble, harmless. I clutched the shard just behind my hip, flush with the skin. Flaring my nostrils, I breathed deep, taking in the fusty smell that permeated the ship. I kept my head low, closed my eyes, and focused, slowing my racing heart.

	Yes, they knew everything about me. Everything they cared to know. They’d probed my mind and found all they’d wanted. I wasn’t one of them.

	But I was far more like them than they realised.

	My eyes shot open and I leaped, closing the distance with my augmented strength. Before the guard could react, I plunged the molecule-sharp dagger into its skull. Blue liquid poured from the wound as the Achelon officer raised its main arms to swat me away. But I held on. I stabbed, sliced, cut, and pierced again and again with malicious glee, covering myself in its lifeblood as it bucked and swayed. After seconds, the great beast’s arms fell limp. Its whole body twitched, then it stumbled and fell with a crash. 

	I removed the blade from its mangled head, the white composite now stained with both red and blue. With a smirk I held it up in the dim light, my own blood running down my forearm from where I had gripped the razor edge. The unique Achelon letter carved into the flat face of my improvised weapon glinted as it was filled with new colour. What did the glyph mean? Something apt and humorous, no doubt. I’d have to ask when I got home.

	I crouched low, making my way out of the cell and down to the lit end of the long corridor. The escape route was ingrained within my mind. I knew the layout of these En-Kadr class warships better than anyone living. Hardly surprising, since humanity had been in possession of one for centuries—albeit a derelict. But the Righteous Rain varied little from the one Da’kora had shot down all those years ago. I was confident I could get out without being spotted. A part of me despaired at that prospect. For so long I had fought to suppress the burgeoning monster within and now my desire was torn between getting back to my crew and butchering every living thing on this ship.

	It wasn’t a question of ‘if’ but a question of timing.

	If I tried anything now in my current state—armed as I was with a tiny piece of composite glass—I wouldn’t get far. No, my ship’s weapons would make a cleaner, if less satisfying, job of it. It was a war for survival, after all.

	Restraint, then.

	I crept along, hand to the wall, as I turned corners and flew down the long, brightly-lit, carpeted passageways. The occasional patrol came past and I ducked into side-rooms to avoid being spotted. The Achelon engineers and scientists presented less of a problem, I could probably have killed them easily, lacking armour as they were. The security force and higher-ranked officers were far more dangerous.

	It wouldn’t be long before they discovered the body of the guard and the cell empty. I wondered what the ship would look like on high alert. It was unlikely I’d have to wait long to find out. Despite my in-depth knowledge of the place, this was the first time I’d been inside a fully operational En-Kadr. It was fascinating to see its corridors so pristine and bright, with doors that worked properly and crew going about their business. And all it took was my stupid capture. If I weren’t so conspicuous, it would have been a good opportunity to study their operations and tactics from within.

	The docking bay was towards the front of the Righteous Rain, on the lowest deck. Two decks down from where I was imprisoned and nearly half a kilometre away. If memory served, it sat between the forward ram-scoops behind the flattened nose cone, which housed the main sensor array and communications suite. The bay would be empty. Delegations boarding an En-Kadr class warship were not entirely unheard of but rare. There was no sign among the crew that this was the case; no electric sense of urgency or heightened vigilance that accompanied such an occurrence. At least, that was the case on Alliance ships. One might expect landers, dropships, fighters, or other such military sci-fi nonsense to fill the bay instead, but what was the need for landing craft when the ship itself could sterilise a planet from orbit? What was the benefit of fighters when combat took place beyond visual range, sometimes hundreds or thousands of kilometres distant? No, the docking bay would be empty.

	I waited until the latest group passed the doorway I hid behind then crept out into the corridor.

	An ungodly screech erupted across the ship, piercing and shrill. All the lights went out, to be replaced by a dim violet, the kind that existed on the very edge of human perception.

	Shit.

	My chest tightened and I crouched even lower. Laughter came unbidden from deep within, forcing its way out of my locked jaw and clenched teeth. Whatever I had been expecting, I hadn’t considered that their high alert would make use of emergency lighting in the near-ultraviolet.

	As my eyes adjusted to the almost pitch darkness, a group of armoured warriors appeared at the end of the corridor. They approached at impossible speed and I darted towards them, dagger aloft.

	Here it is, my death at last.

	But as I ran, I spotted a maintenance hatch in the wall to the left and changed my mind. The security force’s giant blades erupted from their wrists with the sound of scraping metal as they closed in on me. Using my momentum and my augmented strength, I wrenched the hatch open and disappeared through. I knew they couldn’t follow me through the ship’s industrial sections with their bulky armour. Those areas were more suited to the species’ naturally lithe frames and proficiency at scurrying.

	I could hardly see, but I knew there were pipes and conduits everywhere, lining unadorned narrow corridors that twisted and turned. Here was bare metal, which clanged and echoed as I ran through the darkness. It wasn’t all emergency lighting through here, however. The odd spot-lamp still spilled its welcome light over important consoles and machinery.

	I wasn’t any safer in here than out there. There would be engineers and mechanics, who would no doubt have been informed of my presence. The whole ship would know by now.

	Readjusting my grip on the improvised weapon, my palm bleeding afresh, I crouched behind a wall of thick stacked piping, which jutted out into the gangway from deeper within the ship.

	There they were. Not fifty metres from my position, a party of unarmoured engineers—three in all—carried their silvery pistols and checked alcoves. Their heads oscillated brilliant colour—fear? Excitement? I wished I knew. They hadn’t seen me yet, but they would soon.

	I licked my lips and poised myself to strike, stretching the fingers of one hand across the cold metal floor.

	Twenty metres.

	Ten metres.

	One ducked to look behind a conduit on the left. The other two inspected a machine to the right.

	Close enough.

	Like I had done with the guard, I bolted. My bare feet hammered the floor as I closed the gap. All too late, they spotted me.

	The first engineer’s chest burst open with blue blood as I sliced with my jagged piece of wall material. Its gun clattered to the floor. The momentum carried my body around in an arc as the second turned. I grabbed its arm as it tried to bring its pistol to bear and thrust upward, cleaving its face in two.

	The third engineer fired its particle beam and a great searing pain flared up my arm—the one which still held onto its dead comrade—all the way to the shoulder. I screamed and shoved the body towards it, knocking it off balance. As it fell to the floor, I lunged and buried the blade in its throat.

	The composite material had served its purpose and so I left it in the dead engineer as I raised myself up. Closing my eyes, I inhaled slowly as I stood over the bodies. My heart slowed and the tingling in my extremities subsided. Gingerly, I prodded my burned arm. It was bad, but it would heal. To anyone else, the dose of radiation alone would have been lethal, but I had endured worse. 

	I bent down and picked up one of the pistols, triangular, smooth, and shiny. It had been a long time since I’d last held one. Memories came flooding back, closer to the surface than I’d realised—probably a lingering side-effect of the neural sweep. Vivid details I’d thought forgotten. Memories of the man who had set all this in motion.

	The corridor was clear for now, but there would be more patrols. It wouldn’t do to stay in one place for too long. I still needed to get to the docking bay.

	I continued along the gangway apace, ducking and weaving around the machinery, conscious that I could come across more of the crew at any moment. The question was whether they would try to kill me or take me back to that accursed cell. I was bound for disposal anyway, but would they follow some kind of protocol or put me down wherever they happened to find me? If I were a betting man, I’d put money on the latter.

	One thing was clear: if I didn’t get out now, I never would.

	
	
	I.

	


Chapter One

	Arcadia Landing

	 

	12thApril 2066

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Austin Queen stepped out of the airlock into the bright, bustling arrivals lounge of Arcadia Landing. The late afternoon sunlight streamed through the left-side panoramic window. Pillars and people, desks and chairs, plants and information boards all cast long shadows across the spacious, if sterile, interior. All about him was activity: young people in their prime rushing around, living enviable lives of adventure on the frontier of human accomplishment.

	A smile crept across his wrinkled face and his heart swelled at the sight. These were the hard-won fruits of his—and so many of his former colleagues’—decades of labour.

	At the age of eighty-three, Austin both looked and felt very much out of place here in the Martian city. He was short and bald with a scruffy white beard and tanned peach skin, and though he had retained the muscular physique of his youth, he now carried a cane wherever he went.

	An old man with a cane, on Mars of all places!

	He rubbed his hip with the ball of his hand. The preceding five years had played havoc with his arthritis and his hip hadn’t healed right after that tumble six months ago.

	Gripping the stick’s ornately-carved pewter handle, he thought about how ridiculous he looked. If he could have gone without the damn thing for the rest of his life, he would have. At least he didn’t need to actually lean on it here; the lower gravity did a good job of supporting his weary joints. Rather, carrying it had become habit.

	This was the first time he’d been invited off-world since the International Space Administration had taken over, the first time he’d been into space since the Magnum Opus’ maiden voyage to Mars over forty years ago.

	He shuffled his way to the panoramic window overlooking the dusty red rock-scattered landscape. What met him was a surreal, painterly scene. If he didn’t know it to be real, he would have been tempted to touch the reinforced glass to make certain it wasn’t oil on canvas.

	Half-buried in the Martian dirt, just beyond the outermost reaches of the human city of blocks and domes and tubes, lay the chilling reason for the settlement’s existence: the vast wreckage of an alien warship, the Bitter Authoritarian.

	The kilometre-long derelict loomed large, casting its imposing shadow across the city. A fitting picture of the Achelon’s posthumous influence over humanity.

	Austin shuddered and turned away. He’d never thought he would see it again and he almost wished he hadn’t.

	The landing site for Austin’s mission was ten kilometres to the south of the ship’s impact trench. Arcadia Landing had been built around the original Magnum Opus crew’s surface habitat but had since expanded to fill the distance in the intervening decades.

	What had once been a simple scientific outpost to study the wreckage had become something more: a tourist destination, a colony, or a soon-to-be independent state, depending on who you asked.

	After shaking the image of the alien wreckage from his mind, he drank in every detail of the spaceport’s interior with wide-eyed wonder and meandered through check-in.

	Absentmindedly, he showed his documentation to a beleaguered clerk. The city wasn’t used to having so many visitors at once, but despite the uptick in footfall for the occasion, the arrivals process remained fast and efficient.

	Austin found himself boarding a mag-lev train before he knew it, which swiftly and silently spirited him away from the small northern spaceport.

	Sitting alone and staring out the window, he watched as the city sped past. Wide, clear agricultural domes glinted in the cool glow of the setting sun. Most of the other buildings surrounding them were no more than a couple of storeys tall, all of a modular design, light grey and box-like, connected by tunnels or vestibules into a vast web.

	Dust storms had done their part in weathering the settlement, the Martian sand collecting in crevices and reaching up from the base of the utilitarian structures, so nothing looked new.

	Few buildings had windows larger than a porthole. Still fewer had airlocks leading to the inhospitable outside world. The panoramic views of the spaceport were a luxury, it seemed.

	None of this fazed Austin, however. The fact that humans had a working settlement on Mars within just forty years was remarkable enough. Of course, his own faster-than-light engine had played a key role in the expansion.

	As the train approached the heart of the city, the size of the buildings increased. So too did the weathering, the older parts of the city having greater quantities of settled dust.

	Austin usually fell asleep on long train journeys these days—especially one so smooth—but the views of this rusted alien world captivated him.

	Pressing his face against the glass, he fancied he might recognise some of the natural landmarks from when the area had been a barren wasteland. But the reality was that rocks were rocks.

	As the density of buildings increased, he could scarcely believe the scale of the city. It was a shame he’d been unable to see it on approach. The passenger cabin of the UNSV Magellan—one of the ISA’s four Aurora-class spaceplanes—had no windows. It was simply a cargo bay with added seating.

	After a while, the train slowed, coming to a smooth halt at the North-Central station, which connected to the wide geodesic dome in which the treaty signing was to take place. It made a stark contrast to the utilitarian aesthetic of the city’s outskirts.

	Out of the station and barely a step into the spacious dome, Austin came to a dead halt. He had to lean heavily on his cane, then, as his breath caught in his chest. It was clear no expense had been spared in the dome’s development into a lush garden zone filled with trees, shrubs, flowerbeds, and pathways. The landscaping was immaculate. Austin knew a huge chunk of the funding for the city had come from private companies interested in space tourism. As such, it represented a little slice of home amid the rusted wastes. Visible outside, spreading out in a vast ring around the dome, were the city’s residential and entertainment districts.

	The dome also played host to Arcadia Landing’s administrative centre, constructed around the first modules of the early 2030s. Along the eastern edge, many of those modules had been converted into UN governmental buildings, with the scientific facilities relocated to elsewhere in the sprawling city.

	In the middle of the dome was a wide-open space, a circular area containing a monument to the first expedition.

	Austin wandered along the path to the memorial, taking in the greenery and delicate floral aromas. Despite the sights and smells, there was an unnatural quality to it all. It was quiet, still, sterile. No leaf stirred with no cooling breeze; no birds chirped, no insects buzzed, and the people were surprisingly few, revealing this spot as an unsatisfying simulacrum of home.

	Or am I just being cynical?

	After a short way, he arrived at the memorial: the original habitat his team had made out of their descent vehicle on that fateful day. In front stood five reddish statues flecked with grey, hewn from local rock. Space-suited likenesses of Austin’s younger self and his team posed like heroes of old; the only place in the solar system where they were honoured rather than forgotten. Commander James Fowler, Cosmonaut Yula Merkulova, Specialist Grant Oliveras, and Major Zhu O-Huang.

	He sighed and reached up to touch Yula’s statue, the smooth, polished stone adding to the softness of her features. ‘I wish you could have seen this place,’ he said in his Arkansas drawl. ‘You would’ve loved it.’

	‘Reliving the glory days, Captain?’ came a chipper voice from behind in a Pacific Northwestern accent.

	Austin grunted without turning. ‘Glory days? That’s not what I’d call ’em, Nate.’

	Captain Nathan Rifkin came up beside him. He was much taller and younger than Austin. Nate had always been a man who took pride in his appearance. A finely trimmed jet black beard adorned his warm sepia face, accentuating his angular jawline. His dark hair was styled in a dense, textured high-top with a low fade.

	‘Who was she?’ he asked, his hands on his hips.

	‘Her name was Yula, our imaging specialist,’ said Austin. ‘She was killed aboard the ship by one of the Achelon survivors. A damn tragedy, but she wasn’t our only casualty.’ He pointed to another of the statues, a bald man with much the same build as Austin looking up to the sky with a hopeful expression. ‘This was Sergeant Grant Oliveras, former Spanish Army; he was our geologist, would you believe?’

	Nate cocked an eyebrow and looked down at Austin.

	‘Back then, we thought we were dealing with a comet. He died a couple of years after we got back to Earth. Quit the agency as soon as we got back and went to go work in his father’s bakery in Montpellier—probably hoping for a simpler life. But the trauma proved too much for him and he took his own life.’ Austin then continued to point out each statue in turn. ‘That’s Colonel Zhu back when she was a major. She was our pilot at the time, so she stayed aboard the Magnum during the mission. Administers the Le Guin Research Base now. And of course you already know Jimmy.’

	‘Wait, that’s James? Apart from the beard, he hardly looks any different. Isn’t he nearly as old as you?’ said Nate with a snort. ‘Like one of those celebrities that never seems to age.’

	Austin shrugged. ‘Good genetics. I tell you, Nate, none of us who came down here that first time escaped without deep wounds. Some fared better than others. I counted myself among them, but being back here again is…’

	‘Painful?’

	‘In a way. More like the shadow of an ache that’s been there in the background for so long you can’t tell if it’s real or you’re imagining it.’

	Nate squeezed Austin’s shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t know. Neither you nor James have ever talked about it.’

	Austin waved him away. ‘Few remember these days. And it’s hard to talk about when you know all we’ve gained has been paid for in blood. Do you remember what I told you when I chose you to command the Magellan?’

	‘“Don’t be like the other guy”?’ Nate said with a shrug. ‘I don’t know, Captain, it was five years ago.’

	Austin couldn’t help but laugh. A joke from Nate was a rare thing, but he was practical and not one for philosophising. Similar to how Austin used to be in his younger days. The last forty years had changed that. The ISA had placed a lot of responsibility on the ageing captain, especially since the first successful FTL flight of the Aurora. The Austinium drive that was his namesake had performed wonderfully and opened up a whole new era for spaceflight. The UNSV Magellan and its sister-ships, the Newton and the Galileo, had been built a mere seven years later in the Aurora’s template. Captain Queen had been placed in charge of choosing, training, and directing the crews for these new superluminal vessels. It had been a lot, but the personal touch had been nice. It made them feel like a family.

	‘Never mind,’ said Austin, finally tearing his gaze from the memorial—now reflecting the bluish glow of sunset—and turning to the younger captain. ‘Where’s the rest of your crew, anyway?’

	Nate smiled. ‘Damien, Petra, and Bill went to get settled into their accommodations. I’ve given them the night off, so I imagine they’ll hit up the entertainment district this evening.’ 

	‘And the new kid—what was her name? Marissa?’

	‘Corporal de Beek,’ said Nate with a nod. ‘She said she was going to take a tour of the city. First time she’s been here, just like you. Speaking of which, the treaty signing isn’t until tomorrow morning. Do you know where you’re staying?’

	Austin scratched at his beard with his cane. ‘Yeah, they got me set up in a hotel nearby with the UN ambassadors and ISA big wigs. Got a map on my phone. But before I check-in, I wanna send a message to Jimmy, let him know I arrived safe.’

	‘I could do that on the Magellan,’ offered Nate. 

	With a smile, Austin shook his head. ‘Thanks, but I want to do it myself. Plus, it’ll be a long-range video out to Ganymede, so it’ll need a bit more power behind it.’

	The two of them continued talking as Nate led Austin around to the eastern edge of the dome where the main communications centre was situated. Austin could have found it himself, owing to the large array of parabolic antennae plainly visible through the triangular segments, but he appreciated the company.

	Once inside, he bade farewell to Captain Rifkin and enquired at the front desk about sending his message. Soon after, the clerk led him through to a large room full of cubicles. Some were larger than others; some were occupied with their doors closed, while the vacant ones remained open. The clerk showed Austin to one of the smaller booths containing just a chair, computer screen, microphone, and camera. The software and set-up were familiar, similar enough to the ones he used in the ISA headquarters in Budapest. He was used to communicating with the Aurora at long-range, though this time he would be transmitting to Catamitus Dock rather than the ship itself.

	The dock on the surface of Ganymede was brand new and still under construction, planned as a ground base and orbital shipyard for future exploration ventures deeper into the solar system and beyond. It was, after all, cheaper to launch spacecraft from lower gravity worlds. Captain Fowler had been assigned to ferry parts out to the work crews using the Aurora, an assignment that kept him from attending the historic treaty signing himself.

	Austin selected the new dock from the list on the screen and pressed the button to begin recording.

	‘Hey Jimmy,’ he said, shifting in the seat to centre himself in the camera view. ‘Just wanted to let you know I’ve arrived safe and sound here at Arcadia Landing, courtesy of Nate and the Magellan. I don’t recall if you’ve been here before, but… Honestly, dude, it’s incredible. Shame about the ride over though. Nate had me sat next to a bunch of highfalutin, richer-than-god politicians coming over for the ceremony. Insufferable assholes. The journey from Earth only took a few minutes—not counting the take-off and landing—but… Jeez. I was glad to get outta there!

	‘I don’t know why I’m here if I’m being honest with you. Feels like they’re gonna drag me out on a stage like some old relic, speak a few platitudes over me, then send me on back to museum storage. Anyway, man, I hope things are going well with the construction efforts. Give my love to Angie when you get back to Earth. Queen out.’

	With the press of a button, the camera turned off and Austin sent the transmission. He waited while the progress bar filled the screen.

	An hour or thereabouts from Mars to Jupiter this time of year, with Earth as a relay. Christ, I wish that damned alien database had given us FTL communications too.

	On his way out, he thanked the clerk and made his way back through the dome towards his hotel.

	


	* * *

	


	It was late evening when Nate went down to the entertainment district, much of which was still under construction. At the end of a winding corridor from the central dome, the facility opened out into a large two-storey communal concourse. The Martian night sky was visible through the flat windowed ceiling, which was held up by thick pillars arranged regularly along both sides of the plaza. On the ground floor, between vacant lots, were the few clubs, bars, and restaurants that had opened in the last couple of years, their neon signs bathing the dimly lit arcade in vibrant colour. The upper floor housed the rooms for two separate hotels catering to the mega-rich. People milled about: staff, tourists, and dignitaries alike flitting from bar to club or sitting on the benches around planters and small green spaces.

	In the last two decades, tourism had become an important factor in supplementing funding for off-world bases, allowing their important scientific work to continue uninterrupted. The staff—who usually made up the vast majority of residents in a city like Arcadia Landing—rolled their eyes and grumbled about the hoity-toity clientele but were still glad of the new opportunities for relaxation that came with them.

	Nate made his way towards the Hephaestus Chain, the barely-contained electro beats growing louder as he approached. He pushed through the throng outside and spoke to the bouncer, showing his officer’s ID. The bouncer let him through and he descended a small ramp into the nightclub, tapping his phone on the reader to open the gate.

	It was dark inside. The hot, sticky air thumped with music as clubbers danced, bright lights flashing in time with the rhythm. Others sat on sofas around tables on the periphery, drinking and yelling, leaning close to one another to try to make themselves heard above the booming bassline. 

	The flickering light revealed the faces of Commander Damien Vance and Sergeant Petra Milakova, who were seated around one of the tables, laughing, drinks in hand, watching the dance floor. 

	Commander Vance had skin of dark umber and wore his light grey Magellan flight suit unbuttoned at the top. He reclined with an arm resting behind his shaved head and, unlike Nate, his sharp-featured face was clean-shaven as well.

	The top portion of Sergeant Milakova’s suit was down with the arms tied around her waist and she wore a plain white tee. Her skin was a pale but warm peach and she had vivid green eyes. Between drinks, she grooved in her seat, laughing, whooping, and cheering at the dancefloor. 

	Specialist Bill Watkins would be close by, gyrating like a lunatic probably. The crew of the Magellan was a tight-knit bunch with the exception of Marissa, but there was still time for her to get used to her crewmates’ antics.

	Where is Marissa anyway? She ought to have finished her tour by now.

	Nate looked again at his crew’s table, then to the bar on the opposite side of the dance floor.

	Ah well, while I’m here…

	With a drink of his own, he joined the table with Damien and Petra in time for Bill to come back from the floor, drenched in sweat. He wasn’t a good dancer, but what he lacked in skill he made up for with enthusiasm. The crew had teased him often, at which he would point to his pasty-white skin and say, ‘Do you see this colour?’

	At least here with the lower gravity and awkward, floaty movements, nobody else would be winning any awards either, so he blended right in.

	‘Captain!’ said Bill, taking off his square-framed glasses and lifting his shirt to wipe his face as the music died away between songs. ‘What are you doing here? Never thought I’d see you in a club.’

	The music started up again and a cheer erupted from the crowd of revellers. Nate leaned in and yelled, ‘I came to check up on you guys. Early start tomorrow.’

	‘That’s a shame,’ said Bill. He ran his hand through his short, tawny hair, still looking soaked. ‘You look like you could use a bit of fun.’

	Commander Vance looked at his smartwatch. ‘We were nearly done here anyway, sir.’

	Nate patted Damien’s back sharply and gave him a nod. It was easier than shouting.

	A wide grin spread across Petra’s face and she tapped Bill’s hand. She leaned over the table, spoke something inaudible into his ear, and pointed to the dance floor. Bill turned and grimaced as another dancer—a guy in an engineer’s uniform—waved at him. His expression grew more contorted as he spun back around to the table, picked up his drink, and finished it in one gulp. 

	Then, in triumph, Bill stood, declared to the three of them, ‘One more dance!’ and motioned for them to accompany him.

	‘You joining us, Captain?’ said Damien in Nate’s ear as he rose from his seat.

	‘No, Commander,’ Nate said, holding up his drink. If he’d been here to dance, he’d have dressed more appropriately and stylishly. He’d only come for business and so had stayed in his flight suit. ‘I’ll just finish this and go.’ He nodded his head towards Petra and Bill, who were now dancing together with the engineer and another man. ‘Make sure they get back to the hotel safe and… unaccompanied. Remember we’re on duty in the morning.’

	‘Yes, sir.’

	‘Oh, have you seen Corporal de Beek this evening?’

	‘No, sir. Maybe she got an early night.’

	Nate nodded and dismissed the commander, who went off to join the others. He watched them dance while he finished his drink, then left the nightclub and headed across the concourse towards the hotel.

	


	* * *

	


	Austin returned to the garden dome the next morning and found it in a much different state than the previous day. A small stage with chairs and a singular lectern was set near the monument in the centre with a seating area facing it. It seemed almost the entire city had turned out for the occasion. Politicians and diplomats, journalists, city staff, security guards, and civilian residents gathered in droves. There wasn’t enough seating for everyone.

	Above the stage hung a banner emblazoned with the words ‘A United Earth for a Better Future’. The aisle dividing the rows of chairs down the middle was taken up by a set of cameras. Arcadia Landing staff busied themselves finalising the set-up on the stage, attaching an array of microphones to the lectern and bringing out a table on which the treaty document would eventually be placed.

	Captain Rifkin and the crew of the Magellan milled about the outskirts of the seating area. Nate talked with a few of the diplomats, while Bill, Petra, and Damien patrolled with security. Another woman stood to attention nearby, wearing the same light grey Magellan flight suit as the rest of the crew. She had shoulder-length curly blonde hair and bright blue eyes.

	Austin made his way over to her as she surveyed the gathering crowd.

	‘You’re Marissa, right?’ said the captain, stopping in front of her. He leaned on the top of his cane with both hands and smiled.

	‘Excuse me, sir, but the seating area is reserved for the diplomats,’ she said, sparing him a quick glance before returning to her hawk-like observation.

	Austin’s smile deepened. ‘At ease, Corporal. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Nate has told me… well, hardly a thing, but I do like to get to know my crews.’

	Marissa’s eyes snapped back to the old man and widened. ‘Captain Queen? I am so sorry, sir, I didn’t know it was you!’

	Austin waved a hand. ‘Understandable. We’ve never met in person, after all. Now, tell me, how’re you finding working with Nate?’

	Rubbing the back of her neck, Marissa replied, ‘Captain Rifkin is an exemplary commanding officer and the Magellan is a fine ship, sir.’

	‘That’s not really what I asked, Corporal, but—’

	Austin was cut off by a soft chime and the chattering diplomats redoubled their efforts to move to their seats.

	‘I’ll speak with you more after,’ he said with a nod.

	Marissa gave him a nervous salute and he shuffled down the seating aisle, chuckling to himself.

	Towards the front he noticed the chairs were labelled with names. He quickly found his own along the front row and heaved a great sigh as he sat down. Glancing around, he saw there was nowhere good to put his cane, so he leaned forwards and tucked it under the chair.

	He had barely gotten himself comfortable again when Elisabeth Schreiber, the administrator of the ISA and German ambassador to the United Nations, sat down next to him. She wore a smart black blazer over her matching flight suit. On her lapel was a pin featuring the UN logo.

	‘How are you finding Arcadia Landing, Captain?’ she said, brushing her dishwater-blonde shoulder-length curls out of her face. ‘It is wonderful to finally visit; Dr Azzopardi would be so jealous he did not get to come during his tenure.’

	‘Yeah, I’m not so sure about that,’ Austin countered.

	‘No?’

	‘I worked with the man for seventeen years, even after he stepped down as the Maltese ambassador, and not once did he ever express a desire to go off-world.’ 

	Schreiber sighed and looked around the stage. ‘It is an exciting time for us all, no? The Treaty on the Confederacy of the United Nations promises to open up wonderful new opportunities for us as a space agency.’

	‘Spare me,’ Austin grumbled.

	The administrator looked taken aback. ‘The world is finally seeing the importance of our work, of your work, Austin.’

	‘Hey, I’m all for closer international co-operation but a military arm? I left the military for NASA back in the day because I hated that culture. Why does the UN need to militarise the ISA anyway?’

	‘After this, the UN will be the United Earth Confederacy. We are on the cusp of making your engine viable for interstellar travel. All the work you and Captain Fowler have done with the Aurora over these last two decades has been toward that goal. It is a symbol of the better future the UEC will stand for. But we cannot ignore the facts.’ 

	‘What damned facts?’ 

	‘That the spacecraft sitting beyond the walls of this city is a ship of war. Armed to the teeth with planet-killing weaponry. That nearly fifty years ago, by the grace of God, we narrowly avoided being obliterated. We cannot hope to leave this solar system unprepared, undisciplined.’

	Austin scoffed. ‘Sounds like something Guy Furious would say.’

	Elisabeth sat back, her hazel eyes wide and fierce. ‘He had a point. For all of his, uh, imbecility, there was always that one grain of truth. You, of all people, should know that is why his following has been so strong, even after his death.’ 

	Austin made to argue back but fell silent, then muttered, ‘You have a point.’

	Elisabeth regained her composure and relaxed into a smile. She placed a hand on Austin’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. ‘I had better go find my seat. I will speak with you more after the ceremony. Please try to enjoy it.’ 

	The captain grunted his weary assent and the administrator stood and moved further along the front row until he could no longer see her behind groups of standing diplomats.

	Try to enjoy it? Pah!

	How could he? The Austinium drive was meant to herald a new era of space exploration, not place the world back on the knife-edge it had worked so hard to come down from this last half-century. There were so many ways the militarisation of the space programme could backfire. Visions of his miraculous engine strapped to asteroids, of warships that could appear and disappear on a whim, raining hell-fire down on unsuspecting countries, had plagued his sleep. In space, any engine was a potential weapon, so how much more an engine that warped the fabric of reality? These threats existed regardless of the administrative structure of the ISA, but Austin distrusted the hawkish minds of generals and admirals. 

	And yet, he understood the prudence of it. Journeying beyond the safety of the solar system, tearing through space with reckless abandon without any means of defence, was foolish. The Achelon were out there, or others like them. Austin knew only too well the threat they posed.

	But hope remained in the strength of the international bonds forged by this new confederation. Remnants of old prejudices persisted. Still, nations disagreed regarding the philosophies of governance. Still, gross injustices and human suffering continued to afflict Earth. But there was a new spark of hope and the UEC represented the next step in humanity’s slow, faltering, gradual trend towards brotherhood.

	Austin prayed it would be enough.

	The seats around him began to fill and the chatter grew louder as the time drew near. The butterscotch mid-morning sky bathed the park in warm light. Crisp, clear shadows from the polyhedral dome criss-crossed the stage.

	The seats behind the lectern filled and a leather-bound document was placed open on the table. Following this, the din of voices died down and a hush came over the room. The air itself buzzed with anticipation; it was the kind of silence that could wake the dead.

	After a long moment, Sasha Barrington, the administrator for Arcadia Landing, crossed the stage. Like all the other dignitaries and ambassadors, she wore a smart black flight suit with subtle detailing and the ISA logo on her shoulders. Her golden hair was a slicked-back textured bob and her wide, square jawline and angular features gave her a stern look. Sasha had led the Arcadia Landing project for the last ten years, having taken over during a brief period of uncertainty about the running of the place when commercial tourism was first floated as an option to secure continued funding. It was no overstatement to say her commanding presence had made the city what it was today.

	She scanned the crowd and the line of diplomats seated on the stage with her shrewd, dark eyes as she approached the lectern.

	‘Today has been a long time coming,’ she began, leaning forwards with her hands gripping either side of the countertop. ‘So I will keep this introduction brief. The people of Mars are proud to play host to the signing of this new treaty, bringing humankind one step closer to unity.’ She extended one arm out to the side. ‘It is therefore my pleasure to introduce Secretary-General Masahiro Fujikawa, who will preside over the rest of the ceremony.’

	The gathered crowd gave polite applause, while Austin rolled his eyes and kept his arms folded.

	Masahiro Fujikawa, the secretary-general of the United Nations, rose from his seat behind Sasha and stepped to the front. His flight suit was similar to hers, except his bore the UN logo on the shoulders. His black hair was side-parted and thin-rimmed glasses framed his round face. 

	Sasha shook his hand, gave way to him, and sat down in the now-unoccupied seat at the back of the stage. 

	After a quick, perfunctory inspection of the treaty document, Mr Masahiro approached the lectern.


Chapter Two

	Interruption

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Secretary-General Masahiro opened his mouth to speak, holding his hands out in an invitational gesture. A dull rumble shook the dome, rattling the triangular panels in their frames and cutting him off. The ground trembled and the audience murmured.

	A second later, a dull crack like thunder, muffled by the thin atmosphere, sounded to the south and the big spotlights flanking the stage went out.

	Nate looked about for his team as the seated audience grew more restless. Mars quakes were a thing but never this intense. And thunder on the red planet was completely unheard of. Something was happening and he didn’t like it.

	The secretary-general regained his composure and made to restart his speech but was cut-off once again as alarms blared across the city.

	The nervous chattering of the crowd grew more intense.

	‘Power’s gone out city-wide,’ Bill hissed into Nate’s ear. ‘It took a second, but we’re on the emergency generators.’

	The city’s security personnel were already beckoning to the secretary-general and other diplomats to come down from the stage.

	‘We need to get these people out,’ Nate said with a nod. As Bill moved off to rally the rest of the crew, Nate clambered up onto the stage and approached the microphone. ‘This is an evacuation order. Everyone, please remain calm and make your way to the emergency launch vehicles at North-Central station.’

	The dignitaries, tourists, residents, and journalists rose from their seats and proceeded apace through the greenery in the direction of the train station, escorted by the security personnel and the crew of the Magellan.

	Austin remained behind. 

	‘The fuck’s going on, Nate?’ said Austin, shuffling over to the stage. 

	Nate hopped down to meet the captain. ‘Unsure, sir. Probably an accident of some kind over at the power distribution centre,’ he said, pointing to the south. He remained unconvinced by his own explanation. Why would such an accident even occur? And why would it be bad enough to evacuate the entire city? ‘Let’s get you to a capsule.’

	His words were punctuated by the sound of screaming and gunfire. Residents, tourists, and city staff who had not been present at the ceremony sprinted through the dome towards them from the entertainment district tunnel.

	‘That doesn’t sound like an accident,’ said Austin.

	‘Shit.’ Nate drew his pistol from its holster and radioed for his team. ‘Everyone back to the stage, we’re under attack. Unknown assailants approaching from the south.’

	Austin yelped as Nate grabbed him by the arm and dragged him along in retreat. They both ducked down as bullets flew through chairs and bodies and hammered against the stage.

	Nate shoved Austin, who fell to the soft grass behind the stage before the Magellan’s captain followed suit. The gunfire sputtered against the wood, sending splinters over them, then died away.

	A short moment later, Commander Vance, Corporal de Beek, Sergeant Milakova, and Bill skidded down next to Nate, their weapons drawn. 

	‘Anyone have a status update? Just what the hell is going on?’ cried Nate. 

	Bill spoke up first, shaking his head. ‘Not a fuckin’ clue, but whoever they are, it looks like they sealed off all the evac terminals. Security are there now, trying to pry open the doors.’

	Nate and Austin chanced a look around the corner of the stage. There were bodies strewn across the grass in front of the memorial area. Civilian colonists and workers continued to run by, all heading for the train station. Of the attackers, there was no sign.

	‘They’re not advancing into the dome,’ Austin said, pulling his head back behind cover.

	Nate glanced around the edge again and sighed. ‘Alright, our first priority is to protect these people, get them to some kind of safety. With the emergency pods down, they’ll be sitting ducks if these guys do decide to advance.’

	‘What about the Magellan?’ said Petra. ‘Are the trains still running? If we can get people on the trains to the northern port, we can take them back to Earth ourselves.’

	Commander Vance nodded and grunted in agreement.

	Marissa reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. ‘The network’s still up,’ she said. ‘Looks like the auto-lockdown has been compromised, but security has already sent out a distress signal on ISA channels. The trains are working but only out of North-Central; East and West-Central are sealed shut.’

	‘And we don’t want to go to South-Central. That’s past the guys with guns,’ said Austin.

	Nate holstered his weapon and took one last glance out across the dome. ‘North-Central it is, then. Let’s go.’

	The group made their way cautiously through the dome, keeping a close eye on the receding doors of the entertainment district.

	Nate kept a firm grip on his holstered sidearm and the others did the same. As they ran, they all shot anxious glances behind them. 

	Their time exposed dragged on, but soon they were obscured amid the trees and shrubs, and it wasn’t long before they emerged at the station’s entrance. 

	Austin stopped and bent over to catch his breath, leaning heavily on his cane.

	Damien put a hand on Austin’s shoulder and offered to help him into the station, but the captain shook his head and stood up straight, breathing deeply.

	Inside, the train station heaved with people crowding and jostling, shouting and grumbling; it was anything but calm.

	As Nate and the crew pushed their way through the throng, he caught snippets of an argument over by the doors for the Emergency Launch Vehicles. City engineers and security personnel exchanged terse words with dignitaries displeased at their lack of progress getting the doors open.

	How long until this turns violent? We need to give these people a solution, and fast.

	Nate spoke with the train operators, who nodded and rushed away. Seconds later, the doors to the nearest train opened and Nate hoisted himself up onto a pillar.

	‘Attention!’ His voice boomed and echoed despite the mass of people. It took a few tries, but eventually the crowd filling the station platform fell silent and turned to face him.

	‘The Magellan stands ready to take you off-world at the northern port, so let’s make this orderly,’ he bellowed. ‘I want UN personnel and visitors to board the train first, then residents and staff. Who’s in charge of security?’

	A woman in a white uniform stepped forwards out of the crowd, flanked by four others. She had short, bronze-coloured hair in loose curls and her pale peach face was covered in freckles below hazel eyes.

	‘That would be me, Captain,’ she said, crossing her arms. ‘Jean Kamzel, head of security.’

	Nate dropped down from his perch and gestured to Bill and Petra, who began co-ordinating the refugees.

	‘Any idea what’s going on here?’ he asked.

	A grim look came over Jean’s face as she said, ‘Treason.’

	‘You mean our own people did this?’ said Austin, sputtering and leaning on his cane. ‘Preposterous! Everyone’s vetted before they come out here. The ISA performs extensive background checks, psychological evaluations, and—’

	‘Yeah, well, something slipped through the net, Queen,’ Jean shot back, glaring daggers at Austin. ‘Mars ain’t like it used to be back in your day.’

	Nate stepped between them, palms out. ‘We don’t have time for arguments. Just tell us exactly what happened, Kamzel.’

	Jean huffed and refolded her arms. ‘Xander Levine happened. Him and a dozen other engineers. Collins caught sight of ‘em on one of the security cams just before you arrived. 

	‘They screwed with the lockdown protocols, the evacuation pods, and bombed one of the power distribution centres.’

	‘A bomb? That explains the noise. How could a dozen guys do all that without anyone noticing?’

	Jean shrugged. ‘They know the city better than anyone and we ain’t exactly prepared for an attack of this scale, you get me? I mean, we’re tens of millions of miles away from the nearest dickwad, or at least we’re supposed to be.’

	Nate looked at her deadpan. ‘You have a city full of billionaire tourists and politicians.’

	Jean kissed her teeth in frustration. ‘You know what I mean. All those woo-woo alien worshippers and conspiracy wackos.’

	‘Any idea what Xander and his crew want?’ asked Austin, bringing the topic back on track.

	‘How the hell should I know?’ Jean said through an incredulous scoff. ‘They’ve made no contact, no demands. Just started butchering us… Their own people. Jesus.’

	Austin dragged Nate aside. ‘I know him. Xander Levine; I recognise the name.’

	Nate put his hands on his hips. ‘Tell me about him.’

	Stroking his beard, Austin reminisced. ‘I’ve only seen his file. He’s a brilliant nuclear engineer, a specialist in fusion reactor technology.’

	‘He’s not exactly our department, so how did his file cross your desk?’

	‘Schreiber accepted a transfer to Arcadia Landing from him maybe two years ago. I was having a meeting in her office at the time. You know what she’s like, up to the eyeballs in work, multitasking.’

	Nate bit his bottom lip. ‘But what could’ve made him suddenly snap and start murdering innocent people?’

	Austin turned away and shook his head. ‘We’ve dealt with this kind of bullshit before, way back. The first time James took the Aurora out, it nearly ended in disaster thanks to a saboteur embedded within the ISA itself. God, how could we have been so careless as to let it happen again? Maybe our standards are slipping. Give ‘em an inch and they take a mile.’

	Nate pursed his lips and turned back to the security chief. ‘How many people have you got?’

	Jean tapped her finger to her chin. ‘I have a squad of ten, the rest are trapped elsewhere around the city.’

	‘Well, I need at least four or five to accompany these refugees to the port to make sure things stay civil. The rest are to come with me and get the bastards killing our people.’

	Nate beckoned to his team. Bill and Petra jogged over from the train and Damien and Marissa shuffled closer.

	‘Orders, Captain?’ said Petra.

	‘Once everyone’s on the train, I want you, Bill, and Marissa to get on too. Open up the Magellan and make her ready to receive passengers, then start getting them on board. Meanwhile, Vance and I will try to retake the entertainment district with Kamzel’s security forces.’ 

	Damien spoke up. ‘Sir, I think it would be better if I got on the train instead. That way, I can take the first wave of refugees on the Magellan as soon as they’re aboard; I am the pilot, after all. We can only take forty at a time.’

	‘You’re also my most experienced combatant,’ said Nate, rubbing his chin. ‘But I agree; that makes the most sense. Petra, you come with me instead.’

	Nate turned to Austin and gripped his shoulders. ‘You should get on the train too. Go with Damien. He’ll look out for you.’

	‘The hell I will!’ said Austin. ‘I’m coming with you.’

	‘But—’

	‘I may be old, Nate, but I’m not dead yet and I can still hold a gun.’

	Nate laughed, a little too loud. ‘That’s all well and good, but I ain’t giving you one.’

	Austin scowled at Nate for a long moment, then turned to Marissa and said, ‘Give me your gun, Corporal.’

	‘But, sir, I—’

	‘That’s an order.’

	Without a further word, Marissa made to remove her weapon from its holster.

	‘Don’t do it, de Beek,’ said Nate and Marissa paused, looking between the two officers. ‘You’re not being fair on the rookie.’

	Austin groaned and threw his hands up. ‘Would ya quit it already, Nate? You’re gonna need all the help you can get. Let me do this. Don’t make me pull rank on you, too.’

	Captain Rifkin squeezed the bridge of his nose, then gestured to Marissa to hand over the gun. ‘Fine.’ 

	Austin gripped the pistol in one hand and tested its weight, leaning on his cane with the other.

	


	A short time later, Nate, Austin, Petra, Jean, and five of her security officers made their way back across the embattled dome and arrived at the entrance to the entertainment district’s connecting tunnel.

	With a glance behind, Nate saw the faint trail of the Magellan rising rapidly into the Martian sky.

	They arranged themselves either side of the doorway, clutching their weapons, with Austin bringing up the rear.

	With the press of a button, Nate opened the door and peeked inside. 

	‘It’s clear,’ he said, waving his hand. ‘Move in. Queen, you stay at the back.’ 

	Austin rolled his eyes but agreed, nonetheless. 

	Nate shook his head. Why was Austin even doing this? Throwing himself into the line of fire was ludicrous at his age. But he couldn’t deny he could use the help, especially with most of the city’s security officers trapped elsewhere. They would be facing an overwhelming force, even if it was just a bunch of engineers.

	The group crept down the darkened corridor, bathed in the dim glow of emergency lighting. Slowing their pace, they moved along quietly until they reached a bend in the narrow, corpse-strewn passageway. 

	Pressing himself close to the wall, Captain Rifkin peered around the corner. He heard someone pleading. There was a flash of light and the sharp crack of an electrical discharge. Something sizzled and burned and everything went silent. Nate’s heart skipped a beat.

	Shit.

	‘One contact,’ said Nate at a whisper as he pulled his head back from the edge. Austin’s face looked grim even in the dim light and Nate knew he’d recognised the sound. ‘He just executed someone with some kind of energy weapon. They must have found the armoury.’

	‘Plasma rifle,’ said Austin. ‘From the alien ship. They’re nasty things.’

	‘How bad?’ Jean hissed as she crouched behind Nate at the corner.

	‘War-crime bad,’ Austin said, repositioning his cane. ‘I’ve used one myself, a long time ago.’

	Remaining tucked behind the corner, Nate raised his voice, ‘There’s nowhere for you to go. Drop your weapon immediately.’ He paused a few seconds. ‘I am not going to repeat myself. Do it now or die where you stand.’

	In reply, a bolt of plasma cracked and burned through the corner of the wall where Nate stood, just missing him as he jerked back in anticipation.

	Then he rounded the corner and fired with his pistol, sending three rounds into the other man. The rifle clattered to the floor and the rest of the team joined Nate in the open. 

	The two captains stooped over the sprawled body of the terrorist. He was young and wore a black uniform emblazoned with a white death’s head logo. 

	The collar of the suit was open and Austin pointed to the bright orange of the Arcadia Engineering Corps.

	‘They’re just kids,’ he said. ‘What do they even want?’

	‘Right now, it doesn’t matter,’ Nate said with a scowl. ‘We just need to stop them before more people die.’

	‘Or at least hold the line until backup arrives,’ Jean said as she approached the body of the man who had been executed by the terrorist. He was slumped against the wall in a sitting position, the cauterised stump of his neck below a hole in the wall where his head had been. By the blood-stained uniform, he had been a scientist from the salvage division.

	‘Jesus fucking Christ,’ she said. ‘You weren’t wrong, Queen.’ Holstering her pistol, she picked up the plasma rifle and examined it closely. 

	Nate stepped past the others and continued along the corridor a short way. ‘Let’s keep moving.’

	Austin and the others grunted in agreement and followed. At the end of the corridor through another door was the two-storey concourse of the entertainment plaza. Far from the bustle of activity of the night before, it painted a grim picture. The dead lined the arcade. Some bullet-riddled and bloody, others burnt and missing limbs. The bodies remained where they had fallen, mostly clustered at this end, where the narrow tubular corridors of the city had created a bottleneck, preventing their escape. Some had clearly fled towards the nightclub and the bars
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