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First Insertion
 
	Standard protocol for first insertions is to go in fast and silent. The small shuttle hummed through the debris field. “Sixty seconds,” said the pilot.
	The three marines in the back didn't react. They had heard that same call in five rehearsal runs. Each man knew how the next minute would unfold. Thirty seconds was called. Each man turned to the next and inspected his teammate’s vacuum seals. Check complete. They braced for deceleration.
 
	"Brace, brace, brace," called the pilot.
 
	The shuttle vented cold gas opposite of their vector of travel. The braking effect started gradually, no stronger than the pull of an elevator. It grew to match the pull of Earth's gravity, then double it. The shuttle groaned at five Gs. The pilot grunted, pinned against her harness straps.
	The Gs eased off to zero and the shuttle sat motionless relative to its target. Only forty meters of empty space stood between the shuttle and massive battleship.
	“Confirm ready to vent,” asked the pilot.
	“Ready,” confirmed the lead man
	The shuttle’s cargo area, configured for carrying heavily equipped marines, was now at near vacuum. With the push of a button the cargo door yawned open. The lead man turned to his two teammates, then looked at the shorter of the two and said, “Coz.”
	Coz nodded and surveyed the derelict invasionship before them. Five kilometers of reinforced honeycomb steel, titanium, and ceramics. The front third of the ship was utterly ruined by some calamity. Optical scans indicated their current position was the best spot for insertion.
	“Nice flying Lizzy, looks like we might be able to squeegee in here,” said Coz. Coz pantomimed yanking his comm cable. “I'm ready to pop over, ready to go silent?”
	The lead marine nodded and gave the hand signal to disconnect from the shuttle's hardwire comm system, an insulated system that gave off minimal EMF. Coz disconnected the cable tethering his suit to the shuttle.
	Coz gently kicked from their craft towards the derelict hulk. The two marines on the shuttle watched as he drifted further away. Coz reached the ship and wormed two meters up the smooth metal surface towards a porthole. He peered inside as best he could. He turned to the team and gave a hand signal, No obvious threat.
 
	The lead nodded and turned to Mikey, “Ready with the mini air lock?” Mikey gave a big thumbs up. Mikey disconnected his communication link and unstrapped the large cylinder taking up half of the cargo bay. He gently nudged it towards open space.
	Coz set anchors with quick glue and signaled, Ready.
	Mikey pushed the cylinder out of the cargo bay and gently leapt from the craft. The shuttle compensated for Mikey’s departure with a tiny spurt of thrust. Each leap was carefully executed. The marine’s suits had thrusters, but it was considered a mark of skill to return from an operation with full propellant tanks.
	Coz lined up to receive them, and caught the head of the boarding cylinder. The two marines tethered the airlock to the anchors and then signaled to their lead aboard the shuttle.
	“Last man away, going quiet,” said Ethan as he disconnected his communications cable. Lizzy acknowledged and double checked the shuttle’s systems. She slightly adjusted the relative positioning system, unharnessed, and watched Ethan float towards the huge ship on the monitor.
	Three marines clung to the hull of the invasionship as they gently positioned their boarding lock over the porthole. They secured the lock with more quick glue and three self-welding anchor feet.
	Ready drill, signaled Ethan.
	Drill, signaled Mikey.
	Inside the mini air lock a drill arm unfolded and began drilling into the hull. Mikey waved Ethan over to the display - no air flowed from the derelict into the lock, the ship was truly dead.
	Breach, signaled Ethan.
	Breach, signaled Mikey.
	A cutting beam ignited inside the boarding lock, slowly circling a man-sized disc. A minute later the cut was complete. Mikey and Coz repositioned their portable lock to the side. Coz peered into the open hole in the ship. He saw no movement and waved his teammates closer.
	Radio burst, signaled Coz.
	Radio burst, confirmed Ethan.
	Ethan turned to the shuttle parked in the distance and signaled Lizzy that they were about to break radio silence with the burst. Lizzy flashed an acknowledgement light, she was ready for a quick pickup if needed.
	Mikey and Ethan readied their short machine pistols. Coz pulled out a small silver device, twisted its delay timer to twenty seconds, and threw it into the dark interior of the ship. A few seconds later and it burst with radio activity. The noise registered clearly on the marines’ and the shuttle’s passive scanners.
	The burst device emitted in a predictable pattern. Their scanners filtered this pattern out to see if anything responded. There was a wave of low-level activity. Something was listening.
	Vibration, signaled Coz.
 
	In the dim hallway an entity slowly emerged from a side passage. With labored motion it drifted towards the radio probe. Had there been any gravity the decrepit humanoid robot wouldn’t have been able to move at all. The three marines watched closely through their optics.
	The degenerated biped machine successfully grabbed the radio device after a few attempts. It held the device near its own radio antenna as momentum carried it mindlessly into the bulkhead. As it bounced another quadruped machine floated into view. Only one of its legs functioned as it tried to find the source of the new signal.
	The three observed for a few more minutes as the robots bumped into each other around the now silent radio device. Ethan signaled he was going to turn on his radio, his teammates nodded. “Breaking silence, Lizzy we’ve got a pair of degenerative robots, do you read any other signals?” asked Ethan over the radio. The two robots looked up at the new radio source and began heading towards them.
	“Low level activity throughout the ship, it was dying down until you broke silence.” Answered Lizzy as she pushed a few buttons on the shuttle’s weapons control panel in anticipation of the team’s next request.
	“Let’s get a crybaby fore of our entry, I’d like less traffic as we head to engineering.”
	The two robots reached the breach in the hull where the marines awaited them. With his feet magnetically planted Coz grabbed the biped robot and disabled it with a quick stab from his shockdriver. “C’mere little fella,” beckoned Coz over the radio. The he grabbed the quadruped next and dispatched it. Mikey tethered their bodies to the outside of the hull for later inspection.
	The crybaby flew from the shuttle two hundred meters from their position, parked near a porthole, and began emitting bursts of radio traffic.
 
	The three marines entered the dark invasionship.
 
	Coz lead the way towards the engineering section. Debris hung suspended in the corridors. Harsh light from the marine’s helmets illuminated the occasional degenerative robot - desperately crawling towards the radio beacon. Mikey disabled the robot with a quick stab.
	“Ah, take a look gents,” squawked Coz. The slim marine pointed at a desiccated corpse floating in the corner of a storage locker.
	Ethan floated towards it to get a closer look. “Naval insignia, some junior officer, Romano,” said Ethan. Ethan lightly checked the dead man’s clothing. He unclipped Romano’s access card and left the rest. Romano was not dressed for vacuum, whatever had happened to this section of the ship happened fast.
	A humanoid robot lunged at Mikey from the darkness. “Contact,” he said calmly a the robot swatted at Mikey's helmet. Mikey’s blade severed the robot’s control plane and the attacker went limp.
	“You okay?”, asked Ethan.
	“Checking pressurization... all good,” answered Mikey. “That one was less degenerated than the others, could be more.” Coz and Ethan nodded as they moved on.
	“This section got a little cooked, fire damage,” said Coz as they drifted through the next section of the ship.
	“That's what all these flakes are. Fire suppression foam,” said Ethan.
	“I'm pretty sure it's Mikey’s dandruff,” said Coz.
	“Want some on your pasta?” said Mikey.
	The door to engineering was locked. Coz and Ethan set security as Mikey slowly cut through the bulkhead. A massive bipedal robot lumbered around the corner towards them. It used its one good arm to claw at the ceiling for support.
	“Woah, big boy! Contact coming through, thirty meters,” said Coz with his weapon raised.
	“It’s armed,” said Ethan.
	The combat robot drifted towards them in the microgravity. It's large shoulder mounted autocannon appeared inactive. The barrel of the cannon caught some cabling on the ceiling. The robot began to tumble. Its limbs were motionless apart from its one functioning arm. It flailed as it spun towards them.
	“Can I pop it?” asked Coz.
	“Cleared hot,” answered Ethan.
	With a short burst from his automatic pistol the robot went limp. Coz kicked from their position to catch the robot. Coz wrangled the hulking machine into the corner of the hallway. He turned it over, inspecting its processing unit.
	“Am I reading this right? It’s an S-82, that’s ancient, I can’t believe it was even able to move, that’s like a hundred years old!” remarked Coz.
	“This ship is only fifty years old, missing for forty-five…” said Ethan.
	Coz stared at the S-82 with a puzzled look. Mikey called his two teammates over. He was ready to make the final cut into the locked engineering section. “Standby, likely degens in here.” Coz and Ethan readied their weapons.
	As soon as Mikey pulled away the cut wall section three degenerative robots tried to wriggle through the new opening towards the crybaby beacon. The marines set to work and disabled the lot.
	Coz kicked off the wall towards the large S-82 at the other end of the corridor. “One sec gents, let me grab that S-82’s nameplate,” he said as he pried the serialization plate of the robot’s frame.
	“Grab the non-volatile storage too,” said Ethan.
	Coz yanked a small drive from the innards of the machine. “Got it. Ok back to biz. The engineering failsafe control panel isn’t far.” Coz deftly maneuvered around his teammates and through the opening Mikey had cut in the wall.
	The men worked through a few more degenerative robots before reaching the failsafe panel. Coz and Mikey set security while Ethan examined the console. He plugged auxiliary power from his suit to the emergency port.
	The screen lit and a stream of text scrolled by as it booted. Ethan read aloud. “Last entry here is from forty-five years ago by Acting Head Engineer Patel. ‘Our last attempt to regain criticality in either reactor has failed. Acting Captain Savarino has ordered we abandon the Broadhead.’”
	Powering the failsafe console triggered dormant systems in the bowels of the ship. A steady stream of degenerated engineering robots of all shapes and sizes drifted towards the three men around the emergency console.
 
	“The degens have taken interest,” noted Mikey.
	“But the crybaby is still at full blast”, said Coz checking his scanners.
	“We’ve got enough. Let’s go,” said Ethan as he unplugged from the console.
 
	A heavy thud vibrated through the marine’s magnetic boots. A twitchy shudder ran through the engineering section. “Hey you know what would be cool? If that scary vibration was more S-82s coming to blow us to bits,” said Coz. He grabbed a railing and flung himself like an arrow towards the exit. Mikey and Ethan followed close behind.
	Coz peered into the corridor and waved that it was all clear. Mikey fired a few bursts from his auto pistol into the slow moving wave of robots relentlessly closing in on them from the engineering section.
	“Onwards,” said Coz, heading towards the fire-damaged main junction. “Of course,” sighed Coz. “Contact, degens on our escape route.” He raised his auto pistol and began disabling one robot after the next.
	Ethan reached the junction next to see what Coz was shooting at. A mass of at least twenty robots crawling, limping, worming their way towards them. “Coz do we have any other ways out of here?”
	“Yeah, there’s one airlock down to my right that might still be operable, or we fight through this.”
	Ethan lowered his weapon and looked back at Mikey. Mikey was in the same situation as Coz, fighting back a large tide of slow moving degens from the engineering section. “Mikey get ready to fallback to our position. Coz, get ready to break contact and lead us to the airlock.”
	The three marines flew down the corridor. “Don’t kick too hard; stop spin early,” said Coz on the radio, repeating the mantras every space marine learns in training. “Last hundred or so meters, that left turn up there.”
	The large text painted on the door indicated they had arrived at the airlock. Coz began the manual procedures. Ethan and Mikey stayed at the nearest junction to slow down any visitors.
	Coz closed himself inside airlock and yanked away emergency override panels. “It’s totally dead, won’t accept battery power from my suit, trying the manual door release.”
	Degens, more motile than before, rounded the corner into Ethan and Mikey’s view.
 
	“Two minutes Coz, or we fight our way back the way we came,” said Ethan.
	Coz ripped off more paneling from the airlock controls and tried the last thing he could think of.
	Coz joined his team in the junction and shook his head, “Sorry boys I think we gotta swim upstream, the pressure safety lock was stuck in the pressurized position and it was frozen shut.”
	“Mikey can you cut through any of this?” asked Ethan as the degens drifted ever closer.
	“Pressure safety locks fail closed. My suit cutter can’t get through ship hull - not without more battery, or time.” Answered Mikey while smoothly dispatching degen after degen with his auto pistol.
 
	“Then it’s a race to the entrance, prep for close contact,” said Ethan.
 
	The marines prepped their infiltration space suits for likely incursion. The mid layer filling with sealant gel and the inner layer with clotting foam. “So nice filling your suit with slime, not to mention the smell,” complained Coz. The self-sealing system would give the men a fighting chance at avoiding a deadly loss of pressure.
	“Not the only warm thing running down your leg,” said Mikey.
	Coz made a kissing noise at Mikey and gave the signal that he was ready. The three marines holstered their pistols, there was no way to keep a safe field of fire when moving so quickly through such tight spaces. They each held a shockdriver in one hand and a electromagnetic toggle clamp in the other.
	They set off down the corridor towards the shambling cluster of degens. Coz slipped past the first three and tumbled into a large engineering quadruped. A quick stab with his shockdriver disabled it. He clamped onto the ceiling and then with a pull propelled himself further into the mix.
	As Coz lead the three back to their makeshift entrance he cleared a path for Mikey and Ethan as only he could. With small shoves and spins he would clear robots of the way - entangling them with each other or miring them in exposed wiring. Some he simply set spinning, the degraded robots unable to compensate for the disorientation quickly enough.
	The traffic became untenable at the section with the dead officer. Degens grabbed at the marines from all sides. A large loading quadruped with functioning grippers latched onto Ethan’s leg. “Need an assist,” he said unable to reach the robot’s processing module. Mikey bowled in from behind and shredded the module with his shockdriver. Coz did his best to keep the crowd of robots at bay while Mikey and Ethan pried the metal gripper open. Small blobs of sealing fluid floated away. Ethan scowled at the damage to his suit and leapt forward, “My pressure is good, keep moving!”
 
	Coz lead the way through the clump of robots into an empty corridor. “Never seen degens act like this,” said Coz.
	“Distance?” asked Ethan.
	“Hundred meters, last turn and we’re out of here,” answered Coz. He zipped around the corner straight into a pair of S-82s. “Contact!”
	Coz kicked off the chest plate of the nearest one. It was badly degenerated, all but its right arm was non-functional. It swiped at Coz, sending him tumbling through the corridor.
	“Firing line on me,” said Ethan. He clamped his boots to the ceiling and drew his weapon. Mikey and Ethan waited for Coz to spin out of their line of fire and they opened up with their automatic pistols.
	The rear S-82’s shoulder mounted autocannon swiveled towards them. The targeting motion was stuttered as if the cannon’s mechanism was filled with chunks of loose metal. The first shot from the shoulder cannon tore apart the S-82 in front of it, sending debris and shrapnel flying. “Multiple punctures to my leg,” said Mikey.
	Coz joined the firing line, gripping his boots to the wall as all three marines brought down the second combat robot with a flurry of gunfire. “Lizzy prep for arrival,” said Ethan. Sealing foam bubbled out of Mikey’s suit.
	“Mikey can you maintain pressure?” asked Ethan.
	“I’m at ten PSI, but not for long,” answered Mikey.
	Coz cleared a path through the destroyed S-82 combat robots towards their makeshift entrance. A host of degens had converged on their location. Mikey floated towards the exit leaving a cloud of sealant fizz in his wake.
	A biped degen grabbed Mikey’s leg and with a sharp tug widened one of the many shrapnel cuts in his suit. Globules of blood mixed with sealant foam filled the corridor as Mikey quickly disabled the robot with his shockdriver. “Losing pressure,” he said. Mikey kicked off the wall towards the exit. The big marine went limp and bounced off the ceiling.
	“Mikey!” shouted Coz.
	“I got him, get the mini lock ready for him!” said Ethan.
	Coz frantically prepared the mini lock for pressurization. “Got your bed made big guy.”
	Ethan guided Mikey into the mini lock. Coz snapped the irising hatch shut and began pressurizing the tube. Ethan sent a burst of gunfire into the derelict ship at their pursuers. Lizzy smoothly brought the shuttle nearer to the marines.
	“All aboard gentlemen,” said Lizzy.
	Mikey coughed himself awake, “What’d I miss?” asked Mikey. Coz grinned back at Mikey through the airlock window.
	
	“What the hell is that?” asked Ethan.
	Coz turned to Ethan.
 
	“A suit! Someone in a suit!” shouted Ethan as a bright blue beam of light manifested from the dark corridor of the derelict ship. It vaporized Ethan from the waist down. The beam cut into the shuttle’s left engine, causing it to explode. The shuttle spiraled wildly from the detonation. It’s folded atmospheric wings clipped the mini lock. The cylinder spun into the void with Coz clinging desperately to it.
	“Mayday, loss of attitude control,” strained Lizzy over the radio to their parent vessel.
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