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            Up from the Wreckage

          

        

      

    

    
      Lance Corporal Dane Williams watched the steady sweep of the green scanners across his suit’s HUD. He saw the sudden scatter of green friendlies and the occasional flare of red thermal signatures as his squad in their Assisted Mechanized Plate suits, or AMPs, worked to clear the wreckage of downtown Portland.

      “Steady there, Hopskirk—you’re coming up on an active site . . .” Dane growled through the intercom as he watched his crew. His team were spread out across a city block, and all around stretched the ruins of yet another human city that had never even got so far as to build a habitat dome. Portland had only been attacked by a handful of the Exin’s crafts, and yet each of the alien seed-shaped fighters had unerringly targeted power stations, relays, and depots in a clear effort to do the maximum damage possible in the shortest time.

      Crawdads, Dane breathed, as his mind flashed to the actual sight of them—the alien “warrior caste”—each one vaguely humanoid, but with scaled skin and hardened plate armor like sheaths of bone. Even though the Lance Corporal had spent months preparing at Fort Mayweather for that first encounter, studying images and footage of the alien threat, his stomach still turned over at the sight of them on Earth soil. Something so strange. Something that chittered and moved with a speed no human could match, and which appeared to be completely devoted to the obliteration of the human race . . .

      Watch out!

      For just a moment, Dane recalled the flaring glitter of an alien-thrown scale knife as it had flashed through the air. It flew inches from his visor to lodge into the breastplate and chest of the next Mechanized Infantry Marine at his side. Dane remembered the look in Private Mahir’s face as he had fallen: surprise, shock, and then a stubborn stoicism not to give in to the pain before he died.

      On my watch, Dane was thinking. He and Mahir and a handful of others had been ordered to escort the new first admiral to safety, and they had been ambushed by both alien sympathizers and aliens.

      But who would do that? What sort of human would side with the alien invaders over their own genus? Their own planet!?

      “Oh frack!” The sudden gasp over his suit-to-suit communicator snapped Dane back to reality in time to see the red signal on his sensor sweep. It suddenly expanded in a rippling wave, and he heard Hopskirk’s curse.

      “Marine! Crap!” Dane broke into a run across the rubble. He could see the shells of former Portland buildings around him, and the rising smoke expanding from where two buildings had spilled a frozen tide of brick and fractured concrete.

      But when Dane skidded down the final pile of bricks, he saw the blackened crater where Hopskirk had been working—as well as the steaming, charred AMP suit of First Class Marine Hopskirk himself. The marine pushed himself up painfully from where he had landed some several feet away.

      “Hopskirk, you okay?” Dane threw himself to the marine’s side. He kept one eye on the suit telemetry system that flashed on Hopskirk’s HUD.

      
        
        >Hopskirk, 1st Class . . .

        >Bio-signatures: NORMAL . . .

      

      

      Thank god, Dane thought as Hopskirk groaned and accepted the Lance Corporal’s hand.

      “Dammit, I’m sorry, Hops—I should have pulled you back . . .” Dane said. The man’s AMP suit had a dusting of black char all over the front and was still glowing a slight heat-signature orange to Dane’s thermal scanners.

      “You did warn me, Williams.” His fellow marine shook his head and laughed. “But I guess that I clipped a sunken gas line or something . . . The suit took most of it.” The man shrugged, flexing the large shoulder-plates so that they grated and sighed as the metal pieces flared over each other.

      Still, Dane’s thoughts were dark as he heaved a groan and looked through the middle distance at the smoke-strewn skies. It was my job to keep you safe. This is my job . . .

      
        
        >Incoming message!

        >Sender: RESTRICTED

      

      

      Dane’s HUD lit up as a close-band frequency message, clearly sent by someone with enough security clearance so that it didn’t even register on Dane’s security protocols, burst over his intercom.

      “Lance Corporal Williams? This is Captain Otepi. You and your squad are to cease operations immediately and come with me.”

      “Dane?” Hopskirk must have heard Dane’s irritated gasp. It was followed by a quick intake of breath from his fellow, somewhat-charred marine, as there was a large crunch of rubble and bricks from the way they had come. A series of three large metal shapes moved with mechanical grace out of the wreaths of smoke. Each one was almost twenty feet tall, two high, backward-jointed servo legs holding a conelike metal chassis between their “hips.” Jet-black, no markings, and with swivel-mounted cannons at their hips and underslung from their carriage nose cones.

      War Walkers. The elite Mechs of the Federal Marines, led by the fierce, red-headed woman, Captain Otepi. And they had come to escort Dane and his team back.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s the situation, Captain?” Dane asked as his squad of five Mechanized Infantry headed back to the muster point and drop zone. They had to jog in double-time to keep up with the long legs of the War Walkers. “Why the need for the heavy cavalry?” He attempted a bit of humor, not that he felt it. In fact, the sight of the giant Mech at his side did not fill him with a feeling of security, but rather a rising sense of dread.

      You didn’t call out the Joint Operations Intel and SEAL Unit that ran the War Walkers for nothing, did you?

      Was there another attack? Which city? The fact that it hadn’t even been a month since the last Exin attack didn’t register on Dane. Ever since the human saboteurs had killed the first first admiral to be nominated (First Admiral Keel), and then the humans and aliens had made an attempt on the second First Admiral Yankis, nothing would surprise Dane Williams any more. It felt as though the Exin could reach down to Earth any time they wanted, anywhere they wanted, like the pointed finger of some vengeful god.

      We’re playing catch-up, Dane knew. Even with all of their new Mechs, they were still light years behind what the aliens could do.

      “I don’t have the clearance to tell you, Lance Corporal,” Otepi said tartly over the suit-to-suit.

      Don’t I have a right to know if I am going to end up putting my men’s lives on the line? The angry thought flared through Dane’s mind, but he knew by now better than to ask direct questions like that. The military, for all of its apparent ignorance of the enemy, still held on rigorously to the chain of command and the importance of security clearances.

      “But I can say this,” Otepi said. They rounded the avenue into Colombia Park where the hulking box-forms of marine transporters, and a multitude of camp tents were billed. Many of the trees at the south end had been cleared for this hasty militarized zone. Dane knew that were he to take off his face-plate, he would probably smell the jag of diesel and the smoke of the distant city in the air. Almost idly, the Lance Corporal wondered if all of America smelled like that these days.

      “The new First Admiral Yankis has bumped up the Mechanized Infantry to Tier 1 deployment. Congratulations, and welcome to the club.” There was a shade of sarcasm to her voice.

      “Tier 1?” Dane frowned as the party jogged into the park over the hastily laid avenues of hard-standing rubble and scree. Already, one of the blocky marine transporters with their four rotors was extending its hull doors to admit them. He tried to remember what Tier 1 had meant in the Strategy and Deployment 101 class he’d had at Fort Mayweather.

      “It means you’re first in, Lance Corporal,” Captain Otepi said. “The good first admiral has decided that the Mechanized Infantry Division are our first line of offense against the Crawdads.”

      Dane felt a shiver of something pass through his body, some savage animal feeling that was somewhere between fear and excitement. They had stopped just outside the gigantic transporter as Dane’s men jogged past, finding their webbing cradles and attaching their suits to the walls before releasing the locks on their face-plates. It was wise to get a bit of fresh air and water whenever you could, and Dane’s men were well-trained.

      Beside Dane, Otepi’s War Walker took a few steps away from the landing site and, along with the two others, settled into a defensive perimeter. This really is serious, Dane thought as he threw a salute at the giant Mechs and turned to join his men.

      “But now that you’re on your way,” Otepi’s voice suddenly erupted onto Dane’s suit comms, “I guess it doesn’t hurt to tell you this—you’re going to be rendezvousing with the rest of the Mechanized Infantry at the Nevada Facility. Good luck, Lance Corporal,” she said and clicked off.

      The Nevada Facility. Dane blinked as the marine transporter doors slid to a close in front of him, forcing him to hurry to the closest available cradle. He knew of it by reputation.

      That was the place where they built spaceships.
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      “So, they’re redeploying us as . . . space marines?” Dane paraphrased the words that the shorter, stockier, and altogether angrier form of Staff Sergeant Lashmeier had just said.

      The pair stood in one of the large hangers of the Nevada Facility, waiting for the rest of the M.I.D. to assemble. Around them hummed large machinery and loaders, moving in the electric-lit corners. The front bay doors stood wide open onto the golden oranges and brilliant whites of the Nevada desert, as well as the low concrete domed hangars that were completely nondescript on the outside, but hid vast, cavernous spaces on the inside.

      The Nevada Facility was vast from what little that Dane could see—but it wasn’t recorded on any map and was automatically blacked out from all satellite images by top-level security programs. From the amount of activity and strange tracking equipment being off-loaded by unmarked army trucks every hour of the day and night, an awful lot of money was being poured into this place, and at very short notice too. The facility had the air of a military camp in the middle of, well, a war. Everyone was tense and running around on tight schedules, checking security notices and clearances at every doorway.

      “We prefer to use the term Orbital Marines. Do I detect a problem with that, Lance Corporal?” Lashmeier said in his deadpan voice that could have made mountain ranges think twice about standing too close to him. Beside Dane stood the only other senior marine wearing an AMP suit, Dane’s buddy and ex-sumo wrestler Bruce Cheng, also a Lance Corporal.

      “You mean like . . .” the larger man started to say.

      “No, I do NOT mean like we’re playing around with little models, making peww-peww noises at each other!” Lashmeier snapped, and any urge that Dane might have felt to snigger suddenly evaporated. “And no, you are not being called space marines, but a part of your role will be to conduct marine operations in space, understood!?”

      Like space marines, then . . . Dane could almost hear the cogs in Bruce’s head turning. Neither of them was suicidal enough to make the comment though.

      “Sergeant, SIR!” There was a shout as Johnston, Vindiar, and the other twenty or so Mechanized Infantry jogged out of one of the bulkhead doors to their muster point. The M.I.D. had been assembled from all over North America, wherever they had been using their suits to clear wreckage and go into the alien virus-swamped areas with their stronger protective gear. They had filtered in through the night, arriving in the bunk room in sets of fours and fives, each blearily wide-eyed at being called to the most secretive military facility in all of the United States.

      “Form up! ATTEYYN-HUT!” Dane barked out of habit. Somehow feeling that Lashmeier expected it of him. To his left, the twenty Mechanized Infantry smoothly stamped into a line and saluted the Staff Sergeant as one. They held the pose until Lashmeier nodded and lifted the cuff of his sleeve up to his mouth to speak into one of the small node communicators there.

      “We’re go,” Dane heard him say, as three people walked out of the darkness of the hangar to join them.

      All of them were women, but none of them could have been more different in Dane’s eyes. The first that he recognized was Dr. Sylvia Heathcote, frizzy blonde hair distractedly pulled back into an unkempt bun and wearing a white coat. Her eyes flickered with recognition when she saw Dane. He had, after all, saved her life in the Exin-overrun ruins of New Sanctuary.

      The next was Captain Otepi herself, a little taller than Sylvia with red hair and sharp features, wearing black combat fatigues and no insignia at all.

      Outside of her War Walker, Dane could see that the SEAL captain had a silvered scar running across her brow and cheek, and the eye that it intersected was a solid ball of metal. The Captain didn’t register Dane at all, but kept a fierce expression on the assembled M.I.D., as if examining each and every one for fault.

      The last woman was a civilian—or looked like one, anyway. She also had blonde hair, but it was scraped back into a severe bun that looked, Dane thought, positively painful. She wore an A-line pencil skirt (charcoal gray, of course) and a simple white blouse under a similarly gray sweater.

      Jessica, Dane tried to stop his brows furrowing. He had nothing against the woman at all really—only what she represented. She wore a lanyard about her neck with a digital photo and a string of letters and numbers. Dane knew that they would probably grant her access to anything, everything, and anyone. She was some kind of government special agent, with enough jurisdiction to make decisions about what First Admiral Yankis—the man responsible for coordinating the defense of Earth, presumably—could do.

      Of course, “Jessica” had no second name, rank, or title as far as Dane was aware.

      “Marines.” It was Otepi to speak first, addressing them casually, but the authority that she carried was clear. “Welcome to Nevada. I am Captain Otepi of the Joint Intelligence SEAL taskforce, and I have been tasked with Phase 2 of your training.”

      There’s a Phase 2? Dane thought.

      “You will be required to operate in and out of a new class of AMP suit in zero-G, low-G, and unpredictable environments.”

      Unpredictable environments. Dane’s eyes slid to Bruce, who shared with him a similarly wide-eyed look. That means exo-planets, right?

      “You will be required to master these operations, technically, yesterday,” Otepi said, permitting herself a small smile at the ripple of groans through the assembled M.I.D.

      At least she has a sense of humor, Dane thought.

      “Failing the training will not be an option,” she concluded direly.

      Why? Dane blinked. What did that mean—surely, they would just get kicked back into the planetary ground-level forces if they couldn’t hack it?

      Ah, but then Dane’s eyes found that Sylvia was looking at him, and her face was full of concern. The Exin virus? he thought. He knew that his body was riddled with it, as was approximately one-fifteenth of the human population. For most of them, the Lance Corporal knew, there was no possible recovery. Their bodies would erupt in neuralgia and joint pain, leading to a slowly crippling and agonizing death only moderated by the use of painkillers and tranquilizers. Dane, however, was one of the lucky ones. He was getting daily doses of Dr. Heathcote’s antigen Vito-neura, injected direct into the meat of his thigh by the medical unit he wore always, all the time.

      And the virus is only kindling in my body. Dane remembered Sylvia’s words. He had at best six months to live unless a cure could be found.

      Sylvia’s dark look to Dane concluded what he had feared. While succeeding at the new training was probably rhetoric for Captain Otepi, for him, it meant medical treatment being withdrawn. He’d have to go back to Sacramento Teaching Hospital and probably to an even shorter life . . .

      “Your training begins today,” Captain Otepi informed them with a nod. She turned slightly to the only supposed civilian in the room.

      The woman only known as Jessica pursed her lips, clearly disappointed with something, before speaking. “Gentlemen, may I remind you that you all signed the Official Military Secrets Act upon signing up and that you are still bound by those protocols until anything that you see, hear, or do while performing as a member of the military services becomes declassified—which I highly doubt will happen in your lifetime. Is that understood?”

      The marines were unsure how to respond to a non-uniformed officer. It was Bruce who let out a “SIR, YES SIR!” to be echoed by everyone else in the hangar. Perhaps it was Dane’s imagination, but the space around them had appeared to fall into quiet, and he couldn’t see any movement or action from anyone around them.

      “From the moment you enter the Nevada Facility, all external communications are forbidden,” Jessica stated. “That means no cell phones, no public broadcast Wi-Fi, nothing whatsoever. Any broach of these rules will be considered treason of the highest order.” She didn’t ask for their agreement. Dane felt a shiver of unease ripple through his men. They were used to military oversight, of course, but the occasional phone call home to those who still had family on the outside was a lifeline, he knew.

      Not that I have anyone out there. Dane’s thoughts flickered to his father, “Hurricane” Williams, a no-nonsense amateur boxer. He was many years dead now, but still Dane felt the wince of constriction as the external world disappeared for them all.

      “First Admiral Yankis has been installed at the International Solaris Station,” Jessica informed them through a tight jaw, as if sharing information was painful for her. “He has personally asked for the M.I.D. training to be accelerated to the next level, which is why you are here . . .” Dane saw her take a breath.

      “As you all know, a little over a month ago the original appointee to the First Admiralty, General Keel, was killed by insurgents in Washington. They also seriously damaged the Jefferson Space Port. We can only surmise that this was an attempt to cripple our planetary defense,” she said heavily and accusingly—as if any of them here might also be responsible for the attacks.

      “What we have learned since then is that there is an . . . object,” her lips curled in disgust, “inside our own solar system.”

      What!? An Exin mothership? Dane thought. The aliens had to be coming from somewhere, after all. And so far, they had managed to appear and attack Earth as well as the proto-mining colony on Mars and the scientific colony on the Moon. But we don’t even know how they got here . . .

      They watched as Jessica nodded at the captain, who drew from one of her pockets a small black data pad. After a scurry of fingers, there bloomed between them a floating hologram. The Nevada hangar was dark enough that Dane and the rest could see clearly the curves of colored lines and shapes: The curve of a large ball.

      A planet.

      And there, floating in front of it was a tiny speck.

      “Here, let me magnify,” Otepi said. Another flurry of fingers sent up a static image this time of what looked like a giant, ruddy bruise. Hanging over it was a very small thing. A wheel.

      “That is quite enough, Captain,” Jessica said, for Otepi to snap off the shape, but it burned in Dane’s memory still. It looked like a cartwheel slowly spinning across something . . .

      “The Great Storm of Jupiter. Otherwise known as the Great Red Spot,” Jessica said with apparent and obvious distaste. “And that object was—is—a foreign body.” She said the last words with great difficulty, Dane saw, and had reserved all of her scorn for it. He knew what she meant.

      That it was not something borne of this solar system or of human hands.

      It was Exin.

      “Do we know what it is?” Dane burst out. “What it does? What its capabilities are?”

      “Lance Corporal!” Lashmeier reprimanded him immediately, although Dane didn’t feel any particular compulsion to show due respect to someone who didn’t even declare their rank to those they expected to serve them.

      “Staff Sergeant, those are good questions.” Captain Otepi intervened however, before turning to address Dane directly. “In short, no. We know nothing about it. But it doesn’t take a genius to put two and two together: A new, clearly advanced object in our solar system, and now humanity has been attacked by an aggressive alien race . . .” Dane saw that Jessica was watching the exchange like a hawk, probably searching for a reason to charge any of them with treason.

      The captain continued. “First Admiral Yankis wants you all naturalized to an ex-planetary position immediately, so that you will be able to answer these questions for us,” she said.

      Which, in military speech, as far as Dane knew, meant that the first admiral wanted them to check things out and shoot anything that didn’t look human, right?

      I can do that, Dane thought. We can do that.
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        * * *

      

      “AARGH!”

      I can’t do this! Dane was thinking as he was being propelled, close to the speed of a jet fighter’s maximum thrust, in a small metal box around a giant centrifuge. For once in his military life, Dane was eminently happy not to have eaten recently. He retched and heaved as his senses spun. The lights on the external walls were just a blurring, constant line of fire, and Dane was sure that every internal organ that he contained was trying to force its way out of his nose.

      “Okay! Time’s up!” He heard the cheery voice of his engineer, the “sapper” Joey Corsoni, over the headphones as his spinning started to slow, then slow some more. This was almost worse than the high-vibration thrum of the maximum acceleration, he thought. His body once again knew that he was no longer going to die by being shaken to pieces, but was instead just going to feel like crap for a while.

      The white blur turned into the strobe of light, and Dane’s ears popped themselves back to normal human pressures. Dane was strapped into a flight chair with full ear protectors and pressure-filled pockets that were slowly deflating from around his chest and thighs.

      “That’s so all your blood doesn’t pool in one place and your brain starves to death,” Joey Corsoni, the man responsible for keeping his AMP suit functional, had said cheerfully before the ordeal. Dane hadn’t been impressed.

      How did I do? he wanted to say when the small module he was in had finally wound its way to a standstill. The hatch above opened and Joey appeared, grinning as usual. Corsoni was the kind of guy who could grin at an oncoming hurricane. Dane didn’t know if it was recklessness or bravery or both. Right now, he hated the engineer for it.

      What came out of Dane’s mouth instead of his question was a “Hgnrr-urgh?” As the straps loosened, the side door opened, and he fell out of it onto the metal ramp as if every bone in his body had been turned to Jell-O.

      “Here you go, champ.” Joey was there, scrabbling down the side of the centrifuge chamber to sling one arm underneath Dane’s own and get him to his feet. “Don’t worry about it. Everyone crumples or pukes on their first time around.”

      “Put that man down!” someone was shouting. Dane blearily lifted his head to see that there, beyond the ramp to the centrifuge chamber, was the rest of the prep room. A line of pale-faced and worried-looking Mechanized Infantry Marines were aghast at the state that their Lance Corporal was in.

      And Captain Otepi, striding free from the group and pointing at Corsoni. “You think that your engineer’s going to be with you to wipe your ass whenever you need it, Lance Corporal!?”

      Dane didn’t think that Otepi particularly wanted an answer to this, so when Joey let go of him and stepped back, he allowed himself to crumple back into a crouch on the cold metal floor.

      “Now get up, marine!” Otepi yelled in a tone that was almost as forceful as Staff Sergeant Lashmeier’s, Dane was thinking.

      Focus on your goals. This is only sensation. He reached down to drag at the maxims that had got him through Marine Basic Training. It was true, of course. His limbs like jelly and his rolling stomach and ringing ears were only bodily sensations—but they were pretty powerful ones, he had to admit . . .

      But I have to do this, Dane gritted his teeth and forced himself to stand taller. Higher. He pushed himself up and felt the entire room spin around him. He was sure that he was going to faint. Or be sick. Or both.

      “That’s it, marine. Now get to the equipment bay and disassemble me a rifle!” Otepi said in a stern, but quieter voice. Dane stumbled forward—even the steps he was taking seemed to be all out of proportion with each other. He had to take exaggerated steps. Bigger steps than normal—which elicited murmurs of humor from the watching marines—but Dane forced himself onwards.

      “I don’t know what you’re chuckling about, marine—you’re next! In!” Otepi ordered the mocking Abrams into the centrifuge, and Dane felt a tiny spike of vengeful glee. He got to the equipment table, where a general purpose rifle sat on a bed. He raised wavering hands to try and grab it, but it was out of focus and shifted from being too near or too far.

      “Ugh . . .” Dane forced his hands to slap down onto the table, finding the weapon mostly by touch alone.

      “When you’re up there, you have no idea what environment you will be facing.” Otepi was lecturing the marines as they alternatively waited, or were spun, or fainted. “I do not know what environment you will be facing. No one does! Maybe these Exin have high-gravity ships. Maybe you will have to engage in combat while your ship is moving near light speed! Maybe some of you will just go bullcrap-crazy when you realize there is nothing above, below, or around you but void!”

      It didn’t sound to Dane much like an encouraging pep talk, but he persevered. His fumbling fingers had found the secure catches at least. Even though his ears roared with nausea and vertigo, he closed his eyes and forced his hands to work by instinct. He managed to take the stock and the barrel apart and was working on the finer mechanisms.

      “It is my job to get you to a point where you can still act in all of these crazy conditions. Where you can still, at least, pick up a gun and shoot it at the enemy!” Otepi turned to Dane.

      “Reassemble that weapon, Lance Corporal! Bring it to Firing Room 3 to collect your ammunition and begin firing practice!” Otepi shouted.

      What? Dane groaned, swayed on his feet, and hastily started jamming the rifle back together again. Abrams was released from the centrifuge, to promptly fall out, throwing up as he did so.

      “Hopskirk! Clean that up!” Otepi was shouting. “Clear that man to the benches, Cheng—you’re up next!” She was relentless, and Dane was already slamming the final pieces home to stagger around the equipment table to the corridor that led to Firing Room 3. When he eventually got there (he had to use his eyes, finally) he used a full magazine. He managed to hit the distant paper target only ten out of twenty times, thanks to the way his vision blurred, and he constantly felt like the world was spinning around him at faster and faster speeds.

      That sensation of everything spiraling out of control would follow Dane through much of what happened at the Nevada Facility.
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      “And these, gentlemen, are what you’re going to have to get used to wearing. Quickly,” Captain Otepi said, just as sternly as she said anything. But there was a smidgen of something else to her voice as well. Pride. Accomplishment.

      It was day nine at the Nevada Facility when Lance Corporal Williams and the others of the Mechanized Infantry Division were shown their new AMP suits. The days so far had become a blur of grueling training and generalized exhaustion for Dane, as his body was being asked to specialize and exceed in ways that were entirely unnatural for the human animal. Dane had thought he was fairly fit before (well, apart from the Exin virus running through his system) but somehow, the strange PT—or physical training—they did here at Nevada seemed to use an entirely new set of muscles.

      “Physically, it’s about blood pressure and internal organ regulation,” Dr. Heathcote had told him during one of their regular health checks that they appeared to be having every couple of days. “You may be externally fit, but we need to find ways to tone the inside of your body as well, because . . .”

      Because of decompression and recompression, Dane now knew. Because of velocity and acceleration and weightlessness. Because he was about to be surrounded by the void of space, which would kill him in exactly 12.8 seconds flat if he was unprotected.

      Already, some of the guys from the M.I.D. had flunked out. Small ailments and conditions had been discovered which never would have interfered with their ability to fight a ground offensive. Private Martinson had a predilection for high blood pressure which would have increased his chances of developing brain aneurysm and blood clots in space by forty-five percent. Private Fadja, it turned out, had the slightest defect in the growth of his inner ear, meaning that he would be sick and faint if the barometric pressure raised or dipped beyond a certain point. Both Fadja and Martinson were congratulated by Captain Otepi herself, but then escorted off-site. Dane didn’t know if he would ever see either of them again.

      But the increased daily PT sessions where they were shaken, vibrated, where they ran endlessly on machines or climbed obstacle walls or swam in the sunken pools a lot—they weren’t even the worst of the training exercises . . .

      That horror, for Dane at least, was reserved for what was called “exo-orientation.” In these exercises, the new Orbital Marines were put through a variety of observation and perception-changing practices aimed to change their sense of up and down, left and right, near and far. It could be an hour spent in cubicles looking at the movement of strobe lights playing complicated patterns, starting at the periphery of his vision and then shooting forwards, or upwards, or around. At other times, it was being strapped to a chair while an array of film clips played, always of movement—the camera following a dirt road, to suddenly cut to swooping between mountains, or hurtling straight towards earth, or moving backwards down a road once more.

      The very strangest of these orientation exercises were, however, the isolation tanks that they spent time in every day. Dane and the others scheduled in that work group would each clamber into a sealed metal-and-plastic tub taller than he was standing, where they would allow themselves to float as the lid was sealed and all lights were turned off.

      And there, surrounded in total darkness, they would just—float.

      What sounded like a chance to relax for once and to ease aching muscles turned out, for any who tried it, to be a deeply unsettling and then strange experience. Dane would swear that he had dreamed, although he had been wide awake. He would swear that he talked to his dead father once again, and that he saw Private Mahir—the marine that he had let die—again and again, and each time, Mahir would still have the Exin blade lodged in his chest, and each time Dane wouldn’t be able to save him.

      So, when Captain Otepi announced on day nine that today was the day that they were finally going to get back into their AMP suits once again, Dane, like all of the others, was overjoyed at the opportunity.

      “This is the deployment hangar, reserved for use of the M.I.D: Orbital,” Otepi explained, pointing to the band of blue strip light that lit the subterranean corridors that they were all used to now, all the way to the hangar. There were a number of these glowing lines that followed the walls through the underground complex, each color associated with something different. Over the last few days Dane had come to understand what some of them referred to—even if he had only heard of them in passing. Green was for Health and Medical, white was for Logistics, Command, and Operations, while blue seemed to be for Technical and Engineering, and there were still orange and purple color bars that Dane knew nothing about at all.

      “These suits are still prototypes, but we hope to get the working product up and running in a matter of days.” Otepi said as she held up a hand to the steel bulkhead doors.

      “ID AUTHORIZED. CAPTAIN OTEPI . . .” an automated voice called out, and the doors slid open to reveal an AMP hangar.

      It was long and narrow, with the crane and webbing like cradles for each suit extending down each side of the room to the right and left. Eight-foot-tall metal golem figures stood inside each cradle, and there was enough room in the middle for one to be standing proud of the others, underlit by dimmed floor lights.

      “Rockin’ . . .” Dane heard the whispered words of Hopskirk behind him. They looked at what appeared to be an almost-regular AMP suit—with some notable differences.

      First of all, the eight-foot-tall human shell was fitted with a glossy black armor plating, interspersed with the more regular concrete-gray matte of the interstitial plates. Dane knew that the larger protective plates—at the shoulders, chest, thighs, arms, and legs, were made of layers of composite metals, foams, and graphene shock absorbers, but these also had a highly reflective sheen, like a brand-new sports car.

      “Obviously, space is pretty dark,” Otepi said, (Was she speaking from personal experience? Dane wondered) “and you might have to perform space-walk or vacuum operations where stealth is desirable . . .”

      Stealth is desirable!? Dane blinked, imagining himself inside one of these suits, snaking across the starfields to some distant, alien artifact.

      “To that end, these suits have a variety of sensor-evading and frequency-scattering measures,” Otepi said, carefully walking around the show suit.

      What was also subtly different from the previous AMP suits he had worn, Dane saw, were the face-plates. These were not the regular, humanoid “heads” of the previous AMP suits. Instead, each suit had a sunken dome with a far larger collar that extended almost from where the breastbone would be, all the way to the height of the ears. It curved to give a full range of visibility from the black dome of the helmet inside. In general, the mechanical metal humanoid was thicker and broader than its predecessors, like a pro-weightlifter version of the previous AMPs. Dane thought that they looked guarded and thuglike.

      “Obviously, special attention has been paid to their ability to supply oxygen to the helmet,” Otepi noted. “Added layers of atmospheric protections make their larger construction necessary.” She stopped to bang on the sleek black metal arm, which rang with a solid noise. “Because of their bigger size, they have extra servo-assists on all limbs and joints and are approximately fifty percent stronger than the previous suits you were wearing.”

      Dane heard a low whistle from among some of his men, and he could only agree. The AMP suits that they were used to were already strong enough to push around regular civilian cars. This added might would make them superhuman!

      “And these, you should take special note of.” Otepi paused to one side of the suit, tapping where the suit appeared to hump at the back. The marines eagerly filed around to take a better look as Otepi brought out her data pad to finger-scrape a few commands. A dull light flashed across the face-plate as the suit activated.

      “And what we are looking at here, gentlemen . . .” she said distractedly as she typed. In response, the sheathed plates that formed the humped back started to move, slide, and release.

      The back, shoulders, and chest of a regular AMP suit had defensive plates—thinner sleeves of metal that rose outwards a few inches to form a crumple zone around the main suit body. In these Orbital AMPs, they had a similar design, but what the expanding back sheaths revealed were what looked like two metal cannisters.

      “Rockets?” Dane guessed.

      “Thrusters,” Otepi corrected. “They raise a little from the back and are able to fire not-very-powerful but prolonged bursts of combustive gases. In an atmosphere like ours on Earth, it would aid with jumping and gliding—but it wouldn’t make you fly. In a zero-G vacuum, however, where there is next to no resistance, it is perfectly adequate to control movement. You will have to use your arms and legs to direct and orient your direction.”

      “Cool!” someone at the back said, earning a sharp glance from Otepi.

      “These are not meant to be cool, gentlemen. They are meant to be effective.” She then tapped the large, metal, and meaty right forearm of the suit in the place where the light laser was situated on the smaller AMPs. On these, it wasn’t there.

      “Instead of lasers, you will be supplied with these.” The captain swung around, hands on her data pad, for a light to illuminate an alcove in the wall, showcasing the range of weapons that each Orbital AMP suit would now be carrying.

      “Compression grenades. Micro-missile launcher set on the left arm.” The captain rattled off a list. “Flash grenades and special disrupter grenades—these are designed to cut and disturb electronic frequencies for short periods of time. Think of them like a localized EMP blast.”

      “A standard Field Blade,” she pointed to the knife held in place on the display wall, “as well as a Field Halligan.” She pointed at the bar that was almost as long as the Field Blade and looked like a cross between a crowbar and a mattock. At one end was a collection of outward-facing spikes, while at the other appeared to be a set of mechanical pincers. Dane had a recollection that such things—without the pincers—were used by firefighters to get into and out of buildings.

      Does that mean that they’re expecting us to deal with fire? Dane didn’t like the idea of that.

      “We believe this will be useful for overcoming metal obstructions,” Otepi said. “If you have to perform a ship-boarding maneuver.”

      Boarding maneuver, Dane repeated silently to himself. When we board an alien spacecraft. Or mothership. Even though Dane had fought the Exin directly, even though he had seen them, and he had even defeated them—it still didn’t sound possible.

      “Of course, you will see no projectile weapons here, because projectile weapons would be insane in pressurized compartments.” Otepi nodded, pointing at what Dane would have sworn were guns on the display. One was a large AMP-suit rifle (the size of a general purpose machine gun to a human) while the other was the size of a pistol—or the size of a submachine gun if held in non-suited hands.

      “These are energy weapons, using the same technology as the smart lasers on your forearms.” Otepi dared to give them all a savage grin, “only with a lot more oomph. Unlike blast weapons, they fire continuous beams, so . . .” Otepi frowned, then shrugged. “What the hell. It’ll be better to show you—suit up, marines!”

      Dane felt his jaw tighten into a grin as the lights above the cradles around him started to illuminate one after another. And the one on the right, the very first one, had his name glowing on the wall.

      L. CPL WILLIAMS, Dane.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        >ORBITAL AMP 023 Activating . . .

        >Cycling accelerator unit . . .

      

      

      As soon as the suit had petaled open, Dane settled himself inside. He felt the foam pads swell and support his frame as he clicked home the X-webbing. The breastplate closed with a slick click, and the face-plate helmet settled into the mantle collar to whir with a locking motion. Dane felt the rush of excitement that he always felt. Gone were the dangers and frailties of his virus-ravaged legs. He was now caparisoned in metal. He was reborn.

      
        
        >Recognizing User . . . L. CPL WILLIAMS, D . . .

      

      

      The holographic HUD on the interior of his face-plate flared into life, revealing the deployment hangar in perfect clarity. Glowing green insignia floated over the other members of his Orbital Marines.

      “Joey?” he asked, expecting to hear the reassuring confidence of Corsoni on the other end—but there was no answer. With a frisson of panic, Dane realized that he had no idea where his suit engineer was. Would Joey even be assigned to him on this mission?

      
        
        >General Systems Check . . . GOOD . . .

        >Filtration, Biological, Chemical, and Radionic Protections . . . GOOD . . .

        >Connecting to Federal Network . . .

      

      

      The lines of code scrolled down the inside of his suit as each operation came online. Dane saw a new insignia on his screen, a small circle revealing the local gravity—currently set at one.

      “Marines!” Instead of Joey’s voice in Dane’s ear, he heard Captain Otepi’s. “I’m running you through the initial suit-training program. Follow your on-screen directions.”

      In response, a flaring neon green arrow appeared directly in front of Dane.

      
        
        >Objective 1: Deploy . . .

      

      

      Dane stepped forward and found that he was at the front of the line. He jogged through the length of the hangar to where a set of metal double doors rolled back to reveal darkness. Before the doors was an equipment locker. A number of weapons were highlighted in his screen with glowing neon green. Dane picked up the field gun, the smaller pistol, and the hand-to-hand weapons before turning to see the green arrow directing him ahead. No grenades needed for this mission then, he considered.

      
        
        >Mission Parameters: Assault . . .

      

      

      Assault. That would mean they would be expected to be in combat training of some kind. Probably dummy rounds, maybe live rounds.

      “Marines!” Dane called out. “First eight with me, last with Bruce.” He calmly split the available Marines between him and the other Lance Corporal, Bruce Cheng. “Stay alert. We’re not sure what we’re facing, so diamond-patrol formation where possible.” He waited for the first eight marines behind him to collect their weapons before he burst into a jog, forward into the dark.

      He was on a wide metal ramp, his suit lights blazing, and it was leading down. He had the impression of a vast space rising above and before him. A large underground warehouse, he guessed, as the ramp hit the bottom of the floor. His suit lights gave him visibility only a few yards ahead. There were obstacles. Old metal oil drums, low concrete walls . . .

      “Thermals, radionics,” Dane called, and his HUD was swept with scanning lines. No heat.

      But there was movement.

      Converging blue glows were coming towards them, and they were coming fast.

      Blue is radionic . . . the thought flashed through Dane’s mind. That meant electrical. Radio waves. Radiation.

      “Heads up!” Dane said, as the first sharp orange line lanced towards him, striking his shoulder with a sizzling noise.

      
        
        >Suit Impact. Right shoulder-plate -15% . . .

      

      

      “Urk!” He gasped involuntarily as he spun. Although he wasn’t hurt physically, it felt like he had been kicked by an elephant. He continued to turn, hitting the metal floor of the cavern with his shoulder and combat-rolling over to the edge of the concrete wall.

      “That was a freaking laser!” Dane called as he saw his eight-man squad scatter in a ragged semicircle. Just as he did, another lancing energy beam hit the floor and then the ramp.

      “Lance Corporal! What’ve we got?!” It was Bruce’s voice over the intercom.

      “Hold position, Cheng! We’ve got unknowns with energy weapons. They’re waiting for us!” Dane said, turning to pop up from the concrete wall and fire the field gun.

      Wham! He felt the weapon thrum with explosive power as coils along its length lit up with a glowing orange light and spat out a burning white-orange line of fire. It shot into the darkness at the blue sensor image, and it illuminated as it went. Dane saw a distant humanoid shape, something that gleamed silver-gray, but whose body shape was subtly different. Strange legs. A pronounced oval head—

      Exin! Dane thought, taking his finger off the trigger by mistake and forgetting what Otepi said—that the weapon would continue to hold the beam as long as he did.

      No. But they couldn’t be Exin, could they? Not here. Not right in the heart of the Nevada Facility . . . Not with silver metal skin . . .

      FZZT! There was an answering return from the enemy’s guns as Dane backed down behind the concrete wall. He felt the shudder of the wall behind him and saw an explosion of sparks.

      “They’re Exin!” he heard Private Harrison call out, somewhere between excitement and fear.

      “Not Exin, Private,” Dane called out, crawling to the end of the low wall to fire from a different vantage point. “Robots. I think we’re facing imitations of the enemy . . .”

      There was a glitch from his suit, as Captain Otepi’s voice burst over their shared channel. “But only slightly less dangerous, Lance Corporal. These drone Exin have been programmed with everything that we know about the threat we face.”

      Great. Dane thought. Our own side has made a group of human-hating robots! He fired into the dark at the nearest blue signal, which had halted.

      The light from Dane’s weapon flashed into the dark, showing a tall concrete pillar, behind which the half form of one of the Exin drones could be seen. His shot hit the pillar and exploded into sparks, but Dane held the trigger and pulled the rifle across the night, highlighting the positions of the enemy as he turned. There were five of them, variously spread out in front of them, and each similarly hidden by concrete pillars, walls, and metal barricades.

      “We outnumber them!” Dane realized, and he heard a victorious yell from Bruce as they opened fire in unison from the ramp. Eight orbital lasers shot forwards into the dark, and Dane’s team added their own lasers to pick at the nearest drone-monsters. There was the flare of flames and a sudden brilliance as lasers found some vital piece of internal machinery in several of the drones.

      “Hopskirk and Harrison, with me!” Dane said, leaping forward to roll to the right of the room across the metal floor. The other two marines followed him.

      Slam! He hit a wall and realized that this entire space had been set up like an abandoned building or a simulated alien craft. There were metal walls and archways throughout the space, leading into alcoves or larger rooms. The neon directional light headed straight forward to the far end of the room, but Dane was sure that would lead straight into more of the drones.

      “We got them!” Dane heard one of the marines in Bruce’s team shout, as Bruce cut off the celebration by ordering his team to advance to the first set of walls.

      “Close it down! Control that space!”

      Dane had to admit it was a textbook demonstration of an assault. In fact, he was starting to think that this first training mission was probably a little too easy—

      Then one of the Exin drones fell from the ceiling, landing on top of Dane and kicking him with its metal legs—and he fell straight through the nearest metal wall.

      “They’re above us!”

      “They’re on the damn ceiling!”

      Dane shook the stars from his eyes to hear the shouts of his other Orbital Marines as he looked up. The metal barrier wall had been flimsy, and it had collapsed inwards into a small dark room. There was a glint of metal as the Exin drone leaped forward, its metal arms ending in cruel metal claws, reaching for him—

      “Ack!” Dane swung the field rifle that he had been holding in front of him just in time to catch the thing’s claws as they came down, spilling sparks as they did so. And gripped onto the metal of his gun, and started to twist . . .

      “Hey!” Dane struggled with the thing, but the metal robot—which had no eyes and apparently no mouth or any way to register him, only continued. Dane felt something suddenly give as the barrel of his brand-new smart laser pulse rifle creaked and then twisted.

      “Why would you build murderbots strong enough to actually murder people!” Dane screamed. The rifle he had been holding onto to try and force the creature back was now being twisted between his hands like a drinking straw.

      “Lance Corporal, if you can’t defeat a glorified toaster, then I don’t think the first admiral has much use for you . . .” came Captain Otepi’s brusque reply as Dane saw his weapon become useless before his eyes. Reacting more in animal impulse than with any skill, Dane bucked, swinging his knees up and sending a kick that would have broken through brick walls into the side of the Exin killbot.

      Without any snarl of pain, the thing was heaved off of Dane’s side and rolled into the far wall. The lance corporal sprang to his feet, reaching behind his shoulder for the first of the weapons there—

      It was the Field Halligan, magnetically locked in its holder down one shoulder, just as his Field Blade was on his thigh. It released as soon as his gauntlets closed on the haft, and he was swinging the strange metal tool in front of him like a baseball bat, smacking the creature on the side of the head as it rolled and jumped back towards him.

      Smack! Metal met metal, and there was an awful crunching sound as something snapped—but the creature’s momentum propelled it forwards, hitting Dane once again in the chest and sending him through the next partition wall.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Back-plate -10% . . .

      

      

      “Ugh.” Dane was more winded than hurt as he and the damaged Exin bot rolled apart, but this time he still held onto the reinforced metals of the Field Halligan. When his adversary raised itself in front of him in the glare of his suit lights, Dane saw that its head and neck were obscenely twisted to one side. But still it lived.

      Dane slammed the pincered end of the Field Halligan into the gap between metal neck and metal shoulder and wrenched. He never expected to do much more than to hold the thing’s thrashing claws at bay, and so was surprised when the Field Halligan’s pincers started rending the animate metal. He found that his new orbital suit was actually stronger than this thing was. With a roar, he hauled. There was a flare of sparks and blue fire as the drone’s entire neck, head, and all wires and cables were separated from its body.

      Booyah! Dane thought, just as there was another flash of light over metal, and he turned—

      For his Halligan to catch the next, advancing Exin murderbot on the upraised arm, snapping it awkwardly out of joint. Another scrape on the other side, as one more of the Exin moved into the already-ruined room.

      “Dammit!” Dane swung more wildly, first smacking the first drone back and then the next. He fielded blows and parried attacks as he tried to force them out of his tiny zone of safety, back to where there had to be other Orbital Marines who could support him.

      Smack!

      But even the drones were too fast for him. One claw slammed across his face-plate and screeched as it tore at the glass and metal.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Face-plate -45% . . .

      

      

      Forty-five percent! Dane swore. Another swipe like that and it would crush the helmet like an eggshell. But either way, right now he had much worse problems as he was stumbling backwards from the blow, and the killbots were upon him . . .

      Something in Dane reverted to what he knew. Before he had ever been a marine, he had been a Mech-Brawler, and before that even, he had been in plenty of fights on street corners. It wasn’t something he was particularly proud of, and in fact, it had been his father’s insistence that he take up martial arts that had cured him of that.

      But right now, knowing how to parry and block and kick was coming in awful handy . . .

      Only one of the murderous drones could reach him at one time if he pressed himself back to the corner of the room. A claw lashed out, and he stepped forward, not back, catching it under one forearm as he brought the Field Halligan down in a sharp, thunderous strike to the creature’s shoulder.

      Crack! A spark from the metal—but robots felt no pain, and the thing was lashing out with its other arm . . .

      But now, Dane was inside the thing’s reach. It was easy from in here to bat apart the thing’s attacks, widen the creature’s block with swipes of the Field Halligan—

      And then to lunge forward and use his weapon like a short spear, driving it into the metal of the thing’s chest. There was a sudden shower of sparks and finally a screech of gears as the creature fell backwards.

      Frack! Dane’s halligan was lodged in the thing’s chest as the next Exin clambered over the body of the old. He didn’t want the thing to get close enough to take another swing at his face-plate, but he had lost his rifle.

      The pistol! The lance corporal cursed himself for a fool as he realized that he still had the smaller pistol on his hip. He snapped that from its magnet locks and fired point-blank at the looming alien drone’s face . . .

      There was a flare of orange-and-white fire as Dane held the trigger down, for the weapon to do precisely what the captain had promised. It struck the creature and the beam held, burning brilliantly as it seared at the metal of the thing’s head, Dane saw the metal bubbling before—

      Wham! The thing’s head burst in a flare of flame and sparks, and Dane was leaping forward, grabbing his rifle as he surged through the next ruined room and back into the central avenue.

      FZZT! Lines of fire were searing across the space from either the hand-mounted weapons that the Exin killbots wore or from the Orbital Marines.

      “Concentrate fire! We’ve got them!” Dane heard Bruce Cheng roaring. He saw the bulk of the lance corporal’s suit (they had to make a larger suit especially for him) leading the charge as they pushed through the last of the Exin drones that faced them.

      The bots had fallen from the ceiling all over their position, Dane saw quickly. Both his own eight-man squad and Bruce’s were spread out and separated in the dark space.

      “First team! Form up on my signal—keep tight!” Dean shouted. He raised one gauntlet to Bruce’s answering nod and started moving through the obstacle course, following the bright green arrow that flared in front of him.

      “Lance Corporal!”

      “Sir!”

      Other Orbital Marine shapes appeared out of various annexes, alcoves, and vaulting barriers as they met William’s command. He was glad to see that Hopskirk and Harrison and the others were not majorly injured—although the icons of some of their suits did flash disparate colors of warning orange from the damage that they had already sustained.

      “We’ll take point,” Dane said, nodding ahead as he broke into a run down the main avenue of the darkened space, his metal boots ringing on the floor . . .

      Which suddenly started to fall away underneath him.

      What!?

      The metal panels of flooring were angling downwards, and fast, and at their end was a widening abyss of pure night. Dane slammed into the floor and started sliding downwards towards the widening chasm. His suit lights picked up the distant ruddy-cream rock of the cavern wall. There looked to be a sheer drop underneath this section of the cavern, and his suit lights could not illuminate its bottom . . .

      “Argh!” Harrison tumbled and spun past him. He hadn’t dropped to the floor as Dane had, and his jogging run had only propelled him faster towards the ledge . . .

      “Marine!” Dane shouted, reaching out—but there was nothing he could do. He had no grappling hook. No line to throw . . .

      Harrison vanished over the edge with a startled yell and disappeared in a moment. Dane was the next to come sliding and scrabbling towards it . . .

      “Dane! The boosters!” He heard Bruce’s voice shout behind him, and suddenly Dane remembered the new equipment attached to his back. He even had a corresponding glyph on his HUD, a tiny, stylized rocket shape.

      “Personal thruster system!” Dane yelled, hoping that the voice recognition software on the Orbital AMP suit would be able to recognize related words. In response, he felt the plates on his back open, kick outwards as the twin cylinders were deployed . . .

      Just as Dane fell over the edge.
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      Frackit!

      Dane tumbled and turned over as he fell. He saw walls and the gleam of the metal shelf above, but no floor. He could feel the spinning dizziness in his ears, disorienting him. He might have a heartbeat until he smacked into the floor. He might have minutes.

      But the insignia for the boosters was flashing an encouraging green, and, as Dane tumbled to see the distant metal shelf once more, he realized that he didn’t know the activation commands.

      “Ignite!” he yelled desperately.

      And was lucky. He felt a kick to his back as the twin propulsion cylinders hummed and purple-blue, almost-translucent flames exploded outwards from his back. He was thrown upwards.

      But the rockets weren’t enough for flight behavior, were they? The walls flashed into a blur around him, and Dane almost got back to the lip of metal that was the edge of the flooring he and the others had been running across—only for the acceleration to decrease. He was starting to fall back once more . . .

      Desperately, Dane swung the Field Halligan at the rock wall. It bit and gouts of rock dust and chips of stone exploded out around him as he scrambled and fell.

      “More power! Extra thrust!” Dane snarled. His suit’s intelligence circuits recognized something of what he was saying (maybe it was the way that he was screaming it with full force) as he felt the cylinders on his back kick once again. His drop slowed, and the point of the Halligan caught in a crack between the rocks. He was suddenly slamming into the wall and hanging on the end of the metal tool.

      But he hadn’t smashed into wherever the chasm floor was, Dane thought gratefully.

      “Lance Corporal? You good?” It was the voice of Cheng over the suit-to-suit communicators.

      “I am currently hanging over an unknown drop at the end of a thin bit of metal!” Dane hissed in annoyance. The only saving grace to his predicament was the fact that the larger, more robust Orbital AMP suits were strong enough to hold and haul their bodyweight with ease. He felt the servo-assists along his back and shoulders lock and move into place, and then he was pulling himself up, his feet digging at the rocky walls and finding ledges and cracks for support.

      “You got this, Williams?” Bruce was asking. “I’m tracking you on the suit scanners. You’ve got about sixty feet until you can access the ledge. From here, it looks to be a thruster-assisted jump to get to the opposite side . . .”

      “You lead both teams across, Bruce. I’m not coming . . .” Dane was hissing in determination. “I’m climbing down, not up. I’m going to get Harrison.”

      Dane had known what he had to do as soon as he had stopped himself from being smeared across the chasm floor. First ones in, last ones out, he recalled the unofficial marine motto. And No marine left behind.

      Dane couldn’t fail anyone else under his command the way he had with Private Mahir, he was thinking.
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        * * *

      

      “Harrison? Marine!” Dane was saying into the dark as he dropped the last couple of feet onto the sanded floor of the chasm under the Nevada Facility. He started sweeping the area for his marine.

      Or for a body. Dane tried not to think about that. He cast a glance back up to where the distant flaring jumps of the rest of the Orbital Marines were but small comets moving in a dark sky. He couldn’t even guess how deep he had come to get to the bottom. Sixty feet?

      Either way, it was a big fall for anyone and would have killed a human not in a suit. Dane’s hope was that Captain Otepi had been right. That these suits really were much beefier than the general AMPs were, and that Harrison was just knocked out down here, and that explained why he wasn’t responding . . .

      “Scanners. Full sweep,” Dane whispered, turning in a slow circle to reveal that the chasm was really a wide, conelike gulf in the rock of the desert, narrower at its top and wider here at the base. The floor looked to be a compacted collection of boulders and gravel, like it had been half filled in. Dane guessed that these underground rivers or sinkholes or whatever they were had made the Nevada desert the perfect place for a secret military facility.

      The lance corporal’s screens flashed a friendly green to reveal nothing. No call sign or suit identifier, and the entire expanse of the chasm floor was devoid of smashed metal body.

      Huh?

      On the thermal sweep however, Dane saw the residual light hues coming from one direction—the residual heat of where Harrison had hit the floor? Or from the marine’s movements as he sought to find a way out?

      Sweep.

      And then came the radionic blue-purple scan, and one side of the chasm—the same one which had the faintest of heat signals in it, lit up.

      “Okay . . .” Dane frowned. There was an awful lot of circuitry over there, but not in the form of an Orbital AMP. He trudged towards it, the lights on his suit picking out the stone walls, the gravel floors, and then . . .

      A metal door. Which had been rent and forced open.

      Ah, Dane thought as he saw the gouges and scrapes at the hinge points riveted to the frame, and something made him look at the Field Halligan that he now held onto. Just like the very one that Private First Class Harrison would have attached to his suit—which was perfectly capable of busting through metal doors like that one.

      Behind it was a darkened corridor, paneled in concrete and metal, and the electrical signals were flowing thick from it. It had to be some other part of the Nevada Facility that led into here, and Harrison had wandered in, busting the door in his desire to get out of here and have this nightmare training scenario over with already.

      Better go get my man. Dane heaved a sigh, holstered his weapons, and stepped into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel was long and sloped gently downwards. After the first sixty feet, it was lit by dull blue lights set high in the wall. Dane could hear the echoing tramp of his boots as they went further and further below ground.

      
        
        >Error! Service unavailable . . .

      

      

      With a blink of red, Dane’s suit telemetries snapped off. He still had his individual scanners available, of course, but he had lost his connection to the rest of the Mechanized Infantry squads. Even his connection to the mainframe servers—the Federal Marine-wide communications network and the more service-specific command servers for the Mechanized Infantry Division and Nevada Facility—were offline.

      Too much rock. Dane grumbled to himself as he crunched forward. The sheer volume of dirt between him and the nearest transmitter must be getting in the way. The lance corporal let out a sigh, figuring that he would probably be in for an earful of reprimand from Staff Sergeant Lashmeier or Captain Otepi when he got back out with Harrison, for going offline.

      “Don’t!”

      The sensitive microphones in his suit picked up a small sound from further ahead, coming out of the brighter haze of electric glow that signaled the service tunnel’s termination.

      Oh no. It sounded an awful lot like Harrison from the snippet that he had heard—and it sounded like the Private First Class was pretty uptight about something.

      “Harrison!” Dane called out, breaking into a fast run into the glare of light—the glare suddenly reducing as his face-plate’s automatic optics took over . . .

      To find himself at the end of the service tunnel, on the downward entrance to a room, which was bright and light and filled with chrome and glass and long, medical beds. In the middle stood Private First Class Harrison, his Field Halligan hanging loose in one hand and the heavy pistol in the other. He was pointing it straight at the much smaller form of a human in a white coat.

      And there, standing on the other side of them both, was an Exin.
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      “Crawdad!” Dane shouted, quickly snatching the rifle from where it was mounted along his suit’s thigh and raising it—

      “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” The human white coat, some kind of scientist clearly, held up his hands and stepped in front of the alien, which stood in its hulking, hunched-over way, as tall as Harrison and Williams, its skin gleaming with the gray-green glitter of scales. The Exin made no movement with its taloned hands or its strange, two-jointed legs, but its small three-part mandible jaw twitched slightly.

      “Step aside!” Harrison was shouting, his field pistol wavering in his hands slightly as he said so. Dane could see clearly from where he stood behind the private first class how seriously beaten up his suit was. He must have fallen all of the sixty or so feet straight down and hadn’t figured out how to activate the Orbital AMP’s thrusters before impact. The defensive plates there were crumpled and smashed, and he had completely discarded his face-plate helmet, leaving jagged cracks in the high mantle and blood running freely from the side of Harrison’s forehead.

      “Don’t shoot! It’s not what you think!” The scientist appeared puny compared to the three giant forms around him. He had a crewcut of autumn brown hair and glasses, and he waved his hands enthusiastically in front of Harrison, as if to break the man out of his murderous intent.

      “Not what I think? I see right here one of the things that killed thousands!” Harrison spat, taking a step forward. “And if you don’t move right now, I’ll be shooting right through you and your crawdad lover behind!”

      At this final insult, the alien seemed to raise its head in a curiously human gesture, as if daring the human to get it over and done with.

      Dane could see how incensed the private was and how close to losing it he was. Harrison wasn’t in control. And no matter what the immediate danger was to them all from the Exin (who knew if it carried the Exin virus?) Dane also knew that an unhinged marine was a bad thing for any situation.

      “Stand down, Harrison. I’ve got this. That’s an order,” Dane growled, but kept his own rifle up and pointed straight at the Exin’s head. It was then that he realized that the alien in front of him wasn’t in the regular exo-armor that they seemed to wear: the form-fitting plates and scales that looked oddly organic and were covered with bony protrusions like nodules. In fact, the creature looked much thinner and, well, creepier to Dane’s eyes.

      The alien invader had some form of close-fitted clothing, a mesh of glittering silver-gray cotton fabric like a body suit, but the lance corporal could clearly see the alien’s muscles at leg, neck, and arm. They were strange to his human eyes. Not in the right place, and they moved and pulled oddly in a way that the native Earth organism inside of him found deeply disturbing.

      But it wasn’t armed or armored. Dane’s memory flung back up at him a fragment of conversation that Captain Otepi had given him. This Exin in front of them was not dressed as one of their warrior caste.

      Did the alien threat even have civilians? Workers? Staff?

      “But look, Williams—look!” Harrison had turned his attention to the rest of the room around them. There were what looked like many medical beds, each one encased in plastic and metal, and each one sized much larger than for the average human form.

      And inside, there appeared to be more Exin.

      No, not Exin. Dane’s eyes banished the image. It was the drones. The murdering killbots modeled on the aliens just like this one. They were in various stages of completion under their glass domes, Dane could see, and it was faintly grotesque to see their innards of cogs and servos and even stranger apparatus that Dane had no name for.

      The Exin murderbots occupied one side of the unit. (It was from here that they were deployed, Dane rationalized. They were built here and released out into the chasm and the training hangar above . . .) But on the other side of the room were more of the glass-domed medical beds, and inside of those were human forms.

      “What the . . . ?” Dane saw what appeared to be sleeping humans, a variety of men and women dressed only in their underwear with a multitude of sensors and wires attached to their bodies. As Dane’s eyes narrowed, he saw the chest of the nearest one rise and fall softly. They were still alive in there. His eyes moved to one of the last of the human-occupied medical beds, and he gasped when he saw a familiar, meaty, bald frown of a face.

      Osgud? Dane gasped under his breath. It was true. It was the M.I.D. marine who had hounded and tormented Dane all through basic training for being “weak” and “crippled” (as it was common knowledge that Dane was carrying the Exin virus, and Osgud had believed that he was just a liability to the rest of them).

      Which, perhaps, was true . . . Dane thought about what had happened to the unconscious man. They had been on their first active deployment when Osgud had come to grudgingly respect Dane’s experience in a Mech suit. But Osgud in turn had been exposed to the Exin virus and had been put on Dr. Heathcote’s Vito-neura treatment just as he was. Or so Dane had presumed. The last time that Dane had seen him, he had been ensconced in a similar-looking medical bed but in Fort Mayweather, the Mechanized Infantry Base Camp, and had blamed Dane for his infection.

      And the death sentence that it entailed, Dane knew only too well.

      “That’s Osgud! That’s Osgud!” Harrison was saying, his tone somewhere between fury and panic. Dane didn’t know that the two men had been buddies back at camp. But the lance corporal knew that there was a very real way in which everyone who had been through the rigors of basic training and deployment and first combat were now brothers. Dane felt a shiver of anger at seeing one of his own lying here, apparently at the mercy of whatever arcane experiments this scientist was running.

      “Someone had better start explaining fast,” Dane growled, his attention snapping back to the scientist as he settled his aim on the Exin “civilian.” “And that someone had better be you, Doc . . .”

      “It’s a part of Phase 2! It has been authorized by the first admiral himself!” the scientist was saying, just as there was a glitch in the lights overhead. Dane saw a momentary burst of static flare in his HUD.

      “What!?” Dane snarled, as alarms sounded, and the lights started to flash across the room. The inner doors opened, pouring black-garbed security personnel brandishing guns and batons into the room—

      Dane tried to move, but found that he couldn’t. At all.

      “Lance Corporal!” He could hear Harrison’s worried shout and didn’t have to turn his immobile head to see straight out of his eye how the man’s suit had frozen into a half turn. “I can’t move! I can’t move!” Harrison was saying in panic as the security guards of the Nevada Personnel arrived at his side and soundly whacked his exposed head with a stun baton.

      “HEY!” Dane shouted but was completely helpless to do anything. They’d done something to his suit, locked all of its motors and plates somehow, remotely. Something that meant that he couldn’t move a muscle.

      “Lance Corporal Dane!” It was the voice of Captain Otepi, scattering the security personnel around her like gadflies as she strode into the room. And although she wore the same black fatigues that they all did, with no hint of armor or mechanized plate, somehow she managed to stand just as tall as Dane did. And she completely ignored the Exin in the room as she made a beeline for Williams.

      “You’re under arrest for broach of military secrets!” she snapped.

      And behind them all, the Exin invader continued to stand, making a slight hissing sort of noise, as if it chittered in victory.
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      “Where’s my man! Where’s Harrison?” Dane demanded. He had been ushered into a secure metal room. The door thrummed closed behind him.

      Much later, Lance Corporal Williams had been stripped out of his suit and had spent an unknown length of time in a featureless gray cell. He had no food or water and nothing for company but the image of that chittering, vindictive Exin lodged into his mind. Dane had no idea how long he’d been in the cell, as time moved strangely when there was nothing but one’s own thoughts for company.

      Out of nowhere, he found himself being escorted by grim-faced guards from his cell. They walked through featureless gray metal corridors that he didn’t recognize with a lot of white-and-purple strips on the walls. Command, Dane recognized the base-wide coding, and something else . . .

      “Lance Corporal!” It was the snap of command from one of the two other people in the room alongside Dane, Staff Sergeant Lashmeier.

      The small bulldog of a man was dressed in his regular khaki combat fatigues. He stood to one side of a desk and glowered at Dane. Standing up from the desk next to him was Otepi.

      “Williams, just because you’re in trouble doesn’t mean you get to throw away the rulebook!” Lashmeier growled. “Permission to speak denied!”

      Dane felt the immediate rush of angry air to his chest, but he held his nerve and didn’t say anything. Yet.

      “Lance Corporal,” Otepi said in a much slower, more exasperated tone. “You and ‘your man’ were found in a highly restricted area of this facility, an area that neither of you had clearance for, and there were obvious signs that you broke in,” She waved a hand over the desk, and a holo of the busted-open door that led down to the Exin appeared. “And what is more, once there, you and one of your squad proceeded to threaten a highly respected and highly valued member of the military intelligence scientific corps.”

      “Are you talking about the human or the Exin?” Dane muttered under his breath.

      “DID YOU NOT HEAR ME, LANCE CORPORAL!?” The Staff Sergeant broke into “full Lashmeier” without even taking a run-up or a breath. It was fairly impressive, Dane had to admit. Like watching a sports car do zero to sixty in about a heartbeat.

      Dane considered his options. It looked pretty much like they were going to throw the book at him for something that wasn’t his fault. He could start wheedling and explaining that it was all on Harrison, and that the younger marine was clearly addled, scared, and wounded—but Dane merely shook his head at himself. He wasn’t about to do that. Harrison had a right to feel scared and angered, after all. Harrison, along with every other marine of the Mechanized Infantry Division, were putting their lives on the line for the defense of Earth, and no one thought to tell them that there was an Exin right there?

      And anyway . . . Dane took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders back. “I’m the commanding officer for that training operation, and for Private First Class Harrison,” he said loudly and formally, ignoring the sparks of ire that seemed to catch fire in Lashmeier’s eyes. “And so I have a right to ask where he is, and what you have done with him. I also take full responsibility for his actions, and, quite frankly, sirs—I would do them all again if I found an Exin hanging around in the middle of my base.”

      “Dear god,” Otepi muttered, shaking her head as she closed the holo with a grabbing motion. Dane expected more of a response from Lashmeier, and so was surprised to see that the staff sergeant had taken a step back and was regarding him like an eagle might regard a mouse. Appraising.

      “Lance Corporal Williams,” the captain began. “Lucky for both of us—it is not your base. And neither is it mine. It is the first admiral’s, if anyone’s. We cannot have you and your men taking it upon yourselves to burst into any old room you want, or to become vigilantes over something that is way beyond your pay grade.”

      What is beyond my pay grade—that there is collaboration going on with the Exin, right here!? Dane could have snapped, but he didn’t.

      Instead, he said, “I believe, sir, that we were searching for a way out of the chasm, and that door afforded the most direct opportunity available to us.” He completely covered the fact that the door had already been burst open when he got there—by Harrison and not himself at all.

      “What is more, sir,” Dane went on. “As I saw no restricted signs or off-limits or warning insignia, and my suit was offline from central marine servers, I had to act as best I thought in the situation to get my man to safety. He had already been pretty badly roughed up from the training operation.”

      There was silence from the two officers, and Dane saw Lashmeier half turn to Otepi, as if the eagle had just seen another rival for dinner. Something wordless passed between them, and Otepi appeared to lose some of her edge suddenly.

      “There is still the pointing the gun at the military scientist,” Otepi said wearily.

      “See my earlier response to that, sir.” Dane didn’t blink. How was I supposed to know whether the highly valued scientist was or wasn’t a traitor!? Dane thought that they should count their blessings that he hadn’t shot the man already . . .

      “The Exin is not a threat, Lance Corporal. And it was not your job to make it so,” Otepi blinked.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Dane interrupted. “But I was trained to believe that all Exin are a threat.” It was hardly his fault that he assumed what he had been told, every day, from the moment that he had woken up in the hospital after an Exin raid on his home . . .

      “Captain,” It was Lashmeier’s turn to intercede. “The Lance Corporal was there at the capture.”

      What capture? Dane thought, and then realized what the staff sergeant was talking about. The egg. Or seed. He had personally saved First Admiral Yankis from being captured and dragged off by two of the Exin warrior caste to one of their “seed crafts.” Yankis had been overjoyed, not just at his freedom, but also at the apparent capture of one of the alien vehicles.

      “Agreed.” Otepi nodded, before eyeing the marine before her with a hard glance. “I wanted more time to present this information to the marines, but I guess that time is the one thing we don’t have any more.” She paused, frowned. “We have no idea when the Exin will next attack. So, I guess I’d better get you up to speed . . .”

      “That Exin you saw came from the seed craft that was left behind after the last incursion,” Otepi said, and her hand moved over the desk once again. This time, it wasn’t a hologram that sprang to life over it, but the entire back wall shimmered and faded, replaced with what had really been hidden by the holo of plain metal.

      A large viewing screen, looking out over a gigantic subterranean hanger. The space was much bigger than any warehouse or vault that Dane had seen so far at the facility. And it was busy. Dane could see cranes and loaders and trucks whizzing back and forth with flashing lights moving between large shapes half-covered in tarpaulin.

      And there, in the center of the hangar, were two craft, side by side. The larger by far was a giant wedge of metal, with two sidereal, tubelike nacelles, although its main body was vaguely wedge-shaped. It had a blackened nose cone, and the ends of the nacelles appeared to be ports of some kind. The craft stood on a number of hydraulic legs, and it was so large that Dane reckoned it could probably hold thirty to fifty people.

      And next to it was the Exin seed craft, almost half its size and hovering in the air malevolently. The Exin attack vehicle was larger and more bulbous at one end and sharper at the other, ending in a “beak” of bonelike points. Dane thought of them as antenna. A scattering of organic humped nodules like the giant barnacles on bowhead whales rippled over its front quarter. Seeing it again made Dane feel a little queasy. It floated on a slight haze that Dane didn’t understand—he wondered if anyone on Earth did.

      And between the seed craft and the clearly human-built one, there was a river of cables and wires and boxlike instruments. Dane suddenly thought about the two sorts of bodies he had seen in the facility laboratory, the drone Exin and the human. Both had also been covered with wires and sensors.

      “We have been studying the captured vessel for its weaknesses.” Otepi turned to regard the vessel. “And for its strengths.” One of her gloved hands moved to the human-built one. “Lance Corporal Williams, please meet the ship that will take you to the artifact. This is the Gladius.”

      “Cool name,” Dane mumbled.

      “The Gladius has been built by the very best minds that the world has to offer, and with our understanding of the alien technology available to us. We believe that we have a nearly functional FTL drive.”

      “A what?” Dane tried to remember his nerd youth watching sci-fi shows. “You mean faster than light, right? A ship that can break the light barrier.”

      “Well, approximately.” Otepi shrugged. “I cannot quote you the science, but it works on a jury-rigged version of the Exin craft’s propulsion system. It creates disturbances in the local gravitational wave to pull it along faster than was thought currently possible to science. Human science, that is. It means that it will be able to make the journey to Jupiter and the alien artifact in acceptable times, rather than say, months or years.”

      “Makes things easier,” Dane had to concede. But how safe could it be to use Exin technology?

      “That Exin whom you saw was a scientist on board the craft who surrendered when we got the seed back here. He says he . . .”

      “Says?” Dane burst out. “You understand their language?”

      “They understand ours.” Otepi glowered. Clearly not a topic she wanted to dwell on for some reason. “But our scientists—like the one you almost shot—are making headway in that regard. The captured Exin tells us that he is a scientist, and represents a faction within the aliens who do not wish to wage an interstellar war but believe in cooperation.”

      “And you believe that bullcrap?” Dane said before he could stop himself, earning a warning growl from Lashmeier for his insolence.

      “No. Of course not.” Otepi shook her red hair determinedly. “But the first admiral does, and so far, he has helped us build the Gladius, and also, what you saw there was the research into ways to cure the Exinase virus currently eating our planet.”

      A cure. Dane felt his mouth go dry. Could it be true? Could there really be a cure for his condition coming? He suddenly felt very conflicted over his desire to shoot the alien, compared to his desire to live longer than three months and to not be permanently medicated by the box strapped to his thigh.

      “Exactly, Lance Corporal Williams, you see how serious the situation is.” Otepi sighed. “Even those drones that your squad faced yesterday were directly modeled on test results we got from our Exin collaborator.”

      “And they almost killed me . . .” Dane murmured, but no one appeared to notice this latest interruption. Otepi continued.

      “And that is why, Williams, that we couldn’t have you or anyone else bursting in and shooting our alien. Ironically, he is the one alien that we don’t want you to shoot on sight.” Otepi nodded.

      “Understood, sir,” Dane saluted. He couldn’t say that he liked what he was being told, but he also didn’t know what else to think about it. An entire scientific community of aliens that didn’t want to kill him? That, amazingly, might want peace?

      “You will return to the barracks, and you will wait until I have managed to brief the others. Understood?” Otepi said.

      “Sir, yes sir.” Dane said. “And—and Private First Class Harrison, Captain?”

      Otepi looked at him owlishly. “There have to be consequences, Lance Corporal. Harrison will not be invited to become an Orbital Marine. We believe that his emotional state is too volatile for this important mission to the artifact.”

      Dane felt his jaw tighten with anger, but knew that they were right. Harrison had looked as though he was losing it, after all.

      “We are told by our collaborator, Lance Corporal, that the object orbiting Jupiter is a working jump-gate,” Otepi said seriously.

      “What!?” Dane couldn’t help but burst out.

      “A jump-gate. A ship capable of creating a wormhole through time and space, back to the sector where the Exin come from. It is their invasion route . . .” The woman’s eyes flickered. “And their route home.”

      Dane knew instinctively what Otepi was going to say next, and he found himself nodding.

      “And First Admiral Yankis has tasked us with destroying it.” Her words held no question or expectation. It was stated as a fact that they would get the job done. No matter what it took.

      Yes, Dane found himself agreeing. Yes, we will.

      Lance Corporal Dane Williams was dismissed to follow the blue strip light back to the areas of the Nevada Facility he was allowed in. But as he marched back, he couldn’t keep the words of Captain Otepi out of his mind.

      What was coming next. The artifact.
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      Despite every marine in the base knowing precisely what it was that they were here to do, all of them—even Dane and Lashmeier and Otepi—were surprised at how quickly they were called on to do it.

      It started the very next midday after Dane got back to the rest of the Orbital Mechanized Infantry areas of the Nevada Facility. Williams was greeted back into the fold of his military brothers with a mixture of wariness and sympathy. None of the other soldiers knew why he and Harrison had been taken out of active training, although there was an air of punishment about it.

      Dane had batted off the questions and concerns fielded at him—usually by Bruce Cheng. Instead, he had thrown himself into the morning’s PT and the isolation tank. Then, when the shift bell rang, he broke for lunch. He had grabbed a tray of reconstituted, high-protein gunk and was slogging through it when Private First Class Copelli suddenly shot to his feet, swearing.

      “Dear holy fracking-frack crawdads!” Copelli was shouting, pointing at the small screen that hung on one wall in the marine canteen. The cafeteria was the only place where screens were allowed, and the content on it was military issue only, so it usually featured pep talks and promotional materials peppered with the regular military-wide bulletins. It was the last of these that was currently on, and which had raised Copelli from his lunch.

      Dane, like all the others, glanced up at the disturbance. He saw the marine standing, pointing with his plastic fork held waveringly out at the terrible scenes on display.

      Dane saw flashes of light, the white flares of explosions.

      “Where have they hit? Where!?” he heard himself shouting, automatically knowing that it had to be about the Exin. There had been another attack.

      There was the gleam of fire and explosions, but the landscape was all wrong. The mountains that rose in the distance were gray and white, and the sky was an eternal black. The flames were short-lived . . .

      “That’s Luna Station!” Hopskirk was the first to call it, and immediately it made sense to Dane’s eyes, At the same time, the military news anchor’s voice confirmed it.

      “Breaking reports of Exin attack on the scientific community of Luna 1. We are receiving these reports in near real time, with a three-minute delay. Here is the video footage captured by our orbital satellites at approximately 12:18 hours . . .”

      It was now 12:33, Dane saw, and the footage showed the expanse of the Moon large across the camera as a great curve of white and gray, with several gleaming geodesic structures across its surface, connected by a spiderweb of impossibly thin and fragile covered walkways.

      It was impossible to see the stars above the brilliant horizon of Earth’s pale sister. But there were still pinpricks of light moving through the night. They grew impossibly fast, turning into moving stars and then taking on shape and form. A phalanx of five of the Exin seed crafts, lowering silently as they raced towards the surface of the Moon.

      Another shot from a different angle—which must have been from one of the colony’s own satellites or cameras—picked up the sudden shape of the crafts. They resembled hard pellets with an iridescent gleam as they arced over the mountains, billowing moondust around them as they shot straight towards the camera. The footage caught the sudden glow of the Exin seed craft’s weapon ports activating around their beaked nose cones, and then the image cut once again to outside the Moon.

      Strafing volleys of purple pulse weapons hammered into the habitats, bursting into brilliant glitters of sparks and flashes of light as they broke against the reinforced steels and concretes of the octagon shapes . . .

      And then the sudden plume of flames as one of the attacks found a way in. The dome was cracking and venting gasses and fire and ruin as its sensitive internal pressures, vital for the human animal, were exchanged for the uncompromising void of space.

      The Exin completed their first strafing round, and two out of the eight separate habitat domes were left broken or damaged. That was when the defense began.

      Why so late!? Dane cursed. Wasn’t that precisely why First Admiral Yankis had been installed on the Solaris International Station? The Solaris was the largest space station that humanity had ever constructed, and it stayed in a geo-synchronous orbit between Earth and her satellite. But hadn’t Yankis been trying to upgrade the Earth defenses!?

      The first strafing shots of returning pulse fire from the lunar colony started, but it was clear to Dane and to every other marine watching that it wouldn’t be enough. There were only three round bunkers that surrounded the Luna 1 colony, and the footage on the screen ahead showed their domes opening to extend pulse-cannon batteries. Each one recoiled as they fired their answering orange-white pulse blasts back. Humanity had only recently developed the ability to build pulse weapons, but it looked to Dane as though they hadn’t even finished installing the defense batteries by the time they needed to be used.

      Dane watched in horror as the defensive batteries missed the Exin craft as they rose far over the plains, starting to turn back for another sweep. The batteries were quickly tracking upwards, following their arc . . . But the Exin are just too damn fast!

      The craft returned again, their five-craft wave breaking, widening, and firing.

      Flash! Dane saw the first of the walkways between the domes explode into glittering shapes of burnt and twisted metal. Horrifyingly, he was sure that he also saw tiny, struggling figures as scientific officers were dragged out, silent but screaming, into the night.

      Flash! There was a set of small explosions near one of the medium-sized domes, as some gas stores or fuel cells must have been hit. Then, in a chain reaction, the explosions rippled along some underground pipeline straight to the medium-sized dome. Dane swore he saw the entire thing glow from the inside before it broke apart. Octagonal panels the size of cars and buildings were thrown into space, turning and spiraling in oddly balletic movements . . .

      BWAAR! It was at that moment that the facility-wide alarm went off, and the lights started to flash a warning orange as the entire base went into high alert. The screen kept on rolling the footage, but the noise cut as the facility-wide speakers blared.

      “ALL COMBAT PERSONNEL TO IMMEDIATE DEPLOYMENT. REPEAT: ALL COMBAT PERSONNEL TO IMMEDIATE DEPLOYMENT . . .”

      Dane looked at Bruce and nodded. They had been trained to know what that meant. The suits. That was what they did, after all. They were Mechanized Infantry and were expected to suit up at the first sign of trouble. Dane knew that by the time he had done so, they would already have their more unit-specific objectives awaiting them.

      “Marines!” Dane jumped onto the table, bellowing to get their attention. “Form into fire teams. To the AMP Launch Hangar!”

      As there were now less than twenty active Orbital Marines (they had lost Harrison, and the training had winnowed their number down even more), they had naturally formed into four small fire teams. Each team had four or five marines each, with two teams forming a tactical squad. Dane had no idea what they were going to be called on to do in this calamity, since they were down here on Earth and all the action was happening up there on the Moon—but the orders had gone out, and they were being called to serve.

      Dane joined the others as he raced through the open door, already tightening his fatigues and ready for the AMP cradle.
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      Their boots clattered down the corridors, following the blue flashing line, the whine of the facility alarm in their ears as the Orbital Marines mustered. They passed other soldiers and scientific staff running this way and that through the corridors under the Nevada desert, and Dane heard the snatches of orders as everyone scrambled.

      “Private! Bring up the extra battery cells!”

      “Signals! I want you ready by the time I get there!”

      The hangar bay doors were already open by the time Dane got there, and not for the first time he wished that he had Joey Corsoni nearby to be prepping his suit for him. But whatever had happened to their support engineers, they weren’t here, and Dane had to oversee the task himself.

      “By the numbers, people!” Dane shouted encouragingly as the lights flickered on over each Orbital AMP cradle. It looked like a row of statues or—the thought flashed uncomfortably through Dane’s head—the upright sarcophagi of some ancient race. Dane ran to his own suit, seeing the plates already petaled open to reveal the harness and straps inside as he climbed the short ladder, and swung himself in.

      “Williams!” A voice shouted from below, and Dane was surprised to see himself looking down at none other than Dr. Heathcote, wearing her white coat, hair disheveled, and waving something up at him. A black box, just like the one on his leg.

      “I grabbed it as soon as the deployment order came in. You haven’t got enough spares!” she was saying.

      Enough spares for what? Dane was thinking as he leaned out to catch the thrown box. He stowed it in one of the outer compartments on the belt section of the suit. He was still wearing his current Vito-neura injector under his fatigues on his thigh, and he had swapped out one of the ampules of the doctor’s antigens just last night. The medical scanner kept a constant watch on the chemicals secreted by his skin, and would inject him when the levels of antigen got too low and the effects of the nerve-killing Exinase compound started to attack. There was no way to say how long an entire ampule lasted, as it depended entirely on how much stress and physical exertion that Dane put himself through—but he guessed that he must have enough now for what, forty-eight hours?

      “I’ll try to send more to the base,” the doctor was saying, already backing away, checking her watch. “I have to go. Good luck!”

      “Which base!?” Dane called out, but Dr. Sylvia Heathcote was already gone, running back through the open doors, presumably to follow the green line to the medical sections of the facility.

      Dammit. The doctor already knew what his mission was going to be, Dane realized. Which perhaps wasn’t so much of a surprise. She was one of the leading military advisors in the whole defense of Earth, and presumably was prepped with all sorts of operational information that was denied to a lowly Lance Corporal like Dane.

      He thumped home into the webbing, secured the X-harness, and felt it auto-tighten around his body. The protective pads and cushions filled suddenly, securing him firmly inside his new skin.

      He slid his feet to lock home into the boots. At the same time, the half-circular greaves at legs and arms folded over his limbs, first magnetically locking and then whirring closed.

      Dane’s hands found the neoprene inner-glove mesh inside the giant gauntlets and twisted his hands a little, activating the metal gauntlets to secure shut. The connecting internal rods and locks slid home, whirred, and secured.

      The largest pieces of the Assisted Mechanized Plate—the sheaths of breastplates—folded over him and cut off the light as they did so. Dane had the sudden sensation of being buried in metal for the briefest of moments as everything locked into place and tightened so that he could almost no longer feel the difference where his body started and the suit began.

      Then came the mantle, lowering over his head to lock into place over his shoulder and collarbone, and finally, the helmet.

      
        
        >ORBITAL AMP 023 Activating . . .

        >Cycling accelerator unit . . .

        >Recognizing User . . . L. CPL WILLIAMS, D . . .

        >General Systems Check . . . GOOD . . .

        >Filtration, Biological, Chemical, and Radionic Protections . . . GOOD . . .

        >Connecting to Federal Network . . .

      

      

      The other marines were already activating and stepping out of their wall cradles by the time that Dane’s internal heads-up display flickered into green life. His suit still bore the scratches of the recent training encounter, but even without his engineer Joey Corsoni, it appeared that the spaceship builders of Nevada knew a thing or two about repairing Mech suits. The small vector icon of a green man on Dane’s right-hand view glowed a healthy, 100% prepared-and-shielded green.

      And then his orders came through.

      
        
        > M.I.D. 4-AMP Fire Teams: (Red, L. CPL WILLIAMS), (Blue, L. CPL CHENG), (Green, Act. CPL COPELLI), (Yellow, Act. CPL MUAI).

        > Mission: Retake Luna 1 . . .
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            The Gladius

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you reading this, Dane?” Hopskirk’s voice broke over the suit communicator in Dane’s ear. Dane was collecting his own personal fire team, already waiting with the others at one end of the AMP deployment hangar. His team, thankfully, were all people that he had worked with before: Private First Class Hopskirk, Vindiar, Johnstone, and Okra. The other teams were already assembled around them under Cheng and the Acting Corporals.

      “They want us to retake the Moon. How on Earth are we going to do that?” Hopskirk was saying.

      “Well, for starters, we don’t do it on Earth, you idiot,” Johnston laughed, earning a playful clank as Hopskirk slapped his suit.

      “Watch the paint jobs, fellas,” Dane murmured. “You all know why we came here. To become Orbital Marines . . .”

      “. . . space marines . . .” Vindiar whispered excitedly under his breath.

      “And we’ve had the training . . .”

      “Only twelve days of it!” Hopskirk murmured, but Dane continued to ignore him.

      “. . . so I reckon that they’ve already sorted out our travel plans for us,” Dane was saying. He didn’t say anything about the Gladius. They would all see it soon enough.

      
        
        >Teams 1-4 Ready . . .

      

      

      The status flashed up on all of their HUDs, and the metal hangar doors swept backward into the walls. There was the wide ramp that led down into the training space where he had been before, but all of the oil drums and concrete walls and metal room dividers were gone. Thoughts of the trick floor falling away from underneath him flashed through his mind, and of the secret chasm and chamber far below them where the rest of the Exin killbots slept. But Dane pushed it to one side as he followed the gleaming green arrow ahead, with his fire team following at his heels behind him.

      Instead of the obstacle course, a singular large object sat in the space. Dwarfed the space, really.

      “Holy mother of . . .” Dane heard Hopskirk breathe. Dane wondered at his own coolness at the sight of the Gladius up close, probably because he had been introduced to it before. He was suddenly struck by the notion that this was probably why senior officers appeared so in control and unfazed by events around them. They had already been briefed about any situation that they might encounter . . .

      “Is that what I think it is?” Vindiar said as their feet naturally slowed to take in the awe of it.

      The Gladius was even more impressive up close than it was through a view screen, Dane had to admit. It was the pinnacle of human space flight right now.

      “This looks like our ride, gentlemen!” Dane called out, marveling at how it was easily twice the height of him in his suit if not three times, gleaming all over with glossy, radiation-bouncing black.

      There were many compartments and bulbous sorts of nodes along its length, which Dane took to be sensors and scanners. The nacelles—the two long tubes that ran the length of its body—grew fat towards the end in what could have been rocket hubs, if Dane had not been told that the thing used pulse and gravitational energy.

      And then his eyes found the cannons mounted under the prow, looking like very large versions of the field rifles that every Orbital Marine carried. There were also smaller gun turrets on the shoulders and near the back of the craft, although Dane believed that these were much smaller smart laser setups.

      “About time!” a voice was calling. “We haven’t got all day, you know—we’ve got our Moon to save!” Dane looked at where a ramp extended from the chassis of the craft. There, standing on it, was none other than Joey Corsoni.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Get yourselves strapped in, and if anyone’s sick, I don’t want to hear about it!” Corsoni said cheerfully as he led Dane and the other tactical commanding officers through the narrow corridors of the Gladius to the cockpit. The rest of the Orbital Marines had to be content with using the webbing hooks in the hold.

      Dane found himself looking at a set of four wall-mounted chairs behind one pilot’s chair in front of a wide desk of buttons, levers, and dials.

      “They wanted to put holo-controls in, of course, but I told ’em naw . . .” Corsoni was saying as Dane settled into one of the seats.

      “You told them naw?” Dane asked. “Is that what you’ve been doing all this time?”

      “And the rest!” Corsoni laughed. “An engineer’s life isn’t just restricted to one project and one AMP suit, you know!” he said. He started flicking switches and turning dials before pulling down an old-style communicator on a wire from the ceiling.

      “Mission Control, this is Corsoni aboard the Gladius. Requesting checking. Repeat: requesting preflight checks.”

      Dane still couldn’t believe that his own personal engineer would have hidden the existence of this craft from him for so long. But then again, Dane wasn’t precisely sure how long the military had been working on it? A month? Two?

      “Ever since the Exin first attacked Earth, we’ve had to up our space game,” Corsoni explained when Dane marveled out loud at how much had been achieved. Humanity already had colonies up there on Mars and the Moon, of course, so they had a full range of space shuttles and space transports capable of ferrying goods and supplies back and forth. But the Gladius was going to be one of the first of a new generation of fighter craft, designed solely for combat operations, the engineer explained.

      “We’ve got a fleet of these babies already in production, and plans for supporting craft to form the basis of a pretty good space corps, I reckon . . .” Corsoni was saying. Then his eyes flickered and his tone went darker. “Because, after this . . . After the Exin . . .” he managed to say.

      Dane understood. Nothing was going to be the same now, was it? Nothing could be the same ever again. Earth now knew that they weren’t alone. That they had neighbors. And that not all of those neighbors were friendly.

      “But hopefully we only need this one,” Dane said, not explicitly saying anything about the Jupiter mission, but Joey looked briefly back and nodded. He knew of it, it seemed.

      “Gladius—this is Nevada Flight Control. Initiating checks. Prepare for launch sequence . . .”

      The radios blared, and the dashboard in front of Corsoni started to flicker with series and patterns of lights, analyzing internal pressures, battery capacity, and a hundred other things that Dane didn’t understand at all. Corsoni responded with a series of chantlike “check, check, check., all good . . .” until the last one was satisfied, and a new voice appeared over the radio.

      “Gladius, this is Otepi, operating command. You’re receiving mission data as we speak, and I want to remind you that this is an action that is currently developing, so expect to respond to mission updates on-the-ground, or on-the-Moon, as it happens . . .”

      Was that a joke? Dane wondered.

      “The Exin have taken out the Luna 1 battery stations as of 12:48 . . .”

      Dane checked his internal clock. It was now 13:06.

      “And they have made moon-fall.”

      “What!?” Cheng burst out. Dane shared his surprise. The Exin attacked and destroyed in lightning raids that rarely caused them to land. Their only purpose appeared to be the total destruction of humanity’s infrastructure, and their ability to respond. Not—whatever this was.

      “Repeat. The Exin have made moon-fall. We have lost contact with the Luna base and are trying to establish a connection through the spy satellites network. We believe they are moving to hold territory . . .”

      Dane felt his throat tighten. The Exin were going to try and take the Moon? That would give them a permanent staging post up there, if they could manage it—but it would be an audacious plan, even for such a technologically advanced race. They would be inside Earth territory—but Dane could see quickly how advantageous it would be for them. If the Exin could hold the Moon, then they would cut off Earth’s connection to Mars. They would be able to form a bridgehead directly into human space and would be able to bombard the planet to their heart’s (or whatever strange organ they had) content, until either Earth submitted, or until there was no intelligent life left to resist.

      But why?? What was it all for? The same old questions flashed through Dane’s mind, despite the fact that he wasn’t going to get any answers soon—or perhaps ever. And anyway, Dane knew well enough that for some people it was sufficient just to hate. Hadn’t various kingdoms and empires of humanity done the same to the other parts of their own globe in the past? Who was to say that the Exin weren’t operating under the same expansionist impulse?

      “You will be expected to deploy as the situation allows. Prepare for a hard landing,” Captain Otepi said. Dane fervently wished that she and her monolithic War Walker Mechs could be up there too.

      But right now, all they had was the Gladius and the Orbital AMP marines.

      “And gentlemen? Good luck.”

      The captain clicked off, and the message came through that they were cleared for launch. A set of external hangar doors rolled slowly down, revealing the brilliant gleam of a Nevada sky above.

      “I hope you’ve all completed your g-force training,” Dane heard Corsoni say as he flicked the last few switches and grabbed the flight sticks.

      Dane felt the Gladius shudder underneath and around him, like a beast that was rising to wakeful ire. He felt the slight tremor in his stomach, although he couldn’t tell if it was anxiety or excitement. Sometimes it was both.

      The lance corporal checked his harness, making sure it was tight, as Corsoni pulled the flight sticks back and up. Dane heard the clunk as the landing gear folded back into place.

      “What’s holding us up!?” It was Acting Corporal Copelli, sitting in his own seat beside Williams. The other Acting Corporal, Muai, appeared silent and stoic through all of this on one side of Bruce Cheng.

      “That, my about-to-be-amazed friend, would be the new generation of pulse thrusters!” Corsoni said. “Welcome to the future!”

      “If we manage to survive it,” Acting Corporal Muai broke his silence to say sardonically, as Corsoni pushed the flight sticks forward. The Gladius started to glide forward through the underground hangar, far more smoothly than any combustion could have performed.

      To the distant cameras of the Nevada Mission Control, they would have been able to see a dim orange glow coming from the nacelles of their flagship craft. It wavered and hazed the air around it and was able to push it forwards at a steady walking pace.

      Corsoni angled the nose cone, bringing them up the ramp for the sky ahead to glare a brilliant white and then diffuse to blue.

      “Take a look now or forever hold your peace!” the engineer shouted, clearly overjoyed. Dane took the opportunity to swivel in his large chair and look through the side windows of the cockpit. He saw the metal pipes and girders of the hangar bay door, and then the sweep of boulders and sand rolling away underneath them. This hangar apparently opened out of the base of a rocky outcrop, a cliff—and Dane realized that much of the Nevada Facility was probably burrowed inside that line of hard hills in the middle of the desert.

      The plains before them were a mixture of ochre, brown, and gleaming white. Here and there, Dane could pick out the telltale posts of listening stations, antenna. The air was so clear here that Dane could see for miles. Flashing across their front window, high above, was the swirling curl of a condor.

      Corsoni was angling the Gladius upwards towards the blue, and, with a savage, victorious snarl, he threw the flight sticks forward, and suddenly the space fighter leapt towards it.
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            Hard Landing

          

        

      

    

    
      Dane felt the reverberation as his suit was punched backwards into the containing cockpit chair. The blue above them deepened—and darkened.

      He could feel the effects of the acceleration, but it was distant and removed, like being underwater or on a plane, where a sense of pressure in the ears and nose only heightened. The suit must be automatically taking a lot of the brunt of it, Dane realized, and so the actual experience of escape velocity was one that was ironically, much easier than it was in the centrifuge machine back at Nevada.

      Below at Nevada, Dane realized, as the blue started to become midnight, and then flares of white, orange, and red filled the cockpit window screens.

      “Whoa!” Copelli said, his voice pretty tight with pressure.

      “That’s normal!” Corsoni was shouting, as the Gladius started to shudder and shake. “It’s supposed to do that!”

      But is it supposed to shake like this!? Dane refrained from shouting back. It would do no good to spread the panic that he was starting to feel as his jaw ached. The deep vibrational thrum of the accelerating Gladius reminded Dane of the electric nerve twitch that accompanied the onset of another attack of the Exinase virus on his weakened system. It was impossible for the lance corporal to feel the same devil-may-care joy and exhilaration as Corsoni clearly did.

      The flames intensified and then flared a deep crimson. But inside the craft, apart from the judder, there was no accompanying roaring noise.

      This is the first of its kind, Dane was thinking. Doesn’t that make it a prototype!?

      The shuddering increased to a crescendo pitch, but then—suddenly—all shaking stopped as the flames disappeared, and the deep blue of a Nevada sky was replaced with black. A glittering black, as it was scattered with thousand, a hundred-thousand, a thousand-thousand pinpricks of stars.

      They had broken through the air of Earth, and they were now truly space marines.

      “Booyah! Marines!” Dane heard the shouts and whoops of the other marines of the Mechanized Infantry (the Orbital Mechanized Infantry now, he realized) over the open comms of his suit. He felt an agreeing echo of pride for them all. They had done it. They had made it into space, they had survived the horrors of a ravaged Earth, and now . . .

      “Take a hard look behind you, gentlemen.” The voice of Captain Otepi sounded in everyone’s ears. “Take a look at just what we are fighting for.”

      Dane didn’t have to swivel in his seat, however, as the captain of the War Walkers had sent a direct feed to each of their suits from what he guessed had to be the orbital satellites. A box popped up over his HUD, looking back the way that they had come.

      And there was the Earth.

      My home world, Dane thought instinctively and felt his heart lurch. That term “home world” had felt strange at first, a phrase from sci-fi shows and game consoles. Something that heroes used while fighting off impossible alien enemies.

      Dane was surprised at how accurate it felt as he looked at the brilliant blue-green orb that filled most of the screen. Earth. As he had never seen it before.

      She was bright, he thought compulsively. The dome of her horizon was brilliant with the light of the distant sun—or of the noble gases and magnetic radiations—he did not quite know which. But further into the globe’s surface, where the glare receded, he could make out the deep swathes of royal blue, flecked with silver and teal greens. The oceans of his home planet had never looked as appealing as they did now, even though Dane had never considered himself much of a water person.

      But then his heart saw more: the browns, greens, whites, and ochres of the landmasses.

      “Holy frack—that’s Florida!” he heard one of the acting lance corporals saying—in his daze of emotion, Dane didn’t remember which. All he knew was that the man spoke truth. He was looking at the outflung needle of land that looked little more than a spit of perilously thin green against the blue. All those swamps, he thought, imagining the gators that slunk in the flooded ditches beside sun-baked roads . . .

      And the thought of the reptilian life down there—most ancient of species still croaking around the planet, he remembered someone telling him once—instinctively made him think of everything else that lived down there that he was looking down upon, right now. The parakeets in the trees and the sharks in the Bay of Bermuda. The lizards sunning themselves on porches, the marlins and dolphins that he had once gone swimming with on one of those “adventure vacation” tours that his father had begrudgingly taken him on at twelve years old.

      It was too much to think about, and especially so when he saw the horrid, ugly mark of fractured gray and shadow that, by his reckoning, had once been the city of Columbus. They got it bad in the first wave of Exin attacks—that had been over a year ago, and the cityscape still looked like a burn on the surface of the world.

      Whatever satellite that Otepi had patched them into was traveling quickly (or maybe it was the Earth itself that was turning quick, from this perspective) but Dane swore he could see a handful of other such desecrations across the surface of his home world. The world had changed. It looked like a kid that had several shades of hell beaten out of it in various places—but it looked beautiful, nonetheless.

      But the sight of all those countless city graves made Dane angry. And the others apparently felt the same way . . .

      “I had a brother living in Sacramento . . .”

      “I spent the first eight years of my life in Portland . . .”

      “Washington sure looks different . . .”

      Dane swore that he could feel the mood of his men changing behind him—hadn’t Lashmeier said something about that happening? That after a while, the officer and their squad become something else? Whatever. Dane cleared his throat.

      “That’s right, marines. This is what we’re fighting for. Let’s do this one right,” he said, as the image suddenly clicked off with a snarl of static.

      
        
        >Gladius Threat System . . .

      

      

      The words scrolled across the top of his HUD. He hadn’t even realized that their suits were linked up to the Gladius’s servers.

      
        
        >Enemy Weapons Systems Detected . . . Enemy Locked On . . .

      

      

      “Incoming!” Corsoni shouted, as Dane’s attention snapped to the reinforced cockpit crystal glass ahead of them. The dream of the Earth was gone, and Dane saw the smaller, ghostly orb of the Moon ahead. It was dotted with pinpricks of flaring light, which were growing larger and larger and leaving the orb of Earth’s sister. Flaring purple stars, gleaming and crackling, were coming straight towards them.

      “Joey? What is it?” Dane said.

      The engineer-now-pilot’s face was a grimace behind his own shadowed face-plate suit. “They’re firing. I don’t know what it is, missiles or pulse blasts or . . . Frack!” He swore suddenly as the rising stars grew much larger and closer than Dane would have thought possible. He saw the glint of metal at their hearts. Suddenly, they were being thrown to one side as Corsoni dragged down one of the flight handles and threw them into a curve.

      The Moon and its deadly missives wheeled away across the cockpit, and they were charging at the speckled night of stars, but the tactical radar map activated on Dane’s HUD. He saw that there were three red vectors racing across the night, one of them apparently holding a straighter course and shooting out past them, the other two curving after their burn.

      “Missiles!” Dane hissed. He wished that he knew more—or anything—about flight tactics.

      “We got a mean turn—” Corsoni was saying. He was grunting with the effort to drag the Gladius into a downward spin, once again bringing the orb of the Moon (much bigger in their windows now) dragging across the top of their view in a diagonal. One of the missiles was turning upwards, heading in a wild curve above them, while the other was attempting to curve downwards . . .

      “Problem is,” Corsoni spoke in a tight mutter as he quickly flicked a couple of the switches on the board, “no one’s ever written a manual on interstellar dogfighting.” He wrenched at both flight handles, and Dane and the others were suddenly pushed back into their seats with the punch of accelerating g-force as Corsoni attempted to swoop them out of their dive.

      “You’re gonna be the one to write it,” Dane said grimly, hanging onto the armrest and praying, fervently, that what he said was going to be true . . .

      The Moon ahead of them swung once again, quickly and crazily, straight into their view. She eclipsed their entire cockpit window until there was no space left to see, just white and gray, rock and dust and mountain, growing larger and larger with every heartbeat.

      
        
        >Evasion successful . . .

      

      

      The Gladius’s tactical servers bleeped, as the last of the purple-firing Exin missiles vanished with a blip on their tactical radar.

      “They lost their lock! I hoped if I could move fast enough, they might not be able to keep tracking . . .” Corsoni was saying as Bruce suddenly broke in.

      “Talk about moving fast enough!” the big man said urgently, and Dane could only agree as now they were looking at the rubble on the sides of mountains. Actual mountains on the Moon, picked up in perfect clarity. They were hammering straight for them!

      “Stabilizers,” Corsoni announced grimly, determined not to give way to the panic that he surely must be feeling as one hand shot to the flight desk to hit more switches. He calmly pulled back on the flight handles with a steady, powerful motion.

      We’re not going to make it . . . How can we make that turn!? The words of Dane’s anxiety, lodged somewhere in the back of his throat, spoke loud and clear. He saw the mountains grow larger and larger until he could make out boulders the size of cars, houses, the size of the Gladius itself.

      But Dane knew that the goal wasn’t to eradicate anxiety. It was to declaw it.

      “You can do this!” he growled at Corsoni—just as the stabilizers seemed to take action. The space fighter shuddered as it started to turn, the flat of the lunar surface now becoming an incline, a slope, a plain . . .

      And they were suddenly sweeping across the surface of the Moon, sending giant billows of white dust like the ash of demolished cities in their wake.

      “BOOYAH!” Dane heard himself yell. He was certain that they were only feet off the surface of the Moon, but already Corsoni was bringing them up, turning them, tweaking their devilish flight as they saw canyons rising before them.

      “That’s the entrance point. If I don’t splash us straight into one of the walls, you’ll be orbital evac’ing from Side Bay 2 on the other side. Go! Go! Go!” Corsoni was saying.

      “What?!” Dane was saying, but his mission parameters had already updated on his suit’s HUD.

      
        
        >M.I.D. 4-AMP Fire Teams: (Red, L. CPL WILLIAMS), (Blue, L. CPL CHENG), (Green, Act. CPL COPELLI), (Yellow, Act. CPL MUAI).

        >Mission: Retake Luna 1 . . .

        >Objective 1. Orbital Evac . . .

        >>>Situation Hot . . .

        >>>Overwhelm Enemy Defenses . . .

      

      

      “What the hell is an orbital evac!?” he heard Acting Corporal Copelli swear beside him. Dane had already hit the release on his suit and was springing from his chair, heading for the other marines.

      “Lock that down, Copelli!” Dane switched to private channel for a moment. He was running on guesswork and instinct now—just like in the ring—and it appeared to be working. “We’ve done evac procedures before. This’ll be no different . . .” (apart from the fact that they were being expected to make landfall from a moving starfighter to an orb with a fraction of the gravity of Earth’s and against enemy defenders, he presumed) “. . . and don’t let your men get a whiff of uncertainty!”

      Dane hit the door release as the Gladius was swaying and swinging through the turn of the lunar canyon. He clattered down the short but wide corridor to the hold where the rest of the marines were still seated, at the same time casting quick glances to the strategic diagram that Objective 1 showed to the superior officers. He saw an icon of the Gladius, and two arrows curving out at one point, and then the Gladius wheeled (presumably to the other side of the Luna Scientific Station) where another two fire teams were distributed.

      “Alright!” Dane shouted in what he hoped was his best voice of authority as he saw their hulking forms sitting along the walls. Each orb of a metal face-plated head turned to regard him at once.

      “You got your fire teams! Red and Blue by the side bay doors!” he said and was grateful as the suit’s internal display started to flash the green direct arrows as he spoke, updating itself to the mission parameters and showing the way to the doors.

      “We all know how this is done!” Dane found himself talking to everyone, for everyone. “Jump and roll. Remember the gravity differential. Let yourself glide where you can—but weapons are hot! Expect incoming. Keep to your teams. Work together!”

      “First in, last out!” He heard Bruce roar behind him as the big man was the second into the main bay behind him, already making his way to his own fire team of Blue. Dane reached his own four-man party, including Hopskirk and Johnston, who were already rising and running through their weapons check as they mustered at one edge of the double doors.

      “Marines,” Dane greeted them.

      “Nice bit of work,” he heard Hopskirk saying back to him, nodding to the marines who were rushing to accomplish what Dane had ordered. “Made it look like someone knew what the hell they were doing,” Dane heard the sarcastic shrug in Hopskirk’s voice. Despite the subtle insubordination, it made Dane smile all the same.

      “Lance Corporal Williams?” He looked up to see the great form of Bruce Cheng, his opposite number, on the opposite side of the doors from him. Red and Blue were going to be the leading point in this operation. The first ones deployed, which meant that they would probably be the ones to get the most flak too. Dane nodded grimly and saw the dome of Bruce’s face-plate do the same and then clutch his pulse rifle a little more readily to his chest.

      “Pilot to crew: chamber to 0.5 Earth pressures. Hang on to your hats and your balls!” they all heard Joey shout over their suit comms. The entire bay flushed a bluish light, and there was the sound of rushing air. Dane felt a rising sense of lightness from around his suit, but the suit itself insulated him from the sudden changes. He felt almost felt a chill, as the atmosphere of the chamber decreased to half of what he was used to on Earth. It seemed that the drive of the Gladius created a bit of a gravitational field as well, because he felt himself slowly becoming weightless as the ship gradually eased them into the environment that they were now entering.

      “We’ve been prepared for this,” Dane reminded the rest of his crew, and they answered him with nods. They had done a lot of training with different environments, after all, and Dane found that this experience felt close to swimming. There was still gravity here, just as there was still gravity on Earth, but it was a weak and ephemeral thing . . .

      “Approaching dropsite now,” Corsoni encouraged.

      “Get some,” he heard Johnston growl, almost to himself, as the Gladius swerved one more time and the light above Side Bay Door 2 went from a blinking red to a steady green.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Corsoni was shouting over the suit comms, as the door rolled open. Dane saw acres of gray-and-white rocks, and the glitter of purple light from somewhere nearby, as he and Bruce leapt from the lip of the open door.

      Whoa! Dane found himself spinning through the air. Despite what he had told everyone, he had pushed off with more force than he had intended, and he was busy spiraling through the near vacuum above the surface of the Moon like a thrown basketball.

      His head and body spun. He saw the surface of the Moon and the void of the sky flash black-and-white, black-and-white . . .

      But his exo-orientation training taught him to keep a central point in his sight, a middle point around which he could mentally pivot. His spinning was already slowing as he kicked out with his legs and dragged his rifle up in front of him.

      Flash! Flash! Flash!

      
        
        >Warning! Enemy Fire! . . .

      

      

      His suit was warning him a little late as he saw the broken, half-tooth domes of the habitats, blackened and jagged up ahead, with the flashes of purple pulse shots as the waiting Exin were already firing upon them. At least two fizzing, flaring balls of superheated plasma shot past him in near misses, and the Gladius was already swinging around the ruined lunar station to the far side.

      Wham! Despite the fact that weightlessness and light gravity looked very balletic, the actual effect of slamming into another planet—no matter how small in comparison to the Earth—was still one that sent judders and shock waves of pain through Dane’s back. Dust billowed up on either side of him as he skidded, bounced . . .

      “Ooof!” Before slamming back down into the ground once more and tumbling into a crouch.

      “Red Squad! On me!” Dane shouted as he bounded up, leveling his rifle to tap the trigger three times, releasing a thin volley of his own, answering with orange blasts back at the enemy positions. He had no intention of actually hitting anything or of overcoming the enemy from this range, but he hoped that the shots would force them back behind cover as he bounded—

      And rose high into the “air” above the Moon, a wide, huge, curving jump that pulled the broken Earth habitats a whole lot closer. He must have leapt, with the aid of less gravity here and the added hydraulic strengths of his suit, almost a hundred feet in one single bound!

      Flash! Flash!

      The walls of the nearest habitat were close—and so were the enemy too. Dane saw another blister of purple flashes and their Exin operators clearly now. Five members of the Exin warrior caste were arrayed in a loose defensive line in front of the nearest habitat and were taking pot-shots at the bouncing and bounding, jumping Orbital Marines coming for them.

      “Argh!” Dane heard a scream, abruptly cut off by a snarl of static as one of his Red Fire Team—a marine named Hernandez—was hit by two bolts of purple laser fire. He spun in smoke as he tumbled to the ground.

      “Hernandez!” he shouted, but Dane was already too far away, scissor-kicking through the air as he had thrown himself into another titanic leap—

      He was firing in a wide arc around him, heading straight for the middle of the Exin positions. One of his blasts hit one on his right, and the other hit one on his left (who flew backwards as a bit of the scale suit appeared to burst with smoke and ruptured metals). But now Dane was landing, reversing his grip on the rifle to bring it down in an overhead strike straight against the rising arms and shell blaster of the nearest Exin warrior.

      Crack! The action happened in almost total silence, but Dane felt the crack running along his arms and into his shoulders as his attack hit home, forcing the Exin’s arms away with all the momentum of his leap.

      Dane flipped the rifle once again as his boots hit the dust and dirt of the lunar surface, and he was holding down the trigger and firing point-blank into the chest of the Exin before him. Dane remembered to keep the trigger down as the Exin was blown backwards. He even lunged forward so that he could keep the burning orange beam of light on the center of the alien’s chest as he saw sparks fly.

      And then there were brilliant white flashes up and down the alien’s suit as Dane’s pulse weapon must have torn apart some vital pressure or wire or reactor. The alien was flung against the wall of the habitat, spilling bits of shell and ichor as it floated to the floor in a thump of limbs and death.

      Yes! Dane was chorusing, mostly to himself, as he swung around to deal with the next Exin, the one he had knocked to the ground with one of his incoming blasts.

      WHAM!

      For a bolt of burning particles to slam into his chest and fling him to one side.
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      Dane groaned as he opened his eyes to see stars very, very literally indeed.

      He was lying on his back on the lunar surface, and even though it felt like a lifetime ago, time and space snapped back into unceasing action as if he had only just blinked.

      “Williams!” He heard a roar and saw the glossy reflection off the dark suit of Bruce Cheng (easily recognizable because of the gold stripe on the shoulder and because it was built bigger than the other Orbital AMPs suits) slam into the nearest Exin. He sent it tumbling through the air like Cheng was playing a tackle in some pro-ball game.

      Unlike any sports game back on Earth, however, Cheng finished up his tackle with a concentrated beam from his pulse rifle, neatly severing one of the limbs from the alien in mid-flight before he even turned around.

      “Holy frack, Cheng . . .” Dane murmured, pushing himself up—and then seeing the giant circle of slagged and burnt metal in the center of his chest, just above his utility belt. He had been hit almost point-blank by one of those blasters. He was lucky it didn’t break a hole in his suit for the vacuum to spool out his innards in an instant . . .

      “I never knew you were such a good shot,” Dane managed as he swung about—to see that the Red and the Blue Teams had overcome the initial alien defenders, but that they had also lost numbers.

      “Hernandez!?” he called out, but heard nothing back on the comms from the Private First Class.

      Instead, it was Private First Class Johnston who answered. “I’ve got him, sir. He and Ullanov from Blue are with me. Life signs bad, but they can survive with the right treatment. I’m requesting medical evacuation from the Gladius . . .”

      “Which is under heavy fire—” Bruce chimed in, turning to point between the domes of Lunar 1 to where the Gladius flashed past, followed by the batteries of gigantic purple meson bolts, spearing up into the night after it.

      “Dammit!” Dane growled. Both Red and Blue had two good men down, and there was no word how Yellow and Green had done. He cast a quick look at the lightning bolt that was the Gladius, then came to a knife-turn of a decision. “Lance Corporal Williams rescinding that request for medical,” he called out on open comms, knowing that Corsoni would pick it up if he had a chance to even look at his screen updates.

      “What!?” Johnston started to protest.

      “They can’t come down and get our wounded or they will be shot down. It’ll be better to get to Lunar 1 medical for now. We can take care of them there,” Dane explained, nodding. He activated the tactical map that the mission parameters contained within and sent it to Johnston and Cheng’s Orbital AMP suits. There blossomed in their sights the original map of the lunar station with its seven different-sized domes, and a small glowing green vector indicating their current position.

      “Every lunar dome has its own medical, right?” Dane was saying, zooming in on the tactical map of the one that sat right in front of them. “Every one of these domes has to be self-sufficient in case there’s any danger.”

      “Like an alien invasion, you mean?” Hopskirk appeared, bounding out of the sky and proceeding to kneel a few yards ahead of them, taking up point. “My scanners are picking up movement. We knocked, they’re about to answer,” he said in a more serious tone.

      “Okay, smart-ass,” Dane sighed. “Here and here.” He used the sensors in his gloves to drop pins on the map on their screens. “Fully equipped medical bays. We’ll get the wounded there. We need the Gladius’s firepower, and we need the Exin concentrating their big guns on her not on us.”

      And, Dane tried not to add, we just have to hope that the Gladius continues to outrun the Exin’s missiles too—because if she goes down, we’ll be stranded here until they manage to build another Gladius.

      The lance corporal didn’t mention any of this to them. He figured that much was pretty obvious, but hoped that no one else had figured it out yet . . .

      “Lance Corporal, if I may object?” Cheng was saying.

      Oh great, Dane thought, wondering what an argument between the two leading officers would look like to the rest of Red and Blue Teams, who had already lost a man each.

      “The Exin batteries. We need to take them out. That way we relieve pressure off the Gladius,” Cheng said, which was a damn good point, Dane conceded. Without the missile batteries, any help that Earth and First Admiral Yankis could send would get here a whole lot easier . . .

      But what help? Dane was forced to ask.

      “Gentlemen? They’re closing fast on our nine o’clock,” Hopskirk was saying, swinging around to point across the gray dirt to the next nearest dome, still with its broken-open walkway facing towards them. Dane guessed the Exin warriors were either inside of it or on the other side of that walkway and coming straight at them. “Whatever we’re doing, we need to move now.”

      Dammit! Dane could have sworn with frustration. If he knew that the Gladius was coming back, he would dig his heels in here, defend the wounded men until they could get out. But that wasn’t an option, not with the Exin batteries still firing. So, they should set the auto-medical functions on Hernandez and Ullanov’s suits and leave them in a suspended coma until they could come back . . .

      No. Dane couldn’t do that. What if the oncoming Exin find them? They’d be sentencing them to execution.

      But should they all get killed and the entire mission—the entire safety of their beautiful orb of Earth—be jeopardized for two injured men?

      “Okay.” Dane nodded with Cheng. “We split. You take Blue to the nearest Exin battery, and I take Red and the wounded in here for the nearest medical,” he offered. He could tell from the way that Bruce’s suit hunched that the big man didn’t like the idea of their two teams splitting up—three able-bodied men apiece and Dane taking the two wounded with him—but Cheng also knew that he had no right to overrule how Dane used his own fire team.

      “Dane . . .” Cheng still murmured however, and Dane already knew what the big guy was going to say. That their mission objective was to retake the Moon, and that they had to respond with overwhelming force. That they had to act decisively and quickly, and sometimes in war hard choices had to be made, and casualties were unavoidable . . .

      “No marine left behind, Lance Corporal,” Dane said and was already signaling for Johnston to move with Hernandez and Ullanov to the broken-open walkway that led into the dome in front of them. (Thankfully, it was easy work to shift the semi-conscious bodies in near-zero gravity).

      “On me, Hopskirk!” Dane said, as he and Hopskirk covered Johnston’s approach. Bruce Cheng’s suit regarded him for a moment, and then turned, leading his two other remaining Blue Team members around the curve of the dome, heading for the nearest Exin battery. Dane wondered if he had just done something incredibly stupid. He wondered if he should have agreed to leave Johnston and the wounded there, to be overrun by the oncoming Exin . . .

      But . . . No.

      There was absolutely no way that he was going to let any other marine fall like Mahir did, right before his eyes, because of his inaction, Dane promised himself.
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      “Who’s got the damn access codes!?” It was Johnston, swearing as he made it to the airlock door and hitting the door release button.

      The door to Habitat 4 remained stubbornly closed.

      Dane, Hopskirk, Johnston, and the two semi-conscious bodies of Ullanov and Hernandez were cramped inside the broken-open walkway that led to the door—a short corridor of white metal ending in double doors of gray steel. Behind them, the walkway was torn and slagged open to reveal the gray-and-stone ash of the Moon and the next rising dome of the larger Habitat 3.

      Have I made a mistake? Dane was thinking as he pushed past Private Johnston, stopping him just before he was about to blow the door with a point-blank blast of his pulse rifle.

      “That’ll only make our job harder—you need to override the security algorithms with your suit’s code cracker . . .” Dane said, reaching the door and scanning it. There. Below was the access control panel, which he quickly crumpled with one sure punch of his Mech gauntlet, ripping off the casing to reveal the smaller switches and ports inside. “This whole place must be on emergency lockdown. If we blow our way in, there’ll be no way of closing the door behind us!”

      “Oh yeah . . .” Johnston muttered, already getting to work on the access panel, drawing out a cable from his belt and plugging it into one of the access ports. Every AMP suit was supposed to be able to be dropped into any situation, from a battlefield to a stealth operation. Therefore, even the generalized ones had their own security servers and telemetry systems which governed the suit’s performance, but also did a hundred other functions like run scans, stay in contact with central marine servers—as well as a whole range of security protocols.

      In effect, Dane knew that each AMP suit was a walking computer—no, a walking battleship. Of the security procedures that they could initiate, each AMP suit could encrypt and decrypt communications to and from their suit, as well as run static interference in a personal “cloud”—and of course, run code-cracking software (albeit, nowhere near as advanced as what a dedicated military intelligence unit could perform).

      “They’re coming!” Hopskirk said. Dane swung around to race back to the end of the broken walkway just as the first bolts of Exin purple lasers leapt towards them.

      “Frack!” Dane heard Hopskirk snarl as he ducked back behind the edge of the torn metal. The moon rocks in front of them exploded. Dust obscured their vision entirely, but Dane could now hear the wham against the metal of the walls, picked up by his suit microphones. And even more worryingly, he could see the sudden impacts and bulging craters punching inwards as the blasts hit home on the walkway walls.

      “Johnston!?” Dane called.

      “Almost there!” The man sounded stressed over the suit communicator.

      And no wonder, Dane thought. He’s trying to keep two people alive as well as break into a habitat.

      Johnston grunted while he worked. Dane leaned a little out and fired as best he could at where he thought the enemy had to be. He was firing through drifts of lunar ash and dust, so it was impossible to track where they were with his eyes. But there were angry red blips of danger on his HUD scanner. He fired at them and was rewarded by at least one of them being thrown back . . .

      Before the answering volley hammered their position.

      “Williams!” Dane heard Hopskirk cry out. Then he was being hauled backwards as the marine dragged him away from the edge of the broken walkway, almost flinging him in the light gravity. The entire front of the walkway cracked and sheared inwards with the tumult.

      “Urgh . . .” Dane groaned from where he crouched against the wall, a few feet away from where Ullanov was similarly crumpled. Dane could see the pale image of his face behind his face-plate. It looked ghostly white.

      “Thanks,” Dane said to Hopskirk, who shook his head.

      “Of course, now the crawdads have just made it harder to get at us,” he was saying, nodding to where the front of the walkway appeared half-collapsed. “Stupid fools . . .” He was about to laugh at them, when the wall beside him suddenly ripped open with a glowing orange line.

      “Holy crap!” Hopskirk dodged as they saw three glowing-orange metal claws punch through the tear and slowly bend the metal backwards in on itself.

      “Johnston!” Hopskirk called in panic, leveling his rifle straight at the tear in the wall and through it, to where there stood an Exin wearing some sort of clawed gauntlet on one hand, clearly designed for just such a purpose.

      “I got it!” Johnston cried out, and there was a hiss of pressurized pistons as the door slid open, and Johnston hauled the bodies of Hernandez and Ullanov ahead of him into the airlock . . .

      “Get some!” Hopskirk was shouting as he pummeled the gap in the wall with laser blasts. He feathered the trigger to produce a salvo of bolts—half of which merely pounded into the wall on their side, further slagging the metal into a burning crimson-red melt.

      “Hopskirk—get back!” Dane snarled, lowering his own rifle to fire a singular beam straight through, and he was rewarded with a flash of something.

      Private First Class Hopskirk dove for the airlock. Dane kept the beam running as he backed to the door frame.

      “Come on, we’re closing!” Johnston shouted, hauling on the wheel on the inside that brought the airlock door down manually.

      Scrape! Another triple line of glowing orange cut through the metal on the other side of the corridor. Whatever that tool was that the Exin were using, it was powerful, and they had more of them equipped with it.

      No wonder they broke into the habitats so quickly, Dane thought as he fired another shot at the other side. As it widened, he saw the glimmer of a steel-and-green armored shell, and then he was ducking under the door as it slammed home and locked.

      “Dear holy suffering mothers of . . .” Hopskirk was snarling. Behind them was another airlock door which supposedly led into the body of Habitat 4. There were already hisses of steam filling up into this room as their suits felt suddenly heavier than they had before. The gravity was still a light, but the barometric pressures went a long way toward making the internal environment normal for humans.

      “Okay, we’re good to go,” Johnston said, hitting the door release for the internal room, but of course, they already had a problem.

      “If the Exin want to, they’ll just blow through these doors, which will depressurize the habitats, creating a whirlwind inside . . .” Dane was saying, looking from the sealed external door to the opening internal.

      “If we close this door,” Johnston said as he picked up Hernandez bodily, and Hopskirk picked up Ullanov, “then we at least create a buffer. They’ll blow that outer door, which will create a blast of atmosphere that will hopefully send them flying for about two hundred feet . . .”

      “But they must know that, right?” Hopskirk said as he paused at the entrance to the wide, white corridor inside.

      “No time,” Dane shook his head, feeling pressured and as if he were missing a part of the puzzle that he couldn’t see just yet. “We’ll just have to hope the Exin are either stupid enough to blow the doors anyway or just give up,” he said, nodding for them to continue.

      “There’s a medical bay on Level 2, one floor up from us, near the center. Third right.” He checked his suit’s strategic scan maps, and they started toward the medical bay.

      But as they clattered through the habitat, Dane knew that there was something that he didn’t like about this. They were now trapped in here.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve got movement up ahead!” Johnston called out. He awkwardly manhandled Hernandez to one side as he slapped his pulse rifle to his back and exchanged it for his heavy pistol. The corridors of Habitat 4 were arched with gray steels every ten feet or so, but between that were the smooth whites of regular metal panels. They had passed a few bulkhead doors leading to their right and left, with numbers stenciled onto their fronts alongside designations like Botany Labs 1-4, Chemistry Operations 17. The lunar colony was a scientific research station, Dane knew, which was mostly used for the production of telecommunications as well as research into growing, health, and living on exo-planets.

      If we lose what we’ve gained in Luna 1, it’ll probably set back our colony efforts by twenty-odd years, Dane guessed.

      “They’re almost here!” Johnston called again. Both he and Hopskirk were trying to keep their wounded brothers in arms safe as well, so it was Dane who took point with the rifle. Up ahead of them was a T-junction, and on Dane’s scanners, he could see the converging blips of orange unknowns coming from both sides.

      “They could be Exin infiltrators,” Johnston was saying. “They might already have taken the habitat.”

      “Or they could be civilians!” Dane said quickly, stepping forward once again and setting his suit speaker to full. “Orbital Marines! Federal Marine Corps!” he bellowed and was rewarded with a cheer just before the first of the signals turned the corner towards them.

      They were humans. Scientists, to be exact, wearing a variety of white-and-cream jumpsuits and bearing a motley of small pistols and crowbars. The first of them, a woman not wearing any atmospheric gear so Dane could clearly see her dark skin and shaved head, lowered her small pulse pistol and laughed.

      “Thank the lord we didn’t have to use any of this.” She gestured at their array of weapons. “But it’s all we had. We thought they’d come for us at last.”

      “Not if we can help it, ma’am,” Dane said. They looked pitifully under-tooled for the task of facing an alien invasion. He wondered at the wisdom of not having a permanent military presence on the Moon, Earth’s closest sister . . .

      “Wait—are you all there is?” She blinked, seeing Dane and the two others (and the two wounded as well). “Oh crap . . .”

      “Not all, but we’re the ones who are here,” Dane said quickly. “We’ve got three other teams out there trying to clear the Exin. But my men . . .” He half turned, and the woman nodded.

      “Medical. Follow me.” She turned and led them and her gang back the way they had come, up a set of wide clattering stairs to another secure door. “My name is Dr. Powers, Associated Space Science Institute—the Exin attacked about two hours ago,” she was saying, filling him in as she swiped her card over the door. It lifted smoothly and revealed a wide, octagonal room with multiple medical beds and instruments against the walls. Dane liked the way that she didn’t panic and kept to the information required.

      “They destroyed Main Dome 1 and Habitat 2 entirely, but mostly they seemed concerned with the gun emplacements and the walkways.” She crossed to the nearest beds, her hands running over the controls on their sides for their plastic shells to open. She pointed at the beds. “You’re going to have to get those men out of those—whatever they’re wearing—suits?”

      “Mechanized Infantry Division, ma’am. Mech suits.” Dane nodded, helping Hopskirk and Johnston to work on the release catches that popped open the plates to reveal the wounded Hernandez and Ullanov inside.

      The pair looked even worse up close, Dane had to admit. Hernandez had a terrific wound on his forehead, with still-weeping blood having formed a sheet down his face so that it looked that it was painted a deep crimson brown. Ullanov was little better. He had a deep burn on his chest just over his ribs from one of the Exin blasts.

      “The suit must have auto-sealed after it,” Johnston muttered. “If it hadn’t . . .” Dane was glad that the man didn’t explain. He didn’t need to think about how the vacuum of space would find any hole in the man’s suit and do terrible things to what was inside and what was outside of a fleshy body.

      “We can do this. We’re down to reserve power, but medical gets emergency priority on power usage after life support,” Dr. Powers was saying, as she carefully saw to the two men, cutting away their fatigues where she needed to and cleaning the wounds.

      “We’ve got laser and cellular therapies as well as all the usual—but these men won’t be going anywhere fast,” she explained, administering two shots from an auto-injector to each.

      “What is that?” Johnston hissed, a little protectively.

      “Painkillers. A touch of sedatives. There’s no way they can heal without rest,” Powers said, casting a sharp eye at the large hulking form of the Mech beside her.

      Suddenly, the ground shook underneath them. The other assembled scientists started to gasp and shout.

      “What was that!?” they were shouting just as all the lights went out for an instant. They returned in a dim flicker, and the lights on the medical beds turned up first.

      WHAM! This time, the walls shook with the force of whatever hit it. Several of the lighting panels in the ceiling crashed to the floor. The scientists screamed once again.

      “Are they inside!?” Dane heard one of the lunar staff scream. He switched to the secure command channel.

      “Bruce? Bruce! You okay—you got eyes on what’s happening out there!?” Dane had turned away, quickly asking. There was a moment’s silence and then a blip as Bruce’s voice came over his suit communicator.

      “Williams. We’ve got trouble. The Exin have turned their gun batteries against the habitats. They mean to destroy them utterly . . .” His voice sounded taut and tense, and behind it, Dane could hear the bangs and clashes of battle. “My team and the others are pinned down across Habitat 2 and 6. I can’t get to them.”

      Oh no. Dane clenched his teeth. Something inside of him had feared that they would be sitting ducks inside the habitats. But what choice did he have—he couldn’t let two fellow marines fall, could he? Dammit. Just. Dammit!

      “The Gladius?” Dane asked.

      Another glitch of static before Joey’s voice appeared. “Doing my best, but I got two of the seed crafts to slap around now!” he said, and he sounded almost jubilant. Crazy pilot, crazy engineers, Dane growled internally. He had never met any mechanic or engineer who wasn’t absolutely manic.

      “Okay. Are any of the human gun batteries still operational?” Dane asked quickly.

      “None. The Exin totaled them.” Bruce said, as there was another wham against the side of the habitat, making the floor shake. They intend to kill us all. Dane gritted his teeth. To break apart the habitat domes like eggs and kill us all . . .

      Dane checked the strategic map as the habitat around them shook. The nearest of the Exin batteries had been set up at the same compound as one of the human batteries. Maybe the Exin had plugged them into the same power grid or just taken advantage of the defensive concrete walls that the human gun emplacements had.

      WHAM! Suddenly, a muted alarm started up throughout the base.

      “Something’s breached the outer wall shell!” Dr. Powers snapped, without ever looking up from the two marines that she was tending.

      “Doctor—have you got an underground level to Habitat 4? A bunker?” Dane asked.

      The doctor nodded. “Emergency life raft bunker. Good for forty-eight hours,” she said as the habitat shook.

      “Good. I need you to get your people and my wounded down there as quickly as possible,” Dane was saying, already clicking through the lunar colony maps. There had to be a way to take out those Exin guns somehow, before they were all blown to pieces!

      “Marine—what about you and your men?” Powers hesitated, looking between Dane to Johnston and Hopskirk.

      “We need to get to the gun emplacements,” Dane was saying, swiping through schematic image after image to try and find what he was looking for. But it was no good. All he had were masses and masses of layouts for the internals of the habitat domes.

      “We put in a service chute last year,” Powers said. “It’ll lead straight to Gun 2, and there’s another from Main Dome 1 to Guns 1 and 3. We got sick and tired of requesting approval from Earth, and we knew we needed to provide a pressurized, secure way for staffers to get out of there if . . .” her words faltered, and Dane could tell what she was going to say. If something like this were to happen.

      The only problem was that something like this did happen, and they still weren’t ready. But a secret way in and out of the guns? Dane would take that. “Where is it?”

      “North Corridor 207. Third-floor hatch,” Powers said quickly, already releasing the wheel locks from the medical beds so that she could move it to the bunker raft below. “But marine—there’s no guarantee that the chute is accessible. The Exin pounded the colony with meson blasts . . .”

      “Or that the Exin haven’t found it themselves,” Johnston grumbled.

      “We’ll have to take that chance, ma’am,” Dane said. If we want to live, he thought but didn’t say aloud, before nodding to Johnston and Hopskirk. “Come on.”
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      “Got it!” Hopskirk said, lifting the metal access panel to reveal an even darker space below their feet. The whole of Habitat 4 was dark as the bombardment must have hit some vital piece of infrastructure. The only light came from their suits as they gazed down into darkness: a metal ladder and a concrete floor below, with what looked like barely enough room for the suits.

      “I’m on point,” Dane said. If they were going to walk into a firing line of Exin warrior caste, then he wanted to be the first one to face it, not his men—

      WHAM!

      Another blast against the habitat, throwing them all to one side like bowling pins, and then came a rising roar of noise.

      “What the . . . ?” Hopskirk said, as Dane saw the outside suit pressures suddenly start to drop dramatically.

      “They’ve punctured the dome!” he cried out. Suddenly a whirlwind met them as air was dragged out of every open space not guarded by a bulkhead and sucked into the void.

      And it brought with it everything that wasn’t nailed down.

      “Brace!” Dane shouted, as his suit was hit by a metal table. A chair. A whole scattershot of silver steel utensils from any number of the labs.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! . . .

        >Suit Impact! . . .

      

      

      Multiple alarms pinged from Dane’s HUD as he hit the deck and started rolling in the storm. It was impossible to keep track of all of them as his suit rattled, but he saw his back-plate and shoulder-plate efficiency numbers start to decline at a steady rate: 90%, 85%, 75% . . .

      “Get inside!” Dane called, slamming his gauntlets against the floor and walls to stop being sucked along with everything else out into the night. Suit magnets! He remembered what Otepi had told them during training just a handful of days before. These Orbital AMPS were fitted with mechanisms that would keep their suit on the ground in times where gravity was untrustworthy.

      
        
        >Suit Environmental Controls and Magnetic Controls . . .

        >>>Magnetic charge 30% . . .

      

      

      Dane set the controls as quickly as he could with hand gestures while also trying to stop himself from being pulled down the corridor. With an electric twitch that felt like pressure in his jaw, he suddenly held closer to the floor, and slid backwards only by inches, not feet. He knew that he could have upped the charge to stick him to the floor like, well, a magnet, but instead he gave himself just a light enough charge so that he could still move.

      He raised his head—

      Just in time to see an entire steel catering cabinet slam and bounce down the hall and hit Johnston in the face, spinning him into the air.

      “Johnston!” Dane raised a hand upwards, grabbing at the marine’s arm as he tumbled overhead.

      Ach! A wrench as, even inside the mechanized suit, he could feel the pull as he swung Johnston to the floor with a clang that shook the corridor.

      “You okay? You copy?” Dane asked, to hear a groan and an affirmative at his side. “Let’s not hang around,” he said, hauling both himself and Johnston towards the access hatch and falling inside as Hopskirk struggled to flip the internal plate of metal. The roaring sound abruptly stopped, but Dane knew that there wouldn’t be any atmosphere in this chute now. Oxygen moved pretty fast into a void.

      “We got all our limbs, gentlemen?” Hopskirk asked, his voice a little frayed, and it was clear that he was trying to sustain some false cheer.

      “I think so,” Johnston groaned, as Dane stood up, shook himself, and raised his rifle towards the dark. They didn’t have any time. If the habitat’s atmosphere had been breached, he could only hope that Dr. Powers got her staff and his marines to the bunker in time. Otherwise, they would be holed up in that medical suite with ever-diminishing oxygen until that ran out—or until the next Exin blast tore into the heart of the dome, as well . . .

      Dane suppressed a growl as he started to jog forward into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The service chute was clearly rough-made, reminding Dane of the old, ancient style of war shelters that people back on Earth used to make during the time it looked like one half of the globe was going to nuke the other half. The floor and walls were concrete, poorly applied, with metal girders every thirty feet or so, and metal paneling on the roof. Something about the construction and the lunar rock overhead had made a seal, but that was it as far as safety procedures.

      Dane’s light illuminated the long corridor—and something shining at the far end of it.

      A steel ladder.

      They had crossed what Dane thought must be six hundred feet. Still, every now and again, he could feel more than hear the dull whumpf as one habitat or another was met by the pounding of the vindictive Exin.

      It doesn’t make sense, Dane thought as he closed in on the ladder. The Exin could be trying to call in for reinforcements, to form a real bridgehead against their enemy—Earth. Instead they appeared to be reserving their bile and attention for the humans who worked and lived here, which arguably posed no significant military threat.

      And they have the Gladius to think about too, Dane thought. If the Exin guns and the seed craft above concentrated their attacks, then they might even be able to catch the Gladius in mid-flight—it was fast, but it was only one ship against multiple armaments . . .

      But instead, the Exin appeared to be determined to destroy as much of the infrastructure as possible. Not even setting up defensible positions for themselves, if Dane could read between the lines on the tactical threat map. Almost like children knocking over each other’s sandcastles.

      Salt the Earth . . . The words floated up from the depths of Dane’s memory. Some 101 military strategy class that he had been forced to take back at Fort Mayweather, back on Earth.

      “It was what the Romans used to do to make sure that their enemy couldn’t even grow food after they had left . . .” Dane half murmured to himself.

      “What was that, boss?” Hopskirk had taken up side position, pointing the rifle straight up at the latch. “How about I blow the hinges—but I still don’t think that we’ll find any Romans up there . . .” he was saying.

      “Yes. I mean no—no Romans,” Dane shook his head and started to climb the ladder. His head was still thinking about that cruel practice of the ancient generals. Making sure that, even when the army had rolled past, their foes had a worse life even if they survived.

      They did it when they wanted to demoralize and take over a culture, Dane realized. This attack on Luna 1 had never been about taking territory. It had been a show of force on the part of the Exin. But why?

      The Exin were using up an awful lot of effort and warriors, probably knowing that they were going to be surrounded, to destroy this colony . . . The thoughts cycled as he lifted his rifle and then paused. No. His suit was stocked with grenades, wasn’t it?

      
        
        >Suit Armaments/Grenades . . .

        >>>Compression X3

        >>>Flash X2

        >>>Disruptor X1

      

      

      Dane hesitated for a moment, then slapped his rifle to his side and grabbed the two flash grenades instead. That would cause one hell of a commotion as soon as they got the lid open.

      “Keep magnetized,” he muttered to Hopskirk and Johnston, knowing that as soon as that hatch above was blown, then he would shoot out the top like a cork with the last of any escaping atmosphere left down here. He set his own suit magnetizer up to fifty percent.

      Why would the Exin throw away warriors in a crusade against buildings?

      “Ready in three . . .” Hopskirk said intently, increasing the output force on his pulse rifle and aiming carefully.

      A big, showy act of destruction, the thought flashed through Dane’s mind.

      “Two . . .”

      Not just destruction, he realized. A distraction.

      “One . . .”

      “Someone warn Otepi!” Dane gasped, just as Hopskirk shot a concentrated beam of purple fire above him, past his shoulder to sink into the metal hatch way above. It burned a brilliant white and gobbets of molten metal fell past his shoulder to spatter on the floor.

      WHOOM!

      And then the plate burst inwards, and Dane felt the pull of the void. He let it take him upwards.
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      Most of the air had already been sucked out of the service chute, and so there was really very little difference in pressure between the chute and whatever was above them. Added to that, the Orbital AMP suits were heavy, and so Dane was only thrown upwards a few yards—enough to pop into a wide room with a domed roof, with what looked like a great cannon and firing seat occupying half of it.

      And three Exin, one of them sitting in the seat (awkwardly, as the seat was built for a far smaller human being) and apparently taking pot shots at the nearest habitat.

      He saw them turn the instant the hatch burst.

      “Surprise!” Dane threw flash grenades at them, then half fell, half tumbled to the floor in the low gravity as all hell broke loose.

      The two flash-bang grenades went off, glitching Dane’s screen a pure static white and filling his suit’s microphones with a high-pitched whine before the dampeners cut in.

      Wham! Dane slammed into the floor, getting a suit warning for it, but ignoring it as he rolled, reached for his—

      Oh crap! His rifle had been knocked free when he hit the floor. He still had his pistol . . .

      He heard a snippet of noise through his suit speakers, and then a metal-articulated boot ending in three metal claws hit him hard under the chin and kicked him backwards. Apparently, the Exin themselves or the suits that they wore were also pretty resilient to flash-bang grenades, just as the Orbital AMPs were.

      Frack! Dane rolled over and kicked himself off the floor in the low gravity to somersault in mid-air, grabbing at the first tool that he could.

      With a scrape of metal, his Field Halligan came free, and Dane had flashed it across the space in front of him, connecting with the lunging head of the Exin as it bore down on him. There was an ugly sort of a snap, and then the Exin was being thrown to one side as Dane landed slowly on the floor.

      FZZT!

      A purple meson blast shot past his shoulder. Too close. The other two Exin were coming for him, and one was already firing.

      Dane hurled the Field Halligan with an overhand throw that somersaulted the tool end over end straight for the enemy, before jumping to one side. The tool hit, there was a strike of sparks, but Dane was vaulting almost the entire length of the room in the lightened gravity. He hit the far wall and started to slide downwards, grabbing his pistol from his side and turning.

      Just in time to see the third Exin level its own pistol a fraction quicker than he was . . .

      WHAM! And then vanish backwards in a flare of solid orange pulse laser, as Hopskirk and Johnston emerged from the ladder shaft behind him.

      “Thanks!” Dane spun on his heel, found the second Exin rising from the blow, and shot at him. He held the trigger down for a concentrated beam to hit what had to be the forehead of the creature’s helmet. The beam boiled and slid off as the creature turned. The Exin returned fire.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Lower left leg -30% . . .

      

      

      Dane went down to one side with the blast that hit him, and his next shot went wild. But Johnston and Hopskirk were there. They were vaulting into the room, lancing the Exin with their rifles in a choreography of beams that soon punctured through scale suit and alien flesh.

      “You did it—good job, Williams!” Hopskirk was panting. “Next time I need a distraction, you’ll be the shield wall I use!” He laughed.

      “Get to the guns,” Dane groaned as he pushed himself up from the floor. “Disable that other gun emplacement.”

      Johnston was the first to slide into the seat, easily discerning the controls and swinging the entire apparatus from where it had been hammering the habitats and turning it on the next gun. It didn’t last five seconds, as the other gun was apparently completely unprepared to be fired upon by one of its own.

      “Now targeting the seed craft,” Johnston called calmly and proceeded to swing first one way and then the next, his chair rising, turning, and falling in time with the target and guidance system. It took him longer this time, but with a growl of frustration and determination, he scored the shots he wanted.

      “Booyah! Luna colony saved!” Johnston shouted, and Hopskirk cheered.

      “Congratulations,” Dane managed weakly, already patching through his suit comms to Captain Otepi, hoping that the narrow-band transmitter inside the Orbital AMPs would be enough to get to her.

      “Captain? Captain Otepi—this is Lance Corporal Williams, Red Team of the Mechanized Infantry, requesting urgent —”

      “Lance Corporal!” Dane heard her voice reply. She sounded flushed and uptight. “Situation report on Luna,” she snapped.

      “We’re clear. Heavy civilian casualties, unknown marine casualties, but we should be a wrap soon . . .” Dane was saying, knowing that now that they had control of the guns, any remaining Exin would be easily scrubbed off of the face of the Moon.

      “Excellent work, Lance Corporal. Finish the job and await further orders,” Otepi snapped back.

      “That’s not what I radioed in for,” Dane was saying. “The attack on Luna was never going to be a bridgehead. The Exin here never wanted to pose a serious threat to Earth. It’s a distraction,” he explained.

      And what Otepi said next only proved it.

      “How on Earth did you know that!?” she said out loud. “I’ve only just had reports from the Hawkins Deep Radar Array. There’s been movement, a lot of movement, at the Jupiter Artifact. We don’t know what’s going on, but we’re picking up energy readings that are off the chart.”

      Dane thumped his metal gauntlet palm against the side of his metal helmet.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! . . .

      

      

      The Exin were preparing for their next invasion. They were going to bring in another invasion fleet. And all that stood in their way was one prototype starfighter . . . and an already-battered prototype division of Orbital Marines.
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      “The good news, gentlemen,” Captain Otepi said over the video link hastily thrown together in the remnants of Luna Habitat Dome 2.

      The Exin had been defeated and the lunar colony was once again returned to human hands, but they had lost almost a hundred civilians in the assault and eight marines of the Mechanized Infantry Division. Everyone huddled in either Habitat 2 or 6, the only ones with still-operational atmospheric domes and airlock seals. But still, the power available from the backup generators was a trickle at best, and the civilians were close to freezing. It was going to take several hours to get the right equipment, shuttles, and transporters to the Moon from the International Solaris station, so the rebuild of the lunar colony could begin.

      Several hours that we don’t have. Dane gritted his teeth. The captain had okayed him to tell the rest of the M.I.D. the situation at Jupiter. That the alien artifact—the mothership, the jump ship—whatever it was, had apparently woken up. Anything could happen, and everyone expected the worst.

      “Is there any good news?” Dane heard Bruce mutter disconsolately to no one in particular. The big guy was several yards away, still with his Blue Team surrounding him. Dane got the distinct perception that Bruce still had a problem with the calls that he had made, splitting the marines in order to get them to medical when they could have been facing the Exin warrior caste head-on.

      Which all turned out ridiculous, the lance corporal thought a little hotly to himself. If he hadn’t gone into Habitat 4, then he wouldn’t have been told about the illegal access chute to the stolen gun, and then wouldn’t have turned the tide of battle in favor of the humans!

      But with a sharp sigh, Dane shook his head. No time for that now. He was proud of the decisions that he had made, and that was all that mattered. Especially if it looked like they were all making the last decisions that they might ever get to make.

      “The good news is that the Jupiter artifact is just over an hour away if you travel in the Gladius,” Otepi said. “You can be there almost right away.”

      “Then let’s go!” said a rather enthusiastic Copelli from another part of the huddled and shivering room. Most of the men had taken off their face-plates and relaxed their Orbital AMP suits tight plating after the battle, but their suits kept them in far better condition than the civilians here, who were physically bundled in silver blankets against each other as they waited for the relief effort to arrive.

      “Your enthusiasm is welcome, Acting Corporal Copelli,” Otepi said, after a few seconds delay. “However, that leads us to the bad news. It would be only the Gladius, as she is the fastest craft in the fleet. The next fastest shuttle can make it in three hours, and everything else would get there in five.” The captain of the War Walkers paused. “You would be on your own.”

      When are we not? Dane thought, as he saw a ripple of anxiety pass through the marines. They had just stumbled out of a battle. One in which the Exin appeared far more eager to die, just so long as they could spill human blood alongside their own. Dane could see that they probably needed to rest and to process their losses.

      If they had time, that was . . .

      “And there are signs of movement around the artifact,” Otepi appeared to look away for a moment, and then a series of images appeared on the screen. Dane saw the churning red dot of Jupiter’s Great Storm, along with a much smaller (but still vast, in comparison) wheel-like object with twisting organic spokes running from central hub to outer rim. It was turning, and as Dane watched, he saw flashes of purple-and-white light like lightning play across its surface.

      And there, scudding around it, were three much smaller oval objects—the seed craft of the Exin.

      “Only three?” Dane heard one of the marines say, a sentiment he would have applauded if they had any more fighters like the Gladius. Their singular starfighter was larger than a seed craft and probably almost as fast. But the odds were still against them.

      “I can do it,” Joey Corsoni, their engineer and pilot stood up to say. His voice had lost some of the devil-may-care attitude and was instead replaced with determination and certainty.

      There was no argument or challenge from the captain, Dane saw. Otepi merely looked at him and nodded.

      “You’ll have to, soldier.” A pause. “But even that is not the onerous task that I am asking of you.” The woman’s voice was steady. “What I have to tell you is this: our deep field satellites have been trying to analyze the energy readings to decipher what the ship is doing, and we know that it is at least partially similar to the propulsion systems that the Exin used. Our . . .” There was a flicker of uncertainty in Otepi’s eyes before she said the next words, “. . . new information on the matter . . .”

      She means the Exin collaborator, doesn’t she? Dane clenched his jaws. That was a fact that she hadn’t shared with the rest of the Orbital Marines, and Dane got the distinct impression that there would be a lot of suspicion if it became general knowledge that they were relying on the words that fell out of one of their aggressor’s mouths (or nose, or brain, or however it was that the Exin talked).

      “This ship is an Exin jump ship. Meaning that it acts as a fast anchor for the wormholes that the Exin create in order to get here. But such an event creates a localized and controllable black hole, which involves vast, vast energies . . .”

      “It’s cycling up,” Corsoni interrupted, cocking his head to look at the image in a little greater detail. “And I bet that is why it parked its ass right over our Great Spot. All sorts of electromagnetic energy and discharges around that, which it must be harnessing, am I right?” he said with a flicker of his old glee.

      Otepi nodded. “Congratulations. Yes, you are correct, engineer. Or at least, that is what we assume is happening.”

      “Which means . . .?” It was Bruce’s turn to interrupt their captain. Apparently, protocol went out the window when you were standing on the hostile surface of the Moon, and the CO was a few hundred miles away.

      “Which means that at any moment, that jump thing could activate, and a whole fleet of Exin seed craft could pour through it,” Otepi answered Cheng’s question. “And you and the Gladius would be the only ones there to stop it.”

      Dane didn’t know if it was annoyance or whether it was the slight time delay between the Moon and wherever Otepi was that caught her expression in a tight-lipped frown.

      Silence fell over them all as they considered this fact. To charge headlong against an enemy which already outnumbered them, and to try and dismantle a behemoth-like ship with completely unknown capabilities, with the very real possibility that they would be facing an entire fleet of overwhelming odds at any moment . . .

      But what else are you going to do, Dane? a small voice was saying from somewhere inside of him. Dr. Heathcote says you’ve got four months, maybe six months, before her antigen stops working anyway . . . And then his life would come to a very short, pain-wracked end.

      Just like countless hundreds and thousands were having down there on Earth already, he considered.

      “If I may, Captain?” Dane cleared his throat and stood up to address the rest of the crowd. “Marines!” He raised his voice, turning slowly so that they could all look at him. “All I can say is this, today I saw my home world for the first time. A sight that I had never thought to see in my lifetime, and one that I am going to carry with me to the grave.” Dane heard himself say the words before he had even really decided what he was going to say.

      “And I plan to fight for that image of the Earth in any way that I can.” He looked around the room and saw the serious and grim eyes of the battle-hardened men of the Mechanized Infantry Division around him.

      “First in, last out,” he heard himself say. The unofficial motto of the Federal Marines.

      “First in, last out,” he heard someone else mutter, and another—and then suddenly, someone took up the words of the M.I.D. Oath, the very one that each one had sworn at their promotion ceremony.

      
        
        “My skin will be as metal . . .

        My breath will be as fire . . .

        My will is iron . . .

        And my purpose undaunted . . .”

        

      

      “BooYAH! MARINES!” Dane heard Bruce bellow, and suddenly everyone was standing up with one victorious, defiant, savage shout. A cry against the fear and the odds, a shout of rage against death itself. No matter what was going to be thrown against them and what travails and struggles they were going to face—this animal, savage honor was something that continued to burn inside of them. That Dane knew that they would take with them wherever they went—in this solar system or any other.

      Dane felt a part of something larger than he was. He felt a part of a family, and for just a moment, it felt as if they were unstoppable. That their courage and will alone could overcome all.

      “Thank you, marines,” Captain Otepi said in a quieter voice, but one that immediately captured everyone’s attention. “It is an honor to serve alongside you,” she said, which earned another cheer.

      And after that, with that decision apparently reached by everyone, all that was left was the actual doing of the deed.

      “We’ve already dispatched every ship that humanity has,” Otepi said. “But they’re still going to get there long after you do. Your job, quite simply, is to do everything and anything you can to stop that jump ship from reaching full power and allowing the next Exin fleet access to our solar system.”

      But what she had left unsaid was just as serious, Dane thought—and everyone in the room could hear it . . .

      Because Earth might not survive another fleet attack by the Exin.
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        * * *

      

      “Lance Corporal?” It was Dr. Powers, pausing from her insistent rush between one wounded civilian and another, and wearing the same light fabric jumpsuit that she had been wearing when Dane first saw her. She had refused all offers of the emergency foil blankets, water, and rations which had been shared between the lunar scientists, instead passing them on to the community she shepherded.

      “Your wounded men are stable,” she said, her eyes steady, “and the others in our care . . .”

      She meant the dead, Dane thought, and nodded that he understood. “The Marine Corps will send pickups for them,” he said, having been told the procedure and only having seen it once—for Private Mahir.

      “Of course.” Powers nodded. They were in the main avenue of Habitat Dome 2, which the Mechanized Infantry were using as their unofficial area to equip and suit up for the quick deployment to the Gladius and then beyond.

      One hour to get to Jupiter. The words rang in Dane’s head. They had already spent at least another hour in the briefing with Otepi. Operations always seemed to draw out longer than anyone had intended, Dane was finding out. There were always a thousand and ten small things that needed taking care of—from the spot-repairs on the Gladius to the small systems repairs that each Orbital AMP suit required. But neither Dane nor anyone else had received any urgent update from Otepi or Lashmeier or anyone else—yet.

      “I’ve made available every stock we have that might be useful,” Dr. Powers said. “Satellite drones, chemicals, fuel cells. Your pilot went through what I had and seemed pleased with some of it, but still . . .”

      Dane nodded that he understood. They were flying on not-optimal supplies, with whatever they had. He had even heard Corsoni commandeer a few of the most able-bodied marines to sweep the dead Exin and their armaments for anything that they might salvage. He wondered if it would be enough.

      “The main one probably being the guns,” the doctor stated. “A lot of them still had dischargeable cells, and the Exin had left a few of their pulse missiles—not that I have any clue how either of them operates . . .”

      “What about the defense of the Luna Station? Until aid gets here?” Dane frowned. There was no way of guaranteeing that they would be successful. The Gladius could easily be overrun, and then there would be nothing to protect the Moon if the Exin fleet came.

      “You are our defense, Lance Corporal,” Dr. Powers said, her eyes searching Dane’s own as if she wondered herself whether this was a good idea. She seemed to make up her mind as she gave a very small nod of agreement, however. “You are all our…all Earth’s defense.”

      And just like that, the doctor turned to leave, returning back to the people in her care, leaving the words ringing in Dane’s mind like the toll of a bell. It was a heavy burden.

      “Williams?” It was Corsoni on his suit communicator.

      “Here.”

      “The Gladius is stocked and good to go. All we’ve got to wait for is the lady singing,” the engineer was saying.

      “I guess that’ll be me, then,” Dane replied with a grin. He clicked off the channel and turned up his suit speakers, broadcasting on the public channel for the Mechanized Infantry.

      “Time to go! Remember your training, fire teams! Be ready to depart in five!” His words were met with the usual round of muttered curses as various marines still struggled with the last-minute checks. But the lance corporal had already turned to go, leading the way to the airlock as his team, Red Team, fell in behind him. He wasn’t worried about the stragglers. He knew that they would be there, on time, and on his command. That was, after all, what the marines did.

      Dane and the others stepped into the airlock, filled it to capacity, and waited for the door to cycle before hitting the release. Then they were off, bounding in giant leaps over the lunar surface past the shattered and ruined domes of the recent battle and into the waiting hold of the Gladius.

      The twin-engined ship lifted off from the surface of Earth’s sister with a flare of orange fire. She cast plumes of dust behind her as she jumped forward, flinging herself over the rocky surface before rising steadily, higher and higher into the void. On his suit’s screens, Corsoni had patched the M.I.D. channel into the rear cameras of the Gladius, and so there was a meditative mood as they all watched the Moon slowly getting smaller and smaller behind them, with the distant blue-green gem of the Earth behind that too.

      Joey swung around the Moon in an all too close arc. “Slingshots are always fun!” he said by way of explanation, gaining greater and greater speed until he started the business of what he called real acceleration.

      “Initiating main reactors one and two,” Joey called out, flipping switches on the control board beside him. Dane watched as the displays showed twin red circles slowly filling with green. Dane could swear that he even felt a thrum run through the ship as the massive coils started to spin and fling particles towards impact . . .

      “Three, two, and . . .”

      The twin circles turned a solid green. Suddenly Dane, Bruce, and the others were pushed forcefully against the backs of their seats as the Gladius leapt towards its full potential. Dane felt the g-force push at his skin and organs, even behind the great Orbital AMP suit with all of its absorbers that he wore.

      The brightest stars in front of them suddenly blurred and glared into long, trailing comet’s tails, streaming towards them. The backdrop of glittering space became a surreal dream haze of silvers, grays, and blacks as they approached half the speed of light, and then two-thirds, three-quarters. . .

      “Forward particle shield stable.” Corsoni called out arcane and, to Dane at least, unknowable adjustments and reports.

      “Negative mesons good . . .”

      “Gravitational flux holding . . .”

      Before, when the Gladius had broken through the thick envelope of sky and atmosphere that enfolded the Earth, their prototype ship had shaken and trembled with the effort, as gravity and resistance clutched and tore at them. But now it was different. There was no shaking, no tremors, and the Gladius was smoothly accelerating better than any craft or vehicle that Dane had been in before. Even the feeling of the g-force started to die down, as did the nausea and pressure behind Dane’s eyes and in his ears.

      “We’re in a stable field!” Corsoni said with apparent relief. “She’ll mostly fly herself now, as there’s no resistance or objects between us and Jupiter on this course.”

      “What happens when we aren’t in a stable field?” Dane couldn’t help but ask.

      “Well,” Corsoni turned to shoot Dane a macabre grin, “we wouldn’t be talking to each other, that’s for sure. We’d probably be spread from here to Mars.”

      “Wonderful,” Dane swallowed. It was Bruce’s turn to ask a question.

      “What about the Red Planet? Venus? Can we see them?”

      “Not going close enough,” Corsoni said. “And if we were, it would just be another radiant blur like all the others. We’re traveling at the speed of light! Just think: this is what the universe looks like, or almost what the universe looks like, to a neutrino!”

      It was beautiful out there, Dane had to concede. Like being caught in shifting prisms of light reflected from some celestial window. Not everyone shared his opinion, however.

      “I’m quite happy being a man,” Bruce said somberly, before asking, “How long until we get there?”

      “Are we nearly there yet?” Corsoni cackled back. “No. Another half hour. Thirty-three minutes, to be precise. Enough time to prep.”

      “Enough time for this,” Bruce turned to look at Dane, and the lance corporal knew that whatever burden or enmity had been on the big guy’s mind, he meant to settle it now, before they might all be shot to hell.

      “You came through back there, Williams,” Cheng surprised him by saying. “You really did. We would have been toast if you hadn’t taken the guns from the Exin.”

      “Oh, thanks.” Dane blinked. He had been expecting a lecture on battle tactics. Instead, he got something similar, but not that.

      “Don’t get me wrong—I think you did the right thing, looking after your men and taking them into the dome first . . .” Bruce said steadily, lowering his words to a murmur, and Dane realized that they were on a private suit-to-suit channel. “I overreacted. I’m sorry.”

      “Please, don’t mention it.” Dane shrugged it off. It made him feel uncomfortable to dissect the decisions of battle, decisions that had been made in the crucible of the moment.

      “I’m worried, Dane,” Bruce said after a moment, “about your need to keep your men safe.”

      What!? Dane blinked. “That, well, that is hardly what any of us are doing right now, is it?” he attempted. Did Bruce still have a problem with his decisions to protect his men?

      “I know, I know, Dane—that’s not what I meant.” Bruce’s voice was urgent and low. “What I mean is . . . you seem to be developing a wish to keep your men alive no matter what,” Bruce said, his eyes dark behind the shadow of his face-plate. “You know what I’m talking about. Private Mahir . . .”

      “Don’t.” Dane felt a kick to his stomach. Just what was Bruce suggesting? That he throw the lives of good men away for nothing? “I am committed to keeping the men in my charge alive, Lance Corporal, and I will do my best at it.”

      “And in so doing, you ignore the sacrifice that they make,” Bruce said solemnly. “I am not suggesting we should be careless with the lives of those under our command. But I am suggesting that we work out what will override our mission.”

      “What do you mean—override our mission!?” Dane was starting to lose his temper.

      “You cannot save everyone, Dane Williams. And you will not be able to keep everyone safe. You should realize that now,” Bruce said with a sudden sigh, the tension easing out of the big man. Dane could see that Bruce was not angry. He appeared, if anything, upset.

      “You could have stayed in a battle formation with my team and alongside Yellow and Green. You instead split our forces up, and you were the only fully independent man on your team when you went into Dome 4. And then it was you who led the charge against the gun.”

      “It had to be done!” Dane said hotly. Bruce hadn’t been there. How could he make these judgments?

      “Yes. It did. But if you are not careful, this will turn into a pattern, Lance Corporal,” the big man said heavily, before he turned back. “Think about that. Think about what danger you will put yourself in, in order to keep everyone else safe.” Lance Corporal Bruce Cheng turned to release the webbing on his chair and got to his feet. “Now, I need to go prep for the operation. I hope that I haven’t offended you, Dane.”

      You have. Dane held his tongue, but inside his anger seethed.

      “Approaching Jupiter,” Corsoni’s voice called out, and Bruce was gone.

      Oh great, Dane thought irritably. Now I have to go into battle in a bad mood!
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      “Slowing, slowing—halt!” Corsoni called over their suit channels, and Dane could see the external image of Jupiter springing into view, with the distant dots of its moons hanging against the night.

      No wonder they call her a giant, Dane thought, as his mind tried to fathom just what he was seeing. The gas giant was indeed vast, but she was also beautiful. Rivers of gold, cream, orange, and brown ran across her surface like inks in water, somehow resiliently not merging, despite their fury. Dane’s eyes quickly found the large, angry bruise at her lower left corner, and then, the glint of light from something far, far above it. If he squinted, he was sure that he could see an object there too.

      The plan was, more or less, a simple one—if an outrageous one too.

      “Full interference running,” Corsoni whispered, and in tandem, Dane’s view of the planet glitched and disappeared, returning him to where he stood in Side Bay 2, with his two-man fire team behind him. Bruce was similarly positioned with the same numbers, on the other side of the door. It felt, curiously, like Dane was about to replay what had happened at the Moon. He immediately wondered if he would tell his men to stay back, so as not to get hurt.

      “I have no idea if this will work,” Corsoni said, “but wish me luck!” For the first time since he had known him, Dane heard a note of worry in the engineer-pilot’s voice.

      “You never needed any luck,” Dane quipped back, just as fast. “You’re the best starfighter we have.”

      “Ha! I’m the only starfighter, you mean!” Corsoni cackled, but his tension appeared to have eased. “Whatever. I’m kicking you all out. Don’t get killed.”

      “You too,” Dane had a chance to say as the red light above the bay door started to flash slowly at first, and then faster and faster, until it achieved a steady glow . . .

      “Go! Go! Go!” Dane yelled as the door opened, and the marines of the Mechanized Infantry Division jumped out, somersaulting as they did so into the stellar dark.

      Dane saw stars beneath his feet. Jupiter swung around, above, and below him—and for a dizzying moment he entirely forgot how to think in a vacuum. What was up and what was down? It didn’t even make sense to talk of up and down any more.

      He saw the Gladius through his face-plate, as well as on the internal tactical map, sweep past them, speeding up as it did so, leaving the string of men tumbling and turning in the night. “Be prepared for unconventional operations.” Some of the words that Captain Otepi had told him floated up into his mind.

      Yeah. He was pretty sure that if anything counted as unconventional, then this had to be it.

      “Wait for the signal!” Dane urged his fire team, seeing them steady their movement by raising their arms and lifting legs, until they hung in an irregular line like tiny metal stars.

      “What signal?” Hopskirk said, moments before there was a flash as the Gladius released a flare of rockets against the Exin jump ship.

      “That signal,” Dane said. “Rockets!”

      The marines had been dropped close enough to see the ship before them, but far enough away that the idea was that they shouldn’t be detected on radar. If their Exin collaborator was right, of course. Otepi had hazarded that the signals of the men would be too small to be noticed. Or so they had to presume, anyway.

      Without any resistance to their flight, suddenly the Orbital AMPs were powering ahead on the orange glow of their pulse thrusters attached to the backs of their suits. It was hard to feel the acceleration in these conditions, but Dane could see the alien jump ship growing larger and larger by the heartbeat . . . Already, it was the size of a dinner plate, a wheel, a chair, a car . . .

      “We’re coming in fast!” He heard Bruce’s voice nearby, as his fellow lance corporal’s suit also rocketed towards the alien vessel.

      Dane could see the surface of the strange alien craft: four cylindrical spokes, turning like prayer wheels, catching and glinting with the flashes of static electricity. And these spokes were attached to the wheel hub of the craft, itself spinning slowly and dotted with odd encrustations. What Dane would have called portholes, windows, or modules on any other vessel, but on the Exin craft they looked more like barnacles or odd coral growths of some fantastic deep-sea life. The entire thing, Dane thought, had to easily be the size of the whole lunar colony—perhaps just a little smaller than the International Solaris Station.

      An entire Exin station, here in our system! Dane’s stomach lurched with sick dread. He felt shock and, what was worse, a dull anger at his own people’s apparent ignorance of it. How could they have been so negligent, so unprepared, that an entire alien station appeared in their backyard, just an hour away from Earth!?

      The Gladius that was right now banking hard and pulling back from its attack swoop against the Exin craft, releasing a glittering silver cloud like star dust behind it.

      The fired rockets it had unloaded hit the outer rim of the Exin station, and the void-flying marines saw the dim flashes of orange-and-white light and the shudder through the vessel.

      “Yes! Direct hit!” Dane heard Corsoni say over the suit communicator. For a wild moment, he wondered if they even needed the Orbital Marines. Maybe the Gladius would be enough alone to take out the Exin craft . . .

      But no, such hopeful things could not happen in the universe that they lived in.

      There was a sudden flash as a bolt of purple light speared out of the night towards the Gladius. It missed, but it revealed the dark shape of one of the Exin seed crafts as it rose from where it had apparently been dormant and started chasing the Gladius.

      “On your six o’clock . . .” Dane said, more out of habit than what he thought Corsoni needed to hear—as the pilot and engineer was bound to have a tactical scanner many times sharper than Dane’s eyes.

      “Yeah—and right up front too!” the pilot said, as suddenly the Gladius was spinning to avoid another purple pulse blast from ahead of it as the other seed craft made itself known. The shot skipped over the Gladius’s prow, but it was close. Very close.

      “This is it. Over to you!” Corsoni said in a tense gasp as Dane imagined him wrestling with the controls. His part of stage one of the operation was done. He had poked the Exin and released the interference foil that was supposed to scramble near-frequency scanners. The idea was that the Exin would concentrate their efforts on the Gladius now, and their scanners wouldn’t even be able to detect the deadly antlike forms of the Orbital Marines.

      That was the plan, anyway. Now, Dane knew, it was very much up to them.

      The Exin station filled the view ahead of them, and it looked like some kind of dark god. Its spokes and rim had been cast in deep ironlike black by the brighter light of the gas giant behind it. And behind that, all that they could see was the boiling, crimson red of the eternal storm. Through its turning spokes, Dane could see the storms and churn of clouds so big that they could engulf entire human cities. Static lightning played itself out across the surface of the Exin craft, making it look like an underworld, hellish sort of god. A being of vengeance and malevolence.

      On Dane’s heads-up display, a glowing green vector of lines appeared, flashing towards the point where his current trajectory would take him on the craft. The outer rim, near the joint of one of the spokes.

      I wish I knew where the thing’s power source was, he was thinking, as there was another sudden, giant flash of static electricity that seemed to crackle over the entire station. The station appeared to hold a shimmer of heat or radiation or something for a few long breaths afterwards, before it faded out.

      I have no idea how long it will be before it is ready to make the jump . . .” Dane was thinking. Although he could see an indicator on the inside of his suit: the readouts of energy waves being transmitted by the thing. When he looked at the scan images, he could see each rising curve and fall—tracking the bursts of energy flashes just like this one—getting bigger and more pronounced as the time between the flashes lessened. It was only getting more and more powerful.

      It was building up to something.

      “Red Team, prepare for contact . . .” Dane whispered, his hands sliding to the large modules he had attached to his utility belt. They would be unbearably large for any human to carry, as each one contained two hastily taped-together cells from the Exin warheads. With just a small bit of engineering trickery from Corsoni, and a few chemical supplies from the lunar scientists, they had made for themselves a whole batch of some very powerful explosives.

      Dane prayed that it would be enough.

      “There, Williams, look!” It was the words of Bruce Cheng. The station rim filled their view as they were thrown towards it. Dane could make out the finer details of the craft’s hull itself: lots and lots of overlapping and interconnecting plates, just like the almost-organic scale armor that the Exin wore themselves, as if the ship had been grown, not manufactured.

      Cheng was pointing towards the hub of the craft. “Check your energy read outs!” the big man called. Dane flicked on his radiological, biological, and thermal scanners to see that the hub appeared to be glowing much brighter than everywhere else.

      Dane knew immediately what he was saying. That anything that had that much power inside of it must also be pretty vital to the functioning of the craft in general . . .

      “Red Team, changing course,” Dane said, spreading one of his arms out to one side and turning his hip to change the angle of his flight. The hub ahead looked like a much larger version of one of the seed crafts: a large oval shape, like a dark egg.

      They were close, and Dane and the others were flying down one of the slow-turning spoke towers when it happened. Dane didn’t know if their interference had finally run out, or maybe their luck had, or both, but Dane saw movement along the body of the spoke. The larger encrustation modules that dotted the spokes here and there suddenly moved. Little puffs of releasing gases burst from their tops.

      “Eyes up!” Dane managed to shout, just as things emerged from the modules. Things made of black, glistening metal and with altogether far too many legs. And they were launching themselves at the Orbital Marines.
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      “Frack!” Dane tried to spin as one of the things flew straight for him. It was some kind of drone, with its central body little more than a pulse engine ending in something with lots of sharpened pincers.

      Smack! His arm hit the wall of the spoke with a scatter of sparks as he careened across it. Down it. No—it felt like he was somehow, insanely, falling upwards.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Right arm -10% . . .

      

      

      And then the thing was upon him, flaring out its legs so that the sharpened pincers at the end caught at him. It snatched onto the plates of his shoulders and swung itself around to bring its pincered “mouth” straight for his back!

      “Frack off!” Dane flung a fist at the thing’s body, hitting one of the thinner legs and causing it to suddenly crack and bend backwards. If the thing squealed or made any noise, then he couldn’t hear it. It had attached itself to his back, and he felt the jolt and scrape of the thing’s jaws against his back—

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Back-plate -15% . . .

      

      

      “Dammit!” Dane bucked, but it was impossible to dislodge the thing as he tumbled and rolled—but then the thing didn’t bite again. Instead, it did some twist with its body. Dane felt the kick of the creature’s pulse engine as he was now leaving the spoke, being driven away from the Exin drone’s home, through the gap between the spinning spokes and out the other side.

      Towards the Great Storm of Jupiter.

      Crap. In a heartbeat, Dane saw the real danger of these things. They didn’t even have to injure or overcome the Orbital AMP suits directly with their claws and pincers. All they had to do was to tackle the invaders and fling themselves towards the planet below, where the gravity well and the burnup of entry would get rid of the problem.

      No way. No way am I going to die out here like this . . . Dane reached for the pistol attached to his hip, snatched it up, and swung it over his shoulder, firing a prolonged beam as close as he dared to his own suit.

      With a sudden flare of light, Dane felt the pressure on his back lessen, and he was flying free. A twist of his body, and he was turned back around, still falling towards the planet, and now with the Exin jump ship station above him. The spider-drone thing was still twitching its legs, but was clearly badly damaged as it spewed sparks from its main body before finally curling in on itself and apparently dying.

      But there, falling like angels, Dane saw that there were others of his Orbital Marines that were not so lucky. Goodman, Liu, Terence—they were all falling towards the planet, with one or two or even three of the spiders clutching at their bodies.

      “No!”

      And Bruce.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cheng was struggling as three of the Exin spider drones held onto his body, clearing him from the spokes and coordinating their pulse engines to send him rocketing towards the great storm.

      No-no-no-no! Dane fired his back thrusters and snapped his arms together, turning himself into a human torpedo that shot towards his fellow lance corporal. Reaching the man in an instant, he grappled the first spider and tore it from one of Bruce’s legs. Holding onto his friend’s AMP, he fired another beam straight into the thing’s “mouth.” With a sudden flare of sparks, it spiraled backwards into the night, leaving just the last.

      “Frackers!” Bruce dragged the thing from his own shoulder-plate, using his suit-aided prodigious strength to literally tear metal from metal.

      “You idiot!” Bruce turned his ire towards Dane as the two grappled onto each other and spun.

      “What!?” Dane was trying to angle his body, straighten himself out so that he could point them back towards the Exin station.

      “I told you not to throw your life away! You’re endangering the mission!” Bruce was shouting.

      “Shut. The. Hell. Up.” Dane grunted. His suit’s internal readings were now racing upwards as Dane’s scanners were registering heat and the pull of gravity. “We can still make this.” He commanded more power to his suit’s thrusters, but their vicious spin was making it too chaotic. Too hard to use effectively . . .

      “We’re both going to go down!” Bruce was shouting over the comms.

      No. Dane refused to believe it, despite the rising blur of burning electrons and gasses around them forming a hazy blur of a corona. The Exin jump station was now the size of a wagon wheel in front of them.

      “Take my hand!” Dane grabbed onto Bruce’s gauntlet and let himself tumble free from the big man, until they were holding onto each other just by their hands alone. “Now fire your thruster! Full burn!” he shouted and felt the kickback from his suit as he did so, and Bruce’s suit did the same just a fraction of a second later.

      Dane could feel the acceleration and the drag pulling at him. The Exin jump station didn’t appear to be getting any larger before them, and he was sure that they were still falling towards Jupiter.

      “Divert all power to pulse thrusters!” Dane demanded, and there was a warning blip on his suit.

      
        
        >Power Warning!

        >>>Available suit oxygen 15 minutes . . .

        >>>Available residual suit heat 35 seconds . . .

      

      

      The lance corporal felt the cold like a clamp that settled over his body as the internal heating elements shut down, and he felt the slight dizziness as his suit stopped recycling the oxygen through his suit’s filters. A host of smaller processes run by the life support server stopped: his health monitor, the pressure dampeners. All and any available power was put into the rockets on his back.

      “Dane! Don’t be a fool!” Bruce was roaring, but Dane could feel the drag starting to lessen behind him. The Exin jump station was actually getting bigger. He was doing it. They were doing it. They weren’t completely inside the gravity well of the gas giant yet. Instead, they were skimming the surface of its outer magnetic fields.

      And then, with a sudden jolt, they were free even of that and rocketing fast towards the Exin jump ship. Faster than they had traveled before.

      
        
        >>>Available residual suit heat 25 seconds . . .

      

      

      Dane’s teeth were starting to chatter, and by now he could see that Goodman, Liu, and Terence had turned into burning stars behind them as they were eaten by the giant planet. And there were still others of his division falling and tumbling with the Exin spider drones, still struggling.

      How many was that—Six? Seven?

      “I can get them!” Dane promised.

      “No. Dane. Dane. DANE!” Bruce hauled the man towards him and cuffed him roughly around the face-plate.

      
        
        >Suit Impact!

      

      

      “But Bruce, our men!” Dane gasped, as he saw another Orbital Marine suddenly start to glow and flare as he became a star in the atmosphere of Jupiter.

      “Those men are gone! Think of Earth!” Bruce was shouting. “Think of what good you can do right now!” And Bruce abruptly turned Dane around to see that they were nearly at the Exin spoke, and that there were men here and now fighting for their lives.

      With the danger right there in front of him, Dane reacted, snapping his pistol up and shooting the first of the Exin spider drones and then another from where they were threatening the last of the Orbital Marines.

      They had managed to make a break into the spoke, Dane saw. Hopskirk and Tove were clutching onto the wall of the spoke, defending a jagged square of metal that they must have used the lasers on their pistols to create. In a flash, Dane saw how Hopskirk and Tove were also calling and dragging the last of the Orbital Marines towards their entrance, holding their position against a tide of the Exin defense mechanisms.

      “Oof!” Dane landed on the spoke next to Bruce, sliding at first, and then remembering to magnetize his boots as he restarted his life support. His body was freezing, and his breath misted inside the helmet as his suit started to cycle its way back up to fully operational.

      Not that Dane had any time for that. He fired into the broiling mass with the pistol, drawing the Field Halligan with his free hand and wading in.

      “Williams!” Dane heard Bruce shout. But Dane was now too busy swinging the weapon back and forth, hitting the spider drones from the surface of the spoke like gold balls with the metal bar as he continued to shoot down at them as well.

      The pair of lance corporals had landed on the other side of the attacking drones and the entrance point made by Hopskirk and Tove. Dane had almost cleared a path through when he felt something crash into his leg.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Left leg -10% . . .

      

      

      Two of the spiders had managed to scuttle under his guard and had attached themselves to his leg. They fired their pulse engines, and Dane flipped, spinning through the space above the spoke—

      “No you don’t!” Just as Bruce snatched him from the vacuum and slammed him back down to the alien hull.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Back-plate -10% . . .

      

      

      “Wow, cheers . . .” Dane groaned, but Bruce was already clearing the last of the spider drones with his Field Blade, scattering metal body parts and wires this way and that as he got to Hopskirk, Tove, and the others.

      “Sheesh, thanks!” Dane heard Hopskirk say as he scrambled back to his feet. “I didn’t think we could hold them off . . .”

      “Inside!” Bruce growled, not at the two first class privates, but at Dane. It seemed as though there was very little that Dane could do to ameliorate the big man’s view of him.

      But Dane didn’t have time to think about it, because as soon as he pulled himself inside the alien craft, he was met with a wall of metal bodies and pulse fire.

      “Watch out!”

      “Engage! Engage! Engage!”

      They had dropped into a pitch battle against more of the Exin spider drones. A corridor full of them, forming a living, biting, murderous wall that was seeking to force the Orbital Marines back out from either side.

      “Constant fire!” Dane heard himself shout, firing his pistol over the head of one marine on his right, and then turning to shoot down another of the spider drones that was creeping over their heads. There was no gravity in this place, and it made the fighting difficult. The remaining Orbital Marines—no more than twelve, Dane guessed—had to clutch onto each other and the walls while they laid down a consistent barrage of suppressing fire up and down the tunnel.

      No warrior caste. The thought appeared in Dane’s mind. Why were they fighting drones and not the living, breathing Exin warriors?

      “Reload!” One of the marines, Johnston, had to push himself flat for Dane to step forward and fire three quick salvos into the surging metal horde coming straight for them. The marine of Dane’s own fire team quickly slammed new fuel cells into his rifle before turning around, rising into the air in the vacuum, and firing a steady beam of laser fire into the drones, then raking it across their number.

      The entire tunnel was becoming filled with their slagged parts and broken limbs, but still the spider drones kept coming. Dane growled as one of them on his other side managed to get enough space to fire its pulse engine, turning it into a living missile. It went straight for one of the Orbital Marines, who went down with a shout.

      “Hold still!” Dane shouted, jamming his Field Halligan between the spider drone and the marine and wrenching it off. He shot it point-blank, then fired again at the tide that was threatening to sweep them all back out into space . . .

      “Dane! The explosives!” It was Bruce beside him, sharp-shooting steady and fast. “We have to set them off. We can’t hold this for much longer!”

      “Set them off here!?” Dane shouted. That was insane. That was ridiculous. They would all die. Each and every last one of them.

      “We have to! The mission!” Bruce growled, and Dane felt a moment of shame. Was he really going to jeopardize Earth with his willfulness?

      But no, no . . . Dane couldn’t believe that he would have to kill all of his men—all of his friends—for that. There had to be another way. A smarter way.

      “There’s no promise—” Dane shot two more of the spider drones, turning to his other side once again, “that blowing one of these spokes from the wheel will stop the machine!” he argued. “You said yourself—the energy signals are coming from the hub!” He spun, shot, floated, spun, and fired again.

      “How are we going to get there! We have to take the chance it might work!” Bruce was demanding.

      But that’s only a chance! Dane suddenly realized. He wasn’t prepared to throw anyone’s life away on a chance that it might work. He needed to be certain. He needed to know that what he did meant something.

      “Scanners,” Dane called up, and his face-plate was swept with the sudden circles of green, blue, and orange light.

      Got it. Dane knew that there had to be something behind these walls. The internals of the corridor itself looked just as strange and alien as the outside, lit up by their suit lights, and with the walls seemingly sheathed and segmented together.

      But his scanners showed that there were temperature and pressure differentials on the other side of the walls, along with long lines of faint radionic power. In short, it didn’t matter how strange and alien a ship was, or whether it was grown or created. Every last one of them had to have places which stored these spider drones. Places where the essential pipes and wires and technical equipment ran.

      It had to have service chutes.

      “This way!” Dane pointed his laser at the nearest patch of different colors and started to fire his pistol in a sustained, long blast.

      “Williams—what are you doing?” Bruce demanded.

      The metal started to fizz and turn a molten orange, revealing a dark space behind it.

      “Finding us a way to the hub,” Dane growled, completing the burn and pulling the rest free with his halligan. For a moment, he half expected more of the station’s defenses—more of the spider drones—to boil out of it, but no. Instead, all Dane saw inside was a space just big enough for his suit, and walls like the organic sheen of white bone.

      “Go!” Hopskirk was saying, firing as he did so. “We’ll hold them back . . .”

      Follow me in, Dane almost said, but then stopped himself. No. That would only be leading them all towards the explosion that he was about to create, wouldn’t it?

      “A pleasure serving with you all,” Dane whispered, before hauling himself into the weightless chute and firing his back thrusters to scream down (up) the chute towards the hub . . .
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            Through the Wormhole

          

        

      

    

    
      Frack! Dane had to turn off the scanners because the glow was just getting too strong for him to make any sense out of what he was seeing. The output ahead of him was phenomenal: a mess of purple and sparkling white that completely overtook his HUD.

      And, as soon as he turned off his sensors, he saw what they had been concealing: The end of the service chute, appearing as multiple silvered coils of some strange metal.

      
        
        >Environmental Warning! External radiation alarm . . .

      

      

      Dane cut his thrusters and floated towards the wall in a decelerating fall. Even without his active scanners running, his suit’s sensors were still picking up enough radiation to cook an unprotected human in minutes.

      “Let’s do this quick,” he whispered, reaching for his Field Halligan and jamming it between one of the coils.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! . . .

      

      

      The static charge that swam up through the metal and into his suit was strong enough that Dane saw nothing but blackness for a moment. When he blinked and opened his eyes again, his entire body felt like it had been kicked by a War Walker.

      But he still held onto the end of the halligan, and now there was an electric thrum of unease running through his body. A sensation like prickled heat and nausea rising in his jaw as his suit became a part of the circuit of whatever alien machinery this was.

      The explosives . . . he thought, one heavy gauntleted hand cramping as he reached for the module at the side of his belt where the selection of fuel cells and grenades were strapped together. Maybe this was it. The machine itself . . .

      But Dane’s hand wavered as it closed on the polycarbon unit. What if I am wrong? The thought swam through his head, along with the words of Bruce. Wasn’t he about to throw his life away by detonating the explosives in the same way that Bruce had accused him of?

      What makes me so eager to do that? The lance corporal blinked and realized, although he didn’t have to search far for the answer. His body was riddled with the Exinase virus, wasn’t it? He knew that he had only several months left to live, and so he was trying to do what he could now—and not take everyone else with him . . .

      Which is exactly what might happen if I blow these here, he considered, turning on the scanners briefly to almost be blinded by the static across his HUD. An explosion that set off that much contained energy would probably race up the service chute he had just come down and take out every last Orbital Marine behind him. His men.

      “I have to do this right . . .” Dane turned off the scanners and turned back to the Field Halligan instead. Was there a way that he could set off the explosives so that they crippled the jump-ship and didn’t kill everyone else? If he failed, and the Orbital Marines died, then there was nobody standing in the way between the Exin and Earth.

      With a snarl of determination, Dane seized the tool and started to wrench apart the silver coils. At the same time, a low, electric burn started to spread through his hands. Even with the multiple layers of insulation between him and the world, the charge in the coils and the growing radiation still managed to seep through.

      He heaved, and there was a cracking sound as sudden bolts of lightning zapped from the torn metal, spilling what looked like wires, but made of some crystalline substance.

      “Argh!” This time, the shocks that came ran through Dane’s body like knives, and he felt them dig into his bones, reaching all of the places where the Exin virus hid.

      Dane pulled at the crystal-silver wall again, and, as the coils moved, he saw a space inside. A round chamber at the heart of the hub . . .

      “ACH!” His jaw suddenly locked as another burst of power scattered over and around him, driving him to his knees as his legs gave in to spasms. His nervous system was already screwed. Dane knew that much for sure. And these charges were only making what was already a trashed body worse.

      For Earth, Dane thought. Just as Dr. Powers had said. That they were doing this for that jewel of Earth that he had left behind. That they were the last defense. Dane thought of all of the things of Earth that he had taken for granted before the invasion. Eating ice cream and hot dogs while walking through the park. Even the terrible hiking trips he had as a kid, and the training and rings he fought in as a Mech-Brawler. All of it was gone now. That world was dead forever, and he could never go back to it.

      With a surge of rage, he heaved at the metal to feel it hold firm and then start to give . . .

      “Rargh!” Dane roared in his pain and desperation, as the metal suddenly ripped backwards, discharging yet another lightning spark that held him in place for a moment before throwing him back against the wall.

      Dane saw stars.

      And then Dane saw the monster.

      At the center of the jump ship was a monster.

      But it wasn’t even an Exin, Dane realized.

      The silver-coil panels were ripped apart, and Dane could see clearly into the large central hub, whose walls appeared to be made out of more of these silver rods and columns.

      And there, in the center of the room, was another of the metal spiders, but this one was even larger than Dane was, and it had many more legs than the ones that had tried to clean their station of him. Its body appeared to be made of giant diodes and connectors, glowing and sparking with energy, and it was using its legs to make connections to various of the silvered panels.

      She’s a living conductor! Dane thought, just as the thing started to react to Dane’s invasion, shuffling towards him and extending long steel legs.

      With no gravity, Dane was falling into the hub room as he struggled for the explosives at his waist. He wished his limbs didn’t feel alive with agony, just as—

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Lower right leg -40% . . .

      

      

      One of the giant robot’s legs lanced down at him, catching him against the wall and pinning him there. Dane screamed in pain as the sharpened steel crumpled through the outer plate and started to grind its way through the inner plate too. Dane could feel the metals on the inside of his suit breaking into the flesh of his legs.

      “Frack!” Dane had dropped the explosives module. It had floated free along the spider-thing’s back, rolling slowly over and over itself. Dane swung with the Field Halligan, smashing at one of the many knee joints of the leg that held him as the giant thing started to glow and flare with energy.

      The leg buckled, and Dane rolled through the air, seizing onto the next of the thing’s many legs in the weightless vacuum to haul himself towards the explosives.

      Flash! But the diodes that made the robot’s body pulsed, and the spider-thing became alive with electricity that sparked along its form, down its legs, and through Dane’s suit.

      “Ach!” He was flung back against the walls, once again feeling like his body had been momentarily in the middle of a furnace. He swore that he could smell burning.

      
        
        >Warning! Suit capacitors nearing critical . . .

      

      

      No-no-no . . . Dane shook his head for his suit to respond slowly. Every movement felt like he was lifting some of the heavy metal Mech. The spider was shuffling in its confined space, attempting to turn around, while at the same time hurriedly touching first one silver coil and then another, making connections. Dane was certain that it was overseeing the power generation necessary to do . . . what?

      There. There were the explosives, slowly tumbling to the floor underneath the thing’s belly, and Dane was between the stamp and rise of the thing’s legs as it sought to do its job and to kill him at the same time.

      I can reach it. I can almost reach it . . . He grabbed two of the legs again and pulled himself forward under the weight of the thing. He reached out towards the explosives.

      And there, underneath the spider, he had a clear view of the other side of the room, where a viewing window looked out into space. There was a flash across the window, and Dane realized that it was one of the spokes turning, revolving around the hub, and the vacuum between the spokes was brilliant with purple light. With every sweep of the spoked towers, the brilliant light grew stronger and stronger between them.

      The entire ship was an accelerator, and this spider was its living machine heart.

      And there, in the flashes of purple light, Dane could see something else. Shadows and suggestions of other shapes, moving forward.

      Slam!

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Left foot -25% . . .

      

      

      Dane suddenly snarled as another of the spider’s legs had managed to crunch into his leg. He kicked back, dislodging it, and seized the floor plates, dragging himself forward under the creature.

      Flash. It was hard for Dane to take his eyes from the viewing window outside, where the spokes flashed past faster and faster, and the purple light grew deeper and richer, revealing in its clouds the ghostly shapes of objects. Crafts.

      Seed crafts.

      Dane realized that he was looking into the wormhole that this jump ship was creating. He was seeing the other side, and the massed Exin fleet that awaited humanity’s destruction. There were hundreds of ships. Thousands.

      No. Dane stretched himself out so that his fingers barely caressed the edge of the explosives.

      “Come on, come on!” He grabbed a hold of the poly unit, drawing it towards him.

      “Williams!” There was a voice over his suit communicator. Dane turned around to see that it was none other than Bruce, right there, looking into the gap that he had torn in the wall.

      “Get out of here!” Dane cried, just as there was a flash of static from the Exin spider—one of its defensive mechanisms, apparently. Bruce was flung backwards, disappearing from view back into the chute.

      No. Not Bruce. Dane felt a sick horror. If he detonated the explosives now, he would kill not only himself and this creature, but Bruce too. And the big guy wouldn’t even have the chance to try and escape.

      “Dammit!” Lodged underneath the spider’s bulk, it could no longer reach him with its legs as it worked (although it was trying to). Dane flipped open the makeshift control panel on the explosive device and quickly set the timer. Five minutes. That was all he could afford to give—before he activated the magnet lock to stick it to the floor, and turned to fire straight into the gut of the spider thing.

      Sparks flew and metal ruptured. The spider itself started to shake, and its legs wobbled and shook erratically, punching forward to miss the cylinder coils it was aiming for, causing more erratic sparks between it and the walls.

      It would have to do. It would have to be enough. Dane grabbed the thing’s legs and, even as he felt the jolts of electricity threatening to set his heart into overdrive, he dragged himself back, back towards the rip in the walls. And to Bruce, whose body floated on the far side.

      “Wha . . . ? Williams?” Bruce was muttering as Dane grabbed his shoulders and set his thrusters to whatever maximum burn they had left. It was uneven flight, and they were bouncing off of the walls and crashing into each other as they rocketed up like pinballs.

      “Dane. What—what are you doing?” Bruce was attempting to say over the glitching communicator. His suit appeared riddled with many cracks and hairline fractures from the battle he’d had with the spider drones above.

      “Don’t you dare tell me about throwing my life away now, Cheng!” Dane growled, sticking one hand out to catch the torn-open exit leading back to the embattled marines.

      “Williams!”

      “Lance Corporal!” It was Hopskirk and Rogers. They were still alive, along with just a handful of the Orbital Marines, and they were only saved by the fact that the bodies of the drones had formed a wall of twisted and slagged metals, effectively halting the attack against them.

      “Where are the others!?” Dane called out, checking his suit timer.

      
        
        >Three minutes twenty-two . . .

      

      

      “Out. Out or dead,” Bruce managed to grumble. “I came looking for you, seeing if you had died yourself!”

      “Bad luck,” Dane said, before instantly finding it ridiculously funny.

      “What are you laughing at?” Bruce asked.

      “Badluck. Badluck Williams. It used to be my Mech wrestling name,” he explained.

      “Dear god. Don’t prove it right,” Hopskirk was saying, grabbing Bruce and hauling him up towards the open vent in the roof. “Come on. We have to get out. We haven’t got the firepower to do this ourselves . . .”

      “Actually, we do,” Dane was saying . . .

      
        
        >Two minutes forty . . .

      

      

      “I set the explosives, but we’re out of time. Two minutes to get beyond whatever supernova this thing will generate when she goes critical.”

      “Frack,” Hopskirk didn’t waste any time with pushing Bruce through the vent, and then rolling himself through, then Rogers, then Williams himself.

      They skittered across the surface of the metal and jumped upwards, firing their thruster rockets as each did so. The foursome burned upwards into the night, heading for the small array of bright burning stars—the thruster burns of the remaining, surviving Orbital Marines. Against the backdrop of the station and the giant Jupiter behind even that, they looked too small and too tiny to have done anything.

      Flash! Dane couldn’t help but look back and see how the entire wheel of the vessel was churning fast, but it was throwing aside lightning-bolt sparks everywhere, and the crimson-purple light appeared to be erratic. Sometimes stronger, sometimes lighter. Dane could see the legions upon legions of the Exin seed craft caught in the light too. He wondered if he was looking through a window to a distant galaxy or another dimension—

      And then it happened.

      It started as a series of white lines fracturing over the hub of the wheel, which quickly turned into plumes of racing explosions up one spoke, then another, and another. Two of the spokes affected crumpled inwards instantly as the explosion of Dane’s making overcame sensitive internal materials. Another spoke sheared completely from the hub and started to swing outwards, disgorging gleaming metal components and organs.

      And the purple light seemed to waiver and then diffuse. The wheel of the machine turned slower, and slower, and eventually halted altogether.

      “What the . . .” Rogers whispered in awe as he turned around to see the sight behind.

      “Booyah! MARINES!” Hopskirk shouted, and Dane felt the savage swell of pride in his chest at the same time. They had done it. They had stopped the invasion of Earth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      The shuttles and transporters arrived near Jupiter’s orbit some twenty minutes later: a whole stellar array of ships of all shapes and sizes from cones to tubes to bulky boxes. None of them were equipped for battle, and Dane wondered what good they would have done had the jump ship managed to maintain the wormhole to the Exin fleet.

      Lance Corporal Williams and Cheng, along with the handful of other Orbital Marines that had survived the assault, had made it into the limping Gladius, battered and barely operational from its own battles—but victorious, at least against the two seed crafts that had been defending the station.

      “Good job, marines.” It was Captain Otepi, beamed over the suit communicators in a time-delay message that took almost twenty minutes for each response.

      “You did very good today. A day to be proud of in the history of Earth.”

      But as Dane looked around at the eight faces that had remained alive of the nearly two dozen that had left Earth, he wondered if such a thing counted as a victory. The Orbital Marines and the Mechanized Infantry were destroyed as a military force. It would take months to retrain another group like theirs.

      “But months might be precisely what you have bought us,” Otepi said, a half-hour time delay after Dane had expressed his concern. Dane realized that she did not doubt that the Exin would be back.

      “They know where we are now,” Otepi explained in her staggered, delayed transmission. “We don’t know how long it will take for them to build another jump ship like this last one, or what means they have to get here, but we know that we are not alone—and that our neighbors are out to steal our planet.”

      Dane glanced towards the stilled alien form of the jump station, now dark and hanging in the space over Jupiter like an obscene warning.

      And he knew that he wasn’t going to let anyone steal his planet. Anyone or anything.

      “Whenever they come back,” he said quietly, more to the remaining Orbital Marines that huddled around him in the bay of the Gladius than to the distant Captain Otepi, “whenever Earth is threatened again—we’re going to be ready.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Find out what happens next in Hard as Steel.

        amazon.com/dp/B08Q3M6GK4

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Steel Trap, the third book in the epic Mech Fighter series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series is called Hard as Steel and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B08Q3M6GK4

      

      

      

      Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story

      

      

      
        
          [image: Warp Three: A Niakrim War Short Story]
        

      

      
        
        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!

      

        

      
        fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      

      

      
        
        Sign up today!
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