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      “Gold Squadron Scramble!”

      The words of Staff Sergeant Lashmeier, local-group commander of the Orbital Marines, rang through the comms systems. They spread like wildfire through the deep space human military base, spurring action, determination, and no small amount of anxiety.

      An electric pulse of adrenaline jolted up through Sergeant Dane Williams’ spine, leaping him from the metal bench he had been sharing alongside several other marines and scattering the metal trays across the table.

      “Boss!? What is it?” That came from Isaias, one of the youngest of the newly minted Orbital Marines that were being shipped to the Jupiter Marine Training Platform every week now. Dane saw the youth’s shocked, dark eyes seek out his own for a moment.

      It’s probably his first time, the older marine thought. First time fighting the Exin.

      “Don’t know yet, Marine.” Dane’s tone was quick and decisive. Don’t let them think for a moment that their superior can’t handle whatever is being thrown at them, Dane recalled his training.

      “On me, Isaias,” Dane said quickly as he started to half march, half jog to the bulkhead door that led out of Canteen 1 and into the main access corridor beyond. Several other marines had also jumped up at the same time, as soon as Lashmeier’s words sounded over the station speakers.

      All of them Gold Squadron. All of them my men and women, Dane thought as he gave a quick nod to the handful assembling with him. “Get to your equipment lockers, full-suit operations. Everyone meet at the hangar deck for further orders,” Dane barked as he broke into a run.

      The main access corridor was busy with staffers and rest-cycle marines, but they scattered for Dane and Gold Squadron as they ran. The neon strip lights in the vaulted ceilings flashed overhead, and their feet made a clattering noise on the metal of the grates as they ran past.

      They reached the first set of stairs, where Dane used the chrome work railings to half leap to the next flight and the next until they dropped several levels in the platform.

      The bulkhead door was sliding open at the fourth such landing. Dane and the others were running into a wide but gloomily lit launch bay where rows upon rows of the mech suit cradles were starting to activate, giant frames sliding out from the walls holding eight-foot-tall humanoid forms.

      The Assisted Mechanized Plate, the hallmarks of what had been designated as the Mechanized Infantry Division—were now under the umbrella of the Federal Orbital Marine Corps of Earth. These were once the experimental auto-assist suits of Dane Williams, Bruce Cheng, and twoscore others at the start of the human counterattack against the Exin. Now, they had become the premier fighting form of humanity.

      And perhaps the only tactical advantage they had against the galactic empire of the strange, insectlike Exin.

      “There you are,” It was hard for Dane not to feel something like relief as his feet ran him to suit 23, his own personal AMP.

      She was underlit and looming, but the automated process was lifting the helmet and causing the breastplate and cuirass to petal outwards, revealing the secure compression pads and X-harnesses inside that would hold her driver securely. As Dane climbed the outer rig to swing himself inside, his eyes found the telltale dents and scrapes that still decorated her dark blue-black outer hull, despite the countless hours she had spent in the repair shops.

      You and me, we’ve been through a lot, he thought as he settled himself into the metal cocoon, slotting his arms and legs into their holds to feel the suit tighten into place around him and the breastplate to smoothly hiss closed.

      The suit was like a second skin. One that fit him perfectly, and one that would hurl him against the terrors of the universe.

      The faceplate and helmet swung down, and Dane heard the magnet locks click, one after another, as the mantle collar rose. Inside, the holographic controls of his HUD, or heads-up display, flickered into gleaming digital orange-and-green life.

      
        
        >ORBITAL AMP 023 Activating . . .

        >Cycling accelerator unit . . .

        >Recognizing User . . . SGT WILLIAMS, D . . .

        >General Systems Check . . . GOOD . . .

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

        >Connecting to Federal Network . . .

      

      

      “Lashmeier, sir!” Dane was saying as soon as the AMP suit’s microservers were online. He stepped down, out of the cradle, and turned to briefly check that the rest of Gold Squad were behind him. There was Hendrix and Farouk, and Private Isaias just stepping out of his cradle too. The youngest marine in Dane’s Gold Squadron had an AMP suit that was clean and unmarked. Its matte blue-black paintwork (designed to help reflect radionic waves) wasn’t buffed and scratched up like Dane’s was.

      “Williams,” Lashmeier’s bulldog voice croaked over the comms, just as threatening in audio as it was in person. “I said scramble! Get to the hangar deck, pronto!”

      “Gold Squadron assembled and ready for deployment, sir. On our way,” Dane said quickly, checking that it was the case.

      He led the way to the rear of the dimly lit hallway and to the large bulkhead doors at the far end, already hissing open to reveal the largest single space in the entire Marine Training Platform: the hangar.

      The hangar deck was vast and stretched over several floors with plain, functional metal gantries running along the walls. Each of these gantries ran to the large marine fighter ships that hung from the ceiling, held in their own cradles like monstrous versions of the AMP suits, their noses pointing towards their individual launch tubes.

      
        
        >Gold Squadron Access Permitted for Fighters 1 - 4 . . .

      

      

      The digital commands flared and scrolled across the inside of Dane’s HUD as a faded green vector glowed into life on his faceplate, describing the paths to the four ships already selected for their operation.

      Dane’s own personal line glowed the strongest for him, as he knew the others would have their own routes to follow. He was pleased to see that it led down the gantry and securely to the access port of the Gladius.

      “Sir?” Dane dared as he ran towards the twin-nacelle, marine starfighter. The Gladius was, if anything, like Dane’s suit. She had once been a prototype of the new space-based Orbital Marine fighting unit. Now, over the last handful of years, she had been re-equipped, repurposed, and even rebuilt to become one of the mainstays of their forward strike fleet. She looked like an elongated wedge of dark metal, with an old-style cockpit near the front of lengthy diamond-shaped windows.

      “Full mission details already downloading to your fighter,” Lashmeier responded. “But I can tell you that our deep space radar out near Pluto has detected something. We believe it to be another Exin attack.”

      “Dammit!” Dane gritted his teeth as he hit the door release for it to hiss open and for the lights of Inner Hold 2 to illuminate. He sprinted towards the short central corridor that ran up the spine of the Gladius. Around him, the rest of Gold Squadron was doing the same.

      Each of these marine fighters could have a complement of up to a dozen marines, Dane knew from past experience, but they could also be piloted by one marine alone, as would be the case now.

      Still, Dane felt a jitter of apprehension as he slid into the piloting chair and saw the command-and-control board light up in front of him. I’m not the best pilot on the wing, Dane knew, but he was trained—and trained well—by Captain Otepi and Engineer Corsoni, just as each and every one of the marines had been over the past eight months since the new Orbital Marine Flight Program had been approved.

      And Lashmeier was expecting a mere four-fighter squadron to face off against a potential Exin attack group!?

      “Master Sergeant, sir,” Dane said as he started flicking the controls, cycling the microreactors, the engines, the fuel injectors . . . “If I may ask . . .” he started to say.

      “I know what you are going to say already, and no, you may not question my orders!” Lashmeier snapped at him grumpily.

      Ouch. Dane winced, knowing that this was over the public channel of his Gold Squad too. It probably wouldn’t do his respect any favors if he got shouted at by a senior officer.

      There was a moment’s uncomfortable silence over the comms, during which Dane saw the Gladius’s reactors reach their peak performance, and the fuel injectors went active.

      
        
        >Gladius 023, you have clearance to launch . . .

      

      

      The message flared over Dane’s own suit faceplate, as his suit was linked directly to the ship’s servers. Dane stretched his fingers and grabbed the flight control handles.

      “Sergeant?” It was Lashmeier’s voice, sounding again from some distant command room far above them in the Marine Training Platform. “I’m sending you the deep-scan reports. Something appears . . . wrong with these signals we’re getting. As if the Exin craft is damaged, or better yet, crippled. But the Exin have never jumped so far away from central Sol space before. Maybe it was a navigation error. Maybe it’s some sort of ploy.”

      A trap, you mean? Dane clenched his jaw. He didn’t like the idea that he and his squad were being dangled before the Exin, but he also felt no rancor about it. He was a marine, and warfare relied on intelligence, after all.

      “But whatever it is, it is out of the ordinary, and they are so far out that we have plenty of time to react to them if they represent the outliers of a larger attack effort,” Lashmeier said.

      “And I guess that you don’t want to commit a sizeable force in case it is a decoy?” Dane inferred.

      “Exactly.” Their senior officer didn’t sound in the least bit remorseful, and Dane surprised himself in not feeling resentful in turn.

      “Don’t worry, sir,” Dane promised. “You can rely on Gold Squadron to get the job done.”

      “I knew I could, Sergeant,” Lashmeier sounded.

      And at that, the automated launch procedures were okayed at the command end, and Dane felt a lurch as the Gladius, along with all of the other marine fighters, was lowered into its prospective launch tubes as Dane started the pulse engines.

      The rear thrusters of his craft started to glow an eerie blue as they emitted particle-disturbing waves—a technology that humanity had learned from the Exin (along with a whole lot of other things, Dane thought briefly). But Dane felt the thrum of energy spread through the ship, and, when the holding shackles released, found that the ship was floating forwards slightly as the doors to the launch tubes secured shut behind them.

      “Gladius, you are clear in three . . . two . . . one . . . !”

      The words of some marine navigator sounded over the suit comms, and Dane hit the thrusters as the distant chute doors burst open.

      The Gladius and the sergeant inside were thrown forwards into the night of the mid-twenty first century.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The four marine starfighters burst from the belly of the giant, cylindrical Marine Training Platform, leaving a trail of evaporating plasma behind them.

      They were briefly brilliant and bright—spears flung by some ancient godhead—before they were immediately painted small and dark against the backdrop of the nearest planet, the orange gas giant that was Jupiter.

      The four craft burned away from their military cradle, away from the kingly planet, and away from the small, flashing beacons that indicated flight lanes. There were many other craft in far orbit around Jupiter these days: huge container ships, as well as smaller team shuttles moving stock back and forth from Jupiter’s largest icy moon Europa and the giant spider wheel that was the Near-Earth Deployment Gate.

      The NEDG was stilled as Dane led his Gold Squadron away from humanity’s greatest achievement. In previous times, Dane had seen its spoked wheel spin, faster and faster, before it started to glow with a malefic crimson light as it tore apart the structure of the cosmos, creating a wormhole to the rest of the universe.

      But the four marine starfighters were not, thankfully, traveling by wormhole this time. Dane, in particular, thought that he’d had enough of such mind-bending travel for one lifetime, stuck as he had been on the far side of it, on humanity’s first colony world, Planet 892.

      “Ready your FTL drives!” Dane called, pulling the release which would start his ship’s small particle accelerator unit firing, faster and faster . . .

      “Ready, sir!”

      “Sir, yes, sir!”

      “Ready!”

      His marines came back at him immediately, and Dane watched the small green circle in his suit-to-ship controls, seeing it fill up.

      “On me! Gold Squad, go! Go! Go!” Dane hit the accelerator, for his ship’s twin thrusters to crackle with lightning and blaze with an unholy glow as the Gladius was flung forward, towards what looked at first like a fairly blank patch of regular space.

      Towards distant Pluto and the mysterious Exin signal.
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            Fire over Pluto

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        >Approaching target . . .

      

      

      Streamers of burning white plasma cascaded over the Gladius’s forward cockpit windows as the marine fighter tore through the void at the speed of light. On Dane’s HUD was the small, icy planetoid of Pluto, growing larger and larger by the moment with a green vector zeroing in the planet’s marker.

      “Ready for deceleration,” Dane announced over the ship-to-ship channels. “Remember, we don’t know what’s going to be there to meet us when we—”

      The burning plasma of tortured particles gave one last valiant flare as it evaporated. Suddenly the Gladius, along with the three other marine fighters, were swooping on their glowing pulse engine thrusters towards the icy-white world of Pluto, home of the Deep Space Array.

      And, it seemed, home to a trio of Exin seed craft.

      
        
        >Warning! Enemy targeting system detected! . . .

      

      

      “Frack!” Dane twisted the flight handles of the Gladius violently, flinging the craft to one side as one of the teardrop-shaped, mottled brown-and-green seed craft turned expertly towards him.

      The enemies of humanity known as the Exin had a number of different types of craft, each of them (like all of their technology) appearing organic in structure, as if their metals were grown rather than forged. What humanity called the seed craft was by far the most dangerous and omnipresent threat.

      Each one was pointed at its prow with an eruption of metal-like spikes that Dane guessed were a mixture of sensing and weapons modules. It was from this jagged clump that a sudden bolt of purple plasma shot out towards Dane’s craft.

      
        
        >Warning! . . .

      

      

      “Agh!” Dane snarled in frustration as he wrestled with his craft, hitting the floor pedal on his right to ignite the right-hand thrusters. In response, the Gladius started to spin even faster as it dove in a curving arc, and the bolt of searing, burning energy flew over his left-hand thruster.

      Dane released the right-side thruster, but the Gladius kept on spinning.

      “Come on, come on . . .” He saw the Exin seed craft sweep in an arc after him.

      Good.

      Dane kicked the thruster pedals forward in his seat as he snatched at the flight handles, causing the forward thrusters of the Gladius to suddenly fire and bringing the craft’s nose about and slowing its momentum, before it flipped, rear over nose . . .

      For the seed craft to suddenly be in front of Dane and his twin meson canons.

      
        
        >Target lock! . . .

      

      

      Dane squeezed the firing triggers and felt a jolt run through the craft as burning orange lasers slammed forward, crossing the small distance between him and the approaching enemy just as the enemy ship’s nose cone started to flare with murderous fire.

      And then, with a flash of blinding light, the Exin seed craft was struck by Dane’s attack. It broke apart, pieces pinwheeling away and over each other as the explosion died.

      “Sarge!” The panicked voice of Private First Class Farouk sounded in Dane’s ear. Dane had a heartbeat to see the next Exin seed craft bearing down on the Gladius, already firing . . .

      No!

      Dane wrenched at the flight handles to angle the Gladius away—but he wasn’t fast enough. One of the alien’s purple shots hit the upper hull of the marine fighter’s short back, exploding as it scattered fire across it.

      
        
        >Warning! Top hull plate at 70% . . .

        >>Damage to filtration systems!  . . .

      

      

      Alerts and warning suddenly peeled into life in front of Dane. He could see the digital vector image of his craft, turning slowly in three dimensions. Most of it was picked out in a healthy green, save for a glowing red section at its top.

      Filtration, Dane thought as he hit the thrusters to give him more power. But was that water, air, or fuel filtration? Any one of them could kill him, but only a problem with the way the super-hot plasma was extracted could cause the Gladius to break apart like a small supernova.

      
        
        >Warning! Enemy targeting system . . .

      

      

      Not that Dane had any time to wonder about that right now, with the seed craft bearing down on him. He twisted the flight handles to one side and then back as he swerved first one way and then another . . .

      And the gray-white dome of Pluto was rising ahead of him.

      “Got it!” Dane had an idea, punching every bit of power he had into his rear thrusters to fling his marine fighter straight towards the surface of the icy world.

      In seconds, he would be broken into smithereens across its surface, as the ice mountains and craters of plates of hardened rock ice rose before him.

      “Williams!? Sir?” He heard Farouk’s worried call. But Dane was already pulling up on the fight handles, forcing the Gladius to start to lift her nose, her body—and then she was racing over the frozen surface, his Exin tormentor following close behind.

      Pluto had little gravity, but there was a bit, Dane knew. And a bit was all that he would need as he watched the vectors of ice cliffs and frozen spumes of liquid gasses rushing towards him. He dodged them with a flick of movement on the handles, just as one giant, frozen fountain beside the Gladius exploded as the seed craft started to open fire.

      Dane’s ship burst through a glittering haze of silvered frost. The missed shot by the Exin provided Dane with the perfect cover to pull his craft into a rise between two giant ice plateaus.

      Williams could see the small patch of space high above as he angled the Gladius straight towards it. He slid the floating targeting window of his meson canons to one side and fired.

      As the Exin seed craft burst through the glittering haze of ice behind him, Dane’s own fire struck the ice cliffs and sent shivers and shock waves through their crystalline bulk. The Gladius was rising and flying hard as great shards of frozen gasses, some of them hundreds of feet thick, started to crack and fall inwards.

      
        
        >Proximity Warning! . . .

      

      

      More alarms, this time flashing from his left-hand side as one ice plate fell in front of him and the other behind.

      Dane twisted the flight handles, shooting through the crack between falling debris and back into Pluto’s near orbit as geographies fell and crashed behind him.

      There was a muffled flash of light as the gigantic ice cliffs fell on the chasing Exin seed craft, and Dane was free.

      “Booyah!” he shouted, suddenly filled with fire and exultation as he checked his navigation.

      “Hendrix! Farouk, Isaias?” He called and was relieved to see that all three of his wings were indeed still flying. Hendrix and Farouk were flying in near formation in the outer orbit of Pluto. A shimmering disk of debris and burning gasses slowly evaporated behind them, which must have been the last Exin seed craft to attack.

      “We’re good, sir,” Hendrix called out. “We got them with a three-man wing, straight out of the textbook.”

      “And Isaias?” Dane frowned, noting that the third of their smaller attack group was a few miles in front.

      “Sarge—I’ve got eyes on it,” Isaias sounded back a moment later, and his comms were accompanied by a transmitted image from his own marine fighter’s cameras. Dane blinked as he tried to make out what it was he was looking at. A dark shape that blocked out the stars. A shadow that slid across the distant stars beyond.

      “It’s the Exin mother ship, sir,” Isaias said in a voice that was heavy with trepidation. “It’s what the Deep Space Array picked up.”
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            Mother Ship

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s . . . big!” Dane heard Private First Class Isaias say as the sergeant pulled the Gladius alongside him.

      He’s never seen the Exin mother ships before, has he? Dane realized as he tried to keep one eye on the alien menace ahead of him, and another on the warning signals that were even now erupting across the Gladius’ holoscreens.

      
        
        >Losing Fuel 200cv parts/mg . . .

        >Pulse Engine Efficiency at 30% . . .

      

      

      “Damn, damn, frack and damn!” Dane didn’t quite know what the “two hundred cv” thing meant, but he could already bet that it wasn’t good.

      “Marine Server diagnostic,” he muttered, calling up the small, machine A.I. auto-prompt that every marine starfighter was fitted with. “Just how much crap am I going to be in if I don’t get to a repair shop!?” he asked it.

      
        
        >Error! User Term Unidentified . . .

      

      

      Dane sighed. “Please diagnose current operational state,” he said with exasperation. He turned his attention back towards the image on the screen ahead as the Gladius’s servers got to work.

      The mother ship was large. Three elongated pods were attached to the main, major bulk of the craft with thick trunks of the same organic scale metal that the Exin seemed to grow.

      Thankfully, she was still a good few miles away. Dane, Isaias, and the others were currently looking at it through the most extreme magnification that they could perform.

      But even at this distance from her, Dane could tell immediately that something was wrong with her.

      “She’s not firing on us,” Dane said worriedly.

      “You make it sound like that is a bad thing.” Hendrix’s voice sounded, dry and ironic, over the comms.

      “She’s huge compared to us and to her own seed craft,” Dane pointed out. He knew. He had even spent time inside one of them as a prisoner of war.

      It was where their queen resided. Dane remembered the gigantic, four-armed, praying mantis-like alien with the swept back, fused horns, many feet taller than he was—even inside his AMP suit. He shuddered at the thought and quickly turned instead to concentrate on the task at hand.

      “The mother ship has far wider and deeper capabilities and sensors than our smaller ships can hold,” Dane said. “If she was fully operational, then she would have detected us already and would be firing.”

      But strangely, she wasn’t. Dane watched as the Exin mother ship hung there in deep space at the furthest limits of the human solar system and appeared to slowly list and roll.

      “She’s damaged,” Isaias pointed out. “Just as Lashmeier said.”

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions, now,” Dane growled quickly as he activated his deep field sensors. He was still picking up radiation and electromagnetic signals from her, that was for sure. But he had nothing to compare it to. The signals weren’t strong, certainly not in the same ballpark that their Marine Training Platform would give off—but what if that was just a feature of every Exin mother ship?

      “We don’t know enough about her,” Dane murmured, knowing that, all the while, he was technically the only person in all of humanity who did know the most about this type of ship. He knew that these mother ships could create their own warp tunnels and didn’t need the giant jump stations that the Exin had first erected.

      Williams also knew that these mother ships were usually the home of dozens and dozens of Exin seed-craft fighters—not just three!

      “Is it a trap?” Farouk’s voice sounded spooked.

      Dane was thinking just the same thing as the auto-scan on his ship suddenly pinged.

      
        
        >Repair Diagnosis complete! . . .

        >>>Severe damage to fuel filtration and injection system, resulting in loss of available fuel . . .

        >>>Approximately 3 hours thruster burn left . . .

        >>>Insufficient charge to initiate FTL drive . . .

        >>>Approximately 6 hours of life support left at current usage level . . .

      

      

      “Oh, dear crap . . .” Dane breathed. He was in it far worse than he had thought, all things considered.

      “Sarge?” Farouk was the first to ask.

      “That lucky shot from the first Exin got my fuel lines. I’m unable to FTL out of here,” Dane said.

      “No worries, Sarge, we’re close enough to the Deep Space Array on Pluto,” Hendrix, as ever, seemed to be the man who could have a plan at a moment’s notice. “We ping the Training Platform, they send out support . . .”

      “Er, guys . . . You mean that Deep Space Array?” Isaias, apparently, was even quicker witted than Hendrix was, as the image of the mother ship was replaced with an image still of the Plutonian surface, where the gleams of silver and white were marred with a black and ruined mass.

      “Oh, holy fracking bat balls,” Dane heard himself swear. The seed craft that had been chasing him must have taken the opportunity to fire on Pluto’s Deep Space Array as they had flown over the surface of Earth’s most distant cousin. Perhaps, he thought rather guiltily, he had led the enemy right to it.

      “Well, we can perform a space dock,” Hendrix cut in. “We get you on board one of our fighters, and just leave your ship. No problemo!”

      Abandon the Gladius? As much as Dane knew that he would do what it took to survive, he also knew that he would never hear the end of it from Corsoni when he got back.

      “Okay, sure.” Dane winced, just before another idea struck him.

      Unless . . .

      Unless they could find enough available fuel right there on the mother ship, right? Maybe it was a crazy idea, but Dane had so far never managed to stay alive and beat the enemy by playing it safe. They were here to do a job, to investigate what was happening with that apparently stilled Exin warcraft sitting right ahead of them. A mother ship that, if fully operational, would pose a significant threat to Earth if it was allowed to roam free.

      Besides which . . . Dane couldn’t stop remembering the fact that the Exin queen resided on these mother ships alone. The cruel, terribly majestic Exin queen—the ruler of the entire empire of aliens, who appeared to control and decree who in her society could give birth to their eggs or not—the queen who had declared a holy crusade against the “soft” and “weak” homo sapiens . . .

      If she is on board this ship, then we have a chance to capture her, Dane was thinking.

      “We’ll complete the mission. We scout the mother ship, and I’ll worry about the Gladius or my ride home afterwards, okay?” Dane said. From the silence on the other end of the comms, he could tell that the other three marines must be thinking that he was nuts.

      Maybe they were too young and inexperienced to see that with this enemy, they had to be aggressive. They had to use every opportunity to oppose the Exin that they had.

      A memory flashed across Dane’s mind—an image of a seemingly endless sea of orange, with pinpricks of light dotted across it, surrounding a few very small puddles of green dotted here and there. It was a piece of strategic data from the Exin military servers that he had helped steal nearly a year ago now.

      The orange was the expanse of the Exin empire, and the green were all the territories that the Exin had yet to take over. They were tiny in comparison to the Exin’s reach and looked ridiculously weak against such a tide of alien malevolence.

      And one of those small and fragile green areas had been Earth . . .

      Or maybe his fellow marines were right, Dane thought with a reckless laugh, and he really was nuts.

      “Drones,” he said. “Send in the surveillance drones. And then we’ll make our contact.”
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        * * *

      

      A scatter of small, hard lights was flung into the void as ports opened along the noses of the Gladius and the other ships. Small drones, barely bigger than a person’s head, burst forward on flares of micropulse engines.

      The marine fighters waited, silent and stilled and deadly, as the tiny robotic craft shot through the night towards their target. At about halfway, their dim neon lights suddenly clicked off, and the micropulse engines took on a deeper, fainter glow as they activated their own stealth measures.

      These represented some of the most advanced surveillance drone technology known to humanity, so small in size and with such a tiny radionic imprint that they could completely bypass even the most sensitive of surveillance systems.

      Human surveillance systems, that is, the human marines inside their respective crafts were thinking and worrying.

      But no warning lights flared as the drones drew closer to the much larger ship, and no weapons ports suddenly burst open to fire upon them. The three tiny craft swept on different axis towards their target like eels through an inky-black sea, and they transmitted what they saw the closer that they got.

      The mother ship was similar to every other that humanity had so far encountered. She was almost as large as the Marine Training Platform, and she was made of close-fitting metal plates, each of a unique, erratic shape—so close were they, in fact, that it would seem difficult to press a bolt or a rivet between them.

      Streams of scan data started to download in the waiting craft behind them, along with different thermal and energetic imaging shots of the craft.

      There was undoubtedly power still in the engines. One scan image showed it glaring a burning, brilliant white, with threads of that power rushing through the craft like the hidden root systems of invisible plants.

      There were undoubtedly chemicals and radiation. Each scan revealed different concentrations of green or purple or orange or blue in small, exact pockets throughout the craft. Precisely what one would expect for a craft of its size, which presumably had to store as well as process and refine its own materials on its endless route of conquest between the stars.

      But then the biological scan came back.

      Nothing.

      No sign or twinge of life anywhere at all.
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      “Well, that’ll do it . . .” Dane heard Hendrix whisper as their ships slid past the bulk of the giant alien craft to reveal that one of the three outer pods of the Exin craft was torn open at its end.

      “Dear gods!” Dane breathed as he saw the devastation. The entire final quarter of one of the giant pods was now a frozen image of an explosion. Long fingers of metal were flung outwards around craters bent inwards, with veins of what had to be slagged and molten metal stilled in their moment of spillage. The gray-greens of the hull were deeply blackened and bubbled, as if from a great heat.

      “What could do that!?” Dane heard Isaias breathe, and again, he cursed the fact that he didn’t have Corsoni here. The young engineer was brilliant, and would have had an answer, he was sure.

      “Malfunction?” Dane hazarded. If these pods acted in the same way as the thrusters that the humans used, then that would mean that they were also the housings for whatever vast stellar engines powered them. Had some critical error happened here? Was that why the mother ship was listless? Why there was seemingly no life signs on board?

      “I don’t know about that, Sarge.” Isaias was the first one to spot it. “Look at that over there, upper two o’clock.”

      The younger marine was pointing out to a piece at the edge of the destruction, where a myriad of smaller holes (each one still larger than Dane was tall, he reckoned) punctured the pod. It was clear from this angle that the metal was slagged and broken inwards, not outwards.

      “Something struck it,” Isaias said confidently. “And maybe that something hit a reactor or a fuel line.”

      “Gee, don’t remind me,” Dane’s eyes swam to the small part of the Gladius’s display panel where it clearly stated that he had even less oxygen and life support left. “But what do you think could do that? Meteorites?” Dane frowned.

      He heard the vocal equivalent of a shrug on the other end of the ship comm.

      “Hell if I know. The crawdads might even have done it themselves for some god’s unknown reason. But whatever happened, it was pretty dramatic, right?”

      “Yeah,” Dane muttered as he frowned. He knew that there was certainly no end to the tensions inside the martial Exin society that he had seen (as far as he could make out). Dane had met some kind of war chief called Okruk who appeared tantalizingly close to disobeying the queen.

      “But only by wanting to wipe out humanity all the quicker,” Dane muttered.

      “Sarge?” Isaias asked. “Was that an order, sir?”

      “No. Yes. Find us a way to dock,” Dane said, as he tried to organize his thoughts.

      The Exin might have done this to each other, but why fire on their own mother ship that was already heading towards Earth, presumably on an attack run? That was the part that didn’t make sense to Dane’s mind.

      “Sir! I think there’s space enough for direct entry,” Hendrix said, and a green vector showed a curved line leading into the pulled-apart explosion and into the pod itself.

      “Radiation levels? Toxic environments?” Dane asked. He didn’t want to go walking into the slagged ruins of some Exin nuclear reactor just for kicks.

      “Already checked, sir, and it has come back clear. Background radiation is nothing that our AMP suits aren’t designed to handle,” Hendrix drawled confidently.

      Dane hesitated, but seeing that the only other option was to blast a way in themselves, he figured that they might as well use the part of the ship that was already blasted open.

      “Fine. I’ll go first, and the rest of you follow. I want everyone careful on their perimeters, and you’re going to need the expedition equipment bundles,” Dane ordered. He was already setting off the magnet clamps that fired on long spools of chain from the sides of the Gladius. They slapped onto the side of the pod, holding the Gladius in place.

      As Dane stood up, the other marine fighters fired their own magnet locks, anchoring themselves in stasis as each of the Orbital Marines made their way to their hangars.

      The expedition bundle was just one of many such bundles that could be attached and magnet locked to a suit of Assisted Mechanized Plate. Dane hit the release on the appropriate overhead locker in the large hold and pulled out the auto-coil of metal rope, the reserve medical kits and small engineering kits, as well as the large Field Halligan—a steel rod with a giant spike at one end, and a double-headed crowbar and axe at the other. Dane moved to the weapons locker next, where he removed the large, general purpose pulse rifle, as well as the Field Blade. It would be a sword in any normal human’s hands but looked more like a knife in the metal gauntleted hands of an AMP.

      There, he was ready—but his mind was still worrying at the mystery ahead of him.

      There was tension inside Exin society. Dane had experienced it firsthand when he had been forced into “The Challenge”—some kind of trial of combat, endurance, and wits for the right to survive.

      But the war master’s problem with the queen seemed to be that, if anything, she was too slow in wiping out humanity. That she was using human intelligence and human collaborators as she made her move against their solar system.

      Ugh, Dane shook his head as he closed the outer hangar doors. Maybe I’ll never figure out how the Exin think.

      “Magnetize boots thirty percent,” Dane said and felt his suit settle a little more solidly to the floor. He would need this when he opened the outer airlock doors. Even though the air was pretty thin inside the Gladius, it was enough atmosphere to send him flying as soon as he opened the door.

      The outer doors slid open. Dane heard the hiss of escaping atmosphere over his suit’s pickups. About a hundred and fifty feet in front of him was the smooth surface of the Exin hull, and Dane realized that he had never seen it this close before.

      Well, not without a firing trigger in my hand, he thought as he used small hand gestures coupled with vocal commands to activate the twin thrusters on his back. He felt the chug of his backplates moving and locking into position as twin cylinders lifted from either side of his spine, and Dane leapt.

      “Fire!”

      The burst of orange light urged him forward towards the alien hull, where he brought up his knees and hands to thump into the side of the hull, bouncing off it slightly before he managed to get his magnetized boots on the metal.

      There. He was secure, crouched with the giant Exin outer pod as his floor, and looking up as first Hendrix, then Farouk, then Isaias performed their own space leaps behind him.

      “Good,” Dane grunted at their near-perfect execution, knowing that they had practiced space grapples and landings many times around the Marine Training Platform. The Orbital Marines were getting good at being marines in space, he thought. He turned towards the broken-open metal at the end of the pod and started to clank forwards.

      “Line formation. Eyes peeled,” Dane said as he detached his rifle from where it was locked at his hip to hold it in one hand as he space-walked. “There may not be any life signs, but that doesn’t mean . . .”

      
        
        >Warning! Proximity Alert! . . .

      

      

      Dane barely even had the time to warn them of some of the Exin dangers he had encountered before—murderous drones, organic bombs—when there were little puffs of escaping gasses further around the curve of the pod, as small objects were released . . .

      “Exin spiders!” Dane snapped, turning and half crouching as he brought up his rifle against the small shapes that were flung into the night. He turned abruptly with bright flashes of purple pulse light to angle dramatically towards the bots.

      Dane had fought these things before when the marines had taken the wheeled jump station from the Exin. He remembered how the four-legged, metal robot things had flung themselves at his fellow marines, catching them bodily and not slowing as they were dragged from the surface of the station to their fiery deaths by re-entry into Jupiter’s atmosphere.

      The Exin spiders were some kind of robotic, automatic defense, Dane had guessed. Perhaps a way to clear the outer shell of the Exin crafts of debris and damage.

      And each was almost as large as an AMP suit itself, with whirling metal blades for a mouth and sharpened carbon pincers at the ends of their insectlike legs.

      
        
        >Target lock! . . .

      

      

      The targeting triangle on Dane’s HUD, linked to the smart rifle in his hands, flashed green as he pulled the trigger. A salvo of burning orange meson plasma shot out towards their attackers.

      Flash! One of the spider bots was blown apart before it could even get near them, and another lost a leg to send it cartwheeling erratically across the surface of the Exin hull.

      “Holy crap!”

      “Get some!”

      The rest of his squad reacted slower than Dane did, but they were firing at the fast-moving spiders as they descended on them in a small cloud. The spiders didn’t appear to have any sensors save those that told them where to attack. Either that or they weren’t programmed to care when they were shot at, as they didn’t evade or dodge or spin out of the way of the volley of marine fire.

      Maybe the spiders knew that there were already far more of them than the humans they faced, Dane thought grimly as he fired another volley before dropping his rifle for it to magnetize with a clank to the hull. He drew his Field Halligan with one smooth gesture as the nearest spider flared its legs to surround him.

      Smash! With a swing that any professional baseball slugger would have been proud of, Dane sent the Exin spider spiraling backwards with a flash of sparks and readied himself to bat at the next. You couldn’t pinpoint fire with these things. You had to flail and scythe . . .

      Dammit! Dane realized that he hadn’t told that to the others. A gap in the darting and racing spiders around him allowed him a chance to look out at his fellow Gold Squad.

      Hendrix and Isaias were holding their ground. They had closed formation, Hendrix crouching and firing scatter shots all around them. Isaias had done what Dane had and was using his Field Halligan as a club to clear any away that had managed to get through the deadly rain of meson fire.

      “Farouk!” Where was Private Farouk!? Dane thought in shock before he saw the green code identifier to the extreme right of his faceplate HUD. The marine had already been swept off his feet and off the hull entirely.

      Without thinking, Dane jumped forward, one heavy boot slamming onto the hull and then another as he hopped, skipped, and . . .

      “Fire!” He activated his back thrusters as he leapt from the mother ship and was zooming out into space, away from the others and the anchored marine starfighters, after Farouk.

      Farouk, ahead of him, was fighting and struggling with the Exin spider as they tangled and flew into the depths of space. There was no Jupiter here for the spider to kamikaze itself and its victim into, but Dane knew that it wouldn’t need a planet’s gravity well. Just so long as it flew long and far enough and kept on puncturing Farouk’s outer plates with its blades and pincers, then that would be enough for the marine either to lose oxygen or for his suit to break a seal.

      “Hang on, Marine!” Dane was shouting over the comms as he kept the pulse thrusters burning, using up lots of valuable fuel. But the sergeant was gaining on the fighting pair, and he could see that Farouk was still struggling, holding the creature’s spinning-blade head back by the nearest shoulder joints, as the remaining two legs repeatedly slammed into his back.

      “Sarge!” He heard the panic in Farouk’s voice as he closed in on them. Dane was coming in fast—too fast to do much more than to raise his Field Halligan before him like a spear.

      Smash! Dane hit the back of the Exin spider like a meteorite, instantly clicking off his pulse thrusters, but still the trio were sent spiraling away from each other.

      Dane’s body strike had dislodged the spider and Farouk from each other, and all three spun and twisted free for a desperate moment in the void.

      “Here!” Dane reached out towards his tumbling marine as Farouk’s gauntlet caught his. Dane pulled—just as the spider flared its legs and managed to hook one around Farouk’s ankle.

      “Argh!” the marine howled in pain, and Dane saw the crunch of metal plates where the robot spider exerted an implacable, machine force.

      Jackknifing suddenly, Dane rolled himself forward.

      “Get off my marine!” he yelled as he brought the Halligan down against the back of the machine’s head. There was a flash of burning light amidst a crunch of metal as the creature shook and started to spasm. Farouk kicked it clear with his other boot, and the two marines were spinning free in space.

      “Sheesh. Frack. Damn,” Farouk was panting as Dane grabbed him and turned around to the hull to fire his back thrusters again.

      “You okay? Can you fight?” Dane was asking, sparing a look at the large metal boot on Farouk’s AMP suit. It was badly dented on two sides, but he couldn’t see any oil or escaping gasses. The Exin spider had failed to break the suit’s inner atmospheric seals, at least.

      “I can fight, sir,” Farouk said. “My suit’s meds are kicking in,” he said in a slightly tight voice. Dane knew that was probably the effect of the painkillers and stimulant that every AMP suit was loaded with, auto-injecting when their human occupant needed it.

      “Besides—looks like we can’t spare anyone,” he said with a slightly cheery, rictus sort of voice. He directed Dane’s attention to the surface of the outer pod of the Exin mother ship, where Hendrix and Isaias were retreating to the edge of the exploded material, both firing back at their pursuers.

      “Hell,” Dane breathed. The two marines had managed to clear the first wave of the Exin defense spiders, but another cloud of them was being released from the other side of the hull, perhaps another ten, another twenty . . .

      “I don’t have my rifle,” Dane cursed as they angled towards their fellow marines.

      “I’m on it, sir,” Farouk, despite his pain, had already brought his own rifle up.

      “Take as many as you can before they reach the others,” Dane said, and Farouk grunted an agreement as he slammed home the chamber on his rifle and started firing.

      Flowers of brief-lived light and plasma rained down on the Exin hull and the swarm of launching spiders. Dane saw several small flashes of purple-and-orange sparks as many of them were hit and broke apart—but Farouk’s strike was never going to be enough. It was a diversion and cover for the retreating marines as Dane and Farouk neared them.

      “Inside!” Dane shouted as he separated from Farouk, and the pair were suddenly rocketing between giant strips of slagged and broken metal. Isaias and Hendrix fired their own back thrusters and took to the vacuum themselves, and now all four marines were flying through the confusion of metal and pipes and smashed hull frameworks, into the craft itself.

      “We need an entry point! Bulkhead, door lock, waste chute, anything!” Dane’s eyes were scanning the destruction, the bright LED lights of his suit revealing twisted and broken shards of metal everywhere, like a forest. Small elements he could vaguely recognize as functional in some way, the slats and frame that could have been an access ladder or the remains of a stairwell, perhaps.

      But amongst this chaos, there was also the baffling and bizarre—giant cylinders that appeared made out of multiple bronze plates, each almost as large as the Gladius was wide, suddenly opening underneath them. Dane cast a nervous eye to his suit sensors, but no dangerous toxicity or radiation could be detected.

      Other glances revealed strings of crystal-like bulbs hanging from where their housing had ruptured, or strands of wire that was as fine as human hair, and yet seemed to catch their suit lights with a phosphorescent glow.

      “Sarge!” It was Hendrix, clanking to a halt as he landed on a bit of gantry that was still in existence, next to something that Dane did recognize. An almost octagonal shell in the blue-black metal wall. A door.

      “But how do we open it!?” Isaias was there next, moving at once to the smooth and glossy patch that Dane knew would light up with arcane glyphs of commands when operational.

      “Anyone know the Exin for open sesame?” He heard Isaias sound confused. They probably only had moments before the spider drones rounded the debris and fell onto them . . .

      “I do,” Farouk said as he landed with a grunt of pain on one foot, lifted his rifle, and started to fire at the control panel.

      “Whoa!” Hendrix jumped back as sparks erupted from the door and fizzing metal started to melt and run. Sudden small explosions came from whatever electronic systems the aliens used as they were exposed inside.

      “Here they come!” Isaias was calling as Dane landed, spinning on his heel to see the light glint off dozens of metal bodies, spinning, bladed teeth, and sharp talons. The spider drones rounded the edge of the broken-open pod and surged forward.

      “Here!” It was Hendrix, throwing Dane his recovered rifle. “I picked it up. They’re here!” the marine was saying.

      “Covering fire!” Dane shouted, catching his rifle and firing salvo after salvo of burning plasma into the chaotic ruins. There were flares and explosions of sparks, sudden bursts of metal supports, and the movement of hull plates as the delicate balance holding the structure up was disturbed.

      But still, despite being slowed down by the collapsing body of their own mother ship, additional Exin spiders kept appearing just as soon as one knot was blown apart. More must have woken up to attack them, Dane thought.

      “Farouk! The door?” Dane shouted as he fired, almost keeping a constant pressure on the trigger now. They couldn’t stem the tide, and now they were backed against a wall.

      “Working on it!” Farouk was shouting, just before there was a brighter flash, and Dane felt a sudden wave of something—atmospheric gases—surge over him.

      “We’re in!” Hendrix shouted.

      Dane kept on firing as the marines piled behind him into the popped-open door, before gauntleted hands grabbed him, too, and dragged him into the dark.
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      Clang! Hendrix slammed the airlock door home and held it while Isaias used the laser-cutter tool to heat the edges, forming a temporary sort of slagged seal as the marines floated inside.

      No sooner had Isaias got most of the way around than the outer door started to reverberate with the thumps of many smaller metal bodies, as the spider drones outside doubtless tried to find their way in.

      Dane looked around, checking his sensors to see that there was no movement, but he was registering sudden increases in atmospheric pressure.

      The Exin breathe like we do, he remembered from past (bitter) experience aboard the other mother ship. As soon as the seal was made, some automatic system started to work inside the ship, and the large octagonal room filled with hisses of white steam.

      Wham! Dane and the others landed on the floor as the pressure and some hidden gravitational device was initiated . . . and still the door kept on shuddering with the assault from outside.

      “Guess they don’t give up easily,” Farouk said.

      There was a blink of green light from the opposite side of the room. An alien glyph was blinking on the wall beside the open door. It flashed once, twice . . .

      And then the inner door swung open and in rushed a snarling Exin . . .
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        * * *

      

      “Frack!”

      Dane had shot the Exin before he realized that the alien warrior was already dead and had merely been falling through the airlock, not leaping in to attack them.

      “Way to go, Sarge,” Hendrix muttered. “You killed a dead one.”

      Dane pulled a face at his fellow marine before inspecting the Exin body. He knew that they didn’t have a lot of time, as his suit microphones were already picking up the hammering noise of the spiders on the outer airlock door.

      The Exin was one of the four-limbed warrior caste, and had apparently been well armed and armored before something—or someone—had shot it in the back.

      The Exin came in at least two different castes that Dane knew about, with the overlarge queen being an additional, extra type of Exin similar to a queen ant. The smaller worker Exin had only two arms, backward-jointed knees, and the same gray-blue skin of pebbled plates as the warriors. The fighting class types were much bulkier, larger, and even had an extra set of arms.

      Their entire culture was alien to Dane. He remembered how they had seemed intent on conflict and combat to prove their worth for anything, coupled with some sort of fanatical obsession—even reverence—when in the presence of the queen.

      They bred these larger warriors in tanks and set them in suspended animation until required, Dane remembered. They seemed able to grow their metals just as they did their people.

      And not once during his time as a prisoner on the other mother ship had he seen a scrap of decency, kindness, or generosity. Even the workers appeared to snap and growl at each other as they rushed about their tasks. Was their entire society based on might makes right!?

      Whatever. Dane found what he had been looking for, however, as he slid open one of the modules at the dead Exin’s belt. He drew forth a small, vaguely teardrop-shaped piece of metal.

      “What’s that, boss?” It was Isaias, casting a wary eye behind them at the outer door before nodding to the device that Dane had found.

      “A key. I used one when, uh . . .” Dane’s thoughts flittered back to the Challenge Planet for an instant, before he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Just put it down to experience. They seem to use these to unlock doors.”

      “Let’s just hope this one wasn’t the janitor then, and all it unlocks is the broom closet,” Hendrix muttered as he was the first to step into the main corridor beyond, sweeping with his rifle as he did so.

      “Clear!”

      No, Dane could have told Hendrix. This one had four arms, which meant that it was a full, specially bred and reared warrior caste, an elite fighter of the Exin empire. He wouldn’t therefore just be responsible for mopping floors.

      This key will at least give access to the barracks, the armory, and perhaps . . .

      Dane thought of the Exin queen and the War Master Okruk, who always had coteries of these four-armed, zealot guards. This key he held in his hands might even let them into wherever the command center was.

      Aha! He suddenly remembered something, turning back to the body.

      “Sarge…” It was Farouk, holding his rifle up to the outer door, which was now visibly shaking.

      “One moment!” Dane reached up to the frozen and macabre face of the Exin warrior, with its three-part mandible jaw. He grimaced, before turning the head to one side to find what he was looking for.

      There. A small, blue crystal held in what looked to be a chrome wire lattice. “A translation bug.” He pried the small device from the creature’s metal collar. He had seen the higher-up Exin—the warriors and the chiefs—use these, as well as the chief of the slave race, the furred Chr-At. These bugs were clearly given to those with some degree of responsibility in order to communicate their wishes to the slaves below.

      “Sir, I am really feeling uneasy about this,” Farouk was saying, backing away to the inner door.

      “Go!” Dane said, as the marines leapt through the hatch and slammed it closed behind them. The slab of the Exin key in Dane’s hands flashed, and there was an answering clunk from inside the door mechanism.

      “That’ll hold them for a bit,” Dane said.

      “You sure?” Farouk was saying, but a warning whistle from ahead of them brought their attention to what Hendrix and Isaias had found.

      The porthole opened into the side of a wide corridor that seemed to move along the inner spine of the external pod. Similar porthole doors were dotted along the corridor’s walls, and Dane guessed that they led to other engine rooms or houses.

      But the two other marines weren’t looking at that. They were looking at the scattered piles of nine-foot-long, crystal-and-glass tubes positioned along the corridor floor.

      “What is this? Someone forgot to pack their weird-ass pajamas when they evacuated?” Isaias said as he walked between them, stooping down to look first into one and then into another.

      But Dane suddenly guessed precisely what they were. Each tube was just a little bigger than an AMP suit and wider too. Although the designs were different, with marbled, crystallized panels that obscured what it held, along with woven mats of blue-black metal studded with diodes—Dane was sure he knew what each one would contain.

      “Isaias! Stand down!” he shouted suddenly as he saw the marine reach down to tap on the crystallized glass experimentally . . .

      Hss! For a sudden plume of white gasses to escape the top, before erupting right down one side too.

      “Sarge!?” Isaias was staggering backwards, surprised and shocked.

      As an Exin warrior, awakened from its torpor, was released . . .
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        * * *

      

      “Marines!” Dane shouted, but already the creature had slammed Isaias to the floor. Hendrix was the nearest, but as he leveled his rifle, it was dashed out of his hands by the sweep of one of the alien warrior’s four arms.

      “Damn! Damn—I can’t get a line!” Farouk was shouting as he tried to target the creature with his own pulse rifle, but Isaias was right underneath it, and Hendrix right there—any stray shot could take them out as well.

      “Ach!” With a snarl of frustration, Dane was already jumping the nearest of the sarcophagi, swinging his pulse rifle like a bat as he brought it across, towards the Exin warrior.

      “Sckragh!” Dane’s suit microphones glitched with the sudden roar of the creature. It turned, as fast as a striking viper, to catch Dane’s swung rifle in one claw.

      “Urk!” Dane gasped. Even seconds out of deep stasis, the thing was strong. Very strong. It held the end of Dane’s rifle and started to tighten its taloned fists. Dane heard a grinding noise as the rifle barrel started to bend.

      “Oh, come on!” Dane shouted. He had, after all, only just got that rifle back! He let go, and the Exin lurched back a little—

      “Sarge!” He heard Farouk shout, and Dane ducked as a singular bolt of burning plasma shot through the corridor to slam into the Exin’s chest. It seemed that the marine was confident enough that he wouldn’t miss.

      Or maybe Farouk doesn’t like superior officers, Dane thought wryly as the Exin shrieked and slammed against the rear wall. Farouk had injured it, and Dane drew his Field Blade from where it was mounted on his shoulder to finish the job.

      Thump. The blade slammed into the creature’s chest and pinned it to the wall. For a moment Dane was holding the hilt at one end, and the Exin was at the other, still alive, its bright eyes fixing on Dane’s face.

      “Skrakh! Krr-kr—Eckhja!” It said, and the small blue crystal flashed that Dane had mounted on the mantle of his own suit (it stuck with an automatic, magnetlike stickiness), and the translated words of the creature sounded through the corridor.

      “They won’t help you, human! They’ll kill you too!” The creature said before it gave one final gasp and slumped dead. Dane didn’t move, adrenaline and tension forcing his body into a rictus before he slowly relaxed and pulled his blade from the dead creature.

      “Gee, thanks,” Isaias groaned, pushing himself up to his feet. “Sorry about, you know, waking up that guy . . .”

      “What was all that it said?” Hendrix was picking up his rifle. His face seen through the glimmer of his faceplate looked similarly spooked. “It sure managed a lot of words in a few grunts, right?”

      “They won’t help us?” Dane frowned. What did it mean, the small, furred race of the Chr-At? The sergeant didn’t believe that the small aliens could pose a threat to humanity, because they were a slave race and barely had any technology over that of bows and arrows.

      Hss!

      But Dane had no more time to ponder the dead warrior’s words as there was another sudden hiss of escaping steam and gases from behind him in the corridor, and then another from around them. And another.

      “What was that you said about being sorry!?” Hendrix snapped at Isaias, as all the marines started to back away from the shuddering, venting Exin sarcophagi.

      “I didn’t know it was going to do that—this!” Isaias said in his defense, as it seemed that almost all of the two dozen or more stasis tubes, each one containing a super-large, dangerous warrior-caste Exin, appeared about to open.

      “Maybe they’re on auto,” Dane was saying, quickly pushing Isaias back down the tunnel as all the marines started to speed up. “It’s not like we’ve been exactly subtle so far.”

      Dane looked over his shoulder. About three hundred feet further down the tunnel appeared to be some sort of Exin lift, which presumably went straight down into the body of the main mother ship.

      “Run!” Dane shouted.
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      Four against twenty. Four against twenty . . . The evaluation kept singing through Dane’s head as he pushed Isaias and Farouk ahead of him, leaping over the last of the opening Exin cryostasis tubes and charging towards the lift.

      “That key thing of yours better work!” Hendrix was already there, inside the wide door of the silvered tube that was the Exin lift and pointing his pulse rifle back past them. Dane hunched, focused on running as bolts of orange plasma fire shot past his shoulders and slammed into the emerging enemy behind.

      “Ssss!” He could hear hissing snarls and the rattling, guttural voices of the Exin warriors as they emerged from their confinement.

      The Exin are clearly a species who are grumpy in the mornings, the errant thought flashed through Dane’s mind. He would have started laughing had it not been tinged with adrenaline-laced fear. It was a hysterical thought, he knew—but sometimes hysteria was the only thing that kept you sane in the midst of a life-threatening situation.

      “Skrakh!” Something dark and large pounced past Dane to his right. It was one of the Exin that had to be the most awake, and it was already between Dane and Farouk up ahead. It was raising its two larger arms to bat at Farouk’s exposed back . . .

      “Down!” Dane heard Hendrix shout, and both the sergeant and the private dove to the floor in a combat roll that scraped sparks from their AMP suits.

      Fzzt! A volley of orange bolts from Hendrix and Isaias flung the enemy back, and then Dane was skidding as he and Farouk were hauled into the lift. The doors hissed shut with a thump behind them.

      “Holy stars. Holy stars . . .” Farouk looked wide-eyed inside his suit. Dane turned over, raising his rifle back the way they had come. He saw only the closed door slowly rising upwards as the lift started to move down.

      For a moment, all that Dane and the others could hear was their panting breath and the sounds of their hearts hammering in their ears. Then they heard dull booms and clangs of metal as the Exin doubtless tried to find their way in.

      “Okay. We’re okay . . .” Dane took a ragged breath, getting up to his feet and checking the Exin key. It was flashing an agreeable green, which he presumed must mean that it was going to allow them to use the internal lift transport system of the mother ship hulk.

      He just wished that he knew where it was going to take them.

      “Let’s hope that they were the only ones left in this junk,” Isaias groaned as he thumped his back to the lift wall and started to swap out the battery fuel cells on his pulse rifle. They are well trained indeed. Dane felt a moment of pride in his men. On paper, they were newly minted Orbital Marines—but from where he was getting to his feet, he saw a unit of men who had already clicked into their training. They were checking their weapons and armor and running the auto-repair systems on their suits.

      Exactly as they should, Dane thought darkly. Since none of them knew what came next.

      “I don’t want to be the party pooper here,” Hendrix said dryly as he shrugged his shoulders, “but at what point do we mention that now there is a contingent of Exin warriors between us and our ships?”

      “We’re still in human space,” Farouk pointed out. “All we need to do is radio for help . . . ah.” His face suddenly fell, as Dane saw Farouk remember what he had already known.

      “The Deep Space Array is out, genius,” Hendrix said, and although he teased his fellow soldier, his tone was humorous.

      “Easy there,” Dane interrupted. “The ship will have a comms array. Hopefully this thing will help us figure out a way to use it.” He waggled the Exin key in the air as the lift moved at a steady rate downwards.

      And his suit’s proximity alarm pinged.

      
        
        >Warning! . . .

      

      

      “What the?” Dane looked around the lift for a moment. There was clearly no Exin here. But then he flickered on the suit scanners and saw precisely what his suit was freaking out about.

      There were blaring orange warning signs on his proximity alarm blinking from above them.

      “The lift shaft! They’re in the lift shaft!” Dane said, and, moving as one, all of the marines lifted their pulse rifles up to the ceiling.

      But the Exin were still a ways up.

      “They must have broken through the doors!” Hendrix cursed.

      Maybe, Dane thought, his eyes sliding to the alien key fob that he held in one hand. What if the Exin didn’t need to break through the solid metal doors—on their own station?

      The lift thumped to a halt, and the door started to hiss open. The marines flinched, lowering their rifles at the door—but there were no more hordes of Exin leaping out at them. There was just a gloomy, blue-black corridor on the far side.

      Thump! Wham!

      As something—two somethings, in fact—landed on the roof of the lift above them.

      “Move! Seal this door after us!” Dane said, aiming with his rifle at the roof as the marines sprang out of the lift, and he backed out behind them. Isaias once again started welding the door closed with his suit’s handheld laser.

      “This won’t hold them for long,” Isaias was saying, as they continued to hear dull whams and clanks from inside the shaft.

      “Sarge! I’m picking up large electronic radiation—could be the comms center!” This was from Farouk, who, along with Hendrix, had already started to scout the gloomy corridor beyond.

      “Then let’s go!” Dane shouted as soon as Isaias was done, and the marines went sprinting through the dark.
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        * * *

      

      The hulk itself was just as alien and strange as the previous ship that Dane had been in. Its walls were made of the same blue-black metal plates, none of them the same dimensions or shapes as the others and seemingly grown like scales. These were interspersed with organic-looking beams and conduits that were made of a white metal lattice.

      They reminded Dane of the microscopic close-ups of bone material. When his eyes passed over them, he swore that he could see lights dimly flickering along their inner length, as they must have doubled as power housings too.

      The corridor was wider than the previous one and taller too—with another balcony level on either side above them where dark, arched doorways opened. Dane remembered clawed and scaled feet clicking as the Exin had moved through their craft on unknowable tasks. He had no idea what those upper rooms were—they could have been laboratories or bunk rooms for all that he knew.

      More arched doorways opened out at their level, too. Farouk took them on the occasional turn, first one way and then the next, as he followed his sensors towards what had to be the comms center of the hulk.

      “This place is a warren!” Dane heard Hendrix mutter as they ran, looking back over their shoulders constantly in case they saw the flash of light catching on chasing talons and scales . . .

      But no—neither Hendrix, Dane, nor the others saw any signs of being chased, and the Exin warning markers on Dane’s proximity sensors quickly faded, then disappeared.

      Huh? “Perhaps you’re a better welder than I thought, Isaias,” Dane muttered, not wanting to give voice to his secret fear.

      Or perhaps the Exin know another way to come after us. This is their ship, after all . . .

      Hendrix was right. To a human’s eyes, this mother ship was something like a warren with its sudden, short, and, complicated corridors interweaving through the structure of the ship.

      No, not a warren—a hive, Dane thought. That’s how bees do it, right? A hive with their almighty queen at the center.

      “What the . . .?” Dane heard Farouk skid to a halt, as their passageway suddenly opened into a wide, circular chamber. At its entrance was a giant statue of a four-armed Exin holding up the ceiling—and it was this monstrous sight that the marine had halted for.

      Wait. I remember this. Dane blinked. He wasn’t thinking about this auditorium at all, but another one in a different mother ship, where he had been attacked by the War Master Okruk for the right to walk and breathe and to remain alive on board an Exin craft.

      “It’s some kind of challenge space,” Dane muttered, remembering the concentric balconies of gathering areas where hordes of worker and warrior Exin had been standing, watching the fight that Dane had been subjected to.

      Two things flashed through Dane’s mind as he slowed to walk into the space.

      One: they must be getting close to the heart of the hulk, if his memory served him well.

      Two: that there was a body in the center of the cleared circle area, apparently shackled to a metal pole.

      It was the body of an Exin. Dane’s eyes saw the gleam of gray-green scale and the multiple arms hanging from its sides where it knelt, hunched and crouched on the floor. Without saying a word, all of the marines flickered their pulse rifles up as they took a hesitant step towards it.

      Not just an Exin, Dane suddenly realized, when he saw the scrap of gauzy blue material, and the sweeping arch of fused-together horns. The horns that normally projected from the back of the Exin’s head, but had been broken off.

      “The queen!” Dane coughed, shocked into stunned silence.

      “What!?” Isaias said at his side.

      “That . . . She . . .” Dane’s mind raced as he tried to find any possible explanation for this, before realizing that there was none. “That is the Queen of the Exin. Their leader. Their empress. The one that wants to enslave humanity.”

      Dane took a step closer across the open floor towards the clumped body of his nemesis. She had stood almost ten feet tall when alive, and her merest arrival in the room had caused the worker drones to fall silent and sway as if transfixed.

      But here she was, dead and shackled to a metal pole in one of the Exin challenge spaces. Even from ten feet away, he could see where several of her natural armor plates had been crushed and fractured by something.

      “Does that mean the war’s over?” Hendrix managed to say, just as there was a hiss. Dane’s proximity alarm suddenly flared to life.

      “Ssskragh!” The Queen of the Exin was not dead at all, and she suddenly jerked to snarling, hissing, chittering life to swipe one clawed hand at the nearest available enemy—which happened to be Dane.

      But the blow didn’t even come close to landing as Dane leapt back. The mighty Empress of the Exin Empire was suddenly jerked at the full reach of her shackles and fell to the floor with a scrape and clatter of scales.

      “Sarge! Stand clear!” It was Farouk, leveling his rifle at her.

      Dane was more than half inclined to agree with his marine, but something made him stop and hold out one metal gauntleted hand to halt Farouk’s killing volley. It was the sudden sight of the slick, dark, wet ichor all around the injured queen, and the realization that she had not even registered on his suit’s proximity alarm because she was already so near death. Even now, when he checked, he saw the warning orange marker flickering in and out on his HUD over her form, as if the internal microservers of his suit could barely register the fact that she was alive at all.

      “Hold up. This is intel . . .” Dane said.

      “Sss!” The queen reacted with another lurch towards the marine before slumping to the floor. Her head was bowed, but a slither of words hissed out of her, and the Exin translation bug on Dane’s collar flickered blue as it translated.

      “You humans speak of intelligence?” Her words were transmitted through the air by the bug, but lost none of their croaking, predatory gleam.

      “Who’s the one shackled and beaten to hell?!” Hendrix growled and took a step forward.

      “Wait!” Dane urged again, keeping his pulse rifle aimed at the Exin queen. “What are you doing here? What happened to you?” he demanded.

      The queen’s body was so still where it half crouched, half lay, that Dane’s warning alarm faded away to nothing. For a moment, he feared that those had been her last, caustic words, before both the alien and the sensor trembled into life as the queen took one long, shuddering breath. It was clear that their nemesis was near death, and only some hate-filled determination left in her kept her clinging to existence.

      “As if . . .” the queen rasped and shook, “I owe you anything.”

      “We could just as easily shoot you,” Hendrix muttered aggressively, earning a sharp look from Dane to shut the hell up.

      Dane licked his lips inside his suit. He hadn’t prepared for anything like this. Even though he understood his marines’ desires to exact vengeance for the countless thousands of human lives that this being had sent to their deaths in wave after wave of Exin attacks on Earth—or the bioweapon that was the Exinase virus that they had given to their human collaborators to release on Terran soil. Even despite all of that, Dane knew that the queen could also be the prisoner of the century. Of the millennia. Of the history of human warfare.

      The things that she knows could end the war for good, Dane told himself and forced down the memories of the good men and women of the original Assisted Mechanized Division, who he had lost along the way.

      They would want this war done and over, the sergeant told himself. And keeping her alive might be the best way to do that.

      Coming to an abrupt decision, he squared his shoulders a little sharper.

      “Keep her covered,” he snapped, as he hit the release on one of his equipment modules on his suit’s utility belt and unspooled the metal wire that the expedition module kept for climbing and salvage purposes.

      “Sarge? Williams!?” Dane heard both Hendrix and Farouk gasp. “What are you doing?”

      But Dane had already batted away the queen’s weak attempts to claw at him as he hurriedly pulled both sets of arms together behind her back. He tied them off amidst the queen’s snarls and growls of outrage. Next, he beckoned for Isaias to come and cut her chain.

      “She’s worth more to us alive than as a pile of scale and bones,” Dane said as Isaias cut the heavy, dark-blue chain that held her, and she slumped to one side. The final thing that Dane knew he had to do, absurdly, also felt like the worst.

      He took out the medical injector from his suit’s built-in unit and selected the stimulant.

      “I have no idea if this is going to work or not on you,” Dane said, twisting the dosage dial to its lowest possible setting. “And it is just as likely to kill you, but I need you alive, and this is the only way that I know how to do that.”

      “Sarge, I’m not happy using marine medicals we should be keeping for ourselves on her!” Hendrix muttered irritably under his breath. “Especially when there could be a whole squad of angry Exin warriors coming to save her!”

      “I’m not exactly happy about it either!” Dane growled back. “But these are my orders, and I’m still the superior officer in charge here, so . . .”

      The ghostlike face of Hendrix held Dane’s glare for a long moment before he looked away in submission, and Dane jammed the injector in what he thought was the softer part of the alien’s neck.

      “Ssss!” Almost immediately, the queen flinched, and her limbs took on a stronger tremor. Dane and Isaias jumped back quickly, with Dane holding the metal rope that held the queen in one hand and his rifle in the other.

      “Don’t doubt for a moment, Your Highness,” he added the last words in a growl, “that I will not hesitate to shoot you if you come for me or any of my men—and my men might just shoot you anyway!”

      The queen’s trembling slowed and then stopped completely, but a new wave of life seemed to flow through her body as Dane’s sensor flared brightly on his HUD. She stood up in an awkward, complicated movement.

      The queen was still clearly in pain, Dane saw, but she was able to move.

      “Take us to the control room of this ship,” Dane said in a level voice.

      The queen, in turn, looked at Dane imperiously—or as imperiously as she dared, with ichor and injury rampaging over half of her body.

      “Look, you can play hard ball,” Dane said, not knowing or caring if the Exin queen would understand his words, “but I’m guessing that they shackled you to that post and beat seven bales of hell out of you for a reason. I also think that we’re your last hope. So walk!”

      The queen remained still, and Dane was certain that she was going to refuse him, until she lowered her head almost imperceptibly. Then she took a step forward, towards the rear of the room where another archway led outwards. She paused before reaching the end of her chain, however, and half turned to regard Dane with an expression that he thought was weary.

      “You won’t win, you know. You can’t win. My capture means nothing.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Dane growled and followed the Exin queen as she led them into the belly of her ship.
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      “Any word on . . .” Dane muttered the words, but did not finish them in front of the queen. He did not want her to know that there were others of her kind still out there in the hulk somewhere and still alive.

      Hendrix coughed and said nothing, and so it was Isaias who answered him.

      “No sign on the sensors, Sarge,” the younger soldier said, as Dane groaned inwardly. He really didn’t want to have an insubordination issue right now, in the middle of enemy territory. He resolved that he would have to work this out with Hendrix later, but for now, he had to keep an eye on the queen.

      Who was trailing a little to one side of the corridor that she had led them through, towards the blue-metal walls that were now veined with silver lines like threads.

      Dane saw her start to raise a claw to gesture to the walls at the last moment, before he jumped forward.

      “Hey!” He held the rifle close to her back.

      “Don’t try it! I promise . . .”

      “Promise?” The queen froze, but her translated voice seemed to convey mockery. “What good are promises, coming from the mouth parts of dead things?”

      “I think we’re very much alive and kicking!” Farouk snapped in retaliation, just as something started to happen to the wall panels in front of them.

      The silver threads started to intertwine and move, rolling and threading over each other, widening as if they flowed organically.

      “Back!” Dane shouted, and then at the queen, “What did you do!?”

      “Merely proving a point.” The queen made no movement at all, as the silver threads widened open and revealed something like blackened glass on the far side, which started to lighten in color immediately.

      Dane and the other marines tensed.

      For the blackened glass to animate like video screens. They replayed clips and images, and each one of them appeared more terrible than the last.

      Dane saw a line of Exin warriors in their bulkier scale suits, marching and lurching over a broken and flaming landscape, their shell guns firing under a crimson sky.

      “That was when we took Orabius Prime,” the queen said. “The people of that planet, too, were a little humanoid. They suffered from the same fallacy that they did not deserve their fate.”

      The image changed once more, and this time it showed a deep ochre desert, dotted with round, white buildings. The shot must have been taken from above by some kind of drone or satellite, Dane thought. It magnified to show row upon row of small, shadowed creatures like hunched-over porcupines, all walking in line. Dane thought that there had to be processions of thousands of them in this scene alone.

      “That was the pacification of Yth,” the queen ventured. “The Ythie were a wiser race. They surrendered as soon as our warships appeared in their skies.” The Exin queen turned to talk to Dane more fully, in a perversely conspiratorial, intimate gesture. “The Ythie were rewarded for their allegiance. We didn’t even have to kill many of them.”

      Dane felt sick, and snorted in disgust. “Is this what you meant to show us? Some scare tactics coming from a queen in disgrace, beaten by her own people and left to die on a rusting hulk of a ship!?”

      A snarl of outrage spread across the queen’s face, as the image in front of them changed. “No! Stupid human!”

      The image now showed what Dane thought was a dark orb, hanging against the glitter of a starry sky. A planet. Lifeless and barren, Dane assumed—because he could see no glimmer of light across its surface.

      There was a light nearing it, however. Dane saw something approaching from the far upper-right hand corner—something that was small at first but still burnt bright.

      “This is what I meant to show you, stupid human. The Tol’rumaa,” the queen said.

      The bright, glowing light grew larger and brighter, but it was still only a fraction of the size of the dark planetoid it was heading towards. Dane blinked as it crossed the distance in seconds, gathering a brilliant corona of burning plasma and dust and gasses around it as it flew.

      It was a spear, of sorts. Dane thought he could make out a much smaller black lozenge in its heart.

      “The Tol’rumaa is the ultimate weapon. A harnessed comet that we can direct at will,” the queen said.

      As the burning comet slammed into the dark planetoid, there was a brilliant white flash that spread like a wave across the planet’s surface.

      “Holy frack cakes . . .” Dane heard Farouk whisper. The white flash started to ebb, to be replaced by a racing wide circle of burning crimson as the detonation tore across the mantle of the planet. Dane saw sudden bursts of dark, heavy planetary rock and magma in its wake as its destruction must have crossed hundreds or thousands of miles—or maybe even more.

      “The Tol’rumaa is the final weapon that we use against those civilizations that refuse to cooperate and who are too troublesome to take over,” the queen said with a satisfied rasp of breath.

      “It is a civilization killer. A planet killer. A species killer.”

      Dane opened and closed his mouth. She was threatening them, and the scale of what he had just witnessed, or what the Exin empire was capable of, was simply too much for anyone to dream of resisting.

      But . . . A stubborn, defiant thought rose in the back of Dane’s mind.

      “Then why haven’t you?” He pointed at the screen that was even now fading back to black, and whose silver threads were returning to their original positions. “If you have got this great apocalypse hanging over our heads, why haven’t you already used it against us?”

      Dane asked this because he knew one thing for sure. That there were bullies and there were the people who got things done. Bullies liked to talk because they didn’t like to get things done.

      “I didn’t think that your Earth warranted total destruction yet,” the queen said in what was almost an airy voice for the scaled alien. “Do you know how rare a breathable, carbon-rich planet is in the cosmos?”

      “All the more reason why you won’t use that thing against us,” Dane pointed out.

      The queen snarled at him once again. “Perhaps I wouldn’t have. But, as you now know, I am not in charge of my people anymore, am I? War Master Okruk—whom you met—is.” The queen’s tone of hiss fell sibilantly lower. “And War Master Okruk doesn’t have the patience that I have.”

      “We’ll take our chances,” Dane growled before gesturing with his pulse rifle back to the corridor. “Get on with it. The comms room!”

      “As you wish, human,” the queen hissed with laughter.

      Just as Dane’s sensors started to blare across his faceplate HUD.

      
        
        >Warning! Multiple Exin contacts! . . .
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      “They’re coming up fast!” Isaias’ voice called out over the suit-to-suit comms, and he sounded as nervous as Dane felt. The four marines were running down the central avenue where the queen had directed them, but the enemy blips on their scanners were approaching rapidly. Hendrix was in the front, his suit lights illuminating a set of two giant Exin statues made of the same blue-steel metals of the ship. They stood thirty feet in front of a massive set of doors, guarding them.

      “Your Majesty,” Dane snarled at the alien figure ahead of him on the chain. “If you would be so good as to open those goddam doors, we’d much appreciate it.”

      “Sss-eckeragh!” the queen snarled. Dane’s translation bug came back with a string of expletives that were neither physically or anatomically possible—but afterwards, ended with a simple translated, “understood.”

      “I’m sure that you want to hang around here about as much as we do, with your old subjects that chained you to a post,” Dane muttered. He turned to see that Isaias was hanging back, covering the tunnel behind them.

      “Stay close!” Dane growled at the younger marine, raising his pulse rifle and staring down the darkened corridor.

      “Tss’ch’kol!” The queen was making hand gestures before the set of double doors, before placing her clawed talons on its dark surface and waiting, as if expecting something to happen.

      Nothing did.

      “They’ve changed the biocode,” the bug on the mantle of Dane’s suit translated.

      Dammit! Dane felt his teeth clench in frustration.

      “Huh, they really don’t like you, do they?” Hendrix muttered at the queen, before resorting to pointing his pulse rifle at the middle seam of the door and firing. With an enraged hiss, the Exin queen stumbled back as a flower of sparks exploded beside her. It was clear that Hendrix didn’t much care if he took out their hostage in the process, and Dane gave a warning grunt to his marine.

      He has to obey orders, Dane thought to himself—but he had no time for a reprimand now, not if the warning scanners were anything to go by.

      “Just get it open,” Dane muttered, turning back to take aim down the tunnel.

      “Sarge.” It was Farouk, who was looking at the base of the statues. “If we can bring these down . . .” he started to say, and Dane saw immediately what he meant. The statues were almost the height of the corridor entirely, and if they fell, they would form a large barrier. Maybe buying them enough time to blast the doors.

      But if we blast the doors, then we’ll be leaving them open behind us, no? Dane thought, and then, no time. It was better to be alive and have a defendable position than to be eviscerated.

      “Good idea,” Dane said, checking his utility belt. He had a spare cartridge of the pressurized plasma containers that worked as reserve batteries for his pulse rifle.

      “Here.” He moved swiftly to the base of one of the statues, placing the cartridge between the thing’s legs where he thought there was a joint seam.

      “It’s the best we got,” he murmured, stepping back and calling, “Fire in the hole!” before shooting one sustained lance of burning particles at the cartridge. The hardware was sturdy and designed for the rigors of space-based laser combat—and for a moment, the thing glowed a deep cherry red before Dane’s strike overcame the reinforced metals. There was a boom of thunder and a flash of light that caused Dane’s faceplate to glitch.

      Then a creak, and the first statue started to fall from where its feet had turned into piles of slagged metal. Dane and Farouk were moving out of the way as the statue crashed to the floor across the corridor, bouncing once and coming to rest almost at chest height.

      “Sarge! Sarge!” When Dane’s suit microphones returned to normal, they were immediately filled with the worried sound of Isaias on the other side of the fallen statue.

      “They’re here!”

      Frack. They didn’t have time to drop the second statue. Dane moved to the new barricade as Hendrix was firing at the doors behind them. Dane aimed his rifle at the glinting shapes that were racing up the corridor towards Isaias.

      Sheee-ez! The awakened Exin warrior caste could move fast. Isaias was firing back down the corridor, but in a heartbeat, what had been glints of suit light on scale and claws a moment before were now the racing, loping bodies of alien warriors.

      The Exin had backwards-jointed legs, meaning that they could run and leap like kangaroos. They kept their heads and torsos bent low, with the larger sets of their arms raised high to either side as they came. Dane saw the glint of predatory eyes.

      The only blessing was that they weren’t carrying their shell guns with them, and neither did they wear their larger exosuits of the same blue-black scale metal. Not that they needed any of that to be truly terrifying, Dane thought, as he saw the light glint on hardened, blackened claws—

      FZZT!

      Isaias was firing, and one of the forward group was thrown backwards by the blast of orange-yellow pulse fire. Dane fired, and another was bowled over as his shot took out a leg . . .

      But they were too fast. There was no way for Isaias to get back behind the barricades in time.

      “SARGE!” Isaias shouted in horror as he, too, must have recognized the same error.

      The leading Exin got to him, and Dane was helpless to do anything as he watched the outflung arm of the warrior alien swipe the marine’s legs from behind, tumbling him forward to slide to the base of the statue barricade.

      “Cover me!” Dane shouted to Farouk beside him as he scrambled and reached, seizing the grab handles on Isaias’ suit and hauling backwards. Private First Class Farouk was firing bolt after bolt of fire past his shoulder. Dane heard shrieks and squeals of alien pain as he hauled the younger marine over to the not-much-safer side.

      And their side of the barricade was getting a whole lot less safe as the first of the Exin warriors leapt over the statue to land in their midst.

      “Ssss-k!”

      Time seemed to slow down for a horrifying moment as Dane saw that the Exin fighter had landed almost in front of the queen herself. The terrifying possibility flashed through his head that the warrior was going to dash apart the queen’s chains to free her—and then Dane and the others would have two irate and powerful aliens standing before them.

      But no—he saw the four-armed Exin warrior howl in fury at their old monarch and then throw a curving fistful of talons straight at the queen’s head.

      Dane grabbed the chain that was still attached to her and pulled in the opposite direction as the queen herself tried to slump out of the way. The combined effect led her to be thrown to one side as the Exin warrior swiped nothing but empty air. Now Dane was half crouching over the downed Isaias, right in front of the enemy.

      “Frack!” Dane swung his rifle like a bat, catching the creature as it turned on him. He only managed to block one of the strikes from the four arms, as another one caught at his suit.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Left Shoulder-plate 70% . . .

      

      

      These warriors were not only fast, they were strong too—even without their own exo-armor (like the AMP suits that Orbital Marines wore) the alien fighter had managed to crumple Dane’s reinforced metal shoulder pad.

      Dane swung desperately again with the rifle, aware that Farouk was on his own behind them, firing a constant volley over the barricade to try and keep the others at bay.

      Clang! Dane’s strike batted back the sweeping arms, but it was clear that the warrior was trying to get to the queen. Trying to kill its queen.

      “Skragh!” With a sudden shout, the Exin pulled an unexpected trick. Dane had been trying to defend himself, Isaias, and the queen from the fighter’s claws. He hadn’t been expecting one of the creature’s multi-articulated legs to stamp forward and catch Dane under the rib cage, driving him back beside Farouk.

      “Ssss!” The Exin hissed in exultant rage as its head snapped towards where the queen half crouched, half lay a few yards away. In a split second, Dane saw the creature tense, ready to pounce. In the state that the queen was in, there was simply no way that she could withstand any attack.

      FZZT! There was a blossom of orange-yellow fire from the floor. Isaias had fired from where he lay, almost at point-blank range into the Exin’s abdomen. The fighter smacked against the still-closed door, and Dane was already turning to help Farouk.

      “SKRARGH!”

      Dane managed to fire point-blank into the climbing form of one of the Exin about to overrun Farouk—but the glisten and gleam of green-and-gray-blue scales was heavy on the other side.

      How many are there? How many were in those tubes? Dane fired again even as he released the rifle with one hand and pulled his Field Blade from his thigh with the other. They were too close to target with any projectile weapons.

      All of those warriors come after them? Dane’s questions were the only thing that were keeping him sane right now, as he stabbed and back-swung his blade, cleaving claw and scale and fang.

      It was a large mother ship, a part of Dane’s mind didn’t want to admit. What if there were more of the Exin in cryostasis tubes littered here, there, and everywhere? What if they were about to fight a whole contingent of them?

      Enough.

      Somehow, Dane was now standing on top of the downed statue. He had dropped his pulse rifle entirely as he used his Field Blade two-handed. Farouk and Isaias were crouching on either side of him, still firing into the mass of aliens that pressed towards them.

      Dane had never judged himself to be a great melee fighter. He hadn’t been an expert at weapons forms in martial arts, but he had done a lot of martial arts in his life, thanks to his previous career as a Mech-Brawler. Even though his primary method of fighting had been inside a suit, he had known that the suit only functioned as well as his body and his mind could. To that end, he had attended many MMA events and clubs, hoping to hone his intention and physical skills to the peak of excellence.

      Well, and then the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome had fallen on his head, but despite this small setback, he had retained the skills that he had spent his early life honing.

      But no matter how good he was with a blade, Dane knew that he could have been better. And the fighter inside of him knew that when there were so many enemies, it was only a matter of time before a lucky blow—

      Slam!

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Left Leg-plate 80% . . .

      

      

      One of the Exin warriors had darted forward, keeping low as it pounced and swiped at his leg, causing a line of sparks to cascade from just below his suit’s knees.

      “Ach!” But it wasn’t the strike itself that was the most threatening thing. Not even with the creature’s hardened claws that were more like sharpened steel than they were like bone.

      It was the momentum and the weight behind the swing that caught Dane off-guard and sent him crashing into the statue and slithering to the floor before the enemy . . .

      No! Dane had a moment to open his eyes and view the gaggle of Exin warriors surrounding him for a second. His stand had managed to clear a wide circle filled with Exin bodies—but now they were all about to rush in once again.

      “SKREKH!” (‘Traitors!”)

      But before the Orbital Marine and Sergeant of the Assisted Mechanized Division could be totally eviscerated before everyone’s eyes, there was a furious bellow. None other than the Exin queen herself landed beside Dane’s body.

      Snap! There was a crack of metal and bone as she whipped one of her larger arms out and flicked the end of the metal chain, as practiced and as perfect as a circus performer. The heavy chain smashed against the top of the nearest Exin warrior’s head, cracking scale-plate and sending it chittering backwards.

      But the chain of her incarceration was not the only weapon that the queen had. In her other hand, she held a four-foot pillar of metal, which she was stabbing before herself and twirling between outer and inner arm like a short spear. It took Dane a few moments to realize that what he was looking at was actually one of the arms of the Exin statue. It must have been wrenched from the rest of the statue’s body when it had fallen.

      “Treacherous pond spawn!” The queen was roaring at all those before her (which, Dane had to admit, was a little hypocritical of her, considering that she was fighting beside a human, her sworn enemy. However, he wasn’t going to be the one to point out this irony to her right now).

      “You dare to lay a hand on ME!? Your queen!?” She snarled and snapped at them as she raised herself to her full height of almost nine feet and swung both metal arm and heavy chain about her, driving a wide arc around herself and Dane as she held her previous subjects at bay.

      “We’re through!” There was a crash. Hendrix had finally managed to get the main doors to buckle and open behind them, before adding his own fire to Isaias’ and Farouk’s barrage against the enemy.

      “Sarge!” Isaias skidded Dane’s pulse rifle under the pile of statue legs at him, and Dane snatched it to fire at those that menaced them.

      “Continuous volley! One second delay!” Dane was shouting as he fired the three-burst shots and then took a breath before firing again. All of the marines were doing the same at their own pace, and so, even when any particular marine was taking his second to retarget, there were at least two other marines firing bursts on either side of the swinging and lashing-out queen Exin.

      FZZT! Flash—flash—flash—flash! The light of the laser fire was constant, like being in the middle of an electrical storm. Even through the filters of Dane’s suit, he started to smell the burn of metal and ozone. And flesh. The thunder of the blasts was mixed with the tight snarls of the Exin warriors—

      And then it was over.

      Dane’s rifle was whining as it cycled empty, with a heavy kerchunk of the battery unlocking. His hand was instinctively moving to the next replacement at his belt when he realized that there was nothing left to kill.

      “Sarge. Sarge, stop it now.” It was Isaias’ hand on his suit’s shoulder, and Dane blinked inside his faceplate. They had done it. The last of the Exin warriors must have broken off when they realized that they were facing a firing line. He could still hear the echoes of claws skittering back into the darkness.

      Dane could feel his heart hammering in his chest, and then he realized that the Exin queen was standing before them, illuminated in the glare of their suit lights and panting from the exertion of the fight. Ichor dripped from the metal arm she wielded, and the chain hung from her hand.

      She turned to face them and hissed.

      “Don’t,” Dane said, picking up his Field Blade and pointing it at her. He had heard the whine of several of his other marines’ pulse rifles reaching empty, so he didn’t know how much firepower they had left. Would it be enough to take down someone so formidable if she decided to turn against them?

      Dane could see the flicker of indecision across the alien queen’s body, the proud way that she held her chin defiantly up, as if daring them to even try to finish her.

      “You might be a good fighter, Your Majesty,” Dane muttered, his voice menacing and low, but loud enough to be heard as his suit amplified it through the darkened corridor. “But you’re still on a crippled ship and surrounded by enemies,” he said evenly.

      “So are you, human,” the queen returned obstinately, but he could see that she had already backed down by the way that her arms drooped.

      “Then take us to the command bridge so we can get the hell out of here,” Dane growled, nodding back to the now buckled-open door behind them. “And on the way, you can tell us what happened here.”

      The queen paused, looking at him for a long moment before she appeared to make a very humanlike shrug. “It won’t stop the Tol’rumaa when Okruk decides to use it against your puny world.”

      “Maybe,” Dane was equally uncompromising. He stood up and started climbing back over the statue barricade, as Hendrix took point on the door. “But I can guarantee that you’ll be dead by then anyway,” he said easily, not even bothering to look behind him as he followed Hendrix.

      He was rewarded by the sound of the queen’s feet clicking as they followed him.
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      “This is the Royal Access Port,” the queen announced with a growl in her voice as they emerged on the other sides of the ruined door. They found themselves in a large, almost octagonal room, with a metal floor the color of burnished copper, contrasting suddenly against the dark and moody midnight blues and steels of the rest of the ship.

      “Fancy name for a lift,” Hendrix muttered under his breath, as the queen gestured to a column that stood in the middle of the room.

      “Easy does it.” Dane’s Field Blade flickered warily in the queen’s direction as she stepped towards the columnar control unit.

      “Fools. It only goes up and down.” She gestured, showing the line of small blue rubberized pads above and the line of greenish pads below. “This one.” Her claw hovered over the lowest of the green pads. “This is the Royal Command Chamber.”

      The queen herself did not use words like “royal” or “fools”—but the ingeniousness of the translation bug managed to somehow synchronize the meanings of her words with ones that the human wearing it could understand. Another technical wonder, Dane thought. He was starting to understand how the Brotherhood—the secret cabal of Exin sympathizers and collaborators—might want to ally themselves with such an advanced alien empire.

      A galactic alien empire, Dane thought ruefully.

      “This one?” He pressed the button himself. The entire bronze-colored floor, with them standing on it, started to drop downwards.

      First, their previous floor level rose past head height and then disappeared upwards. They saw only the insides of a metal tube for what Dane guessed might be thirty or fifty feet—the bulkhead spaces between the mother ship’s levels—and then it opened out again to the floor below. Dane saw something like an audience chamber of a lobby, with four Exin statues guarding doorways leading further into the ship. The lift platform itself had no natural sides, and quickly, Dane saw a possible vulnerability.

      “Defensive perimeter!” he said, nauseous and aware that any open level they swept down through might be harboring a waiting party of more Exin warrior caste.

      “Your previous subjects seem mighty annoyed at you,” Dane reminded the queen. “You promised you were going to talk. About what happened here. To you. Is Okruk in charge now?”

      “Promised?” The queen turned her head as they swept down past that level and through the next, which appeared to be a giant hangar bay, still with the darkened shapes of Exin seed craft intact. The queen didn’t appear to know the meaning of the word, and Dane wondered if the queen had even had to put her word, her dignity and integrity, on anything.

      “An oath,” Dane said, as Farouk gestured for his attention.

      “Sir . . . The seed craft,” Farouk was saying, a note of worry in his voice.

      “Loud and clear.” Dane understood. The seed craft might be used against them by the surviving Exin warriors. And they had to find a replacement fuel for Dane’s fighter, still tethered and attached to the side of the mother ship (hopefully, he had to think).

      “Halt the lift!” Dane ordered.

      The queen refused for a moment, but another gesture from Hendrix’s pulse rifle forced her to begrudgingly comply. Dane gave Farouk the okay to race from the platform to the Exin seed craft and start to sabotage them any way that he could.

      “I’m afraid that we just can’t have this sort of alien armature hanging around on the edge of our solar system,” Dane said.

      Farouk’s chatter over their private channel told him that he had no idea what he was doing, but that there appeared to be central power lines going into each one.

      Each seed craft was being held by pincered arms that extended from the hangar walls, lightly placing them against the floor. Dane reckoned that this hangar must extend along the lower belly of the mother ship, and that, when the seed craft were raised and released, they would move through various chutes at the sides to scream out of the mother ship’s hull.

      There have to be many such hangar bays like this throughout the ship, Dane thought, remembering the sheer number of Exin fighters that had come out of the mother ship that he had seen before.

      Which is bad news, Dane thought. He couldn’t tell just how many of the Exin warriors were left inside the mother ship, alive and capable of flying one of these seed craft. There might be more than enough Exin fighter craft available for them to escape or attack the hulk.

      There was a sudden flashes of pulse fire, followed by the venting of hissing gasses and steams. Farouk came running back from the line of seed craft, carrying over his shoulder what looked like a massive belt feed of strange, crystalline tubes.

      
        
        >Suit Warning! Hazardous Atmospheric Content . . .
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      “I don’t know if that was enough to get the job done, sir.” Farouk shook his head. “I’m no expert in alien technology.”

      “None of us are, Private,” Dane muttered, before nodding at the crystal tubes. Each one was almost the length of a regular human torso, and about ten inches in diameter. They appeared to be made of a frosted type of crystal—or in fact, upon closer inspection—a lattice of crystal threads woven into a tube shape.

      But their composition did not hide the swirl of purple-pink material inside of it.

      “My scans say that this is a pretty damn close match for stable-state plasma, sir,” Farouk said proudly, tapping one of the bottles attached to the wide belt. “If we can hitch it up to the Gladius fuel converter, then it might just do the job.”

      “Good work, son,” Dane congratulated him, turning back to the queen. “You were saying, Your Majesty?” he said as they all got back on the lift to make their final stop.

      The queen looked at him silently for a moment, and Dane could have sworn that he saw her sneer—or perform whatever was as close to a sneer as he could translate from her three-part mandibles.

      “Look.” The platform lift moved downwards, between the floors once again, and then they were descending into less what Dane might call a spacecraft’s command room, and more of a throne room.

      The lift locked into place at the far end of the room, which rose before them on several levels before ending in a wall of curved glass that looked out onto stars and the distant orb of bleached, bone-white Pluto.

      Each of the levels that spread around them, rising up to the glass, had their own attendant command chairs and desks. It looked to Dane for all the world like the offices of ministers and lieutenants in the queen’s regime. But at the heart, the highest dais was reserved alone for the grand throne of the queen Exin herself. It was large and looked as though it could comfortably fit two humans—even those wearing the eight-foot-tall Assisted Mechanized Plates—side by side. Two arms of the chair flared upwards and appeared encrusted with screens and buttons, toggles and crystals.

      “What am I supposed to be looking at, Your Highness?” Dane said as he stepped off the lift plate, rifle up.

      In response, the queen followed him, raising a hand as she did so and letting out a stream of Exin speech. In return, there was a flash of the lights from the command chair, first a bleeping orange, before they turned a dull green.

      “I have no authority here,” The queen said dispassionately, but, if the controls of the ship had been turned against her, then the queen merely ignored them. She walked nonchalantly up to the chair and raked her claws across its foot, opening up a panel were there appeared to be sets of crystal-laced sheets.

      “Luckily, one does not become a queen of her people without also knowing how to get things done on my own ship!” the queen snarled, quickly jabbing and moving several of the connectors before slamming the whole thing back into the holdings under the command seat. She made to turn around . . .

      “I’d rather you didn’t sit on it,” Dane said, moving forward quickly to level his Field Blade at her throat, causing the murderous alien queen to freeze.

      “I kind of have a thing about handing over powerful spaceships straight back to the person who ordered tens of thousands of my people’s deaths,” Dane said, and the queen snarled in response.

      “It will do you no good anyway! One way or another!”

      “Show us what happened to your ship!” Dane demanded. “It was Okruk, wasn’t it?”

      The queen’s mandibles flared, making a quivering, shivering motion. Dane realized that the queen of his enemy was laughing at him.

      “It was not Okruk, although I am sure that he was the one who ordered the coup.”

      “Sarge.” It was Farouk, once more being the technical genius. Dane turned to see that he was sitting at one of the nearby “ministerial thrones” and that there was even a smattering of dull orange lights across its control arms.

      “Now that she’s got some power running up in here, I think I can work out a way to get the flight logs accessed,” Farouk said.

      “By all means, Marine!” Dane said, before turning to point the Field Blade back at the queen. “Help him!” he demanded.

      The queen held herself still, and then acquiesced, spilling a stream of Exin words that were nearer to clicks and whistles than they were to a language. In response, the air before them flickered and hazed in front of the glass, and Dane realized that it was activating a holofield.

      The entire craft was deeply incapacitated, so that the image flickered and the lights crackled throughout the throne-command room. There was even a sudden shower of sparks from the ceiling further back—but eventually, between them, the marine and the queen managed to get the flight records working.

      The new holo, picked out in blues and greens, depicted images of alien worlds coming and going. They were ghostly snap-shot images, as if taken at random from points along their journey—until Dane realized that these had to be embarking and disembarking shots. They showed a flicker of the vastness of the empire, along with the musters of seed craft that met them and accompanied this ship whenever it came to planetary port.

      “You were on some kind of muster? A grand tour?” Dane inferred, looking towards the queen.

      “Politics,” she managed to say, and in such a tone that Dane took it to mean that she and her (previously loyal?) crew had been trying to shore up her power base.

      “Okruk was moving against me,” the queen confirmed. “Only I did not know how far he would dare go . . .”

      Dane immediately thought that this was a surprising moment of weakness from a species that appeared to pride themselves as apex predators.

      The holoimages changed to those of the security cameras of the mother ship itself. Seed craft were tumbling out of the many hangars, and many were then bursting into flames almost immediately. The shots were replaced by those inside the corridors, as Exin rose up against Exin, and there were scenes of bloodshed and revolution.

      “He had already sent his people to infiltrate my ship. My ship!” The queen said hotly, waving her hand as the image changed once more.

      It showed the mother ship, with the rising corona of purple starting to eclipse its outer shell.

      “You were jumping. Where to?” Dane asked. And in the midst of a shipwide mutiny? he thought.

      “It was them. The traitors,” the queen said. “Okruk had decided that he would take over my ship from afar and make an example out of me.” The queen’s voice went quiet. “Or perhaps not an example . . .”

      And what she said next shocked Dane even more, as the screens ahead flickered away from the revolution happening inside the corridors themselves, and then to a scene of rippling lights and dying plasma. It was a scene of the mother ship jumping out of warp. Arriving somewhere.

      “War Master Okruk had planned a revolution to overthrow me and steal my ship and crew’s loyalties from me—and finally, he was going to offer me as a sacrifice.”

      The screen ahead showed a deep red planet, and across its surface there stretched a spiderlike tracery of glowing white lines. As if the entire planet had been covered by a giant, geometrically-obsessed web. They were oddly latticelike much in the way that termite mounds and beehives were.

      It was some kind of a structure, built across the face of the planet.

      “This is one of your worlds? Your home world?” Dane asked warily.

      “Ours!?” The Exin queen scoffed. “Even we cannot hope to create something like that. No. This is the home world of the Passed On, of the Travelers. A race far, far older even than my own.”

      And then, in the ship’s holo recordings, from the place where the traceries and connections were the densest, lines of burning white fire erupted from the surface, spearing up towards the Exin mother ship.
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      What!? Dane blinked at the holoscreens as they flickered and scrolled with white noise, showing glimpses of corridors filling with steam and of Exin bodies being thrown this way and that—before the corona of purple fire once again started to crackle over the mother ship’s hull in the footage before them.

      “They fired on you, these Travelers,” Dane muttered, thinking to himself that at least that explained why this ship was in the state it was in. But Dane wasn’t just thinking about what had happened. But why.

      “They did,” the queen grumbled.

      “These Travelers, or Passed On, or whatever you call them, have no love for your people,” Dane said, his mind alighting on a possibility. It was a soldier’s thought. A tactician’s thought.

      “Love is such a mammalian concept,” the queen drawled, but Dane was already turning to Farouk and the others.

      “Can you patch in our suit comms with this beast?” Dane nodded around them at the mother ship. “A priority message to Central Marine Servers,” he was saying, as Farouk indicated he was working on it.

      “What are you thinking, Sarge?” Hendrix asked warily, throwing looks between the queen and his superior officer.

      Fight fire with fire, Dane was thinking. “We may not have the capabilities to defend against the Tol’rumaa,” he said out loud. “But another highly advanced civilization might have. Probably has.”

      “The enemy of my enemy is my friend?” Isaias caught on, and Dane could hear in his voice the same wolfish grin that he himself was wearing.

      “Maybe,” Dane agreed and turned back to the queen, who was sitting at his side. “I want every scrap of intel you have on these Travelers. Their home world. Who they are. What they have said. Why they seem to hate the Exin so much.”

      “Fools.” The queen was characteristically unimpressed. “Do you believe that the Passed On will even register your existence? To a species such as theirs, you will be nothing more than insects, a mere spark in the history of the galaxy.”

      “Even a small spark can start a mighty fire,” Dane muttered back. “I want that intel. Now.”

      He didn’t have to add any threat to his words, as Hendrix was already leveling his own pulse rifle. It was clear that Hendrix had far fewer qualms about pulling the trigger than Dane and any of the others had. With a snarl, the queen’s taloned hands (which appeared surprisingly dexterous, despite the pointed black claws of hardened bone at their ends) started to flicker over what still worked on her command chair, or throne.

      “The Passed On are an older species even than ours,” the queen muttered as she brought up holo-information and files, and Farouk added them to their local-group, AMP-suit network. On the inside of Dane’s faceplate, his HUD lit up with the newly acquired and translated information.

      “Their primary sector is much nearer to the galactic center than ours,” the queen informed them. “And hence, they evolved—if they ever were biological constructs at all—long before most other intelligent life in the galaxy did.”

      “Holy crap!” Isaias whistled low. Dane could only agree that the time spans that they were talking about had to be truly immense.

      “But our information on them is minimal indeed. We cannot even accurately tell if different moments of contact were all the Travelers or from different species entirely,” the queen said. “They appear to occur in a similar region of ancient space, and they appear to have stellar-engineering capabilities.”

      “What do you mean? They make stars?” Dane pressed her for answers, earning the Exin equivalent of an exaggerated sigh from his counterpart (really, a form of rasped clicking).

      “Stars that have unusual orbits, shapes, or qualities that cannot be explained by astrophysics,” the queen said, but did not go into it any further. “Entire instances of ships—or satellites or space habitats—that appear and disappear as if they have wormhole technology, but at a fraction of the cosmic disturbance that ours, or that of any known civilization, produces.”

      And then, what the queen said next was truly unsettling to Dane’s ears.

      “I have had a long-term research project devoted to the subject of the Passed On, so-called because it appears that they have traveled beyond normal evolutionary constraints.”

      “You don’t say,” Dane muttered.

      “. . . and my team believe that it is entirely plausible, if not indeed likely, that some of the effects that our scant few probes and drones have observed of the Traveler’s behavior indicate that their technology could harness not only the powers of subspace, but also that of time as well . . .”

      “Time.” Dane croaked. “I beg your pardon? Are you about to tell me that these Passed On or Traveling Whoevers can time-travel?”

      As it turned out, the queen was about to say no such thing or anything, as Farouk mumbled instead; calling their attention to something.

      “Uhr . . . Sarge? You should get eyes on this,” the provisional tech specialist was saying.

      “What is it?” Dane said.

      “I’m into the other ship’s comms array, but there’s something not right about this here . . .”

      “If you’ve done anything!” Hendrix took a step forward with his rifle at the queen.

      “Do you take me for a fool!?” she snarled back.

      “Easy, people!” Dane roared at them both.

      “No, sir, it’s not the, uh, the queen,” Farouk was saying hastily. “I’ve got another user on the comms mainframe array. This whole thing is a mess, but I can only assume that we’ve got another user online, and they’re not patching in from this room here.”

      Another user. Dane blinked in surprise. The other Exin. “It has to be the others. The ones from cryostasis.”

      “Trying to isolate their signal, sir,” Farouk said, his voice betraying his uncertainty.

      “It is a wonder your species ever crawled out of the swamps!” The queen’s voice twittered and shrieked. “Did you not think to lock access to the command suite alone!? To change the access permissions!? Give it here!” she said, starting to rise to another warning shout from Hendrix.

      The queen paused, and all eyes fell on Dane to see whether or not he would let the queen have further access to the ship that had once been hers (and had once rained fire down on my fellow marines, Dane had to admit).

      “Sarge, the other user has the comms! They’re transmitting a message!” Farouk said in consternation.

      “Let her at it,” Dane decided, and as soon as the words had left his mouth, the queen was moving across the dais to the lower desks that Farouk occupied. He quickly scrambled out of the way as the queen’s talons started flickering across the controls. She worked for a few breaths, snarling and hissing all the time, until she finally spat her findings as the room’s speakers blared in an alien tongue.

      “Shg’k-ul Tkh’a’larr! Shg’k-kekh Vha’rimaar! Nst’ul Sckh-khrekh!”

      The queen listened, and then with a snarl, kicked one of the seats across the control room in a fit of rage.

      “It is the traitors. They are sending a subspace call to Okruk!” She instantly started to roar in her own tongue into one of the overhead microphones. Dane’s stolen translation bug conveyed the words. The queen was saying that she would find them and make them pay for their crimes against the throne, promising a hundred thousand different punishments, all largely biological in effect.

      “Where are they!?” Dane demanded, nodding to Isaias, who was moving towards the doors. “And how can they even do that? Transmit a message all the way to the Exin home world from here!?” Which Dane thought was particularly unfair, since the marines had to use deep space transmitter arrays to get a message even to their nearest HQ in the same solar system!

      “We have an on-board ansible, you simpletons!” the queen snapped. “They’re in the secondary cargo hold, three floors down.”

      “Got it,” Farouk said, flinging the coordinates to Dane’s suit.

      
        
        >AMP 023 / Sensors and Scanners / . . .
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      A flashing orange danger vector appeared on the HUD of Dane’s faceplate, and he was already turning to the door. “Isaias with me—the rest of you have three priorities: stop that broadcast, get our own to Central Marine Servers, and don’t shoot the queen until I say so!”

      He heard an angered groan from Hendrix, who was particularly miffed about the last order, but Dane didn’t have time for backchat. If this ship had an ansible, then that meant that Okruk, however many thousands of millions of light years away, might already have their message, and with their individual ship jump capabilities, could already be mustering a response.

      In short: an Exin attack squadron could be here in minutes.
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      “Straight ahead, Sarge!” Isaias whispered over their shared suit-to-suit comms. The two marines ran through the mother ship, their heavy metal boots clanking on the alien floors and every pounding step taking them towards the flickering orange vector of danger.

      “I got something!” Dane said, an instant before his faceplate magnified the hazy patch of brilliance ahead. So far, their hunt had taken them out of the command room and down a central, arterial corridor that was lined on both sides with more of the overlarge Exin statues. Then, upon reaching an open gallery, they had followed the flickering danger ahead downstairs and stalled escalator-type machineries to this smaller warren of corridors.

      Which now opened out on one side, into large, vaulted spaces. Cargo holds, lit by faint bluish glow from . . .

      “Skrekh!” A garbled snarl, and a sudden fzzz of energy as a bolt of angry purple-and-red energy shot back towards them.

      “Frack!” Dane heard Isaias gasp out. He jumped to one side just in time, for the energy bolt to slam into the floor behind him with a dull boom and showering sparks.

      “Looks like they found some damn weapons,” Dane growled as he rolled on the floor, popping back up to a knee to take aim.

      There, on the edge of the cargo hold and the corridor, was some kind of digital control board with at least two shapes scattering away from it. Four-armed shapes that were bringing up their own shell-like pulse weapons in response.

      Dane fired, almost on instinct, hoping as much to distract them as to kill them. It worked on one of them, who jumped out of sight into the voluminous hold, but the second merely ducked to one side and continued firing.

      Fzzt!

      In almost slow motion, Dane saw one of the volleys of the enemy’s fire flash past him, and he automatically turned his head to look—

      “Ach!”

      One of the bolts had caught Isaias square in the upper chest of his Orbital AMP suit and sent him flying to hit the corridor floor and skid backwards.

      Just as hatchways back the way that they had come popped open, and two more Exin warriors started crawling out of them.

      “It’s a trap!” Dane gasped, turning to snap-fire at the remaining Exin in the corridor as he threw himself towards Isaias’ body.

      “Sarge!? Sarge—you’re breaking up. Repeat that!” Farouk’s voice was glitchy over their suit-to-suit local network. Even though they could only be three or four hundred feet away in direct line from the control room, Dane could tell that there had to be something about the alien metals used in the construction of this place that interfered with their suit comms.

      “I said CONTACT! We’ve got contact!” Dane shouted as he slid to Isaias’ side, grabbed the younger marine’s pulse rifle in his other hand and fired both weapons at the Exin in front of him. Isais appeared to be groaning and only semiconscious, so the weapon was no good to him right now, but it was a lot of good to Dane. The Exin could not dodge both sets of volleys and was blown backwards into the hold.

      The Exin behind them in the corridor were snarling as they skittered to their feet.

      “Get up, Private Isaias, for the love of all that is holy!” Dane fired behind them as he nudged Isaias as forcefully as he dared.

      “Urgh!” With a spluttering sound, Isaias was coughing and pushing himself to his side. “What . . . oh!”

      “Here! At least another contact ahead!” Dane was shouting as he threw the recovering marine his rifle and fired again at the would-be ambushing Exin behind them. Both marines scrambled for the main cargo bay. At least there might be cover back there, Dane was thinking.

      And hopefully not a squad of four-armed killing machines, either.
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      “Cover!” Dane commanded as they skidded into the cargo, and Isaias—as winded as he was, moved immediately to the nearest of the metal pillars that sprouted across the sloping-roofed room.

      It was a hall, really, open to the corridor along one end and extending out towards multiple sets of half-circle metal doors in the gloomy distance. Interspersed across its length were metal pillars and collections of stacked octagonal crates.

      And at least one angry Exin.

      Fzzt!

      A blast of purple-and-crimson light burst against the side of the pillar that Dane was crouching beside. Private Isaias was a few yards away from him, and there were still more Exin coming down the corridor.

      Knowing he had very little time indeed, Dane called up the tactics program in his HUD and shot over the command to Private Isaias.

      
        
        >Command Interface / Williams, Dane (SGT) . . .

        >>Operations Choice: Pincer . . .

      

      

      “Got it!” He heard Isaias nod that he understood the classic attack move, as two green attack vectors materialized on their faceplate HUDs. Dane’s remained stationary while Isaias’ performed a curving arc towards the enemy.

      Dane waited for a break in the firing, then—

      “Go! Go! Go!” He popped out from his crouch and fired a volley in the Exin’s direction, before adjusting his aim to fire a few warning shots back towards the corridor—and the other converging Exin. Then he turned back again to keep the original target under fire.

      In the meantime, Isaias had jumped outwards into a roll across the floor to the next pillar, then sprang up to leap towards the next stack of crates.

      “Skreckh!” The Exin ahead had spotted the movement, but if it wanted to respond, it would have to turn its back to Dane, who fired another volley to keep it in place.

      “Home!” Isaias called as he slid into position, just as the other Exin arrived at the mouth of the cargo hold.

      Frack! Dane had a moment to skid to the other side of the pillar before a thunder of bolts slammed into it and the floors around him.

      “I got this!” Isaias called, firing on “his” Exin, as Dane realized that the ones attacking him hadn’t stopped. They weren’t marines, and they didn’t think like humans, who might have waited at the corner of the hold and used their cover to isolate him, their enemy.

      No, instead, the three Exin four-armed warriors, with flaring mandible parts and bone and metalized scales were already leaping forward across the space to rush him.

      Damn it!

      Dane heard the blister of shots from Isaias as he scrabbled to his feet, firing one blast from his pulse rifle at almost point-blank range at the first Exin (blowing it backwards). Then a black-taloned claw caught him on the side of the helmet, and he was suddenly flying to the floor.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Faceplate 70% . . .

      

      

      “Argk . . .” Dane could hear the snarls and shouts of fighting from somewhere nearby—but right now he was shoving himself over—realizing that his hands were not holding his rifle . . .

      “SKRARGH!”

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Breastplate 80% . . .

      

      

      Dane caught a flicker of shadow as something very large landed on his chest. The something large was one of the Exin, who was even now raising its shell gun to hammer it down on Dane’s faceplate.

      No! The marine jerked to one side instinctively, but the resounding blow still sent shock waves through his neck and shoulders as he rebounded off the ground.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Faceplate 50% . . .

      

      

      “Get off!” Dane jackknifed—or tried to, anyway—and the worst that he did was manage to dislodge the hold that the Exin had on him with two of its arms. It was enough for him to squirm and strike out to shove the Exin back just a little.

      “Sarge! Magnetize!” he heard Isaias shouting, but Dane had no time to do anything other than fight for his life. He snatched his Field Blade from his back and swept it in front of him as a terrible grinding sound filled the cargo room.

      Schtick! His blow connected with one of the Exin’s raised arms, spilling ichor and a savage, chittering scream as it did so—but the creature responded with a fierce blow inside of Dane’s backswing—

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Faceplate 30% . . .

      

      

      There was a sudden crack and a spiderweb of hairline fractures spread through one of the layers of his faceplate’s crystal glass. It still held, thankfully—but for how much longer?

      “Sarge!” Isaias was shouting in alarm, as Dane swiped out at his enemy again, and traded a blow with another of the Exin warriors on his right. There were too many of them. There had to be at least three surrounding him, there were—

      None.

      Huh?

      
        
        >Environmental Warning! Atmospheric pressure dropping rapidly! Warning!  . . .

      

      

      Flaring orange lights flickered across Dane’s faceplate in the moments before he felt the suction pull at him. The three Exin warrior-caste that had been about to disembowel him were being dragged backwards to one end of the cargo hall . . . Towards the semi-circular doors, which were starting to rise open, revealing the stellar glint of the void.

      And Dane found that he was being dragged towards that fate too. The reason the Exin had been sucked into the increasing vacuum first was because they had been standing up—and Dane was heavier inside of his Assisted Mechanized Plate suit. But physics were unstoppable, and one set of pillars swept past him as his boots left the metal floor.

      “Magnetize boots! Maximum magnetize!” Dane yelled in alarm as the cargo doors swept towards him inexorably. Suddenly, he was slamming into the ground, the reverberations causing his knees and hips to scream in pain despite all of the padding and support bracing that he wore.

      “Sss—” The sound was thin and a fraction of what it should have been in a normal atmosphere, but the enraged shriek of one of his enemy reached his suit microphones a second before he felt the grab of hardened claws on his shoulders and arms.

      “Ooof!” Dane was dragged forwards a few feet, as one of the Exin held onto him, hanging and flailing vertically from his arm as it threatened to pull him, too, out into the void.

      Isaias found a way to open the cargo doors! A small, rather slow part of Dane’s mind caught up with him.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Shoulder-plate 60% . . .

      

      

      Claws were crunching and piercing their way into his shoulder. Even through the AMP suit, he could feel the pressure and the grind of metal on his own flesh.

      “I told you—” Dane shouted, swinging his Field Blade, “to get off me!”

      “Skra—!”

      His blow cleaved the Exin’s arm at the elbow joint, and it was suddenly somersaulting backwards through the void, along with its fellows. Dane was rocking forward, grabbing onto anything to stop himself from losing his footing in the effort of his blow.

      “Gotcha!” It was Isaias’ hand, clamping onto his as the private was himself holding onto the last pillar before the cargo bay doors and dragging Dane backwards.

      Wham! Williams and Isaias hit the floor, and the younger Orbital Marine was hammering on the door controls he had found, for the green-black metal to start grinding downwards again.

      “Quick thinking, Private,” Dane congratulated him in between gasps. The nearness of space, even in all of its starry glory, was still an existentially sobering thought. Even inside his Assisted Mechanized Plate, a suit especially designed to withstand extreme environments, alien habitats, and zero-G, there was an intrinsic, animal part of Dane that realized that he was nothing but a small mammal inside a tin can, at the whim of cosmic forces.

      “Uh . . . Sarge?” he heard Isaias say worriedly, as Dane blinked himself out of his more morbid thoughts.

      “Yes? Are there more?” he said, making sure that his suit’s boots were set to their maximum magnetization as he cast a look back into the rest of the cargo hold and the corridor beyond it. The soldier in him fully expected to see more snarling, taloned, and scaled bodies arriving.

      But there were none, and that was not what Isaias had been trying to draw his attention to at all.

      “No, sir, well—not in here, if you get my drift,” Isaias was saying in a very worried tone, gesturing towards the gap between door and floor where it was finally meeting the floor.

      There was the inky dark of space, dusted with the hazy brilliance of distant stars. It was darker out here on the edge of the solar system than it was deeper inside, near the interior. Pluto was, after all, one of the last planetoids aside Eris and Ketu, and there were no super-bright Jupiters or Venuses or Neptunes or even Sol itself to attract their vision.

      Then just what the doohickory frack is THAT!? Dane thought, as a very bright star started to move across the radically closing gap. He only saw it for a moment, but he was certain that it was getting bigger. If he absolutely had to call it, he would probably have insisted that it had a slight purplish hue to its corona.

      Just like the light of subspace atomics being torn apart whenever a ship uses a jump gate . . .

      “Only the Exin mother ships don’t use the stationary jump gates, do they?” Dane realized. No. They had their own jump engines, just like this very Exin mother ship that he was standing inside did. Or had, anyway, before the Travelers turned it into Swiss cheese.

      So outside, there was another ship with warp capabilities, just arriving out of its own wormhole.

      And it had to be an Exin mother ship, as that was the only type that Dane knew about which was even remotely capable of generating its own jump travel.

      “Well . . .” Dane murmured to himself or Isaias beside him, he wasn’t sure which, “It looks like the emergency message got through to War Master Okruk, doesn’t it?”
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      “Farouk! What’s the sit-rep on the Marine Servers!?” Dane was shouting over the suit-to-suit comms even as he and Isaias ran back towards the command-and-control room.

      “Sir!? Sir—I think we’ve got a problem.” Farouk’s voice came back in a crackle of static, phasing in and out as whatever strange metal alloys and components used in this Exin craft disrupted their communications.

      “I know! A nice big Exin mother ship. Possibly an entire battle group, responding to the damn SOS sent just a moment ago!” Dane snarled. “I need you all out of there and moving, yesterday. We can make it to the marine starfighters.”

      “You humans have as much brains as a Ryleth’ian frole!” the Exin queen’s voice suddenly sounded over the entire ship’s external speaker system.

      “Who asked her?” Isaias growled, and for once, Dane was inclined to agree. He was fast getting tired of her unceasing insults to their ability and prowess—especially since they had so far managed to fight off at least two waves of Exin warrior caste, in far greater numbers, and were currently the Exin queen’s only chance at surviving the next hour! Dane was about to ask Farouk to remind their guest of this fact in any way that he saw fit, when the queen’s voice spoke once again over the mother ship’s speakers. Unfortunately, what she said next made quite a lot of sense.

      “That is the signal of a mother ship. A Surek-class mother ship, one of the modern varieties, but still not as advanced as this one, the Royal Mother Ship!” The queen chittered and shrieked, and Dane’s translation bug conveyed over the marine suit-to-suit channels.

      “Were my ship not damaged, we would have a good chance at defeating it!” she continued.

      “Does someone want to point out the obvious to Her Majesty?” Dane heard Hendrix growl from his end of the suit comms.

      “Your mere fighter craft are no match for it—not in terms of speed or firepower. Each Surek can be equipped with up to thirty Exin fighter craft of its own! Were you to flee, they would only hunt you down,” the queen stated.

      “And what would you have us do!?” Dane heard Farouk shout and imagined the tense scene playing out in the halls above them somewhere.

      “She wants us to fight,” Dane answered for her (a fact he hated, it had to be said). It was even worse that the queen was right.

      “She’s telling us that we have a better chance of fighting off this other mother ship from the controls of this one,” Dane interpreted. “But Her Majesty is forgetting that this thing is a ruin and a wreck! It hasn’t even got operational engines!”

      “Have any of you even attempted to look at them? To try?” The queen asked them all imperiously.

      “Sarge?” It was Farouk. “We haven’t got a lot of time. Scans show that the enemy vessel is making a beeline for us . . .”

      “The Travelers took out our main jump engine mainframe. We still have positional and auxiliary movement thrusters . . .” the queen was stating, as Dane swore.

      “Farouk, Marine Central?” he asked quickly.

      “Message sent using the mother ship’s transmitter array. Good and strong. They should already have received it. I used all the up-to-date security codes I know, but it’s still going to be laced with Exin code. The Marine Corps might think that this is a trap.”

      “It was a trap,” Dane muttered to himself, thinking of the warrior caste that had been waiting for them. “But Lashmeier signed off on this mission himself,” the sergeant pointed out. “He’ll have already registered the loss of the Pluto Deep Space Array and probably has drones of marine starfighters on their way as we speak. He’ll receive the message. He’ll figure out that it’s from us.” Dane hoped.

      “How long until they get here?” the sergeant called as his feet carried him on the final leg towards the command-and-control room. “And can you, Your Majesty, teach us how to fight in this thing before they use us as target practice?” he demanded of the queen.

      Her answer came back a fraction of a second later, as the doors to the control room swung open, and he saw the queen standing in front of her command chair throne. And, although her face was entirely alien to him, Dane was certain that the way that her mandibles twitched suggested that she was grinning.

      “This is my ship, Sergeant. And I can teach anything.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Sweet stars! Which ones are the lower left quadrant thrusters again!?” Hendrix was shouting as he wrestled with the strange gears and roundel controls of the Exin mother ship.

      “Sek’yrajh!” the Exin queen snapped at him, which Dane’s bug translated as, “By your left foot, human! Must you have all the intelligence of an [ERROR: UNDEFINED] slub worm?!”

      Hendrix shot the queen a dark look, but there was no time to assess the man’s intelligence compared to whatever creature the queen knew so well, as the first lancing bolts of pulse fire struck their ship.

      “WARNING!” The control room speakers shouted in Exin tongue, but once again immediately translated. “Damage to Section 14 Hull! Dispatching Repair Drones.”

      “Sarge . . .” Farouk, at what they understood to be the comms board, said with urgency. It was clear to see just what Private Farouk was concerned about, as he flicked a hand to the holoscreens ahead, which showed the hardware coming for them.

      At first the lights were distant, but at Farouk’s arm gesture, they magnified in a heartbeat, revealing the shape of another three-part Exin mother ship screaming towards them, surrounded by the haze of brilliant, neon gasses.

      “Frack,” Dane muttered, mostly to himself, but everyone in the room shared his estimation (apart from perhaps the Exin queen, but no one could really tell for sure).

      The ship outside had the same three long, tubular external thruster drives connected to the main body of the pendulous Exin craft that theirs did. But that was where the comparison ended, because it was like comparing two wolfhounds—one which was old and hadn’t hunted anything in years—and the other which was at the fighting prime of its life.

      The opposing ship before them was sleeker and somehow meaner than their own, Dane saw immediately. Where the hull of their captured ship was riven with the burns and punctures of the Travelers’ attack, this one ahead was pristine and ready for violence. It also appeared to be made of a darker, closer-fitting skin of blue-black metal, which Dane at once imagined must be an upgraded version of whatever their own ship was hulled with.

      She spun as she swept forward, moving in a steady corkscrew motion that made Dane feel slightly sick even just gazing upon it. He could make out arrays of glittering points of the forward nubs of the thrusters, which he took to be scanners and weapons pods. Are there that many on this ship? he wondered distractedly, before calling.

      “Bring us around, Hendrix! Let’s not try to give them such a huge target!”

      “Easier said than done, Sarge, when half of your boat has been shot to pieces,” Dane heard his marine mutter—which would have been cause for another citation, Dane had a heartbeat to think, if, you know—they might survive anything longer than the next ten minutes.

      As Dane watched, there were flares of lights along the enemy vessel’s spinning length. Spilling out from her body came a string of swirling lights.

      What is that? he thought—before the lights suddenly flared a little brighter and shot forwards.

      “We got corkscrews!” Dane shouted, referring to what in human hardware would be called corkscrew missiles—deployed spinning rockets flung out from the weapons ports of a vessel, before spinning forward on some kind of heat-seeking or preplanned trajectory . . .

      “Ten seconds until impact!” Farouk called. “What defenses!?”

      “Skragh!” the Exin queen snorted where she sat behind and above Dane and all the rest of them in the command throne. It appeared to be just a gesture of annoyance, as there was no accompanying beep of translation. The queen’s hands buzzed over her own armrest controls, however. A series of glowing Exin glyphs scrolled down the screen as their ship started to creakingly, achingly, turn.

      “There!” Isaias was saying from his own seat beside Dane, pointing at one of the smaller in-set holo screens of the Exin craft, which showed a variety of modules activating and opening at the Queen of the Exin’s apparent command, for flares of silvered streamers to hurl themselves into the void.

      “What is that!?” Dane frowned, and then the answer was obvious. “Chaff! We have chaff!” he said, referring to the mechanism that spread materials (which in human tech he knew to be aluminium foil or wire) which would confuse targeting scanners.

      But the Exin technology, a few hundred years more developed than even the cutting edge of human military intelligence, worked a little differently. Dane saw the glittering cloud of sparkling metal—stuff—flow around the slow-moving Exin mother ship. Then, at another single-word command of the queen, it suddenly crackled with the barest blue glow of electricity or magnetic ionization.

      Ahead of them, the alarm-orange vectors of the incoming corkscrews were speeding closer and closer—but then, their cloud of chaff convulsed like a murmuration of bird cloud. The different rivulets and streams of chaff swept forwards towards the incoming missiles, as if guided by some intelligent force.

      Dane cast a look back at the Exin queen, but found her to be sitting stoic and with her mandibles flaring as they tasted the air, in a pose of what Dane guessed to be calm authority as the alien chaff cloud coalesced towards the missiles, and . . .

      WHAM! None of them could, of course, hear the sounds of the explosions that happened outside in the void, but they could see their brilliant flashes as first two, then three, four, six, eight of the corkscrew missiles were neutralized before they could hammer home into their already damaged hull.

      “Booyah!” Hendrix called out in victory (Regardless of his previous cynicism and disregard for everything that the Exin queen might do—his ire did not overcome his will to survive. Dane could grimly agree).

      “She’s still coming strong,” Farouk was saying, indicating that the opposing mother ship had not ceased their charge one bit.

      “No hail? No demands?” Dane muttered as he seized the two control sticks to the sides of his seat and tried to remember what the queen had said about how to use them.

      “It is not our way to announce our victories . . .” the queen sneered behind him. Dane thought that might explain why the Exin hadn’t made any sort of demands or ultimatums when they had first arrived in human history—merely appearing in Earth’s skies to rain down fire and ruin upon human cities.

      “Then neither shall we,” Dane growled, checking the small holo triangle that flickered in front of him. It flashed, and he hoped that meant that he was in range, as he pulled the triggers . . .

      Whab! Whab! Whab!

      Dane was certain that he could feel the recoil from whatever alien weapons that he was using murmur up through his feet, as somewhere along their thrusters a series of weapons ports opened and fired bolt after bolt of burning, unstable gases and super-heated particles.

      It was like firing a barrage, Dane realized, as the balls of burning pulse fire surged ahead of them towards their enemy, moving incredibly fast, but still seeming slow as they crossed the miles between their two crafts.

      Their spinning alternate fired its own sprays of chaff, and Dane saw the crackle of blue ionization—and then the momentary white ripples of light as Dane’s fire exploded in the defenses.

      Damn, damn, damn . . .

      But then at least two of the shots got through and struck the vessel. Dane saw the flashes of brilliant light like miniature stars and the convulsion of a shock-wave ripple that faded almost as soon as it had appeared. But he was gifted with the sight of the enemy’s craft wobbling and lurching in its spin and trailing a glitter of hull fragments.

      “Yes, Sarge!” Isaias congratulated him, as their craft did its best to move as fast as it could into an attacking sweep.

      “Not so fast there, Marine,” Dane grumbled. He knew that his strike was a ridiculously small amount of damage against such a large vessel. If that was the best that they could do, then Dane figured that they would be here for the better part of a week slugging shrapnel out of the threatening mother ship before they even approached any serious levels of harm.

      “Isaias . . .” Dane urged, and the marine beside him squeezed his own firing triggers (shaped, absurdly to human eyes, like the squeeze handles for staple guns) for a myriad array of thin fingers of burning light to lance towards the enemy craft.

      “T’chok!” the Exin queen growled, and Dane’s translator conveyed it as an insult, once again, at mammalian stupidity.

      “You have to use the sword lasers against the weakened structures!” The queen demanded of them. “They are too weak to do anything to their hull!”

      As annoying as she was, Dane could see that the queen was right. The thin pinpricks of light did little, if anything, to the oncoming nose of the Exin craft apart from fracture into glittering shards of lighted sparks.

      “Ignore her,” Dane growled in defense of his marine. “Pepper her good, Private Isaias. I don’t want to give them a chance to not be hearing warning alarms.”

      He was saying this just as there was a flash from the more advanced mother ship, as, from somewhere under the nose of the craft came a strong flare of light.

      “Sarge—I got a large energy output!” Farouk managed to gasp in a breathy voice, a moment before that flaring, growing light jumped forward into a solid beam.

      “Watch out!” Dane shouted an instant before it struck the lower right rear of one of their own three thruster pods.

      “WARNING! Thruster two compromised!” the Exin’s battle computer barked at them, as a giant tremor ran through their entire vessel. Dane felt even his seat rock a little as the pillar of light held for a moment and then suddenly vanished, leaving afterimages of burning blue and pink in the marine’s eyes.

      “WARNING! WARNING!”

      And now their entire craft was lurching to one side, rolling inwards and away from the turn that Hendrix had been desperately trying to bring them around into.

      “What the crap was that!?” Hendrix was shouting. “And why, oh, why haven’t we used it yet!?”

      There were warning alarms and bells going off all over their holo screens. Although Dane couldn’t determine precisely what was going on, he could assume that they were talking about their sudden loss of mobility and their impending damage to hull integrity . . .

      “Skrekh’la-ijg kah!” their captured queen was snapping at them.

      “We do not have the pillar beam on this vessel! It was always a stationary orbital defense weapon, and it seems that Okruk has found a way to mount it upon the new mother ships!”

      “Wonderful. Just wonderful,” Farouk was groaning as his hands moved across the alien controls. He called out as he did so that he was diverting power to positional thrusters and to the automatic repair services.

      Their ship was lurching and listing, and from the image in front of them, Dane was aware that they were half showing their unprotected hull to the oncoming craft.

      And it wasn’t firing at them.

      “Submission?” Dane wondered rapidly as he grabbed his own firing triggers and fired another round at them. This time, his bolts struck without the chaff defenses, and he was rewarded by more flashes of brilliant white light, and saw the enemy craft even shudder as it started to be pushed off course.

      No, not submission! Dane realized that their enemy hadn’t even done anything to protect itself. They hadn’t done anything, in fact.

      “Wait!” A thought suddenly occurred to him. “You said that pillar laser thing was an orbital weapon!?” he demanded of the queen. “How many times can they fire something with that much energy output!?”

      The queen’s mandible parts flared. “I doubt that they can fire it more than once a cubit without recharging their ship’s batteries!” She gloated, and although Dane had no idea what a cubit stood for in complementary human time-speak, he guessed that it was enough to press an advantage.

      “They’re lame ducks! Fire everything we have!” Dane shouted.

      He seized his trigger pins, as did Isaias, and as did Farouk, abandoning the navigation and technical board for a chance to seize two firing sticks similar to their own.

      The three marines hammered the opposing mother ship with everything they had, from the light storm of the thinner sword lasers to the bolts of the heavier pulse cannons. Unfortunately, the fact that their foe had overpowered itself did not mean that it was defenseless.

      As they fired, Exin security and tactical alerts went off up and down the holofields and control boards. The other vessel fired chaff, and its hull seemed to shiver and quake. At first, Dane thought that it was the effect of their bombardment, until he saw the flicker of bluish light race up and down the vehicle.

      “Es-kri-iah’aryh,” the queen explained, translating that they were ionizing their own hull, creating what was, in effect, a disruption field that would have some success in countering the pulse blasts.

      “I’m picking up a rise in their readings!” Farouk called, indicating a holo of a green bar rapidly filling before them. “They’ve almost cycled up their engines again!”

      “Hendrix!” Dane called, as he continued to fire. “Get us moving!” More of his pulse blasts hit the enemy ship, but now the shots seemed to scatter and disperse more than they did explode—it had to be their ionized hull, Dane realized.

      Their injured mother ship lurched to the side and started to limp in one direction, Hendrix veering them on broken and stuttering thrusters up and to the right . . .

      But they weren’t moving fast enough. Their engines were firing badly at best, and, with a curse, Hendrix reported that at least three of the seven overall thrusters were malfunctioning.

      “And one of our thrusters is so shot through with holes that I’m scared that if I bring us into full burn, our own thrusters will rip us in half!” Hendrix said as he wrestled with the flight levers.

      “We’ve got our suits,” Dane said immediately, thinking that even if their ship was seriously compromised, their Assisted Mechanized Plate should keep them alive for a short period in zero-G or atmosphereless conditions.

      But what about the queen, though? he suddenly realized with a snarl. She had no such encounter suit on. She was wearing something similar to the scale exoskeleton suits that other Exin wore, but it was only partial and had no helmet or breathing apparatus. And what was worse—although Dane was sure that this ship would probably have the available Exin full suits for the queen to wear, he didn’t want to put her in one, with access to all the armaments and measures that it might have.

      “Your Majesty.” Dane’s teeth caught on the words. He had difficulty thinking of their hostage as anything other than a totalitarian, tyrant murderer—but she will be a valuable source of information, if I can keep her alive, he thought. “We need to get you to one of the marine starfighters. Now.”

      The queen gasped with a fling of alien invectives. “Flee in the middle of battle!? Are you a coward, and you expect me to be the same!?” she ended on.

      “Coward!?” Hendrix roared back. “After you attacked Earth with no warning—no declaration!? How dare you . . .” The marine started to turn from his seat, his temper finally snapping.

      “Marines!” It was Farouk, on the technical board—his voice rising in alarm in the seconds before the pillar beams of the enemy mother ship reached their maximum and fired . . .

      WHAM! Dane turned back to look at the screens in the moment that they struck. He saw dizzying, dazzling brightness, and then he was thrown from his flight chair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          

      

    

    







            The Cavalry

          

        

      

    

    
      “WARNING! WARNING! Critical Systems Overload . . .”

      Dane’s eyes snapped open, and everything was in chaos. The ship’s internal computer was shouting at them in staccato, inhuman tongue, and the holo screens ahead of them were flickering and momentarily alive with the flashes of alerts.

      Where are they? Dane looked, first to see his crew scrabbling to lift themselves against broken-open control boards and flight chairs. They had been struck full force by the enemy’s orbital weapon.

      “Report!” Dane cried out, already moving to grab the groaning Isaias a few feet away from him. His suit that had once been so freshly sealed and galvanized was now scarred and decorated with new puncture marks. Sparks dripped from where the internal wall compartments had been ruptured.

      “Hull integrity breached!” his translation bug bleeped, along with a handful of other alarms that sounded technical and disastrous.

      “Farouk reporting, banged up but good, sir,” the first of his marines answered him.

      “Hendrix? Hendrix!” Dane was shouting, to see the shape of the man’s shoulder-plate halfway hidden by a collapsed flight chair. Dane checked his officer’s command controls on his suit.

      
        
        >Gold Squad / Hendrix, J (PFC) / Status . . .

        >>Compromised. Biological readings stable . . .

      

      

      “Good,” Dane breathed, already moving to grab the metal chair twisting over half his body and seizing it with the metal gauntlets of his own AMP suit. He started to lift, and felt the pistons and servos in his arms, shoulders, and back, heave and take the force.

      “Argh!” Dane grunted at the effort, as even his own arms and human flesh protested at the strain.

      Cree-ack! But then the broken metal started to bend and twist, revealing the stilled body of Hendrix slumped underneath.

      “Command override. Initiate Hendrix AMP-suit survival procedures!” Dane hissed. His own AMP suit pinged the other with the overrides that would start the process of analysis, diagnosis, and injecting the human it contained with the relevant painkillers or stimulants, as required.

      “Farouk—if you’ve got power, I want eyes on the enemy!” Dane was shouting as he reached to haul Hendrix backwards out of the way. He saw the man’s eyes flutter, and Hendrix gasped as the concoction of medicines rushed through his system.

      “Sarge! What hit me . . . ?” He was groaning and blinking weakly.

      “I think the entire control room hit you, Marine,” Dane murmured, checking the man’s vital signs. “You’re going to be all right. One hell of a headache, maybe.”

      “I’ve had worse,” Private Hendrix grumbled, dragging himself to his knees to pant for a moment.

      “Farouk?” Dane was asking, looking up to see that all the holoscreens were filled with static as the other marine worked—difficult, because the entire control room was now canted to thirty degrees of its origin.

      They must have taken out the stabilizers, Dane realized.

      “I’ve still got scanners. Enemy vessel is in battery cycling again, but as for us . . .” Farouk sounded spooked, “Well, we’ve got a whole lot less spaceship and a whole lot more space.”

      “Weapons?” Dane asked, as he ordered Isaias to see to the queen, who was growling awkwardly to her feet. She had already been near-mortally injured before the strike, and now, even more of her natural scales were fractured and dripping with dark ichor. Without the safety of any sort of encounter suit, it was amazing that she was alive at all—and Dane had a moment to fear just how tough these Exin were.

      “Nothing, sir,” Farouk confirmed his fears. “Not even the sword lasers and no thrusters. We’re dead in space.”

      “Dammit!” Dane snarled. “Fall back to the starfighters!” he ordered.

      “But sir—your ship, the Gladius!” Farouk was saying, and Dane remembered that his own ship, the unofficial flagship of the Orbital Marines, was still crippled.

      But sentiment was not an emotion that was favored in any marine training.

      “Leave her!” Dane said immediately. “There’s room enough on the others. Keep the queen covered. Fall out. Go! Go!” He was turning to help Hendrix to his feet, when Farouk’s shocked voice paused him.

      “Sarge . . . Outside!”

      Dane was about to shout that they had no more time for whatever fresh hell the enemy was doing—but when he turned around, he saw that one upper section of the holoscreen was blinking and alive.

      “Incoming Transmission . . .” the Exin computers blared, at the same time that each and every one of their AMP suits was also awakened by the message.

      “Marine Command to Gold Squad! This is Captain Otepi, and we have Strike Group 1 through 3 engaging with the enemy. Hang in there, marines—we’ll get the job done.”

      Dane felt the relief course through his body as strong as the stimulants and medications that his suit could provide.

      Their message to Central Marine Servers had been received. The cavalry had arrived.
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        * * *

      

      A spray of moving stars fanned out across the silence of space, three groups of five moving in a wide arc, forming a net between them as they closed in with their prey.

      The Exin enemy mother ship listed to one side and rode forward on the ghost of its previous thruster flare alone. Its engines were momentarily stilled. It did not glow with rocketry or pulse fire as they cycled steadily back towards fullness and back towards the release of their deadly orbital pillar beam.

      And there, a few miles in front of it, was a similar vessel—or once similar, as it now had only two of the three outboard thrusters, and its entire rear half was a slowly expanding cloud of shrapnel and ruin. The last strike of the enemy vessel had struck it at its most weakened spot, causing it to lose a hundred feet of its rear carriage in a mess of jagged metals, pipes, trusses, and supports—and it was still disgorging internal elements into the space around, flaring as pressurized engine parts and stranger alien technologies gave themselves up to the void.

      The once-royal vessel was a dead hulk in the vacuum. No hope that it could be saved from its demise . . .

      And yet, the fifteen triangular fighters of the Orbital Marine Strike Groups tried. They were smaller and sleeker than the larger marine starfighters like the Gladius and its brethren. These vessels were half the size and shaped like darts, with geometric-shaped panels in dark matte blacks and midnight blue as they shot forward on brilliant pulse engines.

      And they fired.

      Tiny pinpricks of light detached from hidden weapons ports, as each of the fifteen vessels fired their most impressive weapons first—the Nova missiles of the Orbital Marine Corps. The missiles flung themselves forward even faster than the ships could move and hammered home across the thrusters and hull of the alien vessel.

      Their strike could not have been timed any better than this. If it was luck, then it was miraculous, and if it was skill, then it was prodigious. The enemy Exin vessel was a sitting target for their loving destruction, and the sudden flashes of brilliant light rippled across its hull like rainfall causing ripples in moonlit water.

      “Break formation! Reserve weapons! Focus on engine readouts!” Captain Otepi’s voice also rippled through space on the marine narrow-band frequencies, and the widening net of the small strike group fighters moved off their flight paths on crazed, individual whirls and sweeps. Each one fired volleys of brilliant white beams from their nose cones, targeting the areas of the Exin mother craft that emitted the rising energy readouts.

      It looks like Christmas, Dane would later think when he replayed the image. Not only because of the flicker of sparkling lights that exploded in the five separate places along the Exin hull (what they would later find out was a daisy-chained and networked set of reactor systems designed to work both independently and jointly).

      But Dane also felt this way because of the relief that he remembered feeling at the time. This was the fifth or sixth direct engagement between the Orbital Marine space fleets and that of their oppressors, but this would be the first time that humanity did not merely strike, distract, and flee. This would be the first time that they had not fielded every available ship, whether military or civilian, in a desperate attempt to fend off their foe.

      In short, it was the Pluto Strike that could be called the point when the Marine Corps could first act as a credible military power against the might of the Exin. They did not throw everything they had in some foolish, manic ploy at the enemy. Their commanders, captains, generals, and strategists could finally start to see their battle like a chess board—and they (quite literally) had the Queen.

      The decoration of destruction was painted across the advancing mother ship, and she continued to turn and roll as her stabilizers went in brilliant plumes of plasma like solar flares.

      “Massive readings on target three!” was the signal of the end from one of the Orbital Marine Strike Group, as a tremor shuddered its way through the vessel, and one of the networked reactors went critical. There was a brilliant flash, but the subsequent explosion that grew from its lower hull was slow, rising as a bubble of light that enveloped a full third of the vessel before dissipating.

      This conflagration spread to the next networked alien reactor, and the next—as one after another lit up in a blister of light along one entire side. All five reactors blew, and when their light faded, they revealed a broken-open war ship, now as useless and crumpled as a used tin can. She spilled fragments, shrapnel, alien technologies, and alien bodies.

      “Sol secured,” came the grim announcement from the Orbital Marine Strike Group leader, Captain Otepi.
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      “You want to what?”

      The small and compact form of First Admiral Yankis seemed to bristle with rage, although it was hard for Dane to understand what he was angry about. Was it the fact that a lowly ranking officer like the sergeant had had an original and brilliant idea that could crack open the entire Human-Exin conflict? Or was it the fact that there was a nearly eight-foot-tall Exin standing in the marine command room?

      Their group stood in the large outboard Marine Training Platform that was in stationary position outside of the Deployment Gate One. Even though there had been maximum security and confidentiality surrounding her arrival, with ports and bulkheads and entire decks cleared before she was brought in—word had somehow managed to spread among the marines, and Dane knew that her mere existence was causing intense divisions throughout the Marine Corps.

      Just like it had with Hendrix, Dane opined for a moment.

      The command room was broad and shaped like a wedge, with several levels at which worked the senior-ranking staffers, comms officers, and commanders of the Orbital Marines. An uneasy silence filled the room (despite the fact that they continued their work at their control boards) and Dane could tell that it was a silence that was pregnant with listening. Dane’s eyes flickered to the large, vaulted screen windows that curved along one entire wall, displaying the wheel of the Deployment Gate, and the flights of constant marine patrol fighters, racing across and between the slower-moving transport carriers.

      So much has changed in so little time, Dane thought. If anyone had told him five or six years ago that he would be standing up here in space, looking close up and personal at the Red Giant and at a stolen alien station capable of creating custom-built wormholes—then he probably would have called them crazy.

      But here I am, he thought. Humanity had risen to the challenge admirably and well, the necessity of war and the recovered Exin tech creating an explosion of military and scientific advancements.

      But it still wasn’t enough, Dane knew. The Exin were still far in advance—a hundred years or more, by their top analysts’ reckoning—of humanity’s technological achievements.

      Which is why we need the Travelers on our side! Dane glowered at the distant stars beyond their military hardware and human footprint and wondered what secrets and riddles the cosmos could still so easily hold.

      “Sergeant, the first admiral asked you a question.” There was an annoyed grunt from Staff Sergeant Lashmeier, a pepper-and-salt man who was as genial as a concrete wall and who stood beside First Admiral Yankis, with Captain Otepi of the War Walkers at his side.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” Dane stood up a little straighter and looked First Admiral Yankis, their highest officer, in the eye. There was no love lost between them, despite the fact that Dane had saved this man’s life on two occasions.

      “I want to lead a scout party to the world of the Travelers, otherwise called the Passed On, in an attempt to negotiate an alliance, Admiral, sir,” Dane said steadily.

      It was the only answer, really. He knew that they had fought well just yesterday—but that had been fifteen marine fighters versus only one Exin mother ship. A new and improved Exin mother ship too, apparently.

      “Sir,” Dane continued. “The vessel that Captain Otepi and her three strike groups overcame showed that the Exin military threat is only increasing, not decreasing. They are upgrading their weaponry at the same time that we are. That is why we need to get our hands on some hardware that is so far beyond the Exin that they cannot even approach what we would be capable of doing.”

      Just like how everything was against us at the start of the conflict, Dane quietly thought. And we were the ones who couldn’t even find our asses with our hands . . .

      “And I take it that this . . .” The first admiral’s eyes flickered over the large form of the Exin queen beside him, who stood still and silent as a statue. “This crawdad is supplying that intelligence?” It was clear to everyone in the room just what the man thought of having one of the enemy in here.

      And not just one of the enemy, but the dang Queen! Dane had to admit that he might almost have sympathized with the man, if he hadn’t known previously what a monumental jerk that he was.

      But it was her, wasn’t it? Dane had to concede. The Exin queen. The one responsible for the assault on Earth in the first place. How many good men and women, old and young alike, had they lost because of this giant standing beside him? Dane’s eyes flickered to the Exin queen, and he saw her mandibles twitch a little, as if she were sneering at this smaller leader.

      “It was in her ship’s logs, sir. Me and the rest of Gold Squad saw the footage ourselves,” Dane said.

      He had already briefed them on the events of their mission—including what had happened to the Exin queen, where their ship had been sent, and the danger of the Tol’rumaa that the War Master Okruk was now in charge of.

      “And how do you know that footage—any of that footage—hasn’t been faked?” First Admiral Yankis snapped. “How do you know that the Exin don’t have the sophistication to completely recreate drone and video footage?”

      “Sir . . .” Dane gasped a little as he tried to hold back his ire. “We have brought the data back with us, sir . . .” (along with the entire Royal Mother Ship, also—and every bit of junked salvage that they could get from any Exin craft that they overpowered) “Your own technicians have corroborated the data as being genuine, footage!”

      “Careful of your tone, Sergeant!” Staff Sergeant Lashmeier suddenly roared at him. Dane didn’t feel sorry at all for questioning the first admiral, but he knew when he could see a court-martial coming and fell silent.

      “This is highly irregular,” First Admiral Yankis grumbled (which Dane thought was a bit of an understatement and could describe all of their lives for the past five years) as he turned to pace the control room.

      “How do we know that this isn’t a trap?” Yankis burst out as he turned around. “How do we know that there won’t be a flotilla or a blockade ringing the planet of these Visitors . . .”

      “Travelers, sir,” Dane muttered his correction. Seriously. It was like the man hadn’t even been listening at all!

      “Or that the Travelers,” Yankis shot him a sharp look as he said the words exactly, “won’t just decide to blow us out of the sky as well! There is not one scrap of evidence that they will be friendly to our cause!”

      “Sir.” Dane took a deep breath, before realizing that all of these concerns were valid. He didn’t have the answers. He couldn’t provide the first admiral with the proof or certainty that he required.

      But, as it turned out, apparently the Exin queen could.

      “Human War Chief,” her voice croaked into the command room, sounding like grating knifes and the click and whine of something repetitive. But the translation software that had been hacked out of Dane’s translation bug had been linked into the Central Marine Servers, allowing them to understand her.

      “You do not need to trust this man. Or myself. You merely have to ask yourself what you are willing to lose for your ambitions.” the Exin queen said in what Dane thought was the most measured tone that he had heard from her—as if she was schooling him.

      The irony and the hypocrisy of this was not wasted on First Admiral Yankis.

      “Tell her to shut up!” He suddenly turned on his heel and demanded of her, stalking towards her.

      “If you dare to stand before me, in my command room, and lecture to me—then I swear to the stars that I will throw you out of the nearest air lock myself.”

      There was a moment of intense silence between the two military leaders, broken only by the slight flaring of the queen’s mandibles, as if she were stifling a laugh.

      “Take her to the brig!” Yankis barked the command as he turned back. A very well-armed and fully-suited squad of Orbital Marines surrounded the Exin queen with a forest of metal before escorting her from the room.

      “Just kill him!” the Exin queen called back as she was being herded and shepherded through the door. “War Master Okruk. Whatever allies you need to make, just make sure Okruk eats his own intestines!”

      And with a swish of the doors, she was gone, and Dane was inwardly groaning. It was obvious why the Exin queen was deigning to “help” them (although her form of help looked a lot like anyone else’s form of total belligerence)—now that she was a deposed monarch of her regime, humanity was her only chance at survival. She had to play the long game to try and survive as long as possible until her opportunities changed, didn’t she?

      But now, Dane thought as he looked back at the incensed Yankis before him, now it looks as though the Exin queen is giving orders to us, to get what she wants out of this. It was a little thing, a small power play perhaps—but it was precisely the sort of thing that would sow division and discord between the commanding officers.

      “As if I will do anything that crawdad suggests!” Yankis snarled, proceeding to turn to a command desk to thump it with his fists. Everyone in the room was silent for a moment, everyone wondering what decision Yankis would make.

      “Otepi,” he suddenly said, not even turning around as he commanded her attention. “This Tol-rumaa missile asteroid. Have we got anything that can counter it? Fly a ship into its path? Blow it out of space?”

      “Depends how fast it comes at us, sir,” Otepi stood up a little straighter. “And after reviewing the footage and taking a guess that the footage shows a standard size of object, with an estimated payload . . .” The military officer winced at all of the variables before them.

      “First Admiral, sir.” There was, for the first time that Dane had ever heard in his life, an element of uncertainty to the icy redhead’s voice. “If War Master Okruk fired something of a similar size at the Earth, at this moment I am forced to say that there would be absolutely nothing that we can do about it.”

      “Frack!” First Admiral Yankis swore and hammered on the control board once again.

      “But sir,” Lashmeier stepped into the conversation. “We are working on recovering the available Exin technology from the wreckages. They have a working field ansible, a portable jump unit, enhanced pulse emitters. There could be something . . .”

      “None of that will be any good if they knock Earth off its axis, will it!?” Yankis said in a deadly tone as he straightened up very slowly and turned to face Dane.

      “You have your mission, Sergeant—but my faith in its success is limited.” The first admiral dismissed Sergeant Williams with a nod, and he saluted before turning to go. It was hard to keep the grin from his face as he left the command room.

      Impossible odds? Check.

      Last chances? Check.

      Desperate measures? Check.

      It sounded like everything that he had been trained to do, after all.
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      “We’re going to have a three-hour window until the jump gate opens again—so that means whatever we have to say to these Travelers, or Passed On, or whatever they call themselves—we have to get it done fast.”

      The words of Captain Otepi crackled across the suit-to-suit communicators as the commanding officer of the elite strike group known as the War Walkers buckled herself into the Gladius’s hold.

      The Gladius’s fuel injections and connectors had been hastily refitted, and she was stocked with the latest armaments and batteries that the Marine Corps could provide—a feat that was impressive in itself. It could only have been performed by the man who now sat in the pilot’s seat, Joey Corsoni. The pilot was uncharacteristically silent for the moment, as he concentrated on flying their craft to the entry lane of Deployment Gate One. There was a lot on everyone’s minds right now, it seemed. A near impossible mission. An entirely new set of aliens to encounter.

      And Joey was not the only returning face that Dane was pleased to see. As well as his own Gold Squad of Privates First Class Hendrix, Isaias, and Farouk, Staff Sergeant Lashmeier had insisted that Captain Otepi and Sergeant Bruce Cheng accompany them—meaning that they now had two sergeants for three marines, and neither Bruce nor Dane was the commanding officer on this mission, Otepi was.

      This fact stuck in Dane’s throat a little, he had to admit. Especially when he had been working to tighten up his own Gold Squad unit, a process that required trust and shared experience. He didn’t think he needed an extra officer getting in the way of that.

      But we are marines, he sighed inwardly to himself as the Gladius’s sensors pinged, and they were given the go ahead to begin their approach to the Deployment Gate.

      Above all else, Dane knew that his men and his crew needed to be able to be adaptable. And if that meant suddenly taking orders from the coldest woman and soldier that he had ever met (Captain Otepi) than that was what they had to do.

      “Marine Launch Team to Gladius. Final checks. Deploy in fifteen, fourteen, thirteen . . .”

      The automated words sounded throughout their suits, linked as they were to the Gladius’s servers, and beyond that, to Central Marine Servers.

      Outside, the wheel of the Deployment Gate had already been rotating at a steady spin. Now it increased in speed and velocity quickly—and an eerie crimson glow fuzzed its inner struts as its alien workings started to tear at the very fabric of space-time.

      “They say we’ve almost cracked the ship-based jump engine,” Corsoni muttered as an aside, apparently needing the distraction. Dane saw his hands ease forward on the flight handles. Corsoni usually wasn’t this reserved. Dane wondered if the constant responsibilities and duties of space combat that they had all been facing for the last couple of years were finally getting to him.

      Or maybe he’s just annoyed at what I did to his ship! Dane thought that was probably more likely.

      “When we do crack that . . .” there was a deep grumble of the larger AMP suit beside Dane from Sergeant Bruce Cheng, his first friend in the Assisted Mechanized Division, although they’d had their ups and downs. “The Exin won’t know what hit them!” Bruce said with a growl of threat.

      Dane wasn’t sure. The Exin were a pan-galactic civilization. They themselves had only recently cracked ship-based jump capabilities. Even if humanity had the power to strike anywhere at will, he wondered whether the Orbital Marines were ready for a galactic war.

      Well, that’s why we’re going to ask for help, isn’t it? He reminded himself as the countdown reached zero, and the hub of the Deployment Gate was now completely obscured by lurid crimson, as lightning bolts of static discharge surged around the blurring, spinning outer rim.

      “Gladius is go. Go, go, go!” The launch team shouted. Corsoni hit the floor pedals.

      Their ship was flung forward, towards an ancient future.
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      The light seemed to wash and flow, brilliant and dazzling. Dane saw long streamers of glare racing around and over them like vectors of wind lines as the Gladius raced along the wormhole.

      These are stars, aren’t they? he realized. Corsoni had once told him that what this bright net was made of were all of the subatomic impressions of entire suns and stellar objects. The wormhole created a wave of displaced space-time which they rose inside, and so they were literally seeing the universe from under its surface, from the inside out. Their glittering tunnel was made out of stars seen through the prism of time, not location.

      What would happen if we hit one of them? Dane thought as he always did—before hastily realizing that he really didn’t want to find out. Ever.

      It was also supposed to be an impossibility, he remembered Corsoni once telling him—not that he wasn’t any less worried about hurtling through a tear between dimensions . . .

      Suddenly, the Gladius shifted as they followed the strange and incomprehensible routes of paired electrons. Another shift, and then another.

      “Corsoni!?” Bruce muttered in a voice of rising alarm between them.

      “It has never done that before. I don’t know why it is . . .” Joey was saying as they lurched once again and were apparently picking up speed.

      “We’re going further than we ever have before in jump travel. We’re as close to the Galactic Hub as any human has ever gone!” the pilot-engineer said in a not-very-enlightening explanation. “Maybe this is what happens? Like there are super nodes in the subspace?”

      Or we’re asking too much of our ship! Dane kept the dark thought to himself, closed his eyes, and breathed out once, in a low, steady breath.

      “My Skin will be as metal . . .” Dane muttered the beginning words of the Assisted Mechanized Marine Oath.

      “My Breath will be fire . . .” his words were immediately picked up by Bruce Cheng beside him, who nodded as his large gauntlets grasped the seat rests a little tighter. Then after him came the voices of everyone else in the Gladius: Captain Otepi intoning the oath in her high voice as sharp as cut glass, Joey’s voice like scraping granite, and the voices of the fresher marines, Isaias, Farouk, and Hendrix as they all spoke the words that described their mission and their purpose. The words that tied them together into one dangerous and undaunted whole.

      A family.

      “My Will is iron . . .”

      “My Purpose undaunted . . .”

      “First In and Last Out!” They all followed the traditional oath with the expected rejoinder, and finally:

      “BOO-yah! Marines!”

      And, at their shout, as if the universe had listened to their courage and found it pleasing, they were released from their strange journey, and the white light flared in a final wave around their ship and in front of their viewing windows. When it faded, it revealed regular space once more.

      They had arrived.
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      The skies are brighter here, was Dane’s first thought. He had grown used to seeing the brilliance of space from a Sol perspective (and only recently, from an Exin perspective when he had been captured and held hostage by them) Both of these visions had given him a sense of the vast, cosmic darks of space, scattered with the brilliant stars. Like a disparate, fragmented web. Like a net.

      Here, however, he was looking at a void that was filled with a solid hazed glow—a band of dull, faintly yellowish white like squinting at a distant sea fog.

      It’s the Galactic Hub, Dane suddenly realized.

      They were so close to the center of the Milky Way galaxy that they could literally see with their own eyes the brilliance of the stellar clouds and the dense “packedness” of the stars that congregated there, forever churning and being born and being pushed out and sucked in, in equal measure. Dane was momentarily aware of just how small they were in their tiny tin-can ship.

      “Guys . . .” He heard Bruce mutter in a tone that could have been awe or horror—or both.

      There was something else that was calling their attention and demanded their respect.

      A planet. One that was mostly a muddy ochre-red (like Mars. Rocky. Uninhabitable, Dane’s mind was already assessing) but it was speckled with occasional blue (seas!) and crisscrossed with brilliant, shining white fractal shapes.

      “What the stars am I looking at . . . ?” He heard Joey murmur in front of them where he sat in the cockpit of the Gladius.

      It was like a family of crazed, titanic spiders that spun crystal and sunlight instead of webs had taken up residence on the planet—or else, it bore a slight resemblance to the digital pictures of cities at night, lit only by the gridwork of street lights.

      But the scale of this radiance was vast. Too big, ever, to be the work of a normal mortal civilization.

      “Scans?” Dane asked, and Joey’s hands moved across the control board quickly.

      “Crystalline structure. Low frequency emissions, but . . .” Joey was saying and then gasped.

      “What is it, Corsoni?” Dane asked quickly.

      “Take a look at this. I’m picking up subsurface energetics. Massive energetics,” the engineer displayed a holo image of the planet, momentarily brilliant on the surface of the orb with the massive, continent-spanning crystal structures. But he cancelled the surface image to reveal deeper glowing shapes under the exterior of the planet—at least several miles down. There were dozens of these shapes that looked like long, glowing tapers of light which were also connected to each other by a tracery of shining white threads.

      “I think that it has to be some kind of immense, enormous geo-interlinked engineering project,” Corsoni, ever enthusiastic about science, informed them. “These Travelers must have tapped into the raw energies of the entire planet, using it to power their civilization. Perhaps they could even use that to alter the planet’s orbit, magnetism, climate . . . And that’s not all!”

      Corsoni pointed to a far portion of the stellar map and pulled it larger.

      It was an image of this system’s star, currently hidden behind the planet. (Dane realized that it should be nighttime on this side, but the brilliant lights of the crystal latticework were bright enough to illuminate the dark side of the planet).

      “Look, she’s a binary. Kind of,” Corsoni was saying, pointing to the projected scan images that reconstructed the distant star. It was indeed the shape of two objects, but one was bigger and blazingly large, while the other was tiny and small. There was a long helix corona of plasma moving like a constant shredding river between the two objects as they danced around each other.

      No one inside the Gladius—not Dane, no human, even—had ever seen anything like it.

      “It’s one central star, but it’s being held in an elliptical wobble by the much smaller dwarf object,” Corsoni explained. “I guess that could have happened naturally—but the magnetism and gravity well of that tiny white or blue dwarf would be so vast that, astrophysically-speaking, they should have morphed into one stellar object by now or else pulled each other apart in a supernova.”

      “Are you saying that the star itself is a construct? Artificial?” Dane heard Bruce say in awe.

      “Someone hacked that star’s nature. That is what I’m suggesting,” Corsoni said.

      “So, I take it that we’re in the right place,” growled the much-less-impressed voice of Captain Otepi over the ship communicator. She was currently waiting in the hold with Farouk, Hendrix, and Isaias—waiting for her deployment, Dane knew.

      “I don’t need to remind anyone that if we can trust anything that the Exin queen has told us, then we have to assume that the Exin keep tabs on this place, and that even now, they might be aware of our arrival,” she said tersely.

      “We get it, Captain,” Dane replied, just as determined. “We can’t waste any time. Corsoni—do you want to open a hailing frequency?”

      “Sergeant!” Otepi suddenly countermanded him. “That is not what my mission parameters state!”

      Dane opened and closed his mouth in frustration as he fought for the words. “But Captain—this is a contact event with an alien civilization! It’s only good manners to say hi . . .”

      “Irrelevant,” Otepi snapped back. “Anything we might say could be taken as an insult by an alien species. You were there at the science briefing.”

      Dane had been present at the mostly technical briefing, and he wished that he hadn’t, as Otepi summarized.

      “We are under orders to scout first, and, if our intelligence is proven correct—which it has—to make direct landfall.” Otepi said. “Any civilization this advanced probably already knows we’re here, probably has already scanned us, knows everything about our capabilities, and read our mission logs. Heck—they probably already know who we are, what solar system we’re from, and what your mother did for a living already!”

      “We can’t know any of that,” Dane started to growl.

      “It’s the damn Kardashev Scale, Sergeant!” Otepi spat back at him, quoting a foundational principle of xeno-biology and extra-solar research: that an alien civilization that has managed to become space-borne rather than planetary must have reached certain levels of capability. Some sort of unity of purpose or society, for one (as sects, politics, and division would never allow the sort of species-wide effort it took to become truly exosolar). Even the Exin had, up until recently, been a unitary society—albeit a fascistic one, united under their queen.

      Another more important principle was that when a civilization moved truly beyond the planetary, and eventually became able to harness the energy directly from stars or the galactic subatomic structure itself, then that gave them ability to do magical, incredible things.

      They could create entire virtual construct worlds that were so completely indistinguishable from reality that it was supposed to be more likely that Dane was living inside one of their fantasies than that he was inside the Gladius, parked in the middle of space.

      Or that they would be beyond any human niceties or politics or diplomacy. That a hail from the mammalian humans might be seen as an insult to them, if they registered it at all.

      And that they would already have detected humanity and Earth and know about us before we even got here . . . Dane’s mind tried to catch up.

      “Our mission parameters have updated to: yes, they exist, and now, we make direct planetfall,” Otepi insisted. “They’re advanced enough to call the shots. We have no idea what their protocols are or any hopes of guessing what they are. We have to act to take control of the Traveler’s weapons directly, come what may.”

      “This is madness,” Bruce Cheng murmured.

      “Are you disobeying a superior officer, Cheng?” Otepi returned just as quickly. “You know that would be a court-martial offense in marine court alone, and then there’s mutiny on board a Marine Corps vessel, dereliction of duty, sabotage of mission . . .”

      “We get it, Captain,” Dane said with a snarl, before nodding at Corsoni. “Make the descent.”

      The only other direct intelligence they had about these people was that they were entirely eager to shoot down the Exin mother ship at first sight, and so far—they hadn’t done the same to them.

      If their guns were trained on them (and he was sure that they were) then there was absolutely nothing that anyone could do about it.
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        * * *

      

      Approximately ten minutes later, and the world of the Travelers nearly filled their cockpit screens, and they still had not been shot out of orbit.

      Yet.

      “Engaging stabilizers. Any particular place you want us to land, Captain?” Corsoni asked, shooting a sideways look at Dane as he said so, for Dane to roll his eyes.

      “The nearest of the subsurface engine constructs will do, pilot,” Otepi said and over her suit microphone, Dane could hear the clank and rasp of her metal as she must be preparing and limbering up.

      For what? Dane was at a loss to understand the woman or Marine Corps' top brass, either. Maybe they thought they could sneak in and steal the high-tech weapons, or maybe they believed that they had to make a show of courage to these new aliens—or maybe the top brass just believed that every alien would mean bad news for humanity.

      “Sarge—Captain, I mean!” Corsoni suddenly said, quickly throwing another apologetic wince in Dane’s direction. “We got contact! Directly ahead of us!”

      Corsoni called up the holo scans to see that there were ripples of jump light occurring above the horizon of the Traveler’s world. There were multiple ships flickering into existence. At least three.

      And each one was the large, three-nacelle “super mothers” of the War Master Okruk, and they skimmed across the dome of low orbit, using the planet to slingshot towards them and cut off the Gladius’s descent to the planet below.

      “They must have scan-drones in this system! They know we’re here!” Corsoni was shouting, as the three mother ships wasted no time in starting to spin and release a barrage of shots.

      “Get us to the surface, Corsoni!” Otepi commanded.

      “Evasive procedures!” Dane said at the same time, as the three mother ships shot towards them—and brilliant orbs of light exploded out from the Exin weapons modules . . .

      There was no time to fire back, just to avoid being turned into slagged metal.

      “Frack!” Corsoni pulled the Gladius in a tight barrel spin, kicking out at the positional thrusters and guidance rockets so that they were pointing almost directly down at the planet.

      Instantly, the Gladius started to shake and quake as they hit the gravity well and far magnetosphere of the alien planet head-on. Never a good move. Dane knew that it would be like throwing a rock directly at a wall—a hard object versus an incomparably harder one.

      “WARNING! Stabilizer overload!” The Gladius’s computers suddenly screamed, as the multiple pressures asked of the ship were obviously too much.

      “Where are they!?” Bruce Cheng was shouting, his gauntleted hands already on the firing guns of his copilot chair, turning to try and see where Okruk’s deadly emissaries were—but it was no good—the ships were moving too fast . . .

      “WARNING! Imminent—”

      The ship’s computer never had a chance to finish that sentence, as a terrible jolt reverberated through the entire craft, and suddenly they were spinning.

      “We’ve been hit!” Dane could hear Corsoni shouting as the room spun. The viewing windows ahead blurred with the brilliant glare of the planet, the flashing darkness of space, and everything edged with plasma fire as they tore through the thin atmosphere.

      “Hold on!” their pilot shouted.

      “I wasn’t planning on not holding on!” Dane managed to gasp, as Captain Otepi was already shouting.

      “Damage report!”

      But Corsoni was too busy trying to control their free-fall tumble, and there were too many warnings and alerts for him to make sense of. Stabilizers gone. Aerofoils inoperative. Outer hull plates weakening.

      “Aim for the water!” Dane managed to shout as their forward screens entirely hazed over with the burn of entry. Even a planet with a seemingly thin atmosphere like this one had enough collected gasses for them to turn into a manmade comet.

      “What water!?” Corsoni shouted back, as the scans in the holoscreen jagged and skewed crazily from one side to another.

      And then they hit something, and it felt like an enormous, implacable hand.
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      “Dane, wake up! Wake up!” Dane could hear someone shouting. When he finally opened his eyes, he saw the faceplate of Captain Otepi, with her shadowed face inside the visor itself, one good eye glaring at him and her other, robotic module beside it glowing with a dim red light.

      “Hgnh?” Dane, for a brief moment, thought that this might be a very cruel introduction to heaven—if he and everyone else had died on board the Gladius, then it was most unfair that he would have to spend eternity with the rather prissy and very grumpy Captain Otepi reminding him how he had failed.

      “Get your act together, Sergeant! Your marines need you!” she said, cuffing him heavily across the side of his own helmet with enough force to make his head rebound and for him to taste blood in his mouth.

      Urk, he thought. He wasn’t dead. Either that or heaven was a whole lot more painful than he had thought it would be.

      With the pain came the crash of consciousness—and noise. There was a cacophony of alarms once again sounding, and none of them seemed to make sense.

      “Bruce? Joey?” Dane said as Otepi pulled him to his feet.

      “Operational,” Otepi said in a rather functional, Marine Corps kind of way. “They’re at the launch hold, trying to figure out how to hold back a few gigatons of water.”

      “What!?” Dane said, but his eyes were drawn to the cockpit’s screen plate, and outside—

      Blue.

      The cerulean blue of water, growing darker and darker the further out he looked. Streams of bubbles broke free from their outer hull and headed up.

      “Corsoni found the water!” Dane congratulated. No wonder we’re not dead!

      “Corsoni found a stars-be-damned sea!” Otepi was saying as she strode at a fast jog out of the cockpit and down the central avenue to the launch bay, with Dane close behind.

      “Our suit seals will be good for the water and pressure, and the AMPs have enough stored oxygen,” she was saying as they arrived at the main launch hold, where Hendrix, Farouk, Isaias, and the others were already wading in a couple feet of alien ocean. The Gladius clearly had sprung leaks from somewhere—and although the other doors were sealed, it was only a matter of time before the immense weight and pressure of the ocean outside tore them open.

      “If we open the doors, then the influx will likely crush us,” Corsoni was saying beside the launch bay doors. They were designed for the cold and dry of planetary atmospheres or space-walks, not with an ocean lying against them.

      “We’ve got our AMP suits,” Bruce, on the other side of him, was saying.

      “Not versus an ocean, guy,” Corsoni said darkly. “We could well survive, but we can’t control it. Who knows who will get a broken limb or neck in the tidal wave?”

      “But . . . it’s like space, right?” Dane’s mind suddenly clicked.

      “What, large and uncaring?” Farouk, standing at the back of the canted cargo hall, said suspiciously.

      “No, differential pressures,” Dane pointed out. “Can we repressurize this hold? Fill it with a couple atmospheres maybe, then . . .”

      “Then we blow the doors!” Corsoni finished for him with a savage grin behind his own faceplate. “You’re a genius, Williams. A loss to engineering school.” He got to work, explaining how the explosion would force the doors outwards, and the bubble of pressurized oxygen inside the hold would be forced out . . .

      “Doesn’t sound much safer than just opening them, boys,” Otepi pointed out, but Corsoni was already working on it, using his suit controls to command the ship to start packing in atmospheric pressure into their hold. Dane and the others watched it rise steadily on the small scanning metrics inside their faceplate’s heads-up displays, as Bruce started packing the door seal with the small deployment of explosives that they had been given.

      “At least we’ll be out there,” Corsoni said to Otepi, gesturing to the alien seas outside. “And not stuck in a collapsing spaceship. Ready?”

      “Not really . . .” Isaias managed to say.

      “Huddle in the center! Lock arms. Don’t have any limbs exposed!” Bruce was saying as he stepped back for all of the marines: Dane, Bruce, Otepi, Corsoni, Hendrix, Farouk, and Isaias to form a tight huddle in the middle of the hold, as Bruce counted down from five, four, three . . .

      “Magnetize suits!” Dane called, setting his own up to high so that his suit slammed closer to the others around him.

      Two and . . .

      Cheng activated his suit controls, sending a microburst of information to the explosives on the door—

      WHOOM!

      There was a flash, and then the tight huddle of marines, glued together by magnetism and no small amount of desperation, were sent hurtling forward in a moment of noise, pressure, and water. A shockwave struck them, and Dane felt the ball of metal bodies start to break apart as they were pounded by the weight of the alien ocean.

      “Gagh!” One of them was shouting, but Dane did not know who it was. Metal slid along metal, and his own HUD was shouting that he was submerged in water. Fortunately, it also showed atmospheric seals were good, but that his oxygen would only last for a limited number of hours.

      Everything was a whirling chaos of metal and deep blue—until suddenly it wasn’t. Their explosive bubble had fragmented, and they were dropping through the dark blues as fast as, well, as fast as a man in a seven-foot metal suit, dropped into a sea.

      Dane struggled to swim, but his suit as well as that of the others were too heavy to do so. Luckily for them, the sea was not deep here, and they each hit the soft, white-sand surface of the sea floor, with the stranded might of the Gladius behind them, surrounded by strings of bubbles.

      “Gold Squad report!” Dane called, and he heard his own squad of marines report back that they were indeed alive, and, although scattered over the seabed, none of them was injured.

      It was hard to move the weight of his suit, but Dane saw a flare of turbulent plumes in the water. Otepi was firing the pulse thrusters on the backs of her suit to make large, leaping bounds towards them.

      “Well done, I suppose,” she said as she crunched into the seabed beside Dane, her boots sending up vast swathes of white sand. “We’re at the base of a sea cliff. Broken rocks. We should be able to climb it to the surface.”

      Dane could see the jumbled rise of dark rocks behind her, scaling upwards and back until they finally broke the surface entirely. Dane nodded that he was good to go and was about to turn to check with the others, when something happened near the base of those sea cliffs.

      A brilliant light was shining like a flood light out at them.

      “What the?” Dane managed to whisper, as he felt his suit rising easily in the water.

      “Williams!” Otepi gasped beside him, as she, too, was rising in the light. “What is it? It’s some kind of tractor beam!”

      Tractor beam? Dane shook his head. That was the stuff of sci-fi movies, not real life.

      But the light was growing stronger, and he could not deny that they were now being drawn, flailing through the seas, to the base of the cliff and the glare of the brilliant white light.

      It looked to Dane as though the Travelers had finally deigned to notice them.
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        * * *

      

      “Bruce? Joey?” The brilliance fell from Dane’s eyes. He saw that he was standing in a room. A pristine, white room that was vaulted and extended before them for at least a hundred and fifty feet, by his guess. Even though the walls were made of the same opaque crystal substance that they had seen radiating across the surface, it was not glaringly bright. A soft light pervaded everything, encouraging a gentle calm.

      But calm was kept from Dane’s mind as he turned to see that the rest of his crew, everyone from Bruce, Joey, to the three Privates, lay on the floor of the crystal room, apparently unconscious. Only Otepi was standing before him.

      “What’s wrong with them!?” Dane moved to the side of his oldest friend and comrade, Sergeant Bruce Cheng.

      
        
        >AMP SUIT / Medical Scanners / Cheng, Bruce (SGT) . . .

        >>All biological readings OK . . .

      

      

      “They’re fine,” Dane said, confusedly looking up at Otepi. “They just seem to be . . . asleep?”

      “They are not needed,” a voice said—and one that came out of Otepi’s mouth, even though it was not her own.

      “Fracking stars!” Dane fought the urge to skid back from the unearthly voice that sounded from Otepi’s lips and through his suit channels. It was too strange. Like the words and the speaker barely fit inside the human captain. When Dane looked at her eyes, he saw that they appeared glazed somehow, as if drugged.

      “What is happening!? Otepi? Can you hear me!?” Dane hissed, rising to his feet and reaching for his weapon.

      Which was gone. His pulse rifle was gone. As was everyone else’s, he noted just as quickly.

      
        
        >AMP SUIT / Medical Scanners / Otepi, Marianne (CAPT) . . .

        >>Physical readings OK . . . Irregular brainwave activity . . .

      

      

      Dane’s medical scanner chirped at him. There was something up with Otepi’s brainwaves—a fact that appeared painfully obvious, when faced with the woman. She was already turning away from him to walk down the hallway.

      “Come,” she said in that slightly resonant voice. “We have commandeered the use of Captain Otepi’s body as the most senior ranking hierarchical member of your social subgrouping.”

      What? Dane thought.

      “And now you will be inducted into the next phase . . .”

      “I’m not leaving my—our—crew!” Dane insisted.

      “Then you will have to return to your craft and raise it from the waters yourself,” Otepi, or the voice that inhabited her, said with Dane was sure was wry humor. “And I believe that, from our analysis, you do not have the adequate skills to that task.”

      “Wake up Joey Corsoni, and I’m sure . . .” Dane started, before Otepi (or whoever Otepi was now) abruptly turned on her heel.

      “You have your freedoms, Sergeant Dane Williams. And that is to stay here or to prove to us that you are worthy of our investment. You were already fully aware of your desires when you came here, as were we.”

      “You’re the Travelers,” Dane muttered, mostly in awe to himself. He got no response, as it seemed evident.

      “I see you’re not great ones for small talk either,” he muttered as he jogged to catch up with Otepi, who remained stoic and silent as she reached the mid-part of the hall and paused.

      “At least tell me if you are going to help us. Against the Exin?” Dane asked, and Otepi’s eyes flickered inside her faceplate.

      “That is yet to be decided.”

      Suddenly, around them extended a line of light, racing across unseen cracks in the floor and turning corners until it formed a large, glowing octagon on the floor.

      “Decided by what?” Dane asked warily as he felt something shift inside the floor.

      “By you, Sergeant Williams,” Otepi said, as the entire octagonal section of the floor rose, seemingly entirely on its own without any hydraulics of pistons or supports, and up towards the ceiling—where an exactly corresponding octagon of crystal lit up and disappeared upwards. Dane had never seen the like of this technology. It was the use of semi-autonomous force fields that could seemingly remain stable and affect the grosser matter around them. It was pulse technology of a sort—but nothing that he had ever believed possible.

      Are there emitters? Engines? Particle accelerators? Magnets? Dane had no idea as they moved through the ceiling. They found themselves in a similarly large space, but this time in open air and surrounded by more crystal structures.

      Dane gasped. It was as if an entire cityscape had been made of quartz, as though naturally grown out of the very bedrock itself. But these shapes—these huge wedges that were several stories high and these smaller walls, columns, and apparent domes were too exact in their spacing. He was in the center of some kind of plaza, the earth red and dusty. There were no plants. Just red earth and crystalline cities.

      “How did you . . . I mean . . .” Dane blinked. “Is this natural? Did you build this?”

      Otepi, or the Travelers that rode Otepi, seemed as though they were going to say nothing for a moment, before she appeared to flinch and turn slightly to the sergeant.

      “Your organic spatial grouping is still in its infancy,” they said and stepped forward from the crystal octagon in the floor, leading the way deeper into the maze of buildings.

      A thousand questions filled Dane’s mind. How much more was there to learn (clearly, a lot)? What was the secret to their technology? Where were the Travelers? How old were they?

      And one other question.

      “Why are you using Otepi like this?” Dane demanded. “I have a right to know. She has a right to know.”

      “Does she?” the Otepi that was not Otepi said as they marched. “Proprietorial ownership of one’s current agglomeration of gross matter is only one way of perceiving agency and autonomy in the universe, Sergeant Williams.”

      “Huh?” Dane asked.

      A pause, like a pained sigh, and then Otepi spoke again. “You would not comprehend our current inhabited state, Sergeant Williams. It would take too long for you to understand what you were seeing and then to communicate with us—time that I believe that your particular organic spatial grouping does not have.”

      Well, at least you’re speaking sense now! Dane thought. So, these Passed On had a sense of urgency, at least. Was it the Exin ship of the War Master Okruk up there right now? Or were they referring to the Tol’rumaa?

      “No. Yes,” Otepi said as she led the way, as if answering his thoughts.

      “Wait, I didn’t say anything,” Dane protested.

      “You do not have to. Your organic compounds and behavior modes logically anticipate the development of your thoughts.” The Otepi that was not Otepi paused once again. “Which is why it is a struggle to explain to your organic spatial grouping at this time. We have long since discovered that there are deeper currents to biological and mind-matter development which are generally best left to unfold at their own pace. However . . .” the alien-inside-Otepi paused once more.

      “Okay . . .” Dane was struggling to keep up with what the Traveler in a human suit was saying.

      “Your thinking pattern brought you to the risk-survival assessment of consequences, and naturally, that is mostly focused on your grouping’s current survival when faced with the Exin device known as the Tol’rumaa.”

      “So yeah, you can read my mind,” Dane paraphrased.

      “Organic spatial groupings naturally reach a state when they contemplate, and have the ability to deliver, a weapon capable of destroying civilizations. It is the battle between organic mechanisms of fight, freeze, feed, and flight versus technical mastery,” the Otepi stated. “Unfortunately, not many organic spatial groupings make it past this stage of their development.”

      At least there was sense to that too. Dane knew all about the Super-X thermonuclear devices that his own world had developed. Even now, in the age of the Exin, there were missile silos all over the world’s old Cold War and New Industry countries packed with enough firepower to wipe out whatever half of the planet they desired.

      And suddenly Dane saw the point: the Tol’rumaa was one such weapon. Or the next version of that arms race. A weapon that could destroy entire cultures, if enough of them were fired. One that could stop any “organic spatial grouping”—as these Travelers called culture and species and civilizations—from ever reaching the same level of development as the Travelers.

      “Precisely. I see that you have reached the same conclusion. Weapons such as the Tol’rumaa could even feasibly destroy this planet we are standing upon. Which would not be a great blow to our supra mind-matter configuration, but it would mean that this place would cease to be a point of contact between our existence and yours.”

      Dane saw that the inhabitant said “yours” like the Traveler was referring not only to humanity, but to the Exin as well. Perhaps others too.

      “. . . which would be perhaps . . . unfortunate for this side of the galaxy,” the Traveler went on to say. “And unfortunate for us, as we are in the process of continuing our exploration of super-galactic groupings.”

      Other galaxies? With other civilizations like the Travelers? Dane’s mind boggled at the revelations that were now coming thick and fast.

      “. . . as well, of course, as exploring temporal non-state existence. It would be a shame if one half of an entire galaxy reduced its development potential.” At this, Otepi turned around to face Dane.

      “We continue, Sergeant Dane Williams. We play. We develop. We thrive. That is the only sufficient law of the universe that we have as yet ascertained. One day, perhaps, your particular organic spatial grouping known as humanity will occupy our space, or perhaps move beyond what our own existence has achieved. That is why we are deigning to induct you.”

      “Induct me?” Dane asked a little warily. It sounded like it might hurt. There might even be a probe or two involved.

      “You are locked in a developmental struggle with the grouping you call the Exin. We will not decide who wins, as we cannot ascertain whether you or the Exin will be capable of developing beyond mere warlike behaviors. However, the Exin now threaten this planet as well as your own. We are willing to even the developmental struggle between your races for this crucial period in your story.”

      The Otepi that was not Otepi raised a hand, and something moved from between the crystalline walls.

      A large something—and it looked like some kind of a Mech.
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      It was two-legged and stood easily twelve or fourteen feet tall and almost as wide. Its legs were backwards-jointed, but they were clad with smoothed shards of something like iridescent crystal, a mixture between metals and mother of pearl, interspersed with darker, more obvious metals.

      Its central body was really a large wedge shape that flared at its back into dazzling brilliant fans like feathered horns. And hanging from its sides were two three-jointed hands, each one ending in four vice-like talons.

      Dane had seen configurations somewhat similar to these—the War Walkers of Captain Otepi herself, or the giant Exin Mega Mech creations (although they were more buglike). This, however, appeared both massive and moved with gentle grace, as delicately as a stork stepping through reeds.

      She is exquisite, Dane thought.

      And she was also raising her nose cone towards them, and Dane saw three circles starting to flash at him.

      “First, Sergeant Dane Williams, because your particular organic spatial grouping is still predicated upon mammalian survival modes—you will have to survive this,” the Captain Otepi said, before leaping out of the way—as the Traveler Mech fired.
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        * * *

      

      Frack! Dane leapt to one side as a solid beam of flaming blue-white light burnt through the air his body had been occupying.

      He was still in his AMP suit, thankfully, so the thumping land and roll across the red earth didn’t hurt at all. But when compared to the metal predator that was coming for him, Dane felt like his suit was little more than tin foil.

      That thing could crush me as easily as standing on an egg! he knew as he turned, his hand moving to his side . . .

      Dammit! No pulse rifle. That meant he only had his field weapons.

      The creature was stepping forward in a light and delicate manner, swiveling its body as smoothly as he might turn his head.

      Dane moved, leaping behind the nearest vaulted archway of crystal, for there to be an incandescent shower of light and sparks from behind him, and—

      A dazzling display of lines as the pulse beam shot by the Traveler’s Mech was diffused into a dozen smaller particles. Then, when those smaller beams struck the opposing crystal walls around, they refracted again, becoming weaker and weaker with every subsequent dispersal until they were little more than fingers of light.

      Dane breathed for a half-second as an idea formulated . . .

      His hands had found the Field Halligan usually magnet-secured on one side of his back. He had instinctively eschewed the blade itself, as he was sure that it would do nothing against the metal hide of the beast.

      Is there a creature inside of it? A person? Dane had no idea if there was an “organic” occupant at all, or if there was—just what form that it might take.

      No matter. He held up the Halligan and darted down the avenue of crystal arches, as the creature behind turned swiftly, shooting pulse-laser light at him.

      WHAM! WHAM! WHAM! At least three shots hit the dirt, but a further two hit the crystal frame, causing it to judder behind him and explode with refracted light. One of these fingers of thinner light rebounded and hit Dane’s suit.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Backplate 95% . . .

      

      

      Dane didn’t even feel the blow, but at a five percent loss of his outer plate integrity, it was nothing to worry about. Unless he got hit a whole heap more times.

      Dane skidded to a pause before he reached the end of the crystal avenue and then, just as his strategy had predicted . . .

      WHAM! A solid beam of blue light struck the ground where he would have been fleeing. The Traveler Mech had predictive targeting software.

      But Dane was already flinging himself forward once again as the Traveler Mech recalibrated, and he was turning, zigzagging deeper into the crystal city.

      I need a particular place. There’s got to be one of these buildings that match it! he thought—just as there was the smash and tinkle of crystal shattering behind him.

      “What the . . . ?” The sergeant threw a brief look over his shoulder to see that the Traveler Mech had leapt, springing like a kangaroo or some strange insect, to crash straight through the crystal archways and send them shattering.

      Oh frack. If the Mech was that strong, either from its mass or from its servo-strength, that it could smash through apparently solid rock crystal, then it could probably easily smash its way through the outer hulls of spaceships!

      Dane took a turn down one of the “streets” as another beam tore up the dirt behind him. But in his mind, he kept the picture of one clue: the Traveler Mech’s landing had broken open one of the walls of the crystal buildings, revealing a smooth hallway beyond, whose ceiling, floors, and walls were made of the same stuff. Smooth. Shiny. Reflective.

      Where? Where? He tried to double back, to find another way to that perfect mirror room, when the ground shook, and there was an explosion of crystal fragments from nearby . . .

      With a sudden explosion of scintillating rock crystals, the Traveler Mech burst out of one of the buildings ahead of Dane. The marine was already running at full tilt as it turned to sweep one three-jointed metal arm straight for him.

      “Thrusters!” Dane hissed in alarm as he leapt, before feeling the kick of the pulse thrusters on his back (apparently undamaged by his time submerged in the alien sea). He was thrown forwards and upwards in the air, rolling as he flew—

      He almost made it.

      But the Traveler Mech was fast. Very fast. Its arm lashed out as Dane flew upwards, hoping to leapfrog over the enemy. But with a metal crash which felt like being hit by an earthquake, the top galvanized talons of the creature struck Dane’s leg.

      “Argh!”

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Left Leg-plate 10% . . . Plate compromised!

      

      

      Pain surged through Dane’s leg. The marine snarled in agony as he felt the infrastructure of his suit collapsing around the foam pads of his leg and the meat of his calf as well.

      Thump! And then he was hitting the roof of one of the crystal buildings and was skidding across its opaque, glittering surface.

      “Urgh . . .” Dane had no time to assess whether his leg was broken as he pushed himself to his feet, felt the jolt of agony race up his hip. He could still bend his knee. He could sort of put weight on it too.

      And he would have to. The ceiling-floor of whatever Traveler building he was currently on top of burst upwards as the Traveler Mech smashed one of its fists straight through it behind him.

      Dane felt the roof underneath him heave as cracks shot through the crystal structure, and the plate he was on started to tilt back towards his enemy.

      He ran as fast as he could towards the end of the building.

      “Move it, move it!” He demanded of himself as the floor continued to tilt, now at fifteen degrees, now at thirty. He was charging uphill, every step sending daggers of pain into his hips—and a small part of him recalled a previous time before, when the Exinase virus would do the same thing. It would flare up as it attacked his nervous system. It would seek to cripple him, render him useless.

      No.

      But this marine had learned a few ways to deal with pain. He had spent the last four or five years living with it daily, until he had been unwittingly healed by the Exin, that is. Dane’s animal instincts recalled what he had to do in order to navigate this extra punishment. He was, perhaps, one of the few people alive who had been asked to suffer and develop those skills, alongside his marine training.

      “Get up.” He remembered the words of Staff Sergeant Lashmeier during one such exercise, when he was sure that the Exinase would kill him, and he had felt as weak as a baby.

      “Are you going to be a marine? Are you going to let that thing beat you!?” He recalled again as his heart fought against the hard wall of hurt. Lashmeier hadn’t spared Dane anything during boot camp training, and then the subsequent Orbital Marine training, either. Dane recalled hating him then, but now, he knew what the old man had been attempting to prove to him.

      That expectations create reality. Dane saw his target: a perfectly octagonal hatchway in the roof, still thirty feet away.

      CRASH! Behind him, the next part of the roof shattered upwards as another of the Traveler Mech’s fists burst through it. The ceiling was now tilting almost at a fifty-degree angle, and it felt as though Dane was only moving ahead on momentum and determination alone.

      It wasn’t that Lashmeier had wanted Dane to ignore the Exinase virus that had been chewing him up from the inside, the sergeant now understood. It was instead this simple formula: that if Dane could somehow learn to master it, then he would be able to perform at marine standards despite his pain—and therein lay the secret.

      If Dane could out-perform his own bodily hurt, then what he could achieve was only limited to will and determination alone.

      And Dane had seen the footage of the Tol’rumaa. He had seen the ruins of Washington, of Detroit, New Sanctuary, and Columbus. He had seen his fellow marines shot out of orbit or flung into burning, fiery deaths over Jupiter. He had held the body of dying brothers when Exin pulse weapons and flying blades had taken them. He knew what the Exin were capable of, and he wasn’t about to let that happen again. Not on his watch.

      I’ve come too far, Dane knew, felt, and jumped . . .

      He skidded across the roof, his body finding the hatchway to the inside of the alien structure as the roof at the back of his feet exploded upwards with one sweep of another fist.

      Thump! He hit the floor from fifteen feet up, and his leg erupted with pain. He felt something crack, a sound like a snapping twig, and his eyes instantly watered as he rolled . . .

      . . . straight to the feet of the Traveler Mech, now walking through the crystal building itself.

      But, despite his pain, this was precisely what Dane had wanted. The creature was standing barely under the ceiling, mostly filling the crystal hall with its bulk as Dane snarled up at it. “Come and get me!”

      He saw the forward, predatory nose of the thing flare a brilliant white circle as it turned its arrowlike carriage to look straight at him.

      “Thrusters!” Dane called, praying that at least they still worked, as there was a glare of solid-beam blue-white light from straight above him.

      He felt the kick to his back as he was thrown to one side, his back pulse thrusters burning at maximum to slam him into one of the walls. There was an almighty flash of concentrated light . . .

      “Ach!” Even the visual filters on Dane’s faceplate weren’t enough to stop the burning afterimages searing into his eyes as other warning alarms went off inside his suit. He had crashed into the far wall. It had done damage to his outer plate. A medical scan of his leg was bad. It suggested aborting his current mission and radioing for immediate extraction.

      But Dane had no time for anything but his enemy as he turned to see—

      That his strategy had paid off. The Traveler Mech was taking one stumbling half step backwards, its chassis starting to raise as if it was looking upwards in surprise or shock.

      And there was a great big smoking hole just to the left of its body and under its carriage. The Traveler Mech had fired its pure-white pulse beam at its dedicated target, as Dane had been too close for the arms or legs to reach without backing up, and Dane had guessed that if the Traveler Mech was a robot, then it would be programmed to use the easiest and quickest weapon first.

      It had, clearly.

      The outside of these alien buildings were fractal crystal shapes, a thousand shining surfaces for the pulse beam to refract and break apart on—but the insides of the buildings were somehow smoothed and polished, forming constant mirror surfaces.

      And the pulse beam had shot through the place where Dane had crouched, hit the wall behind, and then bounced with the same strength of the mirror wall to the mirror floor, perfectly striking its firer in the face.

      With a sudden series of sparks from its giant, fist-sized hole in its body, the Traveler Mech suddenly leaned back and crashed to the floor, stilled and silent.

      Sergeant Dane Williams had won. He had defeated the challenge set to him by the Passed On.
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            Epilogue: Gifts from Distant Stars

          

        

      

    

    
      “And you’re sure they won’t give us those ones instead?” Bruce Cheng grumbled as he sat up, rubbing his head, and regarded the new and rebuilt view screen of the Gladius.

      They were watching the distant scan images of brilliant pillars of white light lancing up through the alien skies, perfectly hitting the three Exin mother ships that had been patrolling the Exin planet.

      “Might be a bit big for the Gladius,” Joey was saying, pointing at another of their ship’s scans, which showed that these giant planetary defense beams came from the subsurface engines themselves—each unit could easily be half a mile long.

      “And they gave us the schematics for their pulse stabilization technology,” Captain Otepi said, pointing to the strange crystal octagon data chip that blinked with light every time that it neared the ship’s computer. It didn’t even need a physical state interface, apparently, as it would remotely “open” and allow access through human server configurations thanks to some strange biological DNA stamp reader (or so Dane remembered the Traveler inside Otepi saying).

      Now though, Captain Otepi was back to normal. Which meant that she was glaring at everyone in the cockpit, automatically assuming them to be either idiots or mutineers. She claimed to have no recollection of having her body taken over by the ancient aliens, just as Bruce, Joey, and the others did not remember a thing since they entered the water.

      It had been up to Dane to tell them what had happened, how he had been tested for his need to survive against one of the Traveler Mechs: one of the very same contingent that were even now walking into a perfect white metal crates on the surface of the Traveler world. Dane counted at least twenty, if not more.

      “They can have human drivers,” Joey crowed with delight as he pinged the Traveler data crystal and scanned through the technical drawings for each of their new weaponry. “They can function on autopilot or be auto-linked to a human ‘captain’ who drives one or each can have a human pilot,” he said in admiration. “And they certainly look pretty tough, if you ask me—those metals are unlike anything that I have ever seen before.”

      “There will have to be rigorous Marine Control testing before we deploy them!” Otepi said sharply, which Dane had, of course, been expecting. But he also had a secret belief that they would see battlefield operation much sooner than Otepi guessed, as the Marine Command would know that War Master Okruk presented a far greater threat than the Exin queen ever did.

      As well as the Traveler Mech, the Passed On aliens had apparently given them the designs for a more efficient and more powerful pulse-beam technology (“And it looks like the same principles could conceivably lead to force fields—imagine that!” Joey had thrown his scientific eye over the numbers and calculations and been very pleased indeed).

      Not only that, but when Dane had defeated the Traveler Mech, he had been led back to the others by a glowing series of octagons on the floor to find them waking up, and that the Gladius was standing on dry land, apparently rebuilt from its crash and without any sign of watery invasion. It had taken Joey no time at all to inspect her and declare her fit for duty, and now they were sitting in the cockpit, awaiting takeoff, and for the time window for their own Deployment Gate jump portal to open.

      “Ready to launch when you are, boss.” Joey nodded to Sergeant Williams, and then suddenly realized that Captain Otepi was still there and technically the superior officer. She scowled briefly, but then nodded for Dane to continue.

      “Begin launch sequence,” Dane said, leaning back in his copilot chair. His suit was still pretty smashed up, and he had been pumped full of enough auto-medicines so that his leg didn’t quite feel as though it was going to fall off at any minute (he had a fracture, apparently. Not a full break. Nothing that the marine medical suites couldn’t deal with).

      They would have to build their own mega-lasers powerful enough to shoot out the Tol’rumaa when it came, and they would also have to rapidly develop their deep space array scanners to detect the continent-killing comet from far enough away to give them time to point and shoot.

      But Dane felt good. He felt like they had a chance now, at least.

      A chance to beat the Exin for good. A chance to win.
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        See what happens next in Steel Curtain.

        amazon.com/dp/B095G55C6L

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Ring of Steel, the seventh 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 Steel Curtain and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B095G55C6L

      

      

      

      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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