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            Prologue: Distant Discoveries

          

        

      

    

    
      The canopy of stars stretched across, well, everything. From the point of view of the vacuum, the void, this oceanus aeternus—there was no up or down, left or right. There was just this distant brilliance, a hazy glow with subtly darker areas where the gaps between galactic arms could be spotted or brighter regions where the nearest nebulas slowly got on with their work of birthing yet more stars.

      It was a complete misnomer that space was dark, thought the very small human in the very small spacecraft that cut across this blackness like a thorn.

      Sure, there are areas that are dark, the woman thought. Lieutenant Carey Tetlov of the Special Forward Task Force of the Orbital Marines had listened (a little) in the mandatory astrophysics lectures to know that much. Darker areas where black holes were predicted to exist. Avoid those bits.

      And, sure, it wasn’t as if space was anything like downtown Manhattan at New Year’s—lit up and as bright as a city in peak jubilation. It was more a soft brightness, like looking into a room lit with candles.

      But it wasn’t dark.

      Downtown Manhattan is dark these days. The errant thought flashed through Lieutenant Carey Tetlov’s mind, unwelcome as the hardy thirty-something-year-old woman scrunched her forehead and made a face inside her AMP suit—or Assisted Mechanized Plate. She hated this thing. It was too bulky for the sort of work that the Special Forward Task Force was designed to do. But the AMPs, of their various sorts and sizes, were mandatory operational wear for every Orbital Marine at this stage in the Human-Exin war.

      She was trying not to think about Manhattan, Tetlov had enough self-knowledge to realize. Or the darkness of Manhattan in particular. Her home district had been hit hard in the First and Second Exin Incursions that sparked the war. The entirety of downtown had been reduced to a darkened rubble wasteland—and they were still quarantining that place because of the vestigial traces of the Exinase virus, the bioweapon that the Exin had released . . .

      So, yeah—space wasn’t bright. But then again, neither was her home district. Which Carey knew was all a very roundabout way of distracting herself from not thinking about the fact that she was currently hanging in the middle of this eternal ocean in basically a prototype ship for a prototype mission and probably about to be blown out of the sky, or stars, or sea, or whatever term you were supposed to use for space.

      Lieutenant Carey Tetlov was indeed the best candidate for this special mission. She had been retrained from the Special Navy SEALs unit that she had been a part of (pre-Exin) to the new Special Forward Task Force Orbital Marine—but that didn’t really mean that she liked space or anything.

      Still, if there was a chance that what she was doing would help win the war—or would help her not to see the images of destroyed, smoking Manhattan every night—then Carey would do it gladly and eagerly.

      Right now, of course, that meant that she had to drift closer to the only other set of objects that shared this little ripple of space-time with her. They were still a fair number of miles away—over twenty, to be exact—but her spacecraft, the reconnaissance-scout Kestrel, was packed with the most cutting-edge sensing and imaging technology, enough to bring the strange array of objects into sharp, crystal clear focus.

      They look like spiders, Carey thought a little grimly. They were large with columnar abdomens made of the same blue-black metals that the Exin culture favored. They had five, not eight, legs—which Tetlov supposed made them closer to beetles than arachnids, but whatever. As she watched, she saw that they still flexed their long, mechanical legs as they hung against the glitter and gleam of space as if they truly were alive.

      “Radionic scans.” Tetlov frowned as she looked at the strangely flexing Exin drone satellites. Each one was probably larger than her craft by more than half. They were truly monstrous if they did what the much smaller Exin spider drones did—suddenly spiraling toward any invaders and trespassers to crush and puncture them with metal claws and spinning blades.

      “They’re moving in unison . . .” Tetlov murmured for the benefit of the black box recorder that monitored everything that happened inside and outside the Kestrel, Tetlov’s suit readings included.

      The specialist had a hunch. She saw one of the thing’s legs move slightly, recoiling and twitching. Then the next closest Exin satellite of the configuration (the whole array comprised at least seven satellite drones in a large web) also flexed the leg closest to its moving neighbor.

      The scans, when they came back, confirmed it. Tetlov’s holoscreens were washed with purples, blues, greens, and blacks of the different electromagnetic, meson, ion, and many other sub-frequencies to show that each moving limb had an incredibly narrow focus but incredibly concentrated beam of energy between them. The beam reduced in strength exponentially as soon as each limb stopped. Carey got the sense that each of the spider satellites were somehow tugging or messaging at each other.

      And there, beyond the Exin satellites and still just a bright orb in the distance, was an Exin world. Mostly ochre-red and dark colors in her enhanced scans. A world which their Deep Space Array had picked up , confirming the data given by the captive Exin queen.

      As if we can trust her! Carey thought about the strange nine-or-ten-foot-tall alien monarch that Sergeant Williams had brought back with him on one of his ridiculous away missions. Carey had only seen the Exin queen once from afar as she was escorted to senior brass meetings by an entire squadron of Orbital Marines. Her vaguely insectile legs had stalked, not walked. Everything in Carey’s gut had shouted at her that this was a bad idea, having her right there on the Marine Training Platform, right next to Jupiter.

      She had not met Sergeant Dane Williams, either—but she’d heard all about him. Some lowly grunt who had signed up at the start of the war and had been at the front of every hair-brained scheme that Marine Central could come up with. Carey didn’t like the messiness of that—but that was war for you, wasn’t it?

      Anyway. Carey regarded the distant Exin planet and had another hunch.

      “Widen field,” she breathed into the Kestrel’s controls, and the surrounding space was washed with the sweep of the same scanners that the lieutenant had been using to examine the Exin spider satellites.

      Aha! There it was. A flickering array of pulse beams emitted from the surface of the planet to these satellites here, barely registering on her sensors because it was such a tight, narrow beam . . .

      But as Carey kept watching, she saw that there seemed to be some kind of pattern. The tiny beams from the planet flickered on and off almost all the time, and in response, the legs of the spider satellites flexed and moved.

      “Pulling threads,” Carey muttered and then, “directing, managing, relaying the energy collected . . .”

      There was a moment of utter silence inside the cockpit of the Kestrel when Tetlov realized that she had it. She had found it.

      “Mission log,” she cleared her throat and said unsteadily into her suit’s recorders, “by Specialist Lieutenant Carey Tetlov of the Special Forward Task Group. I can confirm that we’ve got it. I have a positive identification on the site of the Exin Master Ansible.”

      A tremor ran through the woman’s body when the realization hit her of what this discovery might actually mean.

      It could be the first strike that undid the Exin.

      Her hands were still shaking as they steered her away from the Exin drones, using every bit of stealth and jamming technology that the Kestrel had to mask her trail. When she was deemed far enough away by her mission protocols, the option to start up the MJU—the Mobile Jump Unit—lit up on her cockpit’s holographic controls.

      This, too—like the rest of the ship itself—was all experimental technology. The ship had been built hastily and around the clock, with technology copied from the captured Exin mother ship (or the relics thereof). Along with the scanners and the weapons and the stealth technology, it had one thing that made Carey very nervous indeed: the same ship-mounted subspace particle-wave emitter that allowed a small ripple to be created in local space-time. A ripple that connected, through the quantum entangling of electrons, back to predefined coordinates.

      In short, an MJU, or Mobile Jump Unit. The Exin had recently given up the need for the giant circular jump-gates to create wormholes. Now they had ship-based jump engines—and the human Marines had copied the technology.

      “Marine Corps Kestrel cycling MJU,” Carey said, keeping an eye on the energy readouts as a huge cylinder somewhere deep in the heart of the vessel started to spin at ever-increasing speeds.

      Flickers of static lightning blinked into existence on the surface of the Kestrel, along with a hazy radiance, just like the distant canopy of stars all around. Specialist Lieutenant Tetlov was about to return home, to take her discovery with her to Marine Corps Command. This might change the whole course of the Human-Exin war. Tetlov cast a final look back at the enhanced image of the Exin spider satellites.

      Had they spotted her?

      Would they detect the use of the MJU?

      For a moment, Tetlov was sure that the nearest spider satellite flickered its legs. Flickered three legs nearest to her. At her. Had it picked up her signal? Did it think that the Kestrel was another vast power emitter trying to send it food?

      Or had the alarm just been raised?

      The reading cycled to full green, and Tetlov spat the word which made the Kestrel suddenly glare with a brief flash of white light.

      “Jump!”

      And the Kestrel was gone, leaving the flickering legs of the alien satellite flaring and reaching toward where it had been in vain.
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            Operation Hammer Blow

          

        

      

    

    
      We got it.

      The words passed down the chain of command in thrilled whispers and urgent, encrypted messages to triple-secure servers. They pinged back and forth from the offices of the first admiral or space to senior generals and flight commanders before eventually finding their way to Sergeant Dane Williams, in the form of his much larger friend, Sergeant Bruce Cheng.

      “We’re go?” Dane muttered back at the dark, steady eyes of the larger marine opposite him. Cheng had found him by viewing window 27 of the Marine Training Platform. This was one of the few that did not look out toward the titanic wheel of Deployment Gate One, but instead at the new H-orbital platform that was being built to house all of the new traffic (and recruits) to the Marine Corps effort.

      Fight for Earth! On the opposite wall, one of the motivational holos that had been replicated all across the Sol system was playing itself out. It featured pictures of the Marine Corps starfighters swooping over the cerulean skies and deep jungles of their new colony world, Planet 892, or New Eden. This video was replaced by depictions of the Forge asteroid mining installation, the Martian Habitats, the Lunar science colony—and lastly, a selection of the waterfalls, forests, lakes, and plains of Mother Earth herself.

      They’re really pushing the recruitment, Dane reflected as he struggled to process what Bruce had just told him. Was it because they now knew that the new Exin leader—War Master Okruk—had at his disposal a guided asteroid? A weapon called the Tol’rumaa—something that could destroy continents and colonies at will?

      Outside, the H-platform was still only partially built. It was a giant football-post structure with modular units—each as large as a house—being inserted onto its crossbeams to turn into the new habitats, dormitories, laboratories, and vehicle launch bays. A shoal of smaller shuttles and drone robots moved this way and that over its surface, arc-welding connections or fitting cables. It was getting busy up here, Dane thought—and not a damn bit of it would make any difference—not the new platform, not the new technology, and not the damn recruitment posters—if War Master Okruk threw the Tol’rumaa at them.

      Nothing would make a difference—but perhaps this?

      “The Exin . . . queen . . .” Bruce Cheng’s face clouded with anger as he struggled to even voice the name of the captive they had in this very building, “. . . was right. She gave us the coordinates for their large ansible transmitter, and the recent recon mission confirms it. If we take that out, then the entire Exin front line goes dark . . .”

      Dane couldn’t help the wolfish smile that started to tease at the corner of his mouth. It was the breakthrough that they had been waiting for. Both the Exin and humanity now had ansible technology—ways of sending encoded data through quantum entanglement itself, meaning that they could communicate nominally with anywhere in the galaxy.

      But even ansible technology had its limitations, the sergeant had been informed. It still required a monstrous amount of energy. The field ansibles that they had installed on the latest generations of the Marine starship fighters had a range that could keep them in contact over several thousand light years, but no more.

      And we now have the MJUs to jump with, Dane considered—but it still meant that they would be leapfrogging deeper and deeper into enemy territory, always staying near each other, never able to coordinate an attack across all of Exin galactic territory.

      Their answer had been this: take out the nearest of the Exin ansible transmitters. By all accounts, it was a space-based system that was given energy by the nearest Exin planet. That would put the Exin in the same position that they were in and allow the Marines time to begin their strikes.

      It would be the biggest mobilization that humanity had performed so far.

      Dane felt excited. He also felt a flutter of fear somewhere deep in his gut. Are we ready for this? Can we pull it off?

      “My skin will be as metal.” His eyes flickered up upon hearing Bruce Cheng’s murmured words. It was the oath of the Assisted Mechanized Division of the Orbital Marines, those who had first been put into the humanoid walking Mech suits. It was a statement; it was a promise.

      “My breath will be as fire.” Dane nodded seriously. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alert! All Systems Check . . .”

      The automated words of the Marine Corps central servers rang through the voluminous and vaulted hall of launch bay three, bringing with it the flush of amber light and the hissing of steam as hydraulic pistons started to lift the ships—and the suits—out of their harnesses.

      “Gold Squad! Get yourselves ready!” Dane called as he marched, seeing Private First Class Hendrix, Farouk, and Isaias hurriedly rushing to their AMP cradles. Each one stood almost seven feet tall: a golem of metal and special synthetic compound alloys. They were painted a dark, almost black, matte gray with splashes of brown and green camouflage.

      Not that we have any idea what sort of terrain that Exin world is going to have, Dane admitted to himself. What if the vegetation down there was all bright neon yellow and pink—meaning that their suits would stick out like a sore thumb?

      Whatever. Sometimes you can’t game the scenario, he reminded himself. Sometimes you just had to trust that your instincts and skills would be enough . . .

      Each AMP suit swung out from its cradle before his three-man team, the tubings of their metal limbs and chests open like the dissected remains of some vast alien insect. Dane watched as Hendrix, Isaias, and Farouk climbed the small cradle ladders to swing themselves in. He saw that they reinforced the webbing correctly and secured the X-harness straps before the auto-bracing pads swelled around their bodies.

      One after another, the suits hissed closed in tandem, first the limbs closing to magnet lock and pressure seal with audible whirring clicks, before the large breastplates, carapaces, and outer defense plates snugged closed around all of it. The final addition was each faceplate, helmet, and collar mantle that swung down from above, locking into place and lit from below with the suit’s LEDs.

      Dane knew that each one of his Gold Squad would be looking at the start up commands of their inside HUD, or heads-up display, that threw holographic information and scans onto the interior of each AMP’s faceplate. They would be reading him as a biological form. They would be reading the energy outputs of the entire launch bay around them—and their final Marine Server connections would send up identifiers with his name and rank and health status.

      Good, Dane thought, giving them a brief nod as first Isaias and then the others stepped down from their cradles. The AMPs were an impressive sight at nearly seven feet tall, but Dane knew that would only put them on an equal height with the four-armed Exin warrior caste.

      “Assemble at the Gladius! Await further orders!” Dane heard himself bark as his gaze turned to what was stored behind the AMP suit cradles.

      Yes, each of the AMPs were impressive. They were large. But they were still nothing compared to what Dane was now striding toward.

      The Traveler Mechs.

      “Security protocol!” There was a sudden squeal of a static voice as Dane strode toward the rear of launch bay two where it was kept perpetually dim with only a few floor lights. He saw a flash of green light and felt a tingling sensation across his skin as the biological scanners read him and identified him correctly as one of the few humans who did have access here.

      “Access granted!” The robotic voice once again squealed. This time, as Dane walked forward, the path ahead was lit up by brighter lights, illuminating his path to one of the two remaining metal constructs left here—the rest already having been loaded into the Gladius’ and the Ares’ holds.

      “Dane!” It was Bruce, jogging up behind him after his own security check. Dane’s friend was going to join him in operating one of the new, alien-built War Mechs, and together, they had the ability to remotely control five more each.

      “They’re beauties, aren’t they?” Even the usually taciturn Cheng, an ex-sumo wrestler, had to be impressed with the strange new creations.

      Or old creations, Dane had to admit. How did he know how old they were? They certainly looked pristine, but that didn’t mean that they were.

      Both of them were easily twelve feet tall with a hunched appearance, the shoulders reaching above the helmet, with a short torso to boot. They were bipedal with legs attached to a forward-jutting wedge chassis of body and cockpit rolled into one, and had two long, three-jointed arms that they held folded ahead of them like ancient, predatory dinosaurs.

      But that was where the comparisons to reptiles and predators ended. Because, while the path lit up around them, Dane found himself looking at two stilled metal creatures made from fluted blue-and-silver steels interspersed with plates of ruddy copper, edged with crystal veins. At their shoulders there swung backwards two iridescent sheets like wings that Dane knew from past experience looked gossamer light, but were actually as hard as sheet metal.

      They were improbable and impossible beings sculpted by the ancient alien race known as the Travelers—or the Passed On—who had shared this new type of Mech with Dane since they were no friends of the warlike, expansionist Exin empire.

      However, this is all that we are going to get out of them, apparently, Dane had to consider. He remembered his time on that strange, crystalline planet. They had pretended to be isolationist, to be above such things as galactic wars—and yet they definitely didn’t want the Exin to win!

      “Suit up,” Dane murmured under his breath as he walked toward the Traveler Mech. The small suit lights on its undercarriage and sides lit up as his genetic profile approached. The creature took one tentative step forward on its own and leaned forward, almost placing its snoutlike chassis head to the floor as Dane reached it.

      The wedge-shaped chassis petaled open backwards, revealing his own AMP suit already integrated inside. The Traveler Mechs were more than large enough to accommodate a suited-up Marine as a pilot, and advanced enough to temporarily fuse their own systems into the AMP while it was inside. From his previous trainings in the suit, Dane knew what he had to do. He turned around and held out his arms, feeling the soft pressure of the metal coils snake around his legs, waist, and shoulders.

      “Hss!” He let out a brief hiss of breath as he always did when the Traveler War Mech lifted him easily into the air. Not because of any discomfort (Dane hardly felt any pressure applied to his body whatsoever, in fact) but because of what was about to happen.

      He was lightly pulled into the body of the Traveler Mech and saw only darkness as the chassis closed around him.

      He saw nothing.

      Then he felt pressure, movement around his body, as the Traveler Mech automated itself around him. Again, nothing was uncomfortable—but it was quite unsettling.

      Lights gently flared into existence a heartbeat later, and Dane found that he was cradled inside a supportive X-harness before the angled cockpit windows. Instead of the leather-and-canvas straps that the Marine Corps used, there were strips of something like soft, flexible metal around his wrists, arms, legs, and waist. When he moved his arms, the arms of the Traveler Mech outside swung into action.

      The short space between him and the cockpit screen glittered with the sparkle of a blue holofield, as alien and human commands appeared, scrolling and flashing through the air.

      
        
        >Good afternoon, Dane . . .

      

      

      The words were accompanied by a smooth, neutral-tone voice, one that Dane thought was subtly feminine.

      “A-Mech,” Dane greeted it. It had been disconcerting at first to be talked to by the machine he was to pilot. But Dane was assured that each one only had a very low-intentioned artificial intelligence built into them—no greater than the intelligent routines built into the Marine Corps AMP suits—only the Marine Corps hadn’t given their AMPs humanoid voices.

      
        
        >I am ready for Operation: Hammer Blow, Sergeant. Do you want the tactical briefing as we disembark?

      

      

      Alongside her words and voice, Dane saw that the field flickered with the results of scans and operational procedures. Internal temperature readings, biological and health scans of himself (all good) and readings of their surroundings. Slight flashes of hazy, almost transparent amber highlighted certain areas that could be hazards or were of importance outside the Mech—the most prominent one being the open hold doors of the Gladius itself.

      “Williams?” It was Bruce on the suit-to-suit communications array. Dane turned (and the giant metal body turned with him) to see the accompanying Traveler War Mech raise one hand in a salute.

      “See you on the other side,” he heard Bruce say, and Dane saluted back.

      “Good hunting, brother,” Dane said, before turning back to the Gladius as Bruce made his own way to the Ares.

      
        
        >Operation Hammer Blow CLASSIFIED . . .

        >>Senior Commanding Officer OTEPI . . .

        >>Strike Operation (Special Forward Task Force with Gold and Silver Squad Orbital Marine support) . . .

      

      

      The neon words scrolled in front of Dane as they were spoken by A-Mech while Dane strode toward the welcoming hold of the Gladius.

      They were technically the support squad for Captain Otepi, who would be attacking the space-based ansible transmitters.

      
        
        >Mission Parameters:

        >>SFTF to make first strike against ansible transmitter target . . .

        >>Gold Squad to deploy to planet surface and secondary targets . . .

        >>Gold Squad to identify and destroy the means of powering ansible transmitter . . .

        >>SFTF to provide air cover and close aerial support once initial target mission achieved . . .

      

      

      “All right.” Dane heaved a sigh as he stepped into the Gladius to see the five other Traveler War Mechs standing solid and silent along one side of the walls. The much smaller Gold Squad AMPs stood on the other side, like a perverse before-and-after photo.

      “Uhr, Sarge?” He heard Hendrix’s worried murmur through the suit-to-suit transmitters as, one by one, his Gold Squad regarded the new encapsulation of their senior officer. This would be the first fielding of this new technology, and Dane knew that everyone would be jittery.

      “I’m still in here, Private.” Dane managed to chuckle, taking his place beside the other automated Traveler Mechs. These would follow his commands and behavioral patterns when down on the surface of the planet to achieve the mission parameters, Dane knew. Really, the firepower in these alone might be enough to blow away buildings, but the Marine Corps had insisted—and Dane felt infinitely better about this—that he have actual human marines down there with him too.

      “You all get the memo?” Dane called out, for his voice to be beamed to the others in their suits. “The ansible transmitter is apparently powered by some kind of planet-based giant battery complexes. Our job is to take them out, and when we’ve done that—the whole of the Exin front line goes dark!”

      “BOOYAH!” Dane heard his marines chorus.

      And Dane had to admit—clad as he was in this new, advanced alien mech—he almost shared their confident enthusiasm too.

      “We’re locked and loaded and ready to launch, Sarge!” the voice of Joey Corsoni came to them over the ship’s speakers. A moment later, the command group orders flickered over Dane’s holoscreens and over every one of the other marine’s internal HUDs.

      
        
        >Operation Hammer Blow is go!

        >Launch. . .
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            Target Acquired

          

        

      

    

    
      In the busy metropolitan space around Jupiter, ports flared open and launch doors slid ajar. The dome of the Marine Training Platform—home to the majority of humanity’s defenses—flickered with floodlights and the sudden escape of gases as dark vessels slid out into the night.

      They moved in their multitudes, three attack squadrons of twin-nacelle marine starfighters, spearing forward into the night. Satellite drones lit up with lights and the clamor of radio signals as they directed the eighteen crafts into flight lanes, breaking apart into three smooth vectors like the reach of a deadly hand.

      Outside the lanes, the work on the H-orbital had been momentarily suspended, and the forest of smaller logistical and storage platforms spun ceaselessly. The giant cargo ships, looking like three-part trains, hung for a moment, stalled by the military maneuver. The scatter of satellites and drones, some sensing, others transmitting, and all military, watched the perimeters for any threat of danger as the cohorts of humanity amassed.

      In front of this space metal spun the giant wheel of Deployment Gate One, its spokes each several hundred feet long and ending in a vast rim that flashed and flickered with sudden flares of electricity. The starlight between its spokes hazed and blurred, to be lightened and replaced by the crimson glow of tearing and burning particles. As the wheel spun and its motion accelerated, the crimson glow intensified—as did the lightning bursts and sparks. Great arcs of electricity shot out to touch the nearest of the crafts and satellites all around.

      And the central hub of Deployment Gate One, humanity’s stationary wormhole generator, vanished inside the maelstrom of red. It appeared that there hung over the vast weight of Jupiter a new storm—a baleful eye of red . . .

      Spearing ahead toward the center of that spectral storm flew the middle prong of the three squadrons of Marine Fighters. Just six ships, with only two of them, the Gladius and the Ares, containing marines, and the rest belonging to the command of Captain Otepi.

      They were the first in, the first strike—and they vanished into the hole ripped through space-time just as if they had thrown themselves into the maw of some infernal god.

      The counterattack had begun.
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        * * *

      

      The burning light faded away into nonexistence across the cockpit of Captain Otepi’s fighter, revealing before it the brightened vista of alien stars.

      
        
        >Systems Activating . . .

        >>Rebooting Scanners . . .

      

      

      There was the orb of the Exin frontier planet, instantly prominent and visually striking.

      “Where is it? Where is the transmitter?” Otepi cursed as her screens washed with the wave of green neon light, pinpointing the Exin devices—the satellites orbiting the distant world, the larger objects—

      
        
        >Target Acquired! . . .

        >>Exin Ansible Transmitter Station (5 objects) . . .

        >>Initiating Attack Plan . . .

        >Targets Acquired! . . .

      

      

      Orange arrows peeled off ahead of Otepi, zeroing in and magnifying the giant Exin spiderlike satellites, as her ship’s meson pulse weapons started to cycle.

      But then her attack computers blared new alarms. There were three hurtling objects coming toward them, heading up from the dark side of the planet.

      “Exin seed craft!” Otepi snarled. The recon mission hadn’t catalogued them before. Had it been human error, or had the Exin detected Lieutenant Tetlov’s recent incursion into their space? If that was the case, then the Exin frontier planet would be in a state of high alert. They might already be using the orbital ansible to call for immediate backup.

      And we only have four fighters. Enough for a surgical strike of the ansible, but not enough to hold a new front line against any arriving mother ships, Otepi thought.

      However, despite the apparent dangers, there could be no backing out. Not this late in the game. They had to achieve this. There were already two strike groups waiting on the other side of Deployment Gate One for their chance to move against the closest Exin planets. What had been planned as a series of lightning-fast disruption raids could all be lost in an instant.

      “If we’re not quick enough,” Otepi muttered, throwing her flight control sticks forward for the automated piloting controls to give power to her thrusters.

      “Captain!” It was Dane Williams inside the Gladius, which was being held behind them. “What is it?”

      “We’ve got three new targets, incoming,” Otepi said, “but there’s no time. Begin your attack run! Continue as ordered!”

      Sergeant Williams, to his credit, didn’t argue or hesitate. The Gladius and the Ares swooped down and away from the four-fighter squad and started their arc toward the distant Exin planet to take out the terrestrial reactors and power stations that fed the transmitter.

      “Fighter Two, with me—let’s clear them a path!” Otepi was shouting over her comms as she saw the targeting arrows line up with the nearest racing Exin seed craft. Gritting her teeth, she began to fire.
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        * * *

      

      Dane wished that he could be in the cockpit right now. He wished that he had his hands on the firing triggers as he felt the Gladius swerve and accelerate—the distant kick of the giant pulse thrusters combining with the more conventional propulsion rockets to fling them like a comet toward the planet’s surface.

      “On your left!” he called out. Corsoni had patched him into the Gladius’s tactical viewer, so that the forward screens of the battle were playing like a film right in front of him.

      And there was one of the three alien seed craft breaking away from the others and turning toward them, its pointed snub of a nose glittering with the white light of its pulse lasers.

      
        
        >Evasive Measures . . .

      

      

      Corsoni’s actions and the tactical computer’s decisions flowed seamlessly onto Dane’s own vision. He felt the Gladius outside his suit lurch once again, and they were spiral-rolling to one side as the scatter of lightning beams shot through the air toward them.

      WHAM!

      Several of them had hit the side of the Gladius. Dane’s worried glance moved to the instant damage report . . . Outer Plating (Lower Hull) reduced by about twenty percent. Not enough to break through to the lighter, more flexible inner hull, but enough to make them all shake with the impact.

      The seed craft were a damn sight more maneuverable than the larger Marine Fighters were. But only that. Dane knew that in a straight race, the Gladius had much more propulsive power than the slightly smaller craft did.

      “Hold on to your hats, people!” Dane heard Corsoni say before he suddenly killed the thrusters on one side of the Gladius and threw them into another tight, spiraling turn, this time corkscrewing in the opposite direction.

      It worked. The Exin seed craft raced above the position they had been in before smoothly turning, almost flawlessly, and racing back toward them. And gaining on them in moments . . .

      The Exin planet was now large ahead, filling almost half the screen. But the seed craft was closer. They might never make it to the surface at all.

      “Rear pulse lasers!” Dane heard Joey call, for the automated guns on the hull and canopy of the Gladius to react on soft A.I., swiveling to fire backwards.

      Inside the Traveler Mech and inside the Marine Fighter, Dane could feel the reverberations of the craft as they hit the outermost horizon of the planet’s gravity well.

      “Hit! And she’s down!” he heard Corsoni say, and Dane’s fists clenched instinctively as if he was grasping the trigger handles. Externally, the Traveler Mech closed its massive, clawed hands symbiotically.

      >Warning! Surface Energy Event Detected . . .

      Dane had a brief moment to swear to himself as the tactical computers flared with yet more alerts, and some psychic survival instinct in Joey caused him to roll the Gladius once more as the ship shook and flared with the burn of entry plasma.

      There was a brilliant flash of light on the tactical computers, and the accompanied readings surged off of the chart as an orbital defense beam—the same type that Dane had seen used on the Challenge Planet of the Exin—was fired up toward them.

      “Frack!” he heard Corsoni shout. “I thought we were supposed to be too fast for their radar . . .”

      Joey was busy finishing the sentence when there was another flash from the surface, and another solid white beam of light flew up. It missed them with its erratic firing, and now Dane could feel the Gladius trembling and shuddering as it made its entry to the planet. The scan images on Dane’s holofield showed static and noise, and he imagined the ship ablaze with fire as they tore through the alien upper atmosphere.

      “We’re too low for them to target! You did it, Corsoni!” Dane congratulated him—but his own words did little to encourage himself. The engineer had been right. Their mission was supposed to be so fast that their soft A.I. strategy computer had calculated to send them into atmospheric entry before the Exin could get their alien butts into gear, so to speak.

      But we had three Exin seed craft and the orbital defenses already waiting for us, he thought briefly.

      “The Ares?” Dane called. “Have they made it?”

      “They’re through, Sarge!” Corsoni called as the shaking reduced almost to nothing, and the thrown scanners on Dane’s holofield showed that they were racing over burned red-and-rocky earth straight toward a distant gleam of silver buildings.

      “We’re here! The first orbital laser is in the same installation as the power station . . .” Corsoni was saying. “Shall I light her up?”

      “Go ahead, pilot,” Dane growled before flicking on the public channel to his Gold Squad. “Ready to disembark. Wait for the Traveler Mech. Clean jumps and by the book, people!” he called, stepping forward to feel the ghost of his vast metal titan legs move in perfect symbiosis toward the launch bay doors.

      “Activate Traveler link,” Dane breathed. As he approached the door, the five other Traveler Mechs behind him—all unmanned and controlled by a mix of the human operator in him and their own event-calculating computers—moved to march behind him. A long line of metal. A wall of armor.

      Dane’s holofield showed him a small window of the Gladius’s forward scanners. Corsoni was pounding the base with everything he had, and Dane saw the bursts of explosions and flares of sparks. Elsewhere, he knew that Sergeant Bruce Cheng was doing the exact same thing in the Ares at the next installation.

      The one ahead of him was made of silver rectangular buildings sitting atop metal struts, squatting over the desert plain in its own canyon. Its height was dominated by one vast telescope disk, and a host of smaller ones.

      Probably what they use to transmit the energy to the satellite ansible above, Dane figured.

      “Corsoni—count me down!” Dane said, as the much smaller AMPs of his Gold Squad filed behind the Traveler Mechs.

      They banked around the structure as smaller pulse lasers started to flare into life. These buildings had defense mechanisms—and they were firing back.

      “No time to hang around, Sarge. Three, two, one, go!” Corsoni shouted and must have pulled the launch bay doors, because suddenly, there was a rushing gale of air, and Dane saw that they were banking hard, angled toward the surface.

      Dane didn’t waste time either.

      “Activate jump thrusters!” he shouted as he took one giant step and then another. He kicked off from the edge of the launch bay and hurtled toward the red plains below . . .
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        >Impact! . . .

      

      

      The alien A.I. programs of Dane’s Traveler Mech had been hybrid-synced with Marine Corps computers, meaning that the alerts and warnings it gave as it slammed into the orange earth of the Exin world were at least understandable. The digital holo icon of his suit showed his two backwards-jointed legs flaring with warning orange as they absorbed the impact of metal against the planet, quickly fading to show that no lasting damage had been done.

      Not by the planet’s surface, anyway.

      
        
        >Environmental Readings:

        >>Gravity: Normal, Earth standard

        >>Atmosphere: HAZARDOUS, airborne chemical toxicity detected . . .

      

      

      The almost-human voice of the Traveler Mech spoke in smooth, unruffled tones, and then, a little more urgently.

      
        
        >Enemy Tracking detected!

      

      

      Multiple alerts burst into circles of threat across his vision (the holofield inside the chassis stretched 180 degrees around his head). The Exin power station already had its defense lasers trained on him.

      Dane was at least a few hundred yards out from the strutted buildings, the entire edifice squatting in the center of the cramped canyon like an over-fattened spider. The red-rock walls of its enclosure crowded close to the buildings, with only the massive transmitter dishes, antennae, and smaller apparatus standing apart from its surface.

      Oh, and the lasers, of course.

      At several junctures across the high brackets of girders that swept across the heights of the buildings were mounted weapon pods. They displayed the long, lancelike tubes, oddly bonelike, that made up Exin weaponry. They twitched and moved with eerie, robotic precision, and they were firing straight at Dane.

      Frack!

      Dane jumped, and felt the powerful servos in his golem’s legs react, pushing him into the air as tiny microburst thrusters fired along them, aiding and powering his dodge.

      
        
        >Would you like me to deploy countermeasures, sir? Y/N . . .

      

      

      “Yes! Fracking yes!” Dane shouted at the Traveler machine intelligence as he slammed once again into the red earth, considerably closer to the Exin power station now as orange beams of light burned the air behind and around him.

      Two tiny ports opened on the domed canopy of Dane’s chassis, and there were scintillating flashes of electric-blue light as . . .

      TZSS-tk! A sudden flare of electricity played across his entire suit, reached at least several feet into the air around him, and crackled off and on as the first of the power station’s laser’s hit . . .

      
        
        >Outer carapace hit. . .

      

      

      There was a brief explosion of sparks as the first of the Exin lasers hit the energy field emitted by Dane’s Traveler Mech. The resulting explosion left Dane with a jolt to his right shoulder, and then another, as the second beam hit.

      On Dane’s vector icon in front of him, he saw the orange glow of damage persist in a faded glare. It wasn’t a serious amount of damage, but Dane was sure that his suit’s countermeasures meant that the laser had exploded a few yards away rather than strike him dead on.

      “We’re good. We can take this,” Dane was announcing to himself as he realized that the countermeasures would act a little like a barrage screen. At least for the time being.

      “Traveler Mech unit!? Gold Squad!?” he called into his suit’s channels. Sudden blips appeared behind him as the five other Traveler Mechs—all automated—landed and leaped from their craters toward the station ahead of him. Dane saw that they, too, were surrounded by the electric counter fields, and although they were being struck by the station’s defense lasers, it was like watching fireworks exploding over the surface of tanks.

      They kept on marching.

      
        
        >I took the initiative to activate countermeasures across the unit, sir. You should know that any particular actions that you take with this suit will be assessed for applicability to the rest of the Traveler unit.

      

      

      The soft A.I. was informing Dane of the other mech’s status, which he really didn’t have time for. It was frustrating, but he had to trust that the extensive computer scientists, engineers, and strategists of the Marine Corps that had test run these Traveler Mechs knew what they were doing.

      “Good,” Dane said tersely, finding the smaller signals of his Gold Squad—actual humans—inside their AMP suits performing the same operation that the Traveler Mech and he just had.

      But they were stretched out further back and off to one side of the plain before the canyon, having disembarked from the Gladius, which continued its sweep low to the ground. Right now, Dane could see that the Gladius was accelerating higher into the sky, with Corsoni taking her back out into orbit to help the rest of the fighter group in their assault against the space-based ansibles.

      All according to plan.

      If, he supposed, that plan was getting shot at by a massive alien base.

      “Move out!” Dane shouted, leaping forward to halve the distance between him and the power station again.

      “Activate scans of structure. Identify power relays, fuel lines, the transmitter mechanics . . .” he was saying as another trio of the station’s defense lasers exploded in his counter field. This time, he was shoved back a few feet from the pressure, and the orange warning glow held stubbornly onto his front carapace.

      We’re under direct fire. Even these Traveler Mechs can’t stand up to that for long . . . Dane realized.

      “Gold Squad, target the defenses!” he shouted as he leapt again. He saw the shadow of movement as the five other automated Mechs joined him, each leapfrogging forward in clouds of exploding sparks and plasma.

      “Sir, yes, sir!” It was Isaias who responded, and Dane’s suit showed him sliding into position against a thrown boulder, popping out to fire his pulse rifle at the weapons modules atop the power station. Short, glowing white balls of meson pummeled the joint, and then more as Hendrix joined him from a more distant shielded position. As Dane jumped forward again—almost into the shadow of the power station’s strutted leg—there was a sudden explosion above them as the Exin weapon module gave way.

      “One down! Next!” he heard Isaias call to the rest of Gold Squad, and still the rainfall of Exin lasers hammered on his top canopy.

      Straight ahead were the gigantic stilts of the platform, each one almost as wide as Dane’s Mech was itself, and he fought the urge to slam into them with his suit to see if he could shift them.

      Too many. Even if I took out one, it wouldn’t do any good, he told himself.

      “A-Mech! Where’s that scan report?” he asked. Alerts and alarms rippled across his field as more of the Exin defenses struck him.

      
        
        >Sir, we have at least three possible energy signifiers ahead, which I presume are three interlinked reactor units.

      

      

      As his suit’s A.I. was saying this, a new alert appeared—Target Acquired!—from up ahead.

      Something was moving in the dark and gridded world of the under-station, between the floor and the buttresses of the platform above. Something was moving fast, and it was moving fast toward the Traveler Mech.

      “A-Mech—identify!” Dane took a step forward, bringing his suit entirely under the platform and out of range of the station’s defense lasers. Across the front line, the other Traveler Mechs did the same. Dane saw more movement, as large units dropped from the underside of the platform to the dark earth below, extending long, insectlike legs and sprinting toward them.

      “Spider drones!” Dane called out. Only they weren’t the small creations that he had faced in space, the sort of drones that the Exin used to protect the hulls of their ships.

      But they weren’t too dissimilar, Dane saw. They were larger. Much larger.

      
        
        >Sir, they are clearly Exin drones, presumably another defensive activation.

      

      

      His suit sounded just as exasperated as he felt. “I can see that!” Dane shouted, raising one giant metal arm as the first flashed forward under the alien structure.

      
        
        >Indeed, sir, I can also see that.

      

      

      His suit seemed to have a program for being snarky, which probably would have made Dane laugh had he not been about to be hit by a giant, murderous robot thing.

      The Exin spider drone was several times larger than any that Dane had faced before, and moved by a combination of long metal legs with powerful burst thrusters. It had to be the size of a car, but would still barely come up to his midpoint in the Traveler Mech.

      KLANK!

      The creature did not even slow down as it hurtled straight into him. Dane swung his metal fist, but the creature had been moving too fast. He felt it connect, and then he was being thrown back to slam against one of the nearby struts. The metal limbs of the thing enfolded themselves around him.

      “Frack!”

      
        
        >Warning, sir, damage to front carapace . . .

      

      

      Dane could clearly see the damage to his front carapace—the tank-sized Exin drone had a ring of small lasers where its mouth should be, and it was firing them at point-blank range into Dane’s suit as it held him. On his field scanner, he saw blips of alarm as the other five of his Traveler Mechs were surrounded and jumped upon.

      Dane roared in dismay. One arm was trapped against his body by the thing, but his other was free. He brought down one giant fist against the thing’s body, dislodging it slightly and causing the thing’s meson pulse weapon to flicker on and off for a moment.

      KLANK!

      Just in time for another of the large Exin spider things to fall from the underside of the platform above and jump across the gap that he had created.

      “Damn it!” Dane hissed, as his vision was obscured by giant metal limbs and the scintillating flare of meson lasers.

      
        
        >Outer carapace alert, sir!

      

      

      His suit’s A.I. said this as Dane struggled and heaved at the things trying to drag him to the ground.

      “What does an amber alert mean?” Dane hissed. He grabbed a fistful of metal and pulled hard. The result was one of the Exin spider drones’ legs was wrenched from its body in a shower of lubricants and sparks. The thing twitched and kept on trying to kill him.

      
        
        >Instead of microarmor analysis, as your previous Assisted Mechanized Plates did—this suit uses a three-part alarm system. Amber for take remedial action, Red alert for severe damage sustained, including damage to several systems across the Mech, and Critical for imminent disablement of suit.

      

      

      His alien A.I. was very good at describing to him just what the technical ins and outs were of his new suit, Dane thought—although not very good at supplying him with answers to his current problems.

      Hey, wait! He had a thought.

      “The countermeasures—will they work against . . .” Dane was saying, before the A.I. cut him off.

      
        
        >Countermeasures are designed to displace beam-based weapons, sir, but these targets are too close to deploy to full efficacy. There is a thirty-five percent chance that they might be able to destabilize some internal programming of the targets, putting it under the threshold of possibility, and thus not advised by me . . .

      

      

      “I don’t care how advised it is—do it!” Dane snapped. “Across all Mechs!” he added, just in case his suit’s A.I. was in any way misunderstanding the fact that he was the boss here.

      In the next heartbeat, his suit’s icon started to light up with ever-deeper orange that tinged on red alarms of harm. The static blue electricity field crackled all around his suit in a blinding flash once more. It lasted only a brief moment, and even inside of the Traveler suit, Dane could have sworn that he felt the hairs on the backs of his arms go up at the energy displacement.

      There was a sudden lightning as one of the Exin spiders—the one that he was still gripping the ripped leg from—fell to the floor smoking and its lights slowly fading. Dane’s static charge must have overpowered some essential bit of its mainframe.

      “Ha!” Dane proceeded to wedge the dismembered leg of the one between the laser maw of the other to pry the thing off his chest.

      It disengaged first one, then two, then a whole four legs with the squeals and screeches of protesting metals. Now mostly free, Dane had a chance to seize the thing with his arm as it struggled, before he slammed it into one of the supports. There was a flash of sparks and light as some integral component inside of it gave up, and Dane was able to turn around and see the fate of the rest of his Mech unit.

      Which was mostly good, he had to admit. Two out of the five were damaged, with one almost in critical area of threat. Once Dane and several of the others were free, they instantly moved to extricate the others from the Exin spider drones. Soon enough, they could get back to the rest of their mission.

      “Gold Squad, report!” Dane called. There was a crackle of static over their suit-to-suit communicator, and then it was Farouk’s voice that returned.

      “Sir, yes, sir—Exin defense lasers on this side of the platform clear. Moving in—but we’re getting readings of smaller units coming from way out across the plains. Readings compatible with about ten Exin warrior caste, sir.”

      “Can you hold them?” Dane asked immediately. In their AMP suits, Dane knew that the marines were probably better equipped than the average Exin warrior caste. For every one AMP-suited Orbital Marine, they could face one-and-a-half to two Exin warrior caste. But there was only Farouk, Isaias, and Hendrix out there. Three versus ten?

      “We can hold them, sir,” Farouk’s voice came back certain, and, although Dane felt the twinge of frustration at what he knew he had to do, it was touched with pride for the marines that he had trained and fought with.

      “Good man. Do what you can,” Dane said, turning back and heading deeper into the maze of struts, supports, and buttresses underneath the Exin transmitter base.

      
        
        >Straight ahead. The first of the three reactor readings is directly in front of you.
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        >Target destroyed! . . .

      

      

      Otepi’s computer signaled the end of the last seed craft, expertly taken out by two of her attack squadrons.

      That took too long. Otepi growled inside her faceplate.

      Had the ansible satellites managed to get their message back to the main Exin front line? Surely, they must have . . .

      And there had been something about the seed craft facing them, as well. A lot of evasive maneuvers. They had been trying to kill the Marine Fighters, of course, but the seed craft hadn’t been performing the almost kamikaze moves that they were so famed for, nor hurling themselves against their human adversaries with the same fanatic frenzy that had characterized previous attacks.

      Is this something to do with the new regime? she thought as she pulled up the attack plan for Exin satellites. Were the Exin that were now pledged to War Master Okruk more circumspect? She made a mental note that—if she survived the mission—she would bring it up with Marine Command. It could be a danger that they had to face. Or a weakness that they could exploit . . .

      
        
        >Attack vector determined. Initiating heavy pulse cannon . . .

      

      

      The Exin satellites sat, just as the recon vessel had described them, around the accompanying planet in a geosynchronous orbit. Otepi could see how vast each one was, and her scanners still recorded the strong but narrow-band pulse of energy transmissions from each to the next. These were the very same signals that encoded the dance of electrons and caused that message to replicate, right now, a few thousand light years away.

      “Weapons go, go, go,” Otepi snapped. She pulled the flight triggers for a single, powerful beam—one of the new stabilized pulse laser beams—to shoot out in a steady, brilliant white light at the first satellite.

      It struck the seemingly defenseless satellite full on, and Otepi saw it rock and tilt. Two of its legs flared uselessly in the air and started to wheel apart.

      “This is going to be like shooting cans!” came the excited words of one of her accompanying lieutenants, as another beam of energy struck out to hit another. This time, the laser sheared off three of the legs and caused the satellite to flicker and blossom with sparks and vent gasses . . .

      The energy readouts on Otepi’s holoscreen were going wild. The marine action was clearly disrupting them. That would mean that if they hadn’t managed to send an alert off to Exin High Command (or whatever the crawdad equivalent was), then surely the Exin version of Deep Space Arrays would be detecting the attack now.

      “Open field ansible channel to Marine Command Servers,” Otepi breathed. A small, shaded box appeared in her holo. The new field ansibles that had been mounted on select marine craft could do the same thing that the Exin ansibles could—only at a vastly limited range.

      “Operation Hammer Blow is go. Expect completion in T minus ten minutes. Green light on Phase Two,” she said, knowing that the message would take time to be picked up back near Jupiter. By the time that it reached home and they had decoded it, Otepi and her crew should be finished—and then Phase Two of Hammer Blow could begin.

      The opening of the Near Earth Deployment Gate, and the lightning-rush offensive against the forward Exin worlds by the rest of the Marine Fighters. There would be a ten-to-twenty-minute delay in operational timings, which was an acceptable margin for contact . . .

      Just so long as Williams and Cheng get their end of the mission completed, Otepi had to realize. It was no good just destroying the Exin ansible satellites. They had to make sure that the Exin couldn’t launch another set and get their front line up and running again. Williams and Cheng—and those new Traveler Mechs of theirs—had to make sure that the sources that powered the ansibles, the planet-based reactors—were thoroughly destroyed.

      That event could feasibly push the Exin sensing capability back a few thousand light years into space. Otepi was grinning as she fired again.

      
        
        >Alert! Energy signatures detected . . .

      

      

      But Otepi’s scanners were firing up an alert, even as she fired at the next Exin ansible satellite. There was an energy reading rippling into existence across the plane horizontal to their position. Otepi raised her head to see the glare of crimson light and the gauzy shifting of stars.

      An Exin mother ship emerged through the corona of its own jump light, already starting to spin as it released tactical measures—weapons ports opening and firing, launch ports opening to disgorge craft into the space between the planet and the marines.

      This was the reason why the seed craft had been mostly conducting evasive flight procedures, Otepi suddenly realized. They had been buying time for the reinforcements to arrive.

      “Fighters Three through Four, continue attack!” Otepi changed her course immediately, determined to put herself and her squadron in the way of the storm that was coming. “Fighter Two, on me!”
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        >Primary injection line, sir . . .

      

      

      Dane’s Traveler A.I. informed him as he pointed to one of the large, strangely ribbed ceramic pipes that swam into a huge, silver boxed unit, set into the walls. He clustered with one of his Traveler Mechs around the first of the three networked reactors, while units three and four were at two different sites. Unit five, the Traveler Mech critically damaged by the giant drone attack, Dane had ordered to stand near the periphery of the platform’s edge and help his Gold Squad however it could.

      Good. Dane moved a step closer, activating one of the weapons modules on his back. A compartment opened and a rack of three of the mini-missiles that they had mounted onto each Traveler Mech slid out.

      “Unit two? Begin reactor procedure,” Dane breathed. The second automated unit moved closer to start the careful work of removing each of the three micro missiles (each one about two feet long and cylindrical, with pulse-rocket engines at one end) to turn and magnet lock them to the underside of this reactor. One on the injection line—what his A.I. told him transported atomic waste to and from each of these reactor units—while the other two were magnet locked to the underside of the reactor itself.

      Dane wasn’t sure if this was going to be enough to bring the entire structure down—but it was the best guess by the marine strategists, who had a team of physicists working around the clock to come up with probable scenarios of what powered the vast space-based ansible.

      At the end of the day, Dane thought, it came down to blowing the crap out of whatever he found, which was a strategy that he was okay with.

      “Williams!” With a squeal of static, Cheng’s voice emerged through his suit’s microphones.

      “Cheng? What’s up—do you need help?” Dane asked immediately.

      “No. And my site is about two hundred miles away, so there’s a fat lot of good you could do if I did!” Cheng quipped back just as fast. “No—it’s you who might need help. I’ve got forward scans coming in from the Ares—Otepi has got company up there!”

      “Otepi?” Dane asked, his mind immediately wondering if more of the Exin seed craft had been launched against the Forward Task Force.

      “A mother ship just jumped in. She’s spitting out seed craft like Pez, and apparently several larger objects straight to the planet. To your location!”

      Dane swore. He should have seen this coming. Already, his mind was moving toward Corsoni, piloting the Gladius somewhere up there. Did he have a window to engage? Would he be able to extract his men if they needed him to?

      “Large objects inbound?” Dane muttered, forcing himself to scan the three micro missiles to make sure that they were primed and in place. They were. The automated Traveler Mech had done a good job.

      “You don’t think they . . . ?” he was halfway through saying, when Cheng confirmed it.

      “I think that exactly, Dane. Those War Mechs we saw on Planet 892 . . . What else?” Cheng said.

      Dane swore yet again. He had only faced those things once, and the rest of his confrontations with the Exin had been space-based. But back when they had been taking their first colony world, they had been disturbed by the sudden arrival of an Exin mother ship, which had launched three large, four-legged, beetlelike Mechs to the surface first, before the mother ship itself made a landing. Each one was a little shorter than the Traveler Mech, but a lot wider. At the time, Dane thought they were some sort of advance bridge heading system. Send in the juggernauts first to secure the drop site . . .

      Or to clear up unwanted humans from their world, Dane considered.

      “I’m close to finished here. Charges all set, getting to a safe distance—as soon as the Ares can safely pick us up, I’m rendezvousing on your position,” Cheng said.

      “That wasn’t the plan!” Dane insisted. “As soon as the mission is complete, we use our MJUs to get out of here and head toward human space to start Phase Two!”

      Dane had considered Phase Two to be the craziest part of their so-called plan. Each MJU couldn’t jump them all the way back to human space, but a series of three MJU jumps could. Marine command said that was preferable since it might throw any pursuers off their trail, and the rest of the marine strike group could use the larger Deployment Gate One for their attack.

      “Don’t lecture me on the plan, Sergeant!” Cheng argued. The man was also a sergeant, exactly the same rank that Williams was. He had been through most of the same war zones that Williams had. He had been an original member of the Assisted Mechanized Division just as Williams was. Neither of them had battlefield superiority over the other.

      “First in, last out, Williams!” Cheng repeated the unofficial marine mantra before closing the channel on him.

      Damn it, Dane thought, but his heart also swelled with pride in his old friend.

      “Double time!” Dane was calling to the rest of the Traveler Mech units.

      
        
        >Sir, might I remind you that the Traveler Mechs are automated. They are performing their mission with the maximum speed and efficiency already.

      

      

      The nonplussed voice of his suit A.I. informed him. Dane suddenly wished that the A.I. had some physical form, so that he could slap it.

      “Well, tell them to perform that machine efficiency of theirs extra quick!” Dane called, turning to move out between the strutted legs of the reactor.

      I have to get my men—my living men—out of the possible blast radius of that atomic material, he was thinking as he moved toward the flickers and flashes of meson and pulse light where his Gold Squad desperately tried to hold off the larger group of warrior caste Exin.

      “Well, this was never meant to be easy, right?” Dane growled at himself as he started to jog forward and then to run.

      “Unit five, on me!” he called, as he emerged from the shadows of the platform and into the blazing sun of the alien light outside. Already, there were several targeting vectors—both his own and his enemy’s—appearing across his screen.

      Dane raised his arms, feeling the weapons modules in his suit’s forearms extend and petal out as he charged forward and started to fire. Brilliant strips of light shot out toward the enemy, each pulse laser stronger than that of an Orbital Marine’s pulse rifle. The first Exin warrior caste exploded in a crater of pulverized rock and dust, and while Dane’s next shot missed, it sent the Exin warrior flying backwards.

      “Booyah! It’s the sarge!” He heard Isaias’ excited call, as, inspired by the thunderous assault by the three Traveler Mechs, the three gold squad marines leapt from behind their rocks to charge at the enemy.

      There had been ten Exin warrior caste that had assaulted the three marines, and now they were down to five. The accompanying unit two with Dane made short work of one with a stamp of its foot, and Hendrix took a further one out.

      
        
        >Amber Alert!

      

      

      One of the Exin’s shell weapons struck Dane on the leg almost at point-blank range, and Dane swung around with a backhand that rocketed his attacker into the air.

      And then the fog of war started to lift, and Dane knew that he could take a step back, leaving unit two, five, and the Orbital Marines to finish off the last three. Their charge made short work of the enemy, but that wasn’t what Dane was focused on.

      “Units three and four—what’s holding them up?” Dane barked at his A.I.

      
        
        >They are finishing their operations and leaving the site now, sir.

      

      

      “Not damn quick enough!” Dane said as the last pulse fire flared, and he was left with the pockmarked earth and the victorious grins of his Gold Squad Marines behind their faceplates.

      “Marine Corps!” They congratulated each other. This was their first alien-world mission, Dane knew. It was understandable that they were feeling pretty pumped by what they had so far managed to achieve.

      They just had to, unfortunately, do a whole lot more.

      “No time to rest, gentlemen. We need to clear the site for at least three miles,” Dane snapped at them. That would still put them in a dangerous zone if the transmitter station had anywhere near the atomic material that it could have, for its size . . . But their suits would stand up to a lot of shockwaves and fallout, Dane knew.

      “Let’s get the Gladius to pick us up?” Hendrix suggested, already slumping to the ground in exhaustion.

      
        
        >Alert! Enemy vessel atmospheric entry!

      

      

      The alert rippled through Dane’s holofield at the same time as it blipped across the marines HUD, and, as one unit, all of the humans in the group looked up.

      To see a sudden expanding ring of fire as something like a burning comet shot down toward their canyon. It was the first of the Exin War Mechs. It had to be. And above that would be the Exin mother ship, with its accompanying hordes of seed craft.

      “I think Joey and the Gladius are pretty busy right now,” Dane muttered. “Move out!”
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      “Keep moving!” Dane called to his men, who were bounding in giant, thruster-assisted leaps across the orange plains. Behind them, the Exin power station smoked.

      The Traveler Mechs could have easily outpaced them, being twice the size that the rest of them were—but Dane held the alien units back, keeping them in a wide grouping around the advancing humans.

      “Corsoni? What’s your ETA?” he called over the comms channel. He heard a glitch in the static, followed by the pilot-engineer’s hurried voice.

      “Hitting atmosphere now, Sarge! But you got company—right on your tail!”

      “I can see that,” Dane growled, as the large cloud of dust and smoke rose in the east, not far from where the first of the Exin War Mechs had made planetfall. They hadn’t emerged from their landing site yet, but they would any second, and probably with all guns blazing. It would take Cheng and his team on the Ares ten minutes or more to get here, depending on the progress of their own mission.

      And then there was the detonation. Dane could see the stalled timer sitting at 00:03:00 on his top right corner. If the mission had been going according to plan, he would have triggered it when everyone was safely on board the Gladius and they’d be halfway through the upper atmosphere by the time that it went off.

      Should I trigger it now? The blast would rattle and stun them badly—but their suits should protect them. Dane was conflicted over what to do. The idea of fleeing the scene, still with the Exin stations behind him mostly intact, was not something to be proud of.

      
        
        >Sir! Picking up enemy targeting.

      

      

      His suit A.I. warned him, moments before shots of brilliant purple-white light emerged from the clouds of impact dust coming straight at his group’s position.

      “Cover!” Dane had a moment to roar and see the AMP suits throw themselves to the sides, rolling and skidding across the floor, as . . .

      WHAM!

      The pulse beam was powerful enough to spin his Traveler Mech almost to one side and drive it to the ground.

      “Ooof!” He snarled with the sudden awkward jolts and shudders that ran through his harness to his body.

      “Sarge! You all right!?” It was Private First Class Isaias, not so far away, and already running toward him. He looked so small in the cockpit screen, and, for a moment, Dane almost crowed with laughter at the idea that a human so small could help him with the Traveler Mech that he was in.

      “I’m good, I’m . . .” Dane was in the process of saying, ignoring the fact that one whole side of his Traveler Mech was smoking, and that there was a dangerously crimson-looking threat level on his damage icon . . .

      But then Private Isaias wasn’t there anymore, and Dane was merely looking at bare, sandy ground.

      What?!

      In a rush, the split-second vision of what had just happened slammed back into his mind. It had all happened so fast, but two of the Exin Beetle Mech’s pulse beams had struck Isaias in a flash of blinding light, lifting him off his feet and sending him flying backwards.

      “Isaias!” Dane roared, locating his crumpled body almost ten feet away, the entire front plate of his AMP suit a smoking, twisted mass.

      Dane pushed himself forward, moving to get to Isaias first.

      
        
        >Sir, Private First Class Isaias is gravely injured. He is in critical condition and requires immediate attention. His wounds may prove fatal, even with the measures taken by his suit.

      

      

      His suit’s A.I. insisted, while others of the Gold Squad looked around in horror and started for Isaias.

      “Damn it!” Dane skidded to a halt, spinning around as he roared his grief and frustration. As much as it annoyed him, his suit’s A.I. was correct. Dane had to neutralize the enemy before more of them decided to take out his Gold Squad, and he was in a Traveler Mech suit—big enough to take the pounding, whereas, clearly, the AMP suits weren’t.

      “Traveler units! Isolate enemy! Fire with prejudice!” Dane snarled, raising both of his Mech’s arms, fists clenched, to fire the beams back out at the coming Exin Beetles.

      Dane saw flashes of orange, red, and green as his shots hit the distant body that was growing larger and larger, fast. Behind him, the rest of the Gold Squad were reaching the form of Isaias, Hendrix seizing the AMP suit and heaving it over his shoulders in a fireman’s lift, carrying him behind cover where he could treat the man as best he could.

      “No man left behind!” Dane heard Hendrix shout, and felt his heart break with pride and anger.

      “Sarge! Williams!” This was from Farouk, now somewhere farther behind him. Dane hadn’t realized it, but he had been charging ahead in his fury. The Exin Beetles were now almost level with him, and Dane could make them out clearly. Each one was shorter than his Mech by almost a yard, but they made up for it with more than double the width of their Traveler Mech opponents. They had six legs with the forward two shorter than the others, giving the Beetle Mechs a hunched-forward appearance as they charged. Dane knew they could rear up on their back four and use the front two as arms. On their shell-like carapaces were multiple gun ports, from which flickered the pulse lasers they were firing.

      Dane leapt as the pulse light slammed into the ground where he had been. He felt the thruster rockets along his Mech’s thighs and calves fire, flinging him toward the oncoming Beetle as he barreled into it—

      WHAM!

      
        
        >Impact, all areas!

      

      

      His holofield was blurting out the warning, but all that Dane was aware of was the world catapulting over and over, spraying dust and sand as he grappled with the Exin Beetle across the alien plains. He saw the flash of pulse fire, but he was unsure if it was his own or the Exin Beetle’s weapons. Either way, the alarms blared and mingled as he fought, and there was a scrape of sparks as one of the Exin’s legs tore across his chassis.

      Dane’s thoughts were filled with fury. This thing had hurt one of his team. Dane had personally trained each of them from the very beginning. He remembered the fresh-faced Isaias appearing at the Jupiter Marine Training Platform, all awkwardness and eagerness in equal measures. He had never been off-world before. He had signed up to try and make a difference.

      Dane struggled, grabbing one of the legs and bending it back with the full stretch of his own metal arms. There was pressure, and then a spray of sparks and the squeal of metal picked up on his Mech’s microphones. He could feel the pistons and servo mechanisms of his suit locking in and exerting enough strength to tear apart buildings.

      Isaias had been there when they captured the Exin queen, Dane remembered. He had been there when they went to the Traveler’s world too.

      Suddenly, the tension released, and Dane was holding the forelegs up, lifting the Exin Mech back off of its haunches to struggle, kicking at his chassis with its legs. Dane didn’t even consciously recognize it, but a thousand hours of training as a Mech-Brawler were kicking in, amplified through his suit.

      “Main laser!” Dane snarled when he had the opposing Mech exposed. Three glittering green targeting arrows converged on the center of his screen. Any possible onlookers on the outside would have seen a bright circle of light appear on the nose cone of his chassis . . .

      The three vectors merged to flash red.

      “Fire!” Dane snarled and felt the shunt as the powerful main laser burst into being to slam into the body of the Exin Beetle. The pulse laser was a column of pure white lightning, leaving after-images in Dane’s eyes. It tore into the Exin blue-steel shell, slagging and melting the substance before a plume of fire exploded out of the Beetle’s back, and all strength vanished from the mechanical limbs.

      Dane threw the dead thing uselessly away, still spitting and roaring as he turned for the next.

      
        
        >Sergeant, I have to remind you of your current injury levels . . .

      

      

      The suit A.I. was trying to get through to him, and Dane had a vague, distant recollection of a lot of amber and crimson alerts on his suits, thanks to first smaller Exin spiders, and then several direct hits by the Exin Beetles.

      Frack that, Dane thought, firing one forearm laser at the next Beetle engaging with one of his automated Traveler units as he started to charge forward.

      “Sarge! Landing two hundred yards away on your three o’clock!” he heard Corsoni aboard the Gladius inform him, but Dane was incensed with fury as he put his shoulder down and hit the Beetle with a football-type block.

      WHAM!

      More crimson alerts flashed in his eyes as both he and the Exin Mech were thrown into the air, Dane hitting the dirt and skidding, while the Beetle flipped, legs overhead, and rolled across the alien plains, sending dirt spraying everywhere.

      
        
        >Sir, really, I have to insist . . .

      

      

      The A.I. was saying this as Dane pushed himself up—to realize that he was lopsided.

      “What!?”

      Several of the servos in his lower right calf had gone, popped out of their housing, which itself had been crumpled in his recent brawling skirmishes. He could still move, run, walk, and all that was regular and expected of him—but his leg was behaving strangely, and he wouldn’t be able to perform another shoulder barge like that one again.

      
        
        >Sergeant, proximity!

      

      

      The A.I. warned him, just before the lasers on the Exin Beetle he had just sent flying found him. As he had been looking at his leg, the creature had flipped itself over, gotten back onto its feet, and fired.

      WHAM!

      
        
        >Warning, sir! Red Alert for left side carapace, left leg, right arm! Amber alert all front areas . . .

      

      

      Dane was slammed backwards into the dirt by the blast. He saw stars as his head bounced so hard that not even the rubber foam padding of his harness could stop the metal behind it from hurting him. He tasted blood in his mouth, realized that he must have bitten his tongue, and was pushing himself over . . .

      WHAM! WHAM!

      There was a trio of pulse blasts singeing the alien air overhead, and Dane realized that two of the Traveler units had converged on this Beetle and were engaged in a shoot-out with the thing. Dane saw one of the Travelers stagger backwards as it was hit—and then, a flash of brilliant white light eclipsed its chassis. It had been the already critically injured Mech unit, Dane realized. A final strike from one of the Exin had destroyed it.

      But not before the final Exin Beetle itself was taken out by the rest of the Traveler Mech units, and the battle was over.

      “Williams? Williams—I’m on your location . . . man down?” It was Cheng on the comms as the Ares swooped overhead. The Gladius had already landed, and Hendrix and the others were carrying Isaias’ into its open launch bay doors.

      “Yeah, man down.” Dane sighed, picking himself awkwardly up from the sand and loping, as fast as possible, back to the Gladius.

      “I’m sorry.” There was a pause on the other end of the line before Cheng’s voice returned. “It’s going to be a fight to get out of here,” he said, and the meaning was obvious. There would be a time for grief, but it would not be now.

      “I know,” Dane breathed, as the welcoming shadows of the launch bay surrounded him. Dane turned as the launch bay doors started to close behind him. He could see the Exin power station in the distance, with its small pillars of smoke rising.

      “Activate detonation sequence,” Dane muttered, for the counter on his holo to start to count down.
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        >Impact! Right Outer hull plate! . . .

      

      

      Captain Otepi snarled as her Marine Corps fighter shuddered, and a whole new set of brilliant red alarms flared into life across her cockpit screen. The starscape outside spun and swirled (which is to say—she spun and swirled) as she tried to avoid the multiple bolts of meson fire that the Exin mother ship had launched after her.

      There. A sudden glimpse of the operation swinging past her cockpit—the two Marine Corps fighters darting back and forth between the giant spiderlike Exin ansible transmitters as another one erupted into a giant flare of brilliant white light.

      They’re almost done, Otepi was thinking, just as another wave of meson blasts ripped through space toward her.

      There are too many of them.

      It was a truth that she had been, vainly, trying not to let herself realize—but the realization was unavoidable. Only one of the Exin mother ships had come here to defend their ansible transmitter, but no sooner had it arrived than it started disgorging flights of Exin seed craft from both sides of its belly.

      “Computer—how many targets!?” Otepi barely had enough time to lift her eyes to check the navigation and targeting screens. She was too busy avoiding the oncoming attack vectors, meson blasts, pulse lasers, and enemy torpedoes.

      
        
        >Targeting Computer / Scanning . . .

        >>14 vessels TOTAL, 13 Exin seed craft, 1 Exin mother ship . . .

      

      

      “Only fourteen?” she managed to groan to herself as she threw her ship into another tight barrel roll across the burning vacuum. She had already taken out a handful of the smaller Exin seed craft, as had her lieutenant in Fighter Two, currently on the far side of the Exin mother ship . . .

      What!? Otepi saw her lieutenant’s position once again. “Fighter Two—pick up, stars damn it! You’re too far!” she shouted through the comms. Her job was to distract and to occupy the enemy—not assault!

      But the lieutenant in the identical Marine Corps fighter craft had suddenly swerved toward the mother ship, underneath an oncoming flight of three seed craft, and strafed the side of one of the giant ship’s nacelles with a line of pulse lasers.

      It was an entirely reckless move, but Otepi had to admit that she felt her heart leap as she saw the burst-flashes of explosions. The Marine Fighter’s blasts must have found power lines or vents.

      Unfortunately, it was still a stupid decision.

      “Captain, I’m keeping them busy!” Otepi heard her lieutenant say in a jubilant and yet savage voice—moments before one of the large, solid-white beams of light burst out from the craft and slammed into the side of the fighter ship, making the Marine Corps fighter look like a ridiculously small delicacy skewered on the end of a cocktail stick.

      For an impossible second, time appeared to freeze as Otepi looked on in horror at the struck ship. She thought that somehow her eyes could make out every last detail of the craft in the distance, the way that the brilliant light caught at its panels, the glint of its distant cockpit . . .

      And then there was a flash and a rapidly expanding and evaporating circle of burning gasses as the Marine Corps fighter, in its entirety, was destroyed.

      “No!” Otepi was already turning her ship toward the mother ship out of outrage and angered instinct, but no—she had to force her hands to keep turning the flight controls as she came into the firing arc of another three of the seed craft.

      Revenge was impossible. It was unthinkable.

      Wham! Wham! Wham!

      Another blister of shots struck the Exin mother ship, impossibly, from the rear of the craft. Captain Otepi had a moment of confusion as she struggled to see who or what could have been attacking it from that vector.

      
        
        >Squadron Ships Identified! Ares and Gladius . . .

      

      

      The two fighter crafts of Cheng and Williams surged through the atmosphere of the planet below, at the tips of their own clouds of vapor and burnt atmosphere.

      
        
        >Incoming Message!

      

      

      “Captain! This is Sergeant Cheng of the Ares. Mission accomplished. Reactors are going to blow any minute.” The implacable Bruce Cheng’s voice sounded cold and practical, and it was something that Otepi could rest her willpower against as she rallied herself. A moment later, the report came back from the other two fighters in her squadron too.

      “Captain, ansible satellites destroyed. Operation is a success—we’re coming to your location!”

      “No!” Otepi said immediately. They might have completed the mission—but she knew that they were still a long way from being able to call it a success.

      Because, well, if we all die out here, I’m not sure that would be a resounding victory . . . a smaller, more cynical part of her thought.

      But still. They had destroyed the ansible transmitter. Phase Two of Hammer Blow was clear. Her hands moved to the holo control on her flight deck, punching the authorization controls for the prerecorded snippet of code to be fired from her ship’s much smaller ansible back toward human space. She turned back to the tactical computer as meson blasts exploded all around her.

      “Get yourselves out of there, Ares and Gladius!” Otepi cried out. “Pull back! We’re done!”

      Otepi dragged the flight controls to one side and then another to avoid the shots and blasts of those thirteen-or-so seed craft coming their way. They had done a good job at disrupting their surging attack, but now they were everywhere, and there was no way to keep them all occupied at the same time . . .

      Otepi saw first one, and then another of the energy readings spike on the other Marine Fighters as they started to cycle their miniature jump engines.

      “Come on, come on—come on!” she hissed, firing her trigger to hit another of the seed craft and send it winging to one side.

      WHAM!

      Before Fighter Three went down.

      “No!” Otepi murmured in distress. The Marine Corps fighter had just started to create its own small corona of burning plasma. Its jump engine had activated when the Exin seed-craft shot had found it, hitting its rear carriage and bursting it apart in a brilliant explosion of blinding white.

      Fighter Four was luckier, sparkling with white light as it was flung forward, leaving behind the expanding halo of burning plasma as it jumped.

      That left the Ares and the Gladius. Otepi was turning in her flight in a wide, crazed arc to see where they were. Her gloved hands hesitated over her own jump engine protocols. Something inside of her wouldn’t let her leave the last two marine craft here, to whatever fate had in store for them.

      “Otepi—jump, damn you!” The message came back from Sergeant Dane Williams, and she ignored him as she swerved and flipped her fighter once more, meson blasts rippling atop her hull.

      
        
        >Impact Warning! Upper hull plate!

      

      

      The digital damage display was reading an almost-critical red on one nacelle, and a whole lot of alarming orange everywhere else. She had taken a lot of flak from the enemy, but as she turned back toward the large mother ship, she could see that the Ares and the Gladius were still trying their best to rise out of the pack of seed craft that pursued them.

      “You can still get clear, Otepi—do it!” Cheng was in apparent agreement with the other ship’s sergeant.

      “Like hell I will,” Otepi snapped. She knew that neither the Ares nor the Gladius could fire up their jump engines yet. One lucky shot from an enemy craft would result in another ball of burning plasma and shrapnel pieces joining at least two others of her squadron.

      But the Marine Corps fighters were larger and faster than their seed craft opponents, Otepi knew. Get them on a straight, and they could outpace them. Maybe fly far enough to hit the jump engine and be out of there . . .

      The only problem being that flying on a straight also made you a pretty perfect target to get shot at, Otepi knew.

      Without thinking, she flung her own Marine Fighter straight toward the Ares and the Gladius and the seed craft that rose around them.

      “Captain—what are you doing!?” She heard Dane William’s angered shout, just before the Gladius peeled away to one side to avoid the collision.

      
        
        >Alert! Proximity Warning! Multiple Alerts!

      

      

      Right behind the Gladius and the Ares, the crowd of seed craft had a moment to react, whirling out of the way just as Otepi opened fire with everything she had. Meson blasts and pulse lasers slammed into the phalanx of pursuing Exin fighters . . .

      
        
        >Target Hit! Target immobilized . . .

        >Target Hit! Target compromised . . .

      

      

      It was almost too easy not to miss as such a close range, but after a furious moment of fast-moving craft rushing around her in a storm, Otepi was suddenly free from the pack, and was curving her Marine Fighter craft around in a wide arc.

      
        
        >Warning!

      

      

      A giant beam of brilliant white light shot under her nose cone, searing across space. It was from the Exin mother ship. There were now no more seed craft between her and it. Behind her, the Exin seed craft hunting packs had been scattered by her kamikaze flight, and there was the mother ship sitting great and dark, straight ahead of her.

      Should I?

      The thought flashed through her mind. Was it what an officer of the Marine Corps should do? For a moment, she understood perfectly the motivations of her lieutenant who had sought to fling herself and her ship uselessly against the Exin behemoth. It was the same human impulse that led to stories of giant slayers and dragon hunters.

      Otepi had bought the Ares and the Gladius a brief window of time. Enough, perhaps, for them to activate their jump engines and start the leapfrogging process that would shuttle them across half the galaxy and back home to Earth space.

      
        
        >Warning! Tracking computers detected!

      

      

      Multiple flaring orange vectors, each one describing a warning, were flashing across her ship’s control field. The mother ship was trying to lock more targeting lasers on her, which would mean that it could shoot her out of space with ease. Added to this, the seed craft that were quick enough to turn around were also trying to lock their targeting computers on her as well.

      “Frack it!” Otepi snarled in rage, her gloved hands tightening on the flight control sticks.

      As much as she wanted to throw herself forward against the mother ship—the chances of her doing anything but turning into neon confetti right now were slim. She might be courageous, but the captain wasn’t foolish.

      Survive now to defeat more later, she promised herself, hurling her ship hard into a roll as she spun and activated the jump engine. She felt the tremor run through the entire ship, through the walls, through the metal floor of her cockpit, and through the flight chair as her computer warnings just kept on coming. Would her engines have the chance to fire before the enemy’s guns finally found her?

      Otepi didn’t know. She just flew.
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      Tens of thousands of light years away from the events at the Exin ansible transmitter, a dance of coded electrons was detected by the hypersensitive Marine Corps sensors at the training platform outside Jupiter.

      The signal was received late, a span of seven minutes and twenty-three seconds after it was sent from across the galaxy—but it was received. Automatic alerts were triggered and launch processes were started. Thousands of algorithms started, and outside the Jupiter Marine Training Platform, the giant wheel of Deployment Gate One started to turn, flickering with red lightning while squadrons of waiting attack vessels powered up their engines.

      Finally, just a few heartbeats after zillabytes of information were processed, it all awaited the input of one human.

      First Admiral Yankis stood at the ready in the Marine Corps High Command as the multiple holofields kept him and his elite staff updated with the latest strategies, predictions, and updates.

      
        
        >Authorization required . . .

      

      

      A single line of code bleeped in front of him.

      First Admiral Yankis, a small man with a crew cut of silver hair and a perpetual frown, remained motionless for one moment.

      
        
        >Authorization required . . .

      

      

      The command code before him started to bleep, and the second stretched a little too long, as the senior aides, the generals, and the flight commanders dared a scattering of looks at the taut and constrained little man, always seeming to contain far more energy, waiting to be born . . .

      “Sir . . . ?” One of his senior aides breathed, and the first admiral’s eyes finally broke from their glower to take in the room. This was, after all, the moment that humanity had been waiting for. The giant ansible arrays had been destroyed, as had the power station reactors that kept them operational.

      The entire Exin frontier would now have gone dark. They still had their ship-borne ansibles, just as the human marines did—but now, neither side had the advantage in forward sensing.

      The Exin wouldn’t be able to see the human squadrons coming— or at least that was the predicted outcome.

      “Sir?” said the senior aide once again, as the moment stretched just a little bit longer. Unknown to them, it was at this point that Captain Otepi was fighting for her life and wondering whether or not to charge the attacking Exin mother ship head-on.

      First Admiral Yankis made a small noise and moved forward, extending one gloved hand before the holofield.

      Did he hesitate for a moment at this—the most important decision of his life?

      The admiral stabbed his finger forward into the holofield.

      
        
        >Authorization Accepted. ID Verified: Commander First Admiral Yankis, Marine Corps . . .

      

      

      The attack started.

      The squadrons of the human Marine Corps threw themselves into the crimson tunnel of burnt and tearing atoms. They were followed by the heavier, business-built, tanklike Marine Corps Dreadnoughts—each one almost the size of an Exin mother ship.

      The flights of ships were sucked through the tens of thousands of light years to their first attack site, appearing in a dizzying ripple of white-and-red plasma over alien worlds.

      Without stopping, the first squadron flight and one of the dreadnoughts kept on going toward the deep gray-and-slate-blue world whose surface sported blankets of distant stars: Exin forward settlements, military musters, and factory cities.

      These ships of humanity started to fire their meson blasts long before they hit atmosphere, and the weapons ports on the dreadnought hissed open for the giant, single-beam stabilized pulse beams to fire also. Launch bays opened with the fires of escaping gasses as entire clouds of drone missiles were set in motion on the unsuspecting frontier world below—that world starting to erupt in brilliant flashes of fire and maelstrom, even visible from space.

      Behind this first attack, the secondary and tertiary squadrons were already flashing with the light of their jump drives. They did not wait for signs of battle or response, but wasted no time in cycling up their jump engines to start their attack run on the next frontier world—and the next.

      Soon, the space above and behind the world was filled with the flashes of Marine Corps ships punching holes through the fabric of space-time as they were about to race along the edge of the Exin territories in jumps and deadly raids. If there were any Exin looking up at the night sky (and there were many thousands on this first world), then it must have appeared to be the glitter of a thousand new stars being born above their own satellites and drones . . .

      But here, at this first struck planet, the battle was joined quickly—first by those very same satellites and upper atmosphere drones. They quickly wheeled and turned to fly, suicidal and brash, straight into the oncoming Marine Corps fighters.

      Elsewhere, the flicker of the Exin orbital lasers began, for answering pillars of light to shoot upwards from the outskirts of the factory cities and strike the Marine Corps Dreadnought. There were explosions, and inside its metal halls were the screams of human marines, soldiers, and staffers alike.

      This might be a lightning raid, but it was not one that would be easy—or without casualties.
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        >Jump completed!

      

      

      Dane’s forward holofield showed the results of the Gladius flight computers, even before he felt the last tremor of the ship (and his suit) around him die down.

      “External ship cameras?” Dane breathed, to see a small square image of the space outside the Gladius be transferred to his suit’s holo.

      There was a hell of a lot of dark out there. For some reason, Dane was almost expecting to see other ships here already—but of course, the other fighters in the squadron, and the Ares too—had already made their jump and were probably another full jump ahead of them on the leapfrog home. The others of Gold Squad were moving Isaias to a medical unit to put him in stasis and try to keep him alive. If he did survive, it would be by the skin of his teeth. The blast had hit him full in the front, the most armored part of the suit, so there was a chance that he would survive. But not a very good chance.

      Dane couldn’t bear to see his man in that state right now, especially knowing that Isaias had been trying to help him when he was hit. He shook that thought from his head. There were other things to think about first, and Isaias was not dead yet.

      “Did the other ships make it!?” Dane suddenly asked, remembering the desperate flight of the last few fighters. He wasn’t sure who he was asking. Anyone who might answer, perhaps. “Bruce. Otepi?” he clarified suddenly.

      “Sarge.” It was Corsoni, on one end of a speaker. “Scans showed that the Ares jumped before we did, so I guess that Bruce’s men must have.”

      “And Captain Otepi?” Dane hissed. Last time that he had seen her, she had been hightailing it toward the mother ship behind them. Should they go back for her?

      “Last reading has her jump drive activating,” Engineer Corsoni said. “We have to assume that she made it.” Dane let out a snarl of frustration. Most of him wanted to go back to see for himself the fate of the woman who had saved his life—perhaps even to do the same for her if he could—but he knew that would be suicide. That planet was probably going to be swarming with mother ships as they jumped to the first sign of trouble, unaware that their entire front line was about to erupt with that very same trouble.

      “Preparing jump engine for second transit, Sarge,” Corsoni went on. “Next jump should take us halfway to Jupiter, and then another—”

      The engineer didn’t get the chance to finish that statement. There was a sudden flare of alarms across the flight computers, and another ship broke through into their space.

      “Ah,” Dane heard Corsoni say in a completely surprised voice.

      What? “On screen!” Dane said.

      And the holofield interlinked with the Gladius’s sensors to reveal the giant shape of the Exin mother ship that they had just been fleeing from, bearing down on them.
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        * * *

      

      “What!? Who said they could do that!?” Dane was shouting as Corsoni swept them into a long curve away from the Exin ship.

      “They must have a way of tracking our jump coordinates, Sarge!” the pilot said.

      “But I thought that was impossible!?” Dane belligerently argued.

      “So did I!” Corsoni said, throwing another curve as a giant pillar of burning white plasma shot across their nacelles.

      “Get us out of here, Corsoni!” Dane was saying, before he suddenly realized the error. If this mother ship had some way of tracking what their jump coordinates were, then Dane would just lead them straight back to Deployment Gate One and Jupiter and the Marine Training Center, wouldn’t he?

      Which might have lost most of its navies now that Phase Two is operational!

      “Dammit—cancel that order!” Dane shouted at once. “Jump us to the front line!”

      “What!?” Corsoni’s face appeared, worried, in the upper left of Dane’s screen. Rather disconcertingly, Dane could see the smaller image of the Exin mother ship in the back of the image, silhouetted against the stars of the Gladius’ cockpit, and bearing down on them.

      Just our luck it would go after us, Dane thought grimly.

      “Nearest front-line attack. I want to bring her straight to where there’s a whole lot of meson canons heading her way!” Dane said tersely, as Corsoni rolled his eyes and nodded.

      “Your wish is my . . .” he heard his pilot mutter before the man threw them into yet another gut-wrenching turn. Dane, inside his Traveler Mech, felt the giant suit start to shift in place.

      Removed as he was, Dane couldn’t read the impact warnings and targeting alarms that erupted across the flight control deck of the Marine Fighter—but he didn’t have to, either. The shudders and shakes that ran through their vessel were enough to make Dane’s teeth crawl. He wished that he was up there, in the cockpit—able to do something, anything—rather than being down here in the hold. For the first time in his career as an Orbital Marine, Dane Williams felt the fragility of the metal shell that was enclosed all around him, and his complete inability to do anything other than wait it out.

      “Cycling jump engines . . .” he was relieved to hear Corsoni hiss, as an almost imperceptible hum rippled through the entire Gladius . . .
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        * * *

      

      From the outside, it looked like a game of cat and mouse—if the proverbial cat was ten times bigger than its prey.

      The chasing Exin mother ship was vast. An elongated triangle shape in midnight blues and metallic greens, reminiscent of a fang or a claw reaching through space. It had three of the long, tubular nacelles running along its body—but one of them was clearly damaged, whether from the attacks of the Ares and the Gladius, or from the other Marine Fighters of Captain Otepi’s Task Force. Drifts of brilliant green-and-purple plasma spurted and gushed from one side in drifts, and there were clearly ruined and rent metals peeling back from the outer carapace.

      The Exin mother ship flew awkwardly, rolling slightly as it swept forward after the much faster and quicker Gladius—but she was still a threat.

      Weapon ports flared open along the front of her nose cone, and bright lights flared—shooting pin-prick pulse lasers out at the tiny Marine Fighter.

      The Gladius swerved and rolled, its own twin engines glowing a fierce, brilliant blue-white as every bit of available power was asked of it—but still the scatterings of needle-shot found it, impacting with explosions of sparks along its hull.

      The Gladius suddenly rocked to one side—something was clearly wrong (more wrong than being chased by a full Exin war ship) as a cloud of gasses vented from one side of the ship.

      The small marine craft appeared to slow, to tumble almost end over end, and the Exin mother ship was rising over it. The giant weapons pod over its front prow started to glow as it powered up its orbital meson laser . . .

      But the Gladius, too, was emitting a glow as its jump engines started to ripple and shed the light around the craft.

      The mother ship fired. A single column of brilliant white light that shot forward . . .

      To burn through nothing but empty vacuum. The Gladius had jumped.
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            Perfect Landing

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold on!” Corsoni was shouting—which he really didn’t need to say, as Dane and the rest of his Gold Squad had clearly gotten the message from the way that the hold was tilting at an alarming rate . . .

      “Magnet locks!” Dane called out to his own Traveler Mech and to the human marines inside their smaller Assisted Mechanized Plate suits. In each of them, as they flipped the controls, their suits secured themselves to the metals of the Gladius’s floor, affording them momentary stability.

      Which was more, clearly, than the ship itself had going for it.

      “Corsoni—report!?” Dane called out, and there was a muttered affirmative as the navigational computers booted back up after the jump and were beamed to Dane’s field.

      Oh, frack . . . was about the best that Dane could say about what he saw.

      They were flying straight into a pitch battle between the Exin forces and the Orbital Marines. Before them was a greenish world with a large moon that was only marginally smaller than its stellar brother and predominantly made up of a bluish-gray color. Lights burned and sparkled over the surface of the planet as the Exin defenders shot upwards at the swooping and soaring Orbital Marines . . .

      . . . who were apparently bogged down in both dogfights and orbital barrages, Dane took in quickly. Larger, orbital beams shot upwards from the green planet and also the smaller blue moon toward the flights of Marine Fighters, and the space between the two celestial bodies was filled with the sudden, zipping movements of Exin seed craft. Dane saw explosions and strafing barrages of meson and pulse fire, and the brilliant flashes as spaceships exploded in the void.

      Dane realized two things in that moment, as the Gladius rolled and shook and flew headlong into the midst of this tumult.

      One, that this was no lightning-fast strike, disable, and go raid. Whatever had happened here, the forces of the Orbital Marines had clearly become bogged down in this raid. Maybe it was the fact that there was such a well-developed, occupied, and clearly defensible moon right next to the Exin planet. Or maybe it was because the transmitter strike that Dane, Bruce, and Otepi had been a part of had been disrupted.

      Did we take too long? The Orbital Marine Sergeant had a moment of deep guilt. Had his actions inadvertently plunged hundreds and thousands of fellow marine lives in the most terrible danger?

      But then, as the Gladius shook and screamed through space, there was the other realization that Dane couldn’t shake.

      And that was that they were out of control, and that they were going to crash.

      “Can we make it to the dreadnought?” Dane called out, meaning the large, segmented, three-moduled body of the marine ship that was of the largest class that the humans had produced. There was only a handful of the trainlike ships, but each one was designed to be a mobile Marine Platform, capable of fielding dozens of the smaller fighter craft like the Gladius and the Ares.

      They were the Marine Corps answer to the Exin mother ship, Dane knew—and perhaps they were marginally bigger.

      And if we can get to it, we might be able to fly right into one of its holds . . . Dane was thinking, looking at his holofield. The dreadnought was slightly turning toward the Exin green planet and releasing payload after payload of meson canon blasts down to the installations it sensed there.

      Which unfortunately meant that its far side was open to the attacks of the Exin super moon, and one of the modules in particular was getting fairly well hammered by pulse light.

      “Signaling,” Corsoni said, as he sent the urgent distress call to the dreadnought.

      WHAM!

      As an Exin seed craft, clearly not quick enough to register the Gladius’ sudden materialization, winged across the prow, turning its curved shell just in time to avoid a direct collision—but not fast enough so that it didn’t scrape along the side of its hull.

      There was a sound like the world ripping in two, and suddenly the inner holofield of Dane’s suit was filled with alarms. Nothing related to his own suit, thankfully—but definitely related to the fact that there was now a heck of a lot less pressure outside the suit, and that it was vanishing rapidly.

      “Sarge!” Dane heard the terrified, sudden scream of one of his Gold Squad marines—Farouk!? He turned to see that the collision had caused one of the bulkheads beside the door to ripple and almost collapse—the launch bay doors were crumpling and there were warning amber lights flickering on and off all over them.

      And there was Farouk, despite the magnet clamps of his boots, starting to slide toward the crumpling door. The vacuum seal that separated the precious atmosphere inside the Gladius and the sucking void outside must have broken.

      Dane moved at once, breaking his own magnet lock connection and throwing himself forward toward the rent and ruined launch doors.

      Private First Class Farouk got there first, slamming into the doors as the entire thing buckled outwards by several more feet. As tough as the Gladius was built to be, it could not fight against the entire force of the universe . . .

      The ship was spinning, and Dane barely had any sense of up or down as he seized onto the bulkheads to prevent his giant Traveler Mech suit from smashing into the smaller, doll-like body of Farouk.

      “Argh!” He grabbed onto the struts and the supports at the last moment, bracing his legs against the door frame and using one giant metal claw to snatch at Farouk and haul him backwards

      “I got you! I got you!” he was calling, right about at the same time that the Gladius bowled into the upper atmosphere of the Exin moon.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        >Sir, maximum safety measures are called for . . .

      

      

      Dane could clearly hear the rather nonplussed voice of his suit’s soft A.I. over the alarms. It was curiously calming, despite the sounds of grinding and screeching metals all around. They were being jolted and shaken, and Dane saw his outer screen eclipse with the wash of flame.

      Flame!? Flame!

      
        
        >Sir, I am forced to remind you that your Traveler Mech suit was already in a compromised state . . .

      

      

      His A.I. appeared to be annoyed at the fact that Dane could let this amazing piece of alien-human technology get so battered. In his defense, Dane quickly explained, with no small use of expletives, what he thought of the A.I.

      
        
        >External seals to your craft have been breached. I am initiating maximum security procedures.

      

      

      His A.I. calmly and matter-of-factly took over Dane’s suit in a way that the sergeant didn’t like at all—or wouldn’t have liked if he wasn’t being rolled back and forth and shaken like beans in a can as the Gladius tore its way through the atmosphere and down toward the moon’s surface.

      Right now, however, Dane was more concerned with the fact that his entire suit appeared to be locking up. Sheaths of metal that he hadn’t even known were there rushed out to lock into place over the chassis of his suit, the joints, and the largest areas of his arms and legs. He clutched at the small AMP-suited Farouk, holding him tight to the chassis that housed Dane as his suit morphed and changed.

      “I didn’t even know it could do this!” was pretty much the last thing that Dane remembered saying before they made moon-fall.
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        * * *

      

      The Gladius appeared like a dread comet through the skies of the large moon world. Which is to say that she burned and was surrounded by a corona of flames and burning plasma, and lastly, a long, streaming tail of smoke. Luckily, most of that vapor trail was just that—a tail that was made of the mixture of steam and gasses burned by the sudden incursion of the Gladius to otherwise freezing cold air.

      However, not all of it was vapor—the human marine ship was losing precious fuel and precious oxygen at an alarming rate. This in itself would have been a source of dire alarm for Pilot Joey Corsoni, if he wasn’t also trying to make sure that the Gladius didn’t nosedive into something as final as a building, a city, or a mountain.

      “Rargh!” Joey tensed, every muscle in his arms pulling at the flight controls as he fought the inevitable drag of gravity. “Rear stabilizers! Right stabilizers!” he was shouting as they shot across the night-darkened space.

      “Every star’s damned stabilizer!” he amended. The metal aerofoil flaps along the nacelles and the main body of the Gladius deployed, for one after another of them to suddenly be ripped from their body, unable to hold back the velocity of this moon’s thin air.

      Joey saw flashes of settlements: strange, octagonal, and hivelike structures of dark gray buildings—and he also saw a whole lot of rocky outcrops. This moon was really a sister planet, with its own atmosphere—but it was clear why the Exin favored the larger, greener planet. This one appeared mostly made of solid stone . . .

      There. Up ahead there appeared to be a plain, on the far side of one of the larger building complexes.

      We can make it. We can make it!

      Joey fought to raise the nose of the Gladius, hoping at least for a belly flop of a landing on the sand and grit rather than a complete crash . . .

      But no, the Gladius couldn’t make it.

      The ship dropped lower, spilling burning fuels and billowing smoke behind it, and then they were careening straight into one of the hivelike city complexes. This one appeared to be built upon several levels, with the lowest dedicated to the same stilt buttresses that Dane had seen on other Exin habitations. The uppermost levels were made up of domes and towers, and the long spikes of antennas, transmitters, and receivers.

      The Gladius crashed into these uppermost layers first, snapping them off with gouts of sparks as easily as if they were made of matchsticks.

      The Orbital Marine Fighter continued its descent into the next layer, however, smashing through one side of a rounded building which, luckily, appeared to be made mostly out of glass panels.

      And still the Gladius, thrown from on high, continued its terrible path of destruction. It skimmed the debris of the domed building and hit the next level down of the Exin cityscape—with the main part of its body moving through one of the narrow streets between the buildings, as one nacelle was snapped from its bulk behind it, resulting in a wash of flames that blossomed upwards into the night sky.

      The Gladius chewed its way between the buildings, its fuselage and then its hull finally connecting with the city’s foundations, sending up sheets of sparks before they were ripped and snapped from their housings. More plate windows exploded with the shock of the impact—even if their buildings were a few blocks away from the actual strike.

      And finally, the human vessel came to rest at last, deep in a nest of buildings, with its entrance torn out of the walls and ceilings of the metropolis behind it. Thick black smoke boiled and billowed upwards from it, and flames were set off all throughout the Exin moon community.

      The Gladius had landed and was the very first invasion effort of the human forces.
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            General Systems Alert

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dark in Dane’s Traveler suit.

      And quiet. The suit’s suppressors and seals were so total that he couldn’t hear whatever agonizing screech of metal or human was happening outside.

      But I made it, he thought, and then—My squad? Joey!?

      
        
        >Restructuring local interface . . .

      

      

      There was a sudden blip of blue neon light across his interior HUD, but Dane’s suit A.I. had lost its uniquely quirky (and rather patronizing) voice. For a moment of tight bewilderment, Dane wondered if the almost-intelligent thing-inside-the-machine that was not him had died from the crash, but was rewarded with another flare of neon and the familiar, almost-aristocratic—and still disinterested—tones of the Traveler Mech.

      
        
        >Sergeant Williams, I am rebooting all systems now. Your medical scans show elevated tension.

      

      

      “Damn right, elevated tension—we just crashed on an Exin planet!” Dane called out. His face was washed over with green-and-blue lights as the controls of his suit came back on, first initializing the suit infrastructure, then the mission parameters.

      
        
        >Cycling Micro Reactors 1—3 . . .

        >Internal Systems GOOD . . . Starting Radionic and Sensor, Biometric and Health, Energy Management, Armaments . . . GOOD . . .

        >External Systems COMPROMISED [Await Report] . . .

        >Traveler Mech 01 Alpha / SGT Dane Williams / GOLD Squad Active . . .

        >Operation Hammer Blow CLASSIFIED . . .

        >Senior Commanding Officer OTEPI . . .

        >Strike Operation COMPLETED . . .

        >ERROR! Unregistered mission parameters! . . .

      

        

      
        >Ah, sir . . . it appears that we have a problem.

      

      

      The A.I. informed him, as vision was returned to the screen field of Dane’s suit, revealing the blackened and ruined wreck of the Gladius launch bay around them.

      “Gold Squad! Corsoni!” Dane immediately called, raising one of the backward-jointed legs to move and finding it heavy and unresponsive for a long moment.

      His suit had been thrown into one of the equipment lockers that ran along the inside of the walls of launch bay two, Dane realized. Jagged spurs of metal were crunched around him, and Dane had to fight to pull himself out. His extrication was matched with the sudden sprays of sparks and hisses of venting gasses.

      
        
        >The situation is becoming increasingly unstable, sir . . .

      

      

      His A.I. continued informing him.

      
        
        >There has already been a three percent increase in toxic, flammable, or hazardous chemicals in the air . . .

      

      

      They must have burst some of the fuel or atmospherics, Dane thought. He threw his mighty fists to hammer back the metal plates of the hull so that he could drag himself forward.

      “Reporting, Sarge!” It was Hendrix, already clambering out of his own rubble, with apparently nothing more than scratches to his suit.

      “Dear stars . . .” There was a groan as Farouk emerged as well, nursing his own injuries from the crash. “I think this ship landed on my head,” he was grumbling as the Gold Squad assembled. Dane found Joey’s identifier pinging toward them through the corridors, before a wave of light sliced through the smoke-filled darkness. Their engineer appeared small in comparison, with only a humble military encounter suit—the half harness and environmental suit that was one step down even from the Assisted Mechanized Plate.

      “Perfect landing!” Joey shouted to them as he scrabbled out of the broken port door to their level. Even though his tone was humorous, Dane had known the young man long enough to detect the taut growl of self-recrimination it contained.

      “We’re alive. That’s good enough for me,” Dane said briskly, before looking to the wreckage, and a realization dawned on him just as it did the others.

      “Isaias!” Hendrix screamed, bolting to the main body of the wreckage and frantically scrabbling at the large sheets of twisted and malformed metals.

      Farouk wobbled on his feet, looking sick for a moment.

      Corsoni, just as pale, turned to Dane.

      “There’s no way we can get him out of there,” he said, choking slightly on the words.

      Dane sighed, sadly, his heart torn to pieces as he thought of leaving the dedicated marine buried on an alien planet. He walked up to the still digging Hendrix and calmly put a hand on his shoulder. Tears streaming down his face, he pulled the man away slowly

      “We are alive now on an alien planet,” he whispered. “Surrounded by aliens. Isaias would want us to live for him.”

      Hendrix gasped a few deep breaths and blew out a long exhale, focusing, in spite of the pain. Then he nodded, ready to act now and mourn later.

      With a heavy heart, Dane turned to survey their current greatest asset—the Traveler Mech units.

      One of which appeared to be crushed, trapped, or otherwise pulverized by the crashed ship.

      “A-Mech?” Dane asked.

      
        
        >Three are in working order, though all in various states of minor disrepair, sir, and I have already authorized the auto-repair routines on your currently mech. It will take time though, so I would suggest relocating to a mech in better condition.

      

      

      “Get me into one of the working ones,” Dane requested. His current mech was nearly trashed, so it wouldn’t do him much good. One of the mechs that was in working order marched over, forming a sort of airlock between the two so that Dane could transfer from one to the other safely. The auto-repair on his first mech started immediately after the transfer had been made.

      Dane heard the hiss from Farouk, who had climbed past them to where one end of the Gladius’s launch bay was still burst open.

      At first, all Dane could make out was a confusion of metal shapes, but his suit’s visual filters and object identifiers quickly turned them into a forest of metal stanchion legs and girders, and strange wreckage and rubble twisted beyond, and then . . .

      Flash!

      A sudden sweep of green light blipped high above them, as something zipped over the hole they had torn in the fabric of the Exxon metropolis.

      
        
        >Alert!

      

      

      His suit’s sensors pinged, identifying the source as electronic, airborne, and radiating Exin code frequencies.

      “They must have drones or whatever-the-frack-else coming for us . . .” Dane said with a hiss, as his heart hammered in time with that repetitive thought:

      Crash-landed. On an alien planet. Surrounded by rather unfriendly aliens . . .

      The last time that Dane had been in a situation like this, he had been thrown into an alien jungle and expected to survive with nothing more than a knife. He had survived that (with help, he had to admit).

      But there also hadn’t been a full, well-armed, and not-friendly-at-all city surrounding him before. How could they ever get out? How could they hold out against an entire Exin city!?

      
        
        >Sir?

      

      

      It was his suit’s A.I., managing to sound as though it was attempting to disturb a sedate dinner event.

      “What!?” Dane hissed in alarm, as there was another flash of movement from outside the Gladius. It was clear that the ship was totaled. There would be no hope of resurrecting her and flying out of there any time soon.

      “Please tell me that you have just thought of an ingenious plan to save our butts!” Dane said wearily.

      
        
        >Ah, unfortunately, I cannot vouch for the safety of your posteriors, sir. However, there is an urgent call from the Dreadnought Lincoln, currently stationed between this moon and its sister world. It is a general systems alert. They are being bombarded by both the orbital lasers on this moon and the other world and cannot hold the front line.

      

      

      Dane swore, looking out at the ruined night of the lower city beyond and the long trail of rubble that the Gladius had carved through it. There was the distant sound of screeching alien alarms, which Dane presumed meant that the Exin warrior caste were already dispatching intercepts on their location.

      But somewhere up there beyond the thin envelope of alien air was one of their own ships, getting hammered by meson and laser blasts. There were marines just like him dying.

      And then, suddenly, Dane had a plan.

      “Can you locate the Exin planetary defense?” Dane said tersely.

      
        
        >Indeed, sir. Approximately two miles north-northwest from your current location.

      

      

      “Traveler Mechs!” Dane called in a flash, already moving to the edge of the ruined hole in the launch bay. Behind him, there were the tortured gasps and scrapes of metal as any of the automated, giant beings that could, pulled themselves forward.

      “Dane! I mean—Sarge!” It was Farouk, calling urgently as he reached his side (and looked very small beside it). “Sarge—what are you doing? Taking on a city!?”

      Dane turned to look at his marine, who was a little over half the height that he was in the Traveler Mech.

      “If I have to,” he said grimly.
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        * * *

      

      “Secure perimeter!” Dane bawled, as ahead of him the other fully working Traveler Mechs pushed forward through the complicated underworld of the city, walking down avenues that reminded Dane of the vast sunken car parks of long-ago New York.

      All of the Exin that Dane had the misfortune to spend time with appeared to build their bases and stations like this—stilted, as though they were scared to touch the ground, and raised on great metal stanchions where the actual ground was given over to rock, rubble, and the debris of industrialization. Things skittered in that darkness, and Dane was not sure whether they were Exin or perhaps slave races that their foe might have forced into servitude down here.

      What worried Dane more right now were the long avenues of clearer air over their heads as they walked under and between the stilted metropolis blocks. He could clearly see the ruins of several of these towers, with metal and glass forming landslides at their basement level—victims of the Gladius’ crash.

      The towers that remained stood tall—easily ten or fifteen stories high by his reckoning, with flashes of green-and-blue lights racing up and down them.

      And between them.

      “Drones!” Dane called, as the first cloud of small creatures swam through the air, accompanied by the sweep of brilliant green floodlights.

      Dane slid his foot back and hunkered, raising his fists—and the Traveler Mechs before him did the exact same, waiting for the first wave of the Exin defenses to close in.
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            Surrounded, Outnumbered, and Annoyed

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fire wall!” Dane called, hoping that the Marine Corps had loaded the Traveler Mechs with the standard Orbital Marine strategies and tactics. Above them, a swarm of green-lit Exin drones with flaring legs like five-pointed spiders swooped, leapt, and fell from the ruined cityscape onto them as brilliant floodlights flashed against their metal skins . . .

      Luckily, the Marine Corps had done as he hoped. The three fully operational Traveler Mechs lifted both of their long metal arms and started to fire up at the drones, hammering bolt after bolt of brilliant white meson energy in a barrage against the enemy.

      FZT!

      There were flashes of sudden explosions as the alien metals were obliterated and crashes as those shots were dodged or missed—striking the paneled windows and crystal glass above.

      “Get some!” Dane heard Hendrix yelling behind them as the remaining members of Gold Squad took up fire with their heavy pulse rifles too.

      Damn it! Dane thought as the cloud above convulsed and surged, drawing back in a murmurous flock as they appeared to second-guess their attack protocols.

      “I told you to stay back!” Dane snarled back at Hendrix and Farouk—both of whom were injured, but must have dosed themselves with enough of the suit’s pain relief that they could still use their rifles.

      “Never going to leave you outgunned, Sarge . . .” Farouk retorted from a little way away. Dane could see that he was at least a good fifteen feet behind the Traveler line, crouching by one of the broken bits of rubble left from their crash. Hendrix was in a similar position, but still . . .

      Crash!

      Dane was rocked backwards a few steps as one of the splay-legged things slammed into him.

      
        
        >Amber suit warning, sir!

      

      

      Dane suddenly could see little apart from clawing, scrabbling alien tech, right in front of his eyes. He could distantly feel the pressure that the thing’s servo-assisted limbs were attempting to impart against him. His suit’s filters instantly cancelled out the distressed screeches of twisted and contorting metal, replacing it with the necessities of survival.

      
        
        >Auto shock plate, sir!

      

      

      Dane’s A.I. suggested this as another of the thing’s legs slapped across the top of his carriage, attempting to pull its whirling, death-blade maw into range.

      “Do it!” Dane hissed, struggling to hold the thing at bay.

      There was a brilliant flash, and Dane saw a counter on his suit shoot from a steady, healthy green to an alarming orange spike—and he felt his molars in the back of his mouth grate as the electricity surged . . .

      And the Exin spider drone was falling back, billowing steam from its inner circuits and blown fuses, giving Dane a chance to see that only one of the Traveler Mechs was not encumbered by more of the things, struggling to bring them down. And there were still more of the Exin drones swooping overhead.

      “Gah!” Dane barely suppressed a growl as he raised his fists to fire several shots into the air, striking down three of the enemy as more swirled and spun away from him . . .

      There were too many. His Traveler Mechs couldn’t raise their weapons to halt them.

      “Auto shock, everyone!” Dane called.

      
        
        >Right away, sir! . . .

      

      

      His suit’s A.I sent the command, and within moments there were three more flashes of light and cascades of sparks as the Traveler Mechs were freed from their assailants, and able to resume their barrage against the enemy.

      The Exin drones were falling all around them, and Dane realized that these defenses were primarily melee or search-and-destroy weapons. They chose to envelope their enemies and paralyze them.

      Hang on, he thought. Paralyze them for what!?

      The sergeant of the Orbital Marines got his answer little more than a moment later. There came a sudden rumble and crash over the rubble ahead, and a crowd of shapes burst over the rubble field and started to run, leap, and scuttle toward them.

      More of the Exin Beetles—the giant Mechs that they had fought before—but this time, they were accompanied by a host of smaller Exin warrior caste as well.

      Plasma and meson fire plumed, as shots rained down on their position.

      “Gold Squad! Cover!” Dane shouted as he took a leaping step forward. He wasn’t worried too much by the sudden blister of meson blasts that hit his own carapace. The Traveler Mechs were tough. Tougher than almost any human-made Mech yet made (save for the gigantic Titans, that was), and could take some of the smaller pulse weapons.

      Some.

      
        
        >Amber warning on all forward-suit components, sir . . .

      

      

      Dane ignored his A.I., focusing his fire on the first of the four Exin Beetles already charging down the rubble slope toward them. The Beetles had rounded carapaces, and looked to have six metal legs, the first four of which could double as attacking arms if need be.

      Wham! Wham! Wham! Dane fired barrage after barrage of his fist cannons at the first and was pleased when he saw it flipping to one side. One down.

      Wham! Wham! Wham!

      More of the warrior caste’s bolts were striking him, pushing his damage rating dangerously near the red territory . . .

      “Exo-plate!” Dane called, for sheaths of iridescent-blue plate to sweep over his arms and body. It made his flexibility slower, but bought him time as the first of the Exin Beetle Mechs launched through the air to slam into one of his Traveler Mechs beside him.

      But Dane had no time to help his automated mech out. The warrior caste were around and upon him, shooting and leaping onto his form as he roared inside his metal skin.

      “Get off me!” He swept his arms to one side and then the other, flinging first one, then two of the Exin warriors from him. But there were more. Always more.

      “Auto shock!” Dane called out again.

      
        
        >I’m sorry, sir, but the reserve battery hasn’t recharged enough yet. A further eight minutes and thirty-two seconds should . . .

      

      

      Dane snarled, kicking out one giant foot and dislodging the two Exin that were struggling to climb up his leg, winning a brief open circle in the midst of the melee. There were shots raining all around them, and Dane saw that his advance into the city had effectively halted.

      “Corsoni?” he called out, knowing that the engineer—the one with the least amount of protection and the furthest away, was therefore the marine who had the most opportunity for his next task. “I need something big. Something to distract and cover our movements!”

      “Already on it, boss!” Corsoni’s face appeared in his viewer field. He was hunched by one side of the destroyed Gladius, his visor soot-and-dust scarred from pulling open one of the ship’s panels, and he was yanking bundles of cables and circuit boards out.

      Wham! Another blast—this time heavier—hit Dane’s side, and he was sent spinning to a sliding crouch on the floor. Instantly, a trio of Exin warriors were on him, leaping over his metal body and unloading their weapons at point-blank range into his suit.

      
        
        >Sir, I have to suggest taking a new strategy!

      

      

      His suit A.I. was starting to sound a little bothered—and Dane could only second the thought as his damage rating slipped into the slightest shades of crimson.

      “Tzk’kri’a!” He could hear the jubilant shouts of the warrior caste as there was a sudden spray of sparks over the side of his viewing screen. He saw one of the four-armed Exin emerge clutching what looked like a bundle of wires—torn from some paneling of his own suit!

      “A-Mech!” Dane shouted. “Please tell me that is nothing important leaving my body!”

      
        
        >Ah, the transferral oscillator, sir. Think of it like the Mech version of your appendix. You will be perfectly capable of living without it, but it means that your energy transfers from one system to another will be slowed.

      

      

      “Nothing important,” Dane growled, throwing himself forward into a roll that flung the ad-hoc Exin engineer from his form, taking his transferral oscillator with it . . .

      Dane pushed himself up. One sweep of a fist taking out another of the warriors, whereas a blast from his cannon took out two more.

      There. Nearby, one of the Exin Beetles had forced a Traveler Mech to the ground and was busy pounding upon its body in ever more savage and final blows.

      “Hey!” Dane was shouting, throwing himself into a run, feeling his metal feet pounding on the ground once, twice. And then he was in the air, slamming into the back of the Beetle and throwing them both into the darkness under the Exin city blocks.

      Crash!

      Dane’s roll was halted only by one of the gigantic girders that stood holding the structure up above them, but the Exin Beetle rolled further into the gloom, scattering bricks and smashing through pipes that spurted foul ichor and steams.

      “Dear stars!” Dane groaned as he forced himself to his feet.

      WHAM! The Exin Beetle launched at him, bearing him down into the ground.

      “Sarge! I got a distraction!” It was Corsoni’s voice.

      “Not now, Corsoni! I’m trying not to die!” Dane hissed through gritted teeth, grabbing the top two legs to push the Exin Beetle back—at the same time as the other two legs pummeled his suit.

      “Well, we got approximately ten minutes to get out of here before the whole block blows to hell, Sarge!” Corsoni was saying as Dane struggled. The glowing neon green of the creature’s forward lights—or eyes, he thought—was bright just above him as Dane tried to move his own suit out of harm’s way. It was impossible at this close range, of course—and his suit had never felt so heavy as it did now. As it ever had, actually. Was that the result of the damage he had sustained? Losing the transferral thing, or could it be from the heavier levels of plating he had all over his suit at the moment?

      “The Gladius is going to blow! I can’t let the Exin take her!” Corsoni was already running, but not away from him. Dane could see in the scanner map on his screen that Corsoni was running toward him.

      “What!?” Dane called out, as another of the metal arms shot across his carapace, this time tearing one of the interwoven sheets of metal with it. It wouldn’t be long before the Beetle was through the external hardware of his suit and into the more vulnerable mechanics beneath.

      “We can’t leave marine tech behind!” Corsoni was shouting, already firing shots at the Exin Beetle that straddled Dane. They did little more than ping off the thing’s back.

      “Corsoni—get out of here! You haven’t even got armor on!” Dane was shouting. “I. Can. Handle this!” he reiterated.

      Joey apparently decided at that moment to mutiny, and he jumped from the floor of the rubble and onto the back of the Beetle itself.

      Frack! Dane instantly tensed. This changed just about everything that he could do now. He was inside a two-ton killing machine, throwing punches with another two-ton killing machine. If one of those blows went awry, then the much smaller hundred-and-forty-pound body of Joey Corsoni would be the first casualty.

      “Stand down, Corsoni—that’s an order!” Dane shouted, as the Beetle lifted him several feet and slammed him, once again, into the ground.

      “What was that, Sarge?” He heard the pilot-engineer’s gasps and grunts of efforts as he clambered over the back of the creature, apparently searching for something . . . “Where is it? Where is it!?”

      
        
        >Sir, your external plating is imminently useless. I suggest you find a way to evacuate from your suit.

      

      

      The A.I. (rather unhelpfully) made this suggestion as the Exin Beetle once more slammed Dane down against one of the metal balustrades that held up the entire city block behind him.

      “Three minutes!” Dane shouted. “Gold Squad—retreat!” he called, just as there was a distant noise from behind the mess of crashing fists and scraping metal in his speakers.

      “Aha! Got it!” That was Joey, quickly followed by a sudden glare of brilliant blue light like a halo around the Beetle. It finally appeared to realize that something was going on and lifted up on its rear hind legs (looking to Dane, for all the world, like a dung beetle).

      No! Dane reached forward to grab the thing before it could twist, turn, and throw Corsoni against something terrible, metal, and final.

      If I am going to die down here, then at least my final act can be trying to save my friend . . . Dane was thinking as he grappled with the Exin War Mech. The brilliant blue glow appeared again, and again, and then, suddenly—

      FZZT! There was a sudden spew of sparks and a long, trailing alien screech as a small shape—Joey, Dane realized—leapt from the back of the Beetle—and it slumped to one side, apparently dead.

      “What? What—I don’t . . .” Dane was saying. Corsoni popped up again, waving what appeared to be a semi-industrial laser cutter in one hand.

      “They still got vents and filters and power relays, just like every other Mech,” Corsoni said, before quickly daring a look behind them. “Come on—no time. Move it!” Corsoni was saying, and Dane realized what he meant. When the Gladius blew, it was going to go big.

      But Dane was still in his suit. It might shield him from most of the blast—but it wouldn’t take him very far, would it?

      “Frack it. Frack it. Frack it!” Dane swore, moving to scoop up the engineer in one hand and head off toward the still-glowing target vector on his screens: the orbital lasers.

      “Stay behind! Maximum firepower!” Dane shouted to his automated Traveler Mechs (now only two of them standing) and instantly they erupted in a chorus of lasers and firing guns at every Exin thing that moved around them.

      As for Dane and the others, they ran between giant metal stanchions and struts under the gigantic buildings, always heading into the dark. He could see the identifying vectors of Farouk, Isaias, and Hendrix up above in the gloom. Just then, a brilliant white shockwave washed over them all, skidding him forward, accompanied by a visible ripple through the ground and the metal all around them. It felt as though he had barely taken a few steps before there was a deep, sub-bass boom that he felt more in his teeth and in his bones than heard.

      “Frack!” He held Corsoni in his arms as he tried to hunker forward, shielding the human from the worst of the blow.

      And that was when the Gladius exploded, taking out the two automated Traveler Mechs with it.
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            Still Surrounded

          

        

      

    

    
      It was quite alarming just how much of an explosion one marine space fighter could create, Dane reflected as he tried to distract himself from the ringing in his ears.

      “Gold Squad, report!” he growled, as the scanners on his suit blurted orange-and-red alarms at him. His suit was bashed all to hell, he was leaking steam, and several of his suit lights were out.

      “Still alive?” croaked a small voice right there in front of him. Dane realized that he was still holding Engineer Corsoni cupped in his arms. He looked down to see the marine’s visor covered with soot and dust from the explosion, but at least he was alive inside his encounter suit.

      “Private First Class Farouk reporting.” A voice clicked through his Mech speakers from fifty feet away in the murk and gloom under the stilted buildings. It was followed by Hendrix. From their medical read-outs in Dane’s suit, he could tell that no one was in their best state. At all.

      But they were Orbital Marines, he reminded himself. And they were made of hardier stuff.

      They were used to being thrown against the odds and against life-threatening situations.

      “Okay, so . . . mission still stands,” Dane said, his voice feeling raspy as he tasted smoke and the burn of ozone. His suit was wrecked, and he wasn’t sure if it would be any good to him in the next part of their plan. He checked the target identifiers and found the orange vector still bouncing over the not-so-distant orbital laser battery that was currently hammering the Dreadnought Lincoln.

      Behind them, Dane saw a wall of rubble—twisted metal and ceramic pipes skewering out of metal and stone bricks and blocks. The entire ceiling of the basement area they were in—which should have been some hundred feet high and decorated with the industrial workings, pipes, and tanks that kept the Exin building running—sloped and cracked toward that wall of rubble. Dane saw that the blast from the Gladius must have further taken out more of the Exin cityscape behind them. His suit’s scanners could pick up the distant hisses, creaks, and groans of a distressed building—but not the whine of sirens or alarms from their alien pursuers.

      Maybe the building slide behind them meant the sounds of their pursuers were too muffled for them to hear. Or maybe it meant that the Exin hadn’t grasped that their invaders were still alive yet.

      Either way, Dane thought to himself. “We need to get out of here before the rest of this damn building falls on us!”

      “Aye, Sarge,” came the chorus of weary replies.

      “Buckle up, marines,” Dane breathed. He released Corsoni to the ground and tried to stand a little straighter in his suit. His head now scraped against the roof of the lowered basement ceiling above him.

      I guess that’s decided, he thought. “We progress on foot,” he announced, already starting to wave his hands through the holo controls that would start the work of de-powering and releasing him from the Traveler Mech. It would be a sore shame to see it go, and he really didn’t want to, but he knew that they could travel faster and quicker on foot in their AMP suits than they could with a huge Traveler Mech lumbering behind them.

      And maybe it won’t attract so much attention, he thought.

      
        
        >Sir, I have to insist that this is highly irregular . . .

      

      

      His A.I. did its best to try and remain relevant.

      
        
        >Your predicted biological survival in such conditions is well below the preferred—

      

      

      “I don’t want to know,” Dane grumbled to his suit, earning a few confused looks from the Gold Squad arrayed in front of him. He silenced the suit’s speaker and continued with his men.

      “I don’t want to know whether or not this is unlikely or improbable,” he growled at everyone, at himself. “Because we are going to take out this moon’s orbital lasers, which will mean an infiltrate-and-destroy mission on an enemy base, without dedicated intelligence.”

      “Great pep talk, boss . . .” he heard Joey whisper, to a snicker of groans from the others. “Way to get the blood pumping.” Joey began to tease some more, stopping when Dane turned his giant metal head to him to silence him with a mechanized glare.

      “But,” Dane said heavily, drawing out the silence for a moment, “I would not want to do this with any other marine I have ever had the honor to serve with.” He saw the members of his Gold Squad looking at him with a slightly confused, even exasperated air. What he had just said was a given, wasn’t it? They appeared to be saying to him.

      “There were scrapes that I have gotten myself into that I didn’t think I could get myself out of,” he went on. “No—that I couldn’t have gotten myself out of,” he restated. “Not without the help of my brothers and sisters in the Marine Corps.”

      He hit the release controls on the inside of his Mech and saw the flash of the deactivation protocol as his AMP suit was extracted from the larger machine’s systems. The bed of pressure-responsive pads and auto-intelligent harnesses gently lifted him up as they released, allowing him to step down from the Traveler Mech as it slumped behind him.

      Sergeant Dane Williams stood before his men on equal footing, in an AMP suit just like them, readying his pulse rifle and pulling his field weapons with him.

      “Together—we are strong,” Dane said, looking at each of them in turn. “We’re doing this not just for the Marine Corps itself, but for each other.”

      “For Earth!” Farouk said, his voice clearly brimming with emotion.

      “For Earth,” Dane nodded, holding out a fist before them.

      “For Earth!” Hendrix and Corsoni all did the same until there were four fists forming a web in front of them.

      “My Breath will be as fire.” Dane whispered the Oath of the Assisted Mechanized Division, for it to be taken up by the others in his Squad.

      First Farouk, “My Will is iron . . .”

      Then Hendrix, “My Purpose undaunted . . .”

      Then Corsoni, “First In and Last Out!”

      And finally, “BOO-yah! Marines!”

      All four men were grinning wolfishly at each other as their echo faded around them. Inside Dane’s AMP suit, all of his tactical and strategic controls had been updated from the Traveler to the new suit, and he could see their intended targeting vector not so far away, glimmering above them.

      “Then let’s get this done, gentlemen,” Dane said, hitching his gun up as he loped forward.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness under the Exin buildings was striated with the glimmers of silver-and-neon light, reaching down from the narrow avenues between buildings.

      “Hold!” Dane hissed. He waited beside one of the giant steel pillars at the base of one such stilted tower, looking across and upwards to where he could see a complicated gridwork of walkways above, between this tower block and the next.

      The buildings flared and flashed with the neon lights, and past their dark heights, Dane could see the flicker of stars in a midnight sky. Maybe it was always like that here, an eternal night thanks to the thin atmosphere . . . Or, Dane had to consider the possibility that those flashes of distant starlight up there were actually the flashes of a dying fleet. His fleet.

      There was movement a lot closer to the ground, as well—as another swarm of drones suddenly flashed through the sky on their green-and-purple propulsion fields, whipping past the buildings in seconds. Dane saw the sweep and flare of light in the distance as he took a half step out, looking down one avenue to where there seemed to be a lot of noise and commotion a few blocks away.

      “They’re at the crash site,” Corsoni whispered as he emerged at Dane’s side. “It won’t be long before they realize we’re gone, and that there’s nothing worth picking from the ruins.”

      Dane nodded tersely, once. And then they would flood the area under the streets with more of those drones, he presumed. His men would be the only non-Exin signals on the entire planet, and thus easy to track.

      Wham!

      There was a tremor through the ground. A sudden lance of light shot up from the roof of the lower, smaller building across the street from them. It pierced the sky and held a line of brilliance as if trying to cut a vertical line through the very fabric of the universe. It stayed solid and dazzling for a couple of minutes before flickering out, and Dane knew that at the other end of that laser could be another destroyed Marine ship . . .

      “There it is! That’s the laser facility!” Dane was saying, looking for a gap in the sweeping floodlights.

      “Go, go, go!” The gap he was looking for came several moments later, and Dane and Joey were running across the open avenue of metal to slide into the tight darkness of the building’s shadow.

      But there was a difference between this building and its fellows. It was far smaller, for one thing, and it was not seated on stilts, but rested on the ground itself.

      “Probably to brace better against the reverberation and the displacement waves,” Corsoni explained as they hunkered between giant metal pipes that ran up one side of it, waiting for the others to make their own desperate dash across. Hendrix came next, and finally—Farouk.

      “Can you find a way in?” Dane was saying to the pilot-engineer, who nodded quickly.

      “I can if I have access to a scan of the facility, but my suit . . .” He shrugged at the much lighter carapace of the encounter armor he wore.

      “Got it,” Dane agreed.

      
        
        >AMP Suit 023 / SGT WILLIAMS (Dane) / Scanners and Sensors . . .

        >>FULL SPECTRUM Test . . .

      

      

      Dane leaned out from his hiding hole to swivel slightly. Differential waves of orange, green, or purple washed over his screen as his suit scanned the building for its physical dimensions, radionic outputs, energetic outputs, thermal, organic—and just about anything in between.

      “Here.” Dane reached out his hand for the power relay in his wrist to pop open, so Corsoni could attach a jack to it and start to download and read the data.

      “Suppressors. Insulation,” the engineer was saying as he scanned the information. “Uh huh. I see that—power couplets, relays, air filters . . . There!” He suddenly said, turning to point over their heads and back to their left.

      “Those are the air outlets, where they recycle the stale air from inside. It should lead to fans, and, well . . .” Dane saw him pat the industrial laser cutter he still wore at his hip.

      With a nod they were off, with Dane flexing his arms as he remembered that he was in an AMP suit, not a Traveler Mech.

      
        
        >AMP 023 / SGT WILLIAMS (Dane) / Environmental and Technical . . .

        >>Grappling/Climbing Equipment . . .

      

      

      He remembered the protocols, and from the boots of his feet emerged the auto-studs and spike, and the gauntlets of his suit activated their magnet locks. With the addition of his Field Halligan in one hand, he started to grapple with the connective edges of the nearest pipe. This allowed him to haul himself up its side to the place where the pipe sunk into the wall.

      Good! Up here was a slight ledge, and another a few feet above his head, meaning that the entire building maintained a low, ziggurat-style appearance.

      The vent was some thirty feet along this edge, and Dane started to inch his way along it, the hooked studs holding onto the ledge underfoot as one magnetic glove held onto the walls by his face.

      He felt his stomach turn over, which he immediately thought was ridiculous. He was used to flying around in a complete vacuum, with nothing but an abyss of stars above and underneath him.

      Yeah, but then I was in a ship, he told himself as he edged halfway, and then a little bit more.

      “Right behind ya, boss.” It was Corsoni, who had reached the top of the pipe and the ledge above it in record time. Climbing was clearly something that the engineer was perfectly used to. Dane inched forward some more . . .

      To feel his boot slip just a little . . .

      No!

      He dropped the Field Halligan and slammed both palms against the wall as the weight of his suit threatened to pull him back down to the ground below. It was not that he was particularly worried about the fall, as his AMP suit could probably take the tumble—but the noise and the complication could cost them dearly.

      “Sarge!” he heard Corsoni saying in alarm. Dane’s hands slid a little before they held, and he scrabbled with his boots to find the ledge once again, reach out to the edge of the air vent, and pull himself tight to it.

      “Phew!” Corsoni reached him, moving as easily as if clambering around on alien buildings was a thing that he had done all of his life. Corsoni worked quickly to melt through the outer metal strips of the air vent as the others climbed up the pipe and to the ledge. With a grunt, Corsoni kicked the fence inwards to clang with a muffled echo inside a large, octagonal metal tube that extended into the body of the building.

      Dane spared a moment to look at his marines. They were crossing the ledge in good order, and down the avenue of Exin streets, he could still make out the glow of drones and smoke. No one had noticed them. Yet.
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            The Orbital Defense

          

        

      

    

    
      “After you, boss.” Corsoni threw him a sharp grin from behind his faceplate visor, and Dane made a face.

      “How kind.” He unslung his heavy pulse rifle and started to creep forward into the laser defense building. The inside tunnel was dark, and its smooth metal walls were made of the same dark, midnight-blue metal that the Exin made most of their infrastructure with. The only lights in this place came from their suit lights, and each human form had to hunch to fit inside.

      “T-junction,” Dane whispered over his suit-to-suit communicator, for Corsoni to consult the scan data once again. Then he tapped Dane’s shoulder on the left to indicate the direction that they had to travel in.

      This corridor looks pretty damn well like any other, Dane thought as he scraped and pushed forward. There was a low, vibrational hum that rang through his suit’s pickups that seemed to come from the building itself, and the sounds of the distant Exin city faded to nothing the further inside the building they went.

      Wham!

      Suddenly, the hum increased in pitch, and a ripple shook through the entire building.

      “Frack!” At first, Dane thought that they had been discovered, but as the shock wave subsided and the silence returned, he realized that it must have been another blast from the building’s orbital defense lasers.

      “We gotta move faster!” Dane hissed to himself. Each and every one of those shots could mean the deaths of hundreds of his fellow humans, fighting for their lives somewhere far above him.

      Dane pushed himself harder, following the engineer’s guidance as they took another right turn, and then a left—to realize that the tunnel was starting to slope downwards. His suit sensors were picking up a constant breeze.

      “We’re getting close,” Corsoni confirmed as they slid and shuffled forward in the tunnel—just as there was a strangled sound of alarm from Farouk, at the back of their column.

      “Urk!”

      A light flashed from behind his back. Dane tried to turn, but the space was so cramped that he couldn’t see what was happening. There was light, and movement, and . . .

      FZT!

      A flash of brilliant green pulse laser.

      “Farouk!” Dane shouted.

      “It’s a drone!” Hendrix said, “It’s got Farouk!”

      Dane swore, shifting to his face visor so that his command protocol allowed him access to the rest of the suit cameras, and then he saw the predicament. There was one of the Exin spider drones in the tunnel, with three of its five metal legs curled around Private First Class Farouk. It was attempting to drag him backwards up the tunnel. Hendrix was directly behind him, and he was attempting to reach over the struggling Farouk’s shoulder to shoot at the Exin drone.

      There was nothing that Dane could do. Nothing he could do but watch, as . . .

      “Boss!” Corsoni’s voice alerted Dane just in time to his own proximity alarm, ringing and warning that just ahead of him was movement.

      Dane snapped around just in time to see one of the wall panels up ahead opening and a drone flinging itself into the tunnel, reaching out with its prehensile metal arms to latch onto one of Dane’s ankles. With a strength that belied its size, it pulled Dane forward easily by several feet, making him fumble for his pulse rifle.

      “Gah!” Dane snarled, kicking at the thing with his other boot to dislodge it—but it was too quick. Its reflexes were built on cold algorithms and operated far faster than anything that the human mind or body could do.

      
        
        >Proximity Alert!

      

      

      His alerts were lighting up as he fought, and the drone was rising itself over him, exposing its face that was really the concentric rings of weapons ports.

      “Sarge! DOWN!” Corsoni shouted. Dane did his best to flatten against the floor of the tunnel, but a part of him did scream silently that he already was lying on his back anyway.

      A bolt of purple-white light flared over the top of his faceplate and into the face of the thing that was coming for him. There was a brilliant flash and a deafening crack of thunder as it was thrown back.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Faceplate, Breastplate 85% . . .

      

      

      The explosion of the Exin drone was close enough to hammer at Dane’s suit like a building had been dropped on him from a great height.

      “Boss, boss—you alright?” Corsoni was at his side.

      “Urgh. Friendly fire really isn’t nice,” Dane croaked. “Farouk?”

      “We got him back, Sarge!” Hendrix was saying, and Dane could see that their health bars were compromised, but that they were still functional.

      “But we still got company heading our way. Check the long-range sensors!” Hendrix was saying. Dane saw a cluster of vectors rising around them, seemingly through the walls itself—but what he presumed must be the secret deployment tunnels that he had just seen the Exin drone use in front of him.

      “The exit is just up ahead!” Corsoni was saying.

      “Move! Move!” Dane shoved himself forward, clambering over the open vent where already more drone lights were spearing upwards. He heard pulse fire erupt from behind them as Farouk and Hendrix opened fire on the approaching drones.

      Clang! Their way was blocked by a metal grate, looking down into a bare metal corridor that ended in a set of double doors.

      “Rargh!” Dane swiveled and kicked out at it with both feet. Once. Twice.

      FZT! FZZZT! More flashes of brilliant explosions behind, and Dane heard grunts of pain from his men. Farouk’s visible status bar was growing dangerously shorter by the moment.

      “C’mon!” Dane shouted, kicking the panel grating one more time, and again, and . . .

      CLANK! The panel fell to the floor of the corridor beyond, taking Dane with it.

      “Ugh!” He narrowly managed to roll out of the way before Corsoni and the others fell into the corridor behind him—and the sergeant of the Orbital Marines was already bouncing up to the balls of his feet and turning to fire returning bolts of fire back up the service duct at what followed them.

      “Let’s get this shut!” he was shouting. Corsoni was already holding up the grate, Hendrix was grabbing it, and they welded it back to the wall, the Exin drones hammering on the other side.

      “Whoa!” Dane leapt back as two of their mechanical arms broke through the frames and twitched uselessly after him through the holes.

      “We did it. We’re here . . .” Hendrix said through clenched teeth as Dane finally breathed. They had—but they were still neck-deep in enemy territory, and the lights of this corridor were flaring bright orange in repeated short bursts. Dane was sure it meant that some internal alarm had been triggered.

      How long before the might of the Exin military on this planet get here? he thought, as he nodded to the broad doors ahead of them.

      “I got it, Sarge.” To his surprise, it was Farouk who volunteered immediately, taking out one of the small explosive charge capsules loaded into the equipment harness of his suit and awkwardly jogging to set it up at the door.

      Dane looked around him to see that there was no cover on this side of the corridor—just a blank walkway (with the flailing, twitching arms of enraged Exin drones, it had to be said).

      There has to be at least some sort of Exin fire team on the other side, he thought to himself. In the best instance, there would only be a small group of firing engineers—but in the worst case, it could even be a military squad.

      And his men were already fatigued. And injured.

      But what could he do? What could any of them do?

      “Get ready.” Dane hunched over his rifle as Farouk sprint-hobbled back behind them.

      “Three . . . two . . . fire in the hole!”

      The door blew inwards with a deafening explosion and a flash of dizzying brilliance. Plumes of smoke filled the corridor in moments, as Dane’s and all the other Orbital Marine’s scanners glitched.

      “Sckrargh!” And dark shapes jumped out of the smoke at them.
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        * * *

      

      “Frack!” Dane let one knee fall to narrowly avoid having his head cleaved from his shoulders by one of the curving Exin blades. They were facing at least three of the Exin warrior caste. Four armed, and as tall as he was inside his Assisted Mechanized Plate, with hardened metal scales atop their own naturally plated bodies.

      Dane pitched forward into a roll as something slammed onto the floor behind him. The Exin warrior was whirling and lashing out with both blades and claws like it was frenzied, but now Dane was jumping up again—

      “Hyagh!” The quarters were so close that all Dane could do was use his rifle in two hands to slam it into what would have been a kidney on a human. On the Exin, however, it merely staggered forward a few paces at the same time as it winged a clawed hand behind it.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Faceplate 70% . . .

      

      

      The strike was like being hit by a sledgehammer, and even inside his suit, Dane felt his head bounce as he bit his lip and tasted blood.

      No time to think. He stomped forward with one boot, hoping to cripple or at least trip it up.

      No luck either way, as the Exin twisted away with alien grace and speed, whirling the blade overhead, straight for him.

      Dane barely managed to pull up his rifle in time to protect his head as the sword crashed and sparks rained down. He felt something mechanical give in the bulky military rifle and knew that he shouldn’t try firing it again. So instead, he reversed his grip and slammed it, butt-first, into the four-part mandible maw that drooled alien slobber and screeched in fury right in front of him.

      “Ur’skt!” That, at least, appeared to hurt the warrior caste, Dane saw, as a spout of blood spattered across his own face plate, and the thing staggered back. This time, Dane’s stomp kick wasn’t avoided, and he sent it backwards into the firing room. Then he leapt after it, rifle raised like a club.

      The command room of the orbital lasers was roughly circular, with two broad chairs raised on their own dais in the middle, and banks of screens and readouts along the side. Dane saw a flash of targeting symbols, and a brief blow-up of what looked like the Orbital Marine Dreadnought far above them before he ended his killing leap—to discover that his intended victim wasn’t even there.

      “Huh?”

      Dane looked up.

      As an Exin blade crashed into his breastplate.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Breastplate 35% . . .

      

      

      With a croak of pain, Dane crashed to the floor, wheezing and with a line of fire awakening over his ribs. His pulse rifle had skidded out of his hands and across the floor. His outer plate had been torn by the powerful enemy, and the softer inner metals were terribly crumpled, applying pressure on his own body inside the AMP suit. Dane took a juddering breath, felt the burn of pain—and the difficulty in fully filling his lungs with oxygen.

      “No!” He managed to look up. The Exin warrior, limping to stand over him, was raising its blade high over its head, ready to bring it down in a killing blow right over his heart.

      “Tsssk!” The creature hissed its murderous promise at the human invader to its world—as Dane kicked it between the legs.

      Not much was known to Dane as to how, what, or where the more vulnerable parts of Exin physiology were located—but apparently his double-shod metal boots had found something of value to the Exin, as it suddenly squealed in pain and staggered backwards.

      Dane rose and moved forward, pulling his own Field Blade from the side harness of his AMP suit and swinging it in a deadly arc that removed the creature’s head from the rest of its body.

      
        
        >Warning! Oxygen levels running low . . .

      

      

      Dane could see sparks in his vision as he stumbled forward, grabbing the nearest firing chair for support as he tried to turn around to help his fellow marines.

      To see the smoke of the broken doors clearing, and that the three marines had managed to deal with the two Exin warrior caste and were even now rising from their fight.

      Alive. Good. Dane collapsed against the chair, as black stars filled his vision briefly. When he opened his eyes once again, he saw that Hendrix was in front of him.

      “Steady, Sarge. We need to relieve the pressure off your lungs!” he was saying, grabbing the buckled and twisted plates of Dane’s armor and pulling.

      “Secure the area!” Dane hissed, before screaming as Hendrix pulled the outer layers of plate backwards. It felt like his own marine was attempting to force his fingers through his chest—but an instant later the pain stopped, and he realized that he was breathing.

      “Urk!” Dane leaned over to cough and hack. Corsoni was already at the control units by the doors.

      “There’s no hope for the doors, clearly,” the pilot was saying about the busted-open entrance. “But I think I can get all the other doors in this facility to lock down, and, given the attention that we’re getting . . .” Corsoni pressed a button and nodded up to the overhead screens, which suddenly showed camera footage of the area outside the ziggurat-style building.

      A swarm of Exin drones were flinging themselves toward the building, followed by more of the Exin Beetle Mechs, and long lines of Exin warrior caste.

      “I guess that they know that we’re here, right?” Dane winced, before checking on Farouk. “You two good?”

      “Oh yeah, new and shiny,” Farouk managed to cough from where he was crouched. From where Dane was standing, he was sure that he could see blood through the man’s visor.

      But he and Hendrix still had their rifles, and they were pointing them back up the corridor.

      Suddenly, Dane realized what he was asking them to do—and what they were prepared to do for him. For the Marine Corps and for Earth.

      There’s no way off this planet, is there? he suddenly thought, as that old argument that he’d had with Bruce swelled up in him. This was just what Bruce Cheng had warned him about, all those months ago. Bruce had said that Dane was too willing to throw his own life away for a cause, and sooner or later, he was going to take others down with him.

      Dane felt the kick of shame to his heart, as tight and as taut as when he couldn’t breathe.

      “Don’t,” he heard Hendrix saying in a low murmur at his side.

      “Huh?” When Dane turned around, he saw that Hendrix had read him as easily as if Dane had been speaking his thoughts out loud.

      “I saw that. Don’t insult us by saying we had no choice. We always have a choice,” Hendrix whispered under his breath.

      “Not if you were crash-landed on an alien planet,” Dane pointed out.

      Behind his faceplate, Hendrix pulled a face. “Admittedly, our choices were pretty limited. But we could have stayed with the ship. We could have tried to steal an Exin ship. But we didn’t. We decided to follow you—and to get this done!” Hendrix had already turned to take one of the firing chairs of the Exin, leaving Dane with the other one.

      “Fine.” Dane settled into the strange alien firing chair, to see that its apparatus was not so very different from that of a Marine Fighter. There were two firing arms that rose on either side, with what he could see had to be triggers. As soon as he gripped them, two flashing orange triangles appeared on the screens showing the distant battle above and moved in keeping with his hands.

      The Dreadnought Lincoln was still in a bad way, listing to one side and taking all manner of fire from every Exin ship that moved.

      Dane brought his firing handles up in front of him.

      “Let’s see if we can help them out, shall we?”
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            The Dreadnought Lincoln

          

        

      

    

    
      On board the Lincoln, alarms rang through the narrow halls and warning lights flashed at a constant tempo. The Lincoln was just one of the new dreadnought-class ships that had been built to counter—and dominate—even the gigantic mother ships of the Exin Fleet.

      Each dreadnought was three blocky cars long. Each of these vaguely blocky cars bristled with weapons ports, hubs, launch doors, and windows, connected at their segments with masses of massive mechanical bolts, servo systems, and titanic engineering.

      The dreadnoughts were not meant to be fast. They were not meant to chase down the enemy fleet. They were meant to form an instant barricade of metal, a living front line that could rain fire down at the enemy.

      That was the plan, anyway—but it wasn’t what Admiral Haskel was currently seeing as he looked at his battle screens in his control deck.

      “Critical Alert! Decks three through five, B car!” one of his flight lieutenants said in the tightly controlled tone of a man who had been taught how to handle himself under fire. The whole command room was like that—the best-trained marines who had been put through advanced battle simulations to get to this point. Admiral Haskel was proud of their achievements so far, even if there were more red alarms on his screens than there were green notifications.

      B car was the middle compartment of the three-part dreadnought, and it was the one most exposed to both the red-gray Exin planet 32 below them and its moon 32b behind it. The Lincoln was between the two worlds, supposedly forming a bridgehead for the attacking Marine Fighters.

      “Show me,” Admiral Haskel said in a growl. In one corner of the vast overhead screens—lit up with the attack vectors of the fast-disintegrating battle line before them as the Marine Fighters sought the industrial and military defenses of the planet—the screen glitched and displayed the live feeds from the critical decks.

      An inferno raged, flames filling corridors and mess halls, before intense explosions continued to burst from wall units.

      Fire, Admiral Haskel thought with a shiver of trepidation. Fire was a terror on board any type of ship, whether it sailed on water or on the seas of stars.

      “Life signs?” Haskel asked, as more bolts of fire strafed their far sides. There were phalanxes of the Exin seed craft running havoc along both sides. The barrages of the Lincoln’s own gun ports were hunting them, blowing them apart when their volleys of white meson bolts found them—but the Exin seed craft were quick. Very quick. More alarms rang, this time from car A, their own forward car.

      “I can’t read any, sir . . .” the flight lieutenant said, and Haskel was already opening his mouth to give the order to seal the decks, ready to blow the port holes to suck out the fire, when . . .

      “Wait! Fire Team Seven is still in there!” The flight lieutenant threw onto the overhead another screen, this time showing a group of three marines in the bulky, oversized encounter suits using their waist-mounted extinguishers on everything around them as they tried to stop the uncontrollable blaze.

      “Dammit!” Haskel hissed angrily to himself. “Order them to the nearest safe bulkhead—get them out!”

      “Sir . . . ?” It was the thin marine strategist, a man who had been appointed to the Lincoln on the orders of Marine Corps High Command. Admiral Haskel wasn’t particularly pleased about this, but the strategist had apparently spent the last five years in deep intelligence research, and was thus supposedly an expert in combat strategy against the Exin.

      “If you don’t seal those decks now, sir, you risk the fire spreading to the lift shafts. You could lose car B entirely!” the man said sharply. He apparently thought that because the fleet admiral himself had appointed him, it meant that he had a right to overrule the admiral.

      “I will not doom men to die on my own boat!” Haskel snapped at him, and a number of his lead flight lieutenants twitched at the sudden angry tone. It was not a good idea to get on the admiral’s bad side.

      
        
        >Weapons port four compromised!

      

      

      There was a sudden squeal of alarm. The outside Exin fighters had just blown away from the nose of the Lincoln one of the domed forward weapons ports—and with them, two marines in control of the forward heavy lasers.

      “Admiral, sir . . . !” the strategist started to warn.

      “Those are my orders! Get that fire team out!” Haskel this time roared, his eyes focused on the now-running forms of the three Marine Firefighters as they desperately tried to get back down the corridor to the nearest lift. There were more sparks that blew from the walls, and a sudden gale of flame licked at their backs as they slammed into the door.

      “Come on . . .” Haskel muttered, wishing them speed as the critical alerts grew all around. There was a bright flicker of light from the surface of Exin Planet 32, and a spear of brilliant light lanced up to strike the Lincoln’s lead car.

      Pha-BOOOM!

      It was one of the defense lasers, the primary weapon of planetary defense of the Exin planets, looking like a pillar of light.

      “Steady!” Haskel shouted as the last car in line started to rock, slowly turning on its axis as the mighty meson laser bolt began to crumple and burn the outer plates of metal. The ripple of movement shook itself through each car as they started to twist and turn. On the screen ahead, the three firefighters were suddenly thrown to one side as their corridor rocked.

      “Outer plate damaged but holding,” Haskel heard one of his team shout, just before the orbital laser clicked off.

      Why haven’t the Marine Fighters taken that laser out yet!? Haskel managed to snarl silently. He waited to see the three firefighters finally manage to open the door and fall into the lift on the far side, the door closing behind them on the conflagration.

      “Seal decks three through five,” Haskel said immediately. “Blow outer ports as soon as you’re able.”

      “Sir, aye, sir!” the flight lieutenant said, and in the vector diagram of the three-module Lincoln, a wide section of the middle car filled with restricted red.

      On the outside of the impressive dreadnought, a series of ports suddenly blew outwards in gusts of steam and smoke, as the auto-explosives were triggered. In an instant, their ports were filled with the fires being sucked out into the vacuum, along with the myriad of chairs, tables, units, weapons—and bodies—and everything else that had been in those three decks. The alarms rang for a long second, before finally the fire was out, and decks three to five were cleared. The Lincoln had been saved.

      Saved from being destroyed by internal combustion, anyway. Now they had another deadly threat to contend with.

      The dreadnought was slowly rolling on its side as teams of seed craft swept up and down its length, pursued by the attendant defensive Marine Fighters. The worst affected was car C, the final one in tow—which had twisted almost at a forty-five-degree angle from its neighbor, car B.

      Below them, the Exin world of Planet 32 glittered with lasers and explosions while the main body of the Marine Corps fighters swept through the upper atmosphere to attack infrastructure. Operation Hammer Blow had been designed as a lightning offensive—unexpected and unpredicted after the Forward Attack Squadrons had taken out the Exin satellite ansible. Up and down the frontier line of Exin worlds, the same thing was happening as the Marine Corps conducted bombardments against the surfaces of the worlds.

      How long before the rest of the Exin fleet of mother ships got there?

      “We’ve lost stabilizers on car C!” the marine strategist said. Everyone could feel the tremors shaking even through the command deck as the third car of their train started to sway and shift, turning toward Planet 32 . . .

      Wham!

      Another bolt of pure white light shot up from the alien world to strike the car—and this time, with eerie, deadly precision. The pillar of burning light struck car C near its giant joint with car B. Now it was starting to tear loose . . .

      “We’re losing her!” Haskel heard someone shout.

      “Dispatch auto-stabilization protocols!” he shouted. At the end of car B, twenty ports burst, flinging three-foot-long electromagnets of giant industrial chains from their internal chassis across the gulf between cars. They slammed against the edges of car C, forming a new emergency web of metal threads holding it in place.

      “Another strike from the planet like that last one will still destroy her,” the strategist rather unhelpfully pointed out.

      “I know. Now, unless you have some good ideas, shut the hell up!” Haskel rounded on the man, earning a shocked glance of horror from the specialist.

      What was worse was that the man was right, Admiral Haskel knew. Another strike and they would lose that last car and the hundred Marine Corps souls that were crewing it.

      “Begin evacuation, sir?” his flight lieutenant asked—just as there was a new flicker of orbital lasers, this time coming from behind them, on the Exin moon.

      They did not reach across to strike the Lincoln, however. They darted past it to strike at its sister planet instead.

      In the midst of the terror and the confusion, Haskel watched as it appeared that the Exin moon was firing on its own mother planet. It fired once, twice—and then there was a spectacular detonation of expanding white as one of Planet 32’s defense facilities was blown.

      “What the—?” The command team looked in surprise and astonishment at the battle screens.

      “Why are they helping us!?” his flight lieutenant was saying.

      “Don’t question it!” Haskel demanded. “How many Marine Fighters do we still have operational?”

      “Eighteen, sir!”

      “How many enemy?” Haskel checked the battle screens.

      “Thirty-two seed craft, sir,” the strategist contritely said.

      There was another flash from the Exin moon behind them, striking its sister planet and causing another detonation of white.

      It was incredible what was happening—and if it continued, then they might even be able to succeed with the main mission objective: to disable the Exin frontier.

      “Divert all Lincoln weapons to seed craft,” Haskel demanded, taking advantage of their new, mysterious ally. In response, instead of firing down at the planet, the many weapons batteries and modules up and down the three buckled and cratered cars swiveled to begin concentrating their barrage of fire against the swooping phalanxes of Exin fighters. This was how the battle was supposed to have gone all along. Haskel thought that they might even be able to make it out of this battle alive.
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            Last Stand on Moon 32b

          

        

      

    

    
      “Two orbital installations down!” Private First Class Hendrix shouted. Dane swept his gaze across the screens to look at another of the target sites up ahead. Already they had laid waste to small pockets of the alien planet opposite them, and, although his screen did not have telescopes capable of focusing on the distant surface of the world, Dane could make out the expanding halos of dark smoke from the places where their orbital beams had struck.

      How long before they decide to strike us in return? Dane thought. Surely that was what he would do if he was some Exin artillery alien in some distant installation, and he had just seen two of his fellow comrades blown off the surface of the planet.

      “Got it!” Corsoni was shouting, as he had managed to get the Exin computers to scan the surface of the opposing world for any and all possible targets. The screen was washed with multiple converging lines of orange, to finally settle around four remaining targets.

      “The smaller two appear to be more planetary laser batteries,” Corsoni said, “and, from their energy signatures, I think that the larger two might be some sort of regional power stations.”

      “Factories? Like the ones that powered the Exin ansible satellites?” Dane asked.

      “Yep, I think so,” Corsoni said. “Taking those out—and this is all hypothetical— might take out a large part of the Exin’s defenses, including the lasers, shipyards, you name it.”

      “Tz’ark!” There was a sudden glitch of alien noise from the screens, and a small window started to flash and flare, filled with alien script.

      “Oh, frack—what’s that!?” Hendrix hissed.

      It appeared to be a hailing frequency, a message sent to them from the Exin mother planet as they tried to figure out just what the hell was going wrong.

      “As soon as they see us, they’ll target their lasers on this facility,” Dane said, and the implication was obvious. That once they had the coordinates, the mother planet would presumably incinerate them in seconds.

      “Well, that might be for the best, Sarge!” He heard a sarcastic laugh from Farouk behind and swiveled in his chair as the Exin alien continued trying to berate them into answering.

      Farouk was propped up beside the open door of the firing chamber, and was gesturing up to a small screen, apparently displaying the outside of this very facility, where a line of Exin Beetles was arrayed against them. There had to be at least five of the super-large Exin Mechs out there, and Dane was suddenly, intensely sorry about the fact that he’d had to abandon his old Traveler Mech.

      Beside the Exin War Beetles were hordes of the four-armed Exin warrior caste, too, apparently being marshalled into silent lines. They were clearly ready to come streaming into the facility and finish them off as soon as the Beetles had done what they were called for.

      Wham! A shudder ran through the floors and walls of the facility. The Exin Beetles had opened fire. Their laser bolts struck the doors and hissed as metal shook and bubbled and melted.

      “How long before they break through?” Dane shouted.

      “Minutes!?” Corsoni guessed. “But there are a handful of sealed bulkhead doors between that and here. They’ll have to blow each one!”

      Dane swiveled back to face the battle screens above.

      “Target the power factories!” he cried out. “Do it now!”

      They were going to get the job done. No matter what.
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        * * *

      

      Far above the heads of the marines in their stolen seats, the metal walls of the Exin defense battery convulsed and whirled, as plates of metal swung around and locked into place, and crystal chambers glowed with the sudden release of spectral gasses.

      The twin guns on the roof of the low ziggurat building reacted, firing two bolts of brilliant white light that shot upwards into space and through the battle between the stars, between the Dreadnought Lincoln and the Exin seed craft.

      The twin beams of power shot past the bows of the Lincoln, searing through the thin atmosphere of the moon’s Exin sister planet with expanding circles of plasma, and down to their two respective sites.

      One: a giant facility like a stranded oil platform on the edge of a brackish, green sea, where the wide acres of beaches were made of a black, glittering sand.

      Two: another platform facility with giant domes and towers belching noxious gases into the world’s atmosphere, sitting in a barren patch of ochre-and-red rocks.

      Each of these two immense alien power stations were connected to their distant communes and cities by giant silver pipelines that snaked across their strange, morbid landscapes like threads left by some demented, monolithic arachnid. Each of these two platforms had injection wells that sunk deep into the mantle of their world, drawing up geothermal heat and precious fuels and minerals from the subterranean layers below.

      It was, after all, one of the reasons why this world was an Exin frontier planet at all—because its inner geological makeup was complex and powerful, and its recent volcanic ages had deposited great stores of useful minerals and ores, ready to be used in the Exin galactic war effort.

      Private First Class Hendrix’s laser hit the green-sea structure, and Sergeant Dane Williams struck the rock facility. The two beams of light tore through the sky like the sudden disapproval of a terrible and powerful god pointing its finger at those it was displeased with.

      And, when both were struck, for a moment, they stood starkly illuminated by that stellar judgement—before all hell broke loose.

      The largest explosions were from the heart of each facility. Enormous flashes of brilliance swept over their landscapes before sending up gigantic mushroom clouds to grace the lower atmosphere. But there were also smaller explosions, as the silver pipelines that transported the precious power, energy, gasses, liquids, and electricity burst along their seams, racing away to their distant Exin communities and outpost.

      As seen from space, the explosions were large—but on a planetary scale, they looked like mere bubbles of light. They were soon overtaken by sudden outages and darkness falling over municipalities and regions of the Exin colony. Entire landscapes were plunged into a technological night.

      They had done it. This Exin frontier planet was defenseless.
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        * * *

      

      “Boo-YAH!” Hendrix shouted as large swathes of the opposing planet went dark, and, obviously, the power to the planet’s defense lasers went out as the annoying alarm call of the Exin message clicked off too.

      Unfortunately, that still left them with the pressing problem of what to do about the army of Exin warrior caste at their door.

      Wham! There was a shudder that Dane felt even through his firing chair as the Exin War Beetles made their entrance.

      “Outer doors down! They’re coming!” Farouk called. Dane was already rising from his seat, grabbing his rifle to join his fellow marines at the open doorway. The screen overhead showed the streams of Exin warrior caste charging in through the slagged, melted doors and into the main entrance hall. They were already breaking off into battle squads as they reached the three exits.

      To find the doors sealed.

      “I’ve trashed the security mainframe. I don’t think they’ll get through it any time soon,” Corsoni was saying as the Exin warrior caste struck the wall units and instrumentation.

      There was an alien shout, however, and the fighting squads fell back. Beams of burning purple light flew through the air and struck the doors, blasting them inwards in an instant.

      “Oh,” Corsoni said, as the internal cameras switched to the different Exin fighting squads—perhaps numbering twenty or so each—charging into the two corridors. Up the stairs they went, which led to the next level up, and then the next, and then their very own level.

      “But they can’t get the Beetles inside,” Farouk grunted, still half in pain. As they watched, the four-armed alien warriors leapt up the stairs to the next set of bulkhead doors. This time, they didn’t even bother to use the door controls, and instead the front line slowed as they struck them, removing small units from their own suits to attach to the door servos.

      “They’re going to blow them,” Hendrix stated (rather obviously, Dane thought). A moment later, the hordes fell back down the stairs while flashes of explosions glared through the camera readouts, and the screens filled completely with smoke.

      “There! Level two!” Farouk said, pointing at the next camera readout, which showed the Exin once again crossing the nearest corridor to the next flight of stairs. They had already decided not to even bother with the lifts, it appeared. Instead, at the next floor, they would apparently try and repeat the whole process.

      “Is there anything we can do?” Dane said with a growl. He had three marines plus himself training rifles down the main corridor—but they would be against fifty. There was no way that they could hold out against that many.

      “How many can each corridor fit, do you think?” Dane hissed.

      “Seven? Eight?” Hendrix guessed.

      “Get ready,” Dane said, lowering himself into a crouch. They could probably take out the first two or three, and maybe even four waves of soldiers before their rifles started losing battery power.

      And then, of course, they would be down to hand weapons . . .

      
        
        >Incoming Transmission!

      

      

      There was an alert on Dane’s suit, and, even as he watched the Exin clear the next level and start to rush to the penultimate door, he saw, with wonder, that the transmission was coming from the Marine Fighter Ares.

      “What is he doing here!?” Dane hissed, accepting the incoming message. The Ares was under the command of his fellow officer and friend, Sergeant Bruce Cheng. And the last time that he had seen Cheng, it had been when he saved the Ares from the surprise Exin mother ship that had been waiting for them at the Exin ansible planet.

      “Cheng! You were supposed to fall back to Jupiter Deployment!” Dane snarled.

      “But I bet you’re glad I turned back around as soon as I heard you went back in!” Cheng responded, as his stoic and stony face appeared in the small window of Dane’s heads-up display.

      “Admiral Haskel tracked the last signal of the Gladius to that moon, and he reckoned that it had to be you down there on the big guns,” Cheng said.

      “Sarge!” This from Hendrix, as the Exin cleared the penultimate door to make it to the stairwell that led to the final door—and their own corridor in front.

      “Take aim!” Dane snapped, before turning to Cheng’s face. “Well, as great as it is to see you, it might be a farewell toast,” he said.

      “Look out your window. I’m coming in!” Cheng responded. Dane turned back to peer past the twin firing chairs to the blank screens beyond them. The screens would usually be alight with the targeting vectors of the guns themselves, but as soon as the firing chairs were empty, that left them blank and showing the Exin cityscape view outside—where a Marine Fighter was currently screaming down out of the starlit atmosphere, straight for them.

      “I got your scans. I can see you’re . . .” Cheng was saying.

      “Fire straight at us!” Dane called, before grabbing Corsoni standing beside him and flinging him to one side. “Everybody cover!” he shouted to his marines.

      “What!?” Cheng said.

      “No time. Fire straight at that stars-damned window!” Dane roared and—WHAM!—the final doors to their level were blown apart by the Exin soldiers.

      Smoke filled the corridor ahead. The Orbital Marines scrambled for the extreme corners of the room.

      Purple-and-green lasers started to spear toward them as the Exin warrior caste leapt out of the clouds . . .

      WHAM—WHAM—WHAM—WHAM! A sudden barrage of needle-thin lasers struck through the windows of the building, obliterating the two firing chairs in their center, then struck the doorway and the open corridor beyond.

      Dane ground his suit into the corner of the wall and floor, and still he thought that he could see the brilliance of laser flashes through his faceplate visor. The sound deafened and glitched his AMP suit’s sensors, as the area behind and above them was consumed in a wall of fury and burning plasma. Dane was sure that he heard a squeak or several of alien alarms amidst the thunder.

      “Williams! Williams! Get up!” Cheng was bawling into his ear, and when Dane rose, he felt groggy, like he had woken early from a heavy night of drinking. The assault on all of their senses had been intense—but when he viewed the devastation to the firing chamber, he realized that it was nothing compared to the assault that had hit the Exin forces.

      The chamber they were in was a smoking ruin. Any sign of the twin firing chairs was gone, replaced with broken holding bolts on the floor. The metal tiles of the floors and corridor walls were punctured and pocked with laser shot. The edges of the lasered holes were just finishing bubbling as they reset back into solid metal. And then there was the corridor.

      Thankfully, the corridor had collapsed halfway through, and the steam of burnt bodies and scalded metals still obscured much of the green-black body parts that had made up the murderous Exin. In fact, save for one vaguely scaled claw holding a double-bladed weapon, it was almost impossible for Dane to make out any individual Exin body at all from the gloop and mess of churned up destruction.

      FZT!

      “Sarge!” It was Farouk. Dane responded by turning around, and he saw that the blackened data-glass that had been the firing chamber’s window was now a gaping hole. And there, hanging outside in the dark alley, was the vast weight of the Marine Corps Ares, quickly turning to present one of the side launch bay doors, open to them.

      FZZZT!

      And then there came another blast of green light across the window. Some of the Exin or worse, the Beetle War Mechs, must have made their way around the side of the ziggurat firing station to fire up at the new invader.

      “You’ll have to jump!” Cheng shouted. Dane signaled for Hendrix—the most able-bodied of all of them—to go first. The sergeant himself crouched by the edge of the ruined window and started to return fire downwards.

      “Admiral Haskel is leaving. He says the mission is complete, and he’s moving to provide support to the Delta Attack Group at the next Exin world,” Cheng said in Dane’s ears while Dane fired another two potshots in the direction of the warriors attempting to take them out.

      “Hendrix—go!” Dane counted his men out. “Farouk—go!”

      The marines jumped the ten-foot space between ruined building and Ares, hitting the deck with a roll that brought Farouk to an angry snarl of reawakened pain.

      “Corsoni—go!” Dane said, firing a volley off below to cover the engineer’s reckless leap. There were more of the Exin congregating below by now, and more of them had discovered that the enemy was hovering right there.

      Any minute now and the Beetles will be here . . . Dane fired again, forcing the Exin warrior caste to take cover at the side of the building.

      There was just Dane left.

      Even as he was firing, another wave of Exin managed to get around the far side of the building and began to fire up at the ship. There was no way that they could be targeting the distant humans between window and launch bay.

      “Dane! Sarge!” It was Corsoni, already at the open launch door of the Ares and firing down at the massing Exin along with Hendrix and Farouk.

      “Damn it!” Dane snarled, as his heart hammered with hope of escape, and his vision threatened to cloud into a mist of adrenaline.

      But no. Dane had lived through more than this. He had lived through his marines dying, time and time again. In fact, it felt as though any life that he had once lived before his career as a marine no longer exist. All he knew was his training and his battles.

      He leapt the space between window and Ares as pulse laser bolts seared the air around him.

      “Evac, evac, evac!” he could hear Bruce calling. The Ares swung sharply to one side over the Exin buildings at the same time as the launch bay door was still closing and the ship starting to rise. The door hammered home and sealed with hisses of pressure just before the twin nacelles fired with a burst of purple, and then white plasma—and they were off, accelerating at incredible rates into the skies of the Exin moon.
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      Dane sunk to the cold metal floor. The Ares continued to accelerate into the skies and shuddered with the burn of exiting the moon’s thin atmosphere.

      “Great job Gold Squad, you saved this operation,” Cheng announced to all of them, to which Dane could merely grunt his agreement.

      “Get yourselves some rest after you use the ship’s medical services,” Dane called to his team. He pushed himself to his feet and moved off to the Ares’ cockpit.

      “Sergeant Williams, sir?” He was greeted by a marine that he didn’t know in the short corridor. The marine’s call sign read that his name was Private First Class Toshevski, one of Bruce Cheng’s Silver Squad.

      “Sergeant Cheng asked me to find you, sir. I’m sorry about . . .” the man started to say, but Dane just nodded, remembering the fallen Isaias, left buried in the rubble of the city.

      “Got it, Private. Let’s go.” Dane followed Toshevski up to the cockpit, where the doors opened to reveal Bruce Cheng handing over the controls to his own pilot, Thurston, and swiveling in his chair for Dane to sit down.

      “You did good, Sergeant,” Bruce congratulated formally, and even though he and Bruce were the exact same rank and had lived through the exact same battles, it felt strangely good to Dane’s ears to at least hear the support coming his way.

      But still . . .

      “I lost a man, Cheng,” Dane countered with.

      “You did,” Cheng nodded, and in that moment, Dane was relieved that Cheng did not offer any words of solace or wisdom or hindsight advice. When Dane looked up, Cheng was merely looking at him steadily, acknowledging the loss, with the backdrop of a battle behind him.

      The Dreadnought Lincoln was already rippling and flashing with wormhole plasma before winking out of existence. It was accompanied by the smaller flashes from the smaller mobile jump units that each ship now carried. They left behind a newly darkened world and the weakened scatterings of a handful of Exin seed fighters. It appeared that the alien stragglers left behind were not so bloodthirsty now as they had been when they had entire squadrons and phalanxes behind them. With their numbers vastly diminished, they appeared to be returning to their main world and their moon, probably to reassess their failure.

      Good! Dane frowned savagely at their fleeing tails. Let them see the destruction we left. Let them see the fruits of the seeds they sowed!!

      “Where next on the list?” Dane said, for Bruce to regard him with surprise.

      “What was that?” Cheng asked, as the Ares started to accelerate to build up the momentum it needed to activate its own mobile jump unit.

      “The next Exin planet on the line of the frontier,” Dane clarified. “We’re following the Lincoln, aren’t we?”

      “No way.” Cheng shook his head. “We’re done for round one. We’re jumping back to Jupiter. Your Gold Squad is compromised. We’ve lost a whole squad of Traveler Mechs and a Marine Fighter. If we continued the offensive now, we’d be as much a liability to our own forces as a help.”

      “Balls,” Dane said and held Cheng’s gaze. There was that same unspoken familiarity between them. They both knew what the stakes were, and that, with their available resources, humanity had to throw in all of their dice in one shot. They didn’t have a hope of holding back.

      Which means there’s another reason why we’re going back to Deployment Gate One, isn’t there? Dane said and nodded to Cheng once again. “Spill it, Bruce. What’s the real reason?”

      “Fleet Admiral Yankis,” Cheng sighed heavily as their pilot started up the mobile jump unit, and the vibration began to thrum throughout the ship.

      “He wants you back. All of the Mechanized Infantry Division who were involved in the first assault. It sounds like he doesn’t want us biting off more than we can chew,” Cheng groaned.

      “Or maybe he doesn’t want any more heroes than he already has,” Dane muttered. It was a sore point that everyone was aware of—that Fleet Admiral Yankis had yet to fight in any frontline battle himself against the Exin. At all. And so far, Dane and Bruce and the others of the original Orbital Marines had been in every one of them.

      “Okay,” Dane groaned. Orders were orders, after all, he thought. Meanwhile, the Ares started to shift and glimmer and tear a hole through the fabric of space-time itself . . .
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        * * *

      

      The Ares had taken on the smooth hum of wormhole travel, a sensation that Dane had become familiar with. The journey in total would take three separate jumps or hops—due to the fact that their Marine Fighters were only capable of carrying the smaller mobile jump engines. Between each of the three hops, their craft would have to take time to once again cycle and spin the jump engine before they would finally complete the trip back to the human part of the galaxy—and to Deployment Gate One of Jupiter.

      Dane wandered the Ares fitfully, ostensibly seeing to the repairs of his suit and to the condition of his men, but really, his Gold Squad knew what they were doing and were more than catered to by the camaraderie of Bruce Cheng’s Silver Squad.

      “Grab a seat, Sarge?” Farouk looked up from the canteen table in the small mess lounge where he sat huddled with Hendrix and two other members of Cheng’s squad. They were making their way through the reconstituted gloop that the Marine Corps Health Board considered food, while Farouk was now nursing bandages over one side of his face and neck. Like the others, they were outside of their AMP suits now (not enough room here for that bulky armature) and there was a nervous tinge to the air.

      “Not hungry,” Dane said, before hitting the data console on his wrist once more to see if any of the latest battlefield reports were coming through.

      
        
        >Operation HAMMER BLOW / Alpha-Black Security / OVERVIEW ONLY . . .

      

      

      This was to be expected though, Dane thought. He would only be seeing the general status reports sent from the dreadnoughts and fighter squadrons after their missions. The ongoing missions would be top-level access only and beamed by ansible straight back to the Jupiter platforms.

      A lowly sergeant like me wouldn’t get the latest, he thought ruefully before shaking his head.

      
        
        >Planets 32, 32b, 17, 8, 9, 10, and 23 pacified. Units redirected to rest of Exin frontier worlds 1—33 . . .

        >Casualty Figures UNAVAILABLE . . .

      

      

      One through thirty-three? Dane did some quick math. They had started their assault in three waves, which then would lead to a rolling attack all along the Exin frontier. So far, they had succeeded in seven of the total planets—an impressive achievement, as the Marine Corps hadn’t even been able to field a fleet against the Exin forces as little as six months ago.

      Seven out of thirty-three, though . . . Even so, the numbers were still stark. That left a total of twenty-six Exin frontier worlds still to attack, and from what Dane had seen of the Dreadnought Lincoln, it didn’t look as though it could manage another two or three, never mind double digits.

      But—the marine strategists had been confident that their forces could get it done, exactly as the Exin satellite ansible was now done. Meaning that the Exin could no longer communicate across their frontline and that the aliens would have no idea which of those twenty-six worlds the humans would attack next. Each one that they took out would destroy the forward munitions, industries, and space ports of the enemy, meaning that the Exin would be forced to collapse backwards to wherever their next wide-area ansible could work.

      Lightning, unexpected raids. Total domination of each planetary system. That had been the strategy, and it appeared to be working in its preliminary stages. Especially as some of these frontier worlds were little more than that—just military outposts on barren planets, only acting as the equivalent of interstellar guard towers rather than full colonies.

      But still—twenty-six seemed like an awfully large number from where Dane was standing. And the sergeant hated the fact that he was standing here at all—and not flying toward one of those worlds and adding their weight to the fight.

      Because who knows what’ll happen after Hammer Blow? Dane asked himself. The Exin still had the Tol’rumaa—the guided asteroid that they could fire against planets and colonies at will. The captured Exin queen had assured him this weapon was bound to be used by her usurper, War Master Okruk. He had a perverse hatred for all of “backward” humanity after all—whereas the Exin queen and hive mother had merely wanted to turn them into slaves for eternity.

      All they could do was to try and hit the Exin with as much force and power as they could now, right off the bat. So much that the war master would be thrown back and forced to take stock and repair what he had lost for the next phase of the operation, while humanity and its Marine Corps did what they could to deter the Exin.

      We’re fighting an empire, after all, Dane reminded himself. What do you do when you’re fighting an empire that was hundreds (if not thousands) of years older than your own civilization? How did you fight such a force?

      History told him that it had to be through guerrilla warfare. That hit and run tactics would lead to internal pressures breaking up the empire itself. The Exin had already seen War Master Okruk depose their beloved queen, after all . . .

      But what if that only meant that an even worse and even more savage leader would take the throne?

      Ugh. There was no way to get around these thoughts. No way to find a solution to them. Dane shook his head once more. He had his own mission reports to fill, after all.

      The job of an officer was never done. If it wasn’t training his Marines, then it would be shooting at things until they were dead. Or it would be writing reports as to how and why he had shot things until they were dead. All in all, he thought that the “paperwork” (a rather anachronistic term in today’s day and age, he considered) was a bit of a joke.

      As if the marine strategists don’t know why we do what we do . . .

      But still, even with his soldier’s eye on the matter, Dane was dreading the fact that he had to write just how he had managed to lose the Gladius along with their elite section of Traveler Mechs in the process.

      “Boss,” greeted Corsoni. Dane realized that his footsteps had taken him through the mess hall, down the corridor in an angered blur, and brought him to one of the main launch bays of the Ares. There stood Bruce Cheng’s group of Traveler Mechs (Only himself and Bruce were trained and equipped to use them) waiting silently in the hold.

      The suits stood still and monolithic, with new scrapes and burn marks and buckled carapaces marring their otherwise turquoise-and-crystal-silvered appearance. Joey Corsoni was already working on them, clambering over the large specimens in the neon light and working to repair them as best as only he could do.

      “Eight.” Corsoni seemed to read Dane’s thoughts as he paced between the monsters of metal.

      Only eight left, Dane thought dismally. And after all the trouble they had gone through to get to the Travelers’ world to pick them up.

      “But our manufacturers already have the specifics.” Corsoni attempted to console him. “They had them on the production line by the time that we were rolling out,” he was saying, when the Ares suddenly wobbled midjump.

      Dane looked up and around as the lights flickered throughout the launch bay.

      “Is that supposed to happen in warp travel?” Dane asked, skeptical. The memories of the only other time this had happened to him resurfaced: when the Gladius had been sabotaged before launch, and it had lost one nacelle as it was kicked out of warp on the way to Jupiter. And had crash-landed on Europa, he remembered with a shiver of apprehension.

      “Uhr, I’m not sure,” Corsoni was saying. He said the words lightly, but Dane could see that the man couldn’t hide the concern in his eyes.

      And concern coming from the engineer, the only man on this ship who actually understood jump travel, was a worrying sight indeed.

      “Williams to bridge,” Dane hit his wrist data pad once more. “Cheng?”

      Just as there was a sudden bang, and a deep shudder ran through the ship, bringing with it the warning sound of alarms.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the metal shell of the Ares, the burning plasma of the warp ran over its military skin in waves of flowing florescence. Behind the fires of burning subatomic particles, the stars had become long, flowing lines of white, forming sheets and extended streams of luminescence. It would be beautiful to watch, if any human had the capability to see it.

      But that delight was marred.

      The Ares was, like any other Marine Fighter, a fighter with a large wedge of a main chassis. Its surface was made of deep gunmetal-gray plates, with weapons ports and modules decorating its surface—and one other thing.

      A black rod was attached to the belly of the Ares, shining a midnight blue in the glow of the burning warp light. Extending from its back were what appeared to be chains of a shining silver, glowing with the burn of plasma and made of hardened nanofibers woven into thicken chains. These anchor ropes extended backwards into the space between dimensions, where another shape was slowly drawing itself toward the Ares.

      It was an angered midnight-blue wedge of metal, encased in its own halo of plasma.

      It was a hawklike ship: a dark talon hanging in space. An impossible sight that should not even be able to happen.

      An Exin interceptor ship, breaking through warp itself, and grappling with the Marine Fighter Ares.
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        >WARNING! DECOMPRESSION EVENT! . . .

      

      

      “Gold Squad! Suit up!” Dane shouted as he raced through the tight corridors of the Ares. The lights were flashing with orange, and, as Dane reached launch bay two where his AMP suit was stored, he could see on the holo displayed by his wrist that the lower hold was being sealed.

      “Williams—there’s been some kind of breach in the lower hold. Everyone follow emergency procedures!” Cheng was calling over the communicator. Dane clambered into the harness and slotted his arms and legs into the Assisted Mechanized Plate.

      “A breach? But how!?” Dane called. Such a thing was impossible. They were in warp—there were no asteroids or comets or space junk in the dimension beneath material space. Nothing to strike the outer hull of the Ares and rip a hole . . .

      “I don’t know—but there is!” Cheng replied tersely.

      “Then why aren’t we all dead already?” Dane asked, as the breastplate and outer plates locked into place around him.

      
        
        >AMP 023 Activating . . .

        >>Cycling Engine Sequencers . . .

        >>Loading Marine Mainframe . . .

        >>Loading Sensors . . .

        >>Biological . . .

        >>Armaments . . .

      

      

      They should all be dead, Dane knew. If there was any kind of breach of the outer shell of the Ares in normal, material space, then there would be a serious decompression event as the vacuum of space flooded the inner area of the ship. Doors and bulkheads were routinely sealed as a matter of course anyway, stopping the complete implosion of the ship. But here, in the middle of jump space, it was a different matter altogether.

      There was no simple vacuum in jump space. The jumping craft created a bubble of space-time that enveloped them as they tore a hole through the dimensional fabric of the universe. Any popping of that bubble would necessarily throw them out of jump, and more than likely, scatter their components across the galaxy in the process . . .

      At least, that was what was supposed to happen.

      “There’s been a breach, but no loss of pressure,” Cheng said in confusion. “Wait. I’m getting cameras back up and online in the lower hold. I’ll beam them to you.”

      Dane’s faceplate visor slid into place, and the mantle collar swept up from the body of his suit to lock it in. Dane was ready, and his HUD was already alight as a small screen opened up in the top right of his holofield.

      “What the . . . ?” Dane whispered. He was looking at the long, strutted form of the lower hold, stowed with metal and plastic crates where essential and spare armaments and equipment were stowed.

      But, along one wall, there was a glowing line of molten red, forming a hexagon. The fizzing line met its neighbor and stayed alight for a moment—before the outer section of the wall bent and fell inwards with a clang and the hiss of bubbling metal.

      And, jumping into the lower hold, with four arms brandishing blades and shell-like guns, came the black-armored Exin warrior caste.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s impossible!” Hendrix was saying as Dane met him on the way to the lower hold. The Exin were sealed inside, and there were already five of them in there from what the cameras could tell.

      “I know. They must have some kind of craft that can break jump travel.” Dane was just as confused as Hendrix was.

      “Sarge!” It was Farouk, turning the corridor and following along behind.

      “Are you fit for this?” Dane asked severely, casting another look at the bulkhead door ahead of them.

      “I don’t want to be blown apart cowering in a medical bed, sir,” Farouk responded just as seriously, and Dane nodded. That, at least, made sense. He guessed that was the same for everyone now.

      “Prepare,” Dane said. There were only two doors into the lower hold, and Dane’s team was at one end—while Bruce Cheng and the others were on the far side. It would be a classic pincer move. Attack from both sides, and not give the enemy any chance to—

      “Williams—on screen!” Cheng’s voice sounded alarm, and the other sergeant pinged a recording of the last twenty second’s footage to Dane’s AMP suit.

      It showed the five Exin warrior caste moving across the room to attack the vents in the walls—before one appeared in front of the camera and sent it crashing to the floor.

      “No!” Dane gasped. The Exin were clearly planning to worm their way into the service areas of the Ares and would be free to travel and climb between the walls and to attack them from almost anywhere in the ship.

      “Open the doors!” Dane urged, and a second later, there was a hiss of steam—and an almighty explosion.
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        * * *

      

      “Hendrix! Farouk!” Dane was shouting as the smoke cleared. His AMP suit was ringing with alarms. His scans swept ahead, showing that the doors were buckled and twisted inwards, and several of the wall panels had been blown from their holdings.

      The black-scaled Exin (who usually wore a deep, bluish-green armature) had set some kind of booby trap, a motion explosive or a timed device, synced to detonate as soon as the doors to the lower hold were opened . . .

      “Ts Krargh!”

      All save one, that was.

      The Exin warrior caste leapt into the space between the Orbital Marines, arms whirling and body moving at a speed that Dane had never seen before.

      Crack!

      In its long hands it held two short, curving blades, while in its smaller arms it held laser guns, all of which it was using to strike out or fire at the Orbital Marines that were even now attempting to rise from their feet.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Breastplate 75% . . .

      

      

      Dane’s AMP suit was punched with plasma, rocking him backwards as the Exin warrior shot him almost point-blank in the chest. By the time that Dane had raised his pulse rifle to return fire, the Exin was already gone.

      The thing was a dervish, throwing a hand with one of its curving blades to scrape a line of glittering sparks across Hendrix’s faceplate. The marine recoiled (more out of surprise than from fear or damage) and by that time, the Exin had kicked him back against the wall before leaping at the next Orbital Marine.

      Farouk.

      The wounded Farouk.

      Dane swiveled in place and started forward. He saw the Exin take a leap into the air, catapulting itself into a spin that sailed over the line of pulse fire that Farouk discharged against it—to come down on the far side with a crunch—

      Behind Farouk.

      Dane was in the unenviable position of watching his marine turn, too slow and too surprised, as the Exin warrior, still spinning in place, drove a blade deep into the marine’s gut. The nano-bonded metal of the Exin blades was clearly stronger than any human-forged weapon created in industrial laboratories before they were smelted. And the Exin warrior caste themselves were the same size as a human inside an AMP suit.

      And what Dane realized in that moment was that these Exin were indeed different than all of those that came before. Not only were their scales as black as a moonless, starless night, but these ones appeared to be faster and stronger. They had traces of black tubes and servos between their dark metal plates that appeared to be implants or augmentation.

      They’re Exin Special Ops, a part of Dane’s mind was thinking, even as he saw the tip of the blade emerge out of the back of his marine. Farouk coughed and gasped inside his suit. Falling backwards against the floor, he started to shake.

      No. No. NO!

      Dane felt the hammer of his heart pulse as he leapt forward—attempting to leap all the way into the past, such was the force of his anger and fury as he whirled the pulse rifle at the Exin warrior.

      “Farouk? Farouk!” He could hear Hendrix shouting in dismay behind him, but Dane was already in combat.

      Clang!

      Dane’s first strike was countered by one of the Exin’s blades, but it was so filled with the might of his rage that the shock of it tore the Exin’s blade from the warrior’s hands.

      Wham!

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Breastplate 50% . . .

      

      

      The Exin managed to get a shot off at him at point-blank to the chest, which erupted into a sudden burst of plasma fire. But Dane didn’t care. Any instinctive or normal willingness to protect himself from the assaults and attacks of his enemy was gone. All that mattered now was killing the thing that had killed one of his own . . .

      Dane reversed the pulse rifle and hammered it home, aiming for the Exin’s head.

      Which, suddenly, wasn’t even there.

      Huh?

      The Exin had ducked and twisted sideways with serpentine grace, snaking to one side of Dane as he threw his pulse rifle forward.

      For the creature’s claws to suddenly grab onto one of Dane’s hands holding the pulse rifle and pull . . .

      Dane, having thrown all of his strength into trying to bash the mean hell out of the thing’s face, staggered forward. The Exin inserted one leg between his own and fired both of its laser pistols held by its two smaller arms—straight into Dane’s AMP suit side, again at point-blank range.

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Left back plating 45% . . .

      

      

      Dane was spun over to strike the corridor wall with the force of the blast. The Exin was using the laser pistols as much for their force as he was for their destructive power, and it felt to the human marine as if he had been kicked in the side by a horse. He dropped his pulse rifle. It skittered across the floor of the corridor and out of reach as he hit the walls.

      “Argh!” But the sergeant was already pushing himself back to his feet, half expecting to find the Exin warrior gloating over his form—but no, his adversary had already leapt away and was now engaging with Hendrix.

      Be careful! Dane wanted to shout—but didn’t. In any matter, Private First Class Hendrix knew what he was doing, and he had just seen the expert way that the Exin warrior had dealt with both Farouk and his sergeant.

      As Dane staggered to his feet, he saw that Hendrix had managed to get two shots off. Both of them had missed the whirling, leaping Exin—who was immediately right in front of Hendrix and spinning to deliver a blister of blows against his outflung metal arms.

      It was going to do to Hendrix precisely what it had done to Farouk, Dane could see. Overwhelm the marine’s defenses with its own speed and ferocity, before putting all of its weight and strength into one killing blow.

      Dane wasn’t about to let that happen, and he threw himself forward.

      “Back thrusters!” the sergeant called, and he was flung forward across the corridor and the space that separated them in less time than it took for a heart to beat.

      Wham!

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Breastplate 35% . . . Right shoulder-plate 75% . . .

      

      

      Dane struck the Exin and Hendrix like a thunderbolt, remembering just in time to throw one folded arm to come between the Exin and his own marine. The result was that Dane performed a perfect flying clothesline—a move from his old Mech Brawler days. One that smashed the Exin warrior against the wall with the full weight of an AMP suit against it, before Dane heard a disgusting crack and pop of bones. He slid to the floor with the Exin warrior dead before him.

      “Holy stars. Holy. Holy. Holy . . . frack!” Dane heard Hendrix whispering (as much to himself as to anyone else) when they were done, and they realized that they hadn’t, in fact, died.

      Farouk had, though.

      “Clear!” Dane heard Cheng’s voice shouting. He turned to look through the wrecked, booby-trapped corridor to see Cheng’s Silver Squad light up the last Exin that had attacked them too.

      “Bruce?” Dane asked. “One man down, and one Exin taken out too. These ones . . .”

      “Yeah. They’re something else.” He saw the glimmer of Bruce’s suit lights ahead as the sergeant beckoned him forward. “The other three made it into the service ducts of the Ares itself. They could be anywhere.”

      “Dammit!” Dane swore, hurrying to step into the room where Bruce already had two of his Silver Squad attempting to peer through the hole that the Exin had cut into the walls. It was too tight for them to fit, especially in their burdensome AMP suits.

      “There’s a main service tube out there.” One of the marines was peering into the dark. “I think it says ‘A1 Acc’ on it.”

      “Oh, crap,” Bruce, rather uncharacteristically, swore.

      “What is it?” Dane asked.

      “A1 Acc is the shorthand for the primary service tube to the accelerator. The small mechanism that runs the whole Ares. If the Exin are heading for that—then they could cut the power to the whole damn boat. Or just to life support. Or just the door mechanisms . . .”

      “And flush us out into the wormhole . . .” Dane whispered, before a pulse of electricity galvanized him into action. “What’s the fastest way to get to the accelerator?”

      “This way,” Cheng had already set off at a run, and Sergeant Dane Williams was only a moment behind him.
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        * * *

      

      “But what are they doing here!?” Dane asked out loud as they clattered along the Ares’s corridors once again.

      “Trying to kill us, don’t you think?” Bruce managed to grumble.

      TZZT! There was a sudden flash from the ship lighting. Suddenly, the lights clicked off in sequence. This would have plunged them into darkness had not their AMP suit lights automatically lit brighter.

      “Oh. They must have found the accelerator controls! Come on!” Bruce said breathlessly as they sped up. “The accelerator as a whole is segmented into multiple command modules. The Exin can’t know which one controls which—and are just messing with whatever they can find.”

      “Fills me with confidence,” Dane growled, but he couldn’t shake his thoughts from his earlier question.

      What were the Exin doing here, of all places? Was this revenge for what he and they had done to Planet 32 and 32b? These were clearly the most elite band of Exin interceptors—capable of apparently breaking the laws of interwarp physics, breaking into a quantum wormhole, and then attacking the ship inside—why they were here?

      It didn’t appear to make any kind of sense to Dane. Yes, he had known of soldiers and marines that pursued their own personal vendettas across the battlefield. That was something that was technically outside of the rules of war—but it undoubtedly happened. Was he seeing an alien version of this?

      No, Dane thought. That Exin assassin that had attacked them downstairs—the one that had killed Farouk—had done so with complete and utter professionalism and skill. It had also attacked three armored marines in their Assisted Mechanized Plate suits, presumably knowing that it was going to die.

      It wasn’t acting from blind revenge, Dane thought. If anything, it was acting from some kind of fanatical cause.

      Which meant that it had been chosen for a very specific task, and it was the type of soldier—a type of team of soldiers—that no general, admiral, or war master would easily throw away.

      Now Dane thought he grasped a corner of it. Two separate facts cohered together in his mind: they had been attacked almost as soon as they had arrived at the Exin ansible station, and there had been an Exin mother ship already on the way during their attack. That meant that their attack had been almost forewarned to the Exin . . .

      Maybe they have a way of breaking into our Marine Servers? Dane thought. Or maybe the Exin’s deep scanners are more advanced than we suspected . . .

      Either way, such an advanced and skilled attack that they were experiencing now—the use of a technology that the Exin had been keeping secret—had to be reserved for a mission that was important.

      Why use it against us, and not a Marine Dreadnought?

      Because—the pieces started to fit together in Dane’s mind—because they were the ones heading back to human space, weren’t they? It looked as though the Exin were trying to stop any word from getting back to Marine Corps Central about what was happening out on the front line.

      “Or cutting each group, Jupiter and the front line, from each other!?” Dane whispered.

      “What are you muttering about, Williams?” Cheng half turned to glare at him as they reached the bulkhead door that led to the main accelerator room. “Anyway. No time now. And one more thing: no guns!”

      “What!?” Hendrix said in alarm behind them “Have you seen those things?”

      “No guns, Marine!” Cheng repeated even more firmly than before. “I don’t want to take the chance that a stray pulse bolt lodges in our quantum reactor or our particle accelerator or our power differential sequencers!”

      Dane had no idea what sort of calamity a differential sequencer could produce, but whatever it was, Bruce thought that it was serious enough to warrant mentioning.

      “Fine,” Dane growled and slid his Field Blade from its sheath. “We don’t need them anyway . . .”

      “If you say so, Sarge,” Dane heard Hendrix mutter. Then Bruce gave the order to open the doors, and the Orbital Marines sprang inside . . .

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Skrargh!” The first Exin was almost directly in front of them. It turned around in a snarl of frustration from where it was busy removing a control panel from what looked like a room filled with fish tanks.

      Not fish tanks, Dane suddenly saw. They were actually different modules whose innards were made up of beds of strings and strands of glowing filaments and balls, interspersed with smaller control units and relay boxes. These larger units were joined into vast ceramic or metal cabling that snaked across the floor to the next such glowing unit, and the next, and the next, and the next.

      Each one, Dane was sure, controlled a particular vital service on board the Ares, and there were already more of these Exin elite assassins bent over four such control units. Their work, clearly, was attempting to sabotage the human marines’ journey home.

      But Dane had caught the first by surprise, and his Field Blade snatched it under the mandibles to fling its head cleanly into the room. The body was still reaching for him by the time that the head hit the floor, unaware that the Exin it belonged to had already died.

      “Tssk!” The next Exin was to the right of Dane, but Bruce and Hendrix had already converged on it. So Dane leapt the cabling to the center of the room, and went at the next two who were working on one unit together . . .

      “Hah!” Dane lunged, but the first of the Exin had already had time to prepare for his approach. It smoothly slid out of the way, spun, and backhanded Dane across the side of the faceplate, making him rock slightly in place . . .

      But Dane ignored it. He reached for the remaining Exin in front of him with both hands and seized the thing’s two outer, larger arms and pulled upwards.

      The Exin screeched, struggling as it was dragged into the air, and the Exin thrust out with the tools it held in its two smaller, forward arms—

      FZZT!

      
        
        >Suit Impact! Breastplate 35% . . . 25% . . .

      

      

      The Exin had been holding laser cutters, and their bright molten arcs surged as they cut into Dane’s chest and bubbled through the top outer plate of his suit . . . Dane could feel the heat of them against the restraints and insulation that held his body tight. Any moment, and the laser would burn through the softer, flexible inner plate—and his AMP suit had taken a battering already.

      But Dane finally let himself be filled with the rage that he felt.

      This was for Isaias.

      This was for Farouk.

      “Rargh!” With a roar, Dane twisted on his hips, flinging the Exin clear across the accelerator control panel, where, with a sickening crunch, it broke against the wall. Then Dane turned back with a snarl to the remaining Exin, which had already drawn and raised one of its blades to use against him.

      Dane confronted the alien and saw the Exin hesitate. It was scared! Dane was so consumed by fury and so without any thought for his own safety that the elite Exin assassin actually took a step backwards.

      Dane threw his weight forward into one solid punch, straight through the Exin’s ribcage.

      “Dear stars, Williams! You some kind of machine or something?”

      When the rage cleared, Dane could hear the shocked exclamations of Private First Class Hendrix and Sergeant Bruce Cheng at how he had performed, killing three elite assassin Exin in almost as many minutes.

      The battle was over, and Dane had been shepherded out of the way as Joey got to work repairing the damage that the Exin had done.

      “It looks like they were primarily interested in sabotaging our jump drive and our communications,” Corsoni said, pointing to the strange, egglike shape that was made up of multiple smaller silver balls.

      “That’s our field ansible. The much, much smaller version of the satellite-based ones. Without it, we can’t get in touch with the front line or Jupiter.”

      “Why would they want us not talking to each other?” Dane heard Hendrix say, as all of Dane’s fears came together.

      “They don’t want any warning getting out,” Dane heard himself say.

      “Any warning? What warning?” Cheng was saying.

      “Think about it,” Dane explained. “There’s no other reason why they would attempt to sabotage our ability to talk to each other and our ability to jump. Only if they didn’t want us to warn each other about something . . .”

      “About what?” Bruce repeated once again, when the alert came through that they had arrived and that they were just about to fall out of jump.

      
        
        >ALL CREW PREPARE FOR JUMP PROTOCOLS! PREPARE FOR ARRIVAL! . . .

      

      

      The sirens rang, and by now, after everything that they had been through, Dane and Bruce and Hendrix mostly ignored the warning. So, as it was, when their bubble of quantum energy broke through the thin fabric of space-time and back into human space, they were jostled and rocked by the vibrations of transdimensional travel.

      When they had finished sliding and shuffling to one place or another, the alarms and scanners inside their suits continued to ring.

      “What is that?” Bruce muttered.

      
        
        >Marine Corps Server / RED ALPHA ALERT!—Network Wide Message—RED-ALPHA ALERT! . . .

      

      

      The Ares had jumped not all the way to Deployment Gate One at Jupiter space, but instead between the outer planets of the human Sol system and the inner. This was the designated safe area for such returning jumps, rather than arriving in the already crowded militarized zones around Jupiter.

      Which was just as well, because right now their crowded militarized zones around Jupiter were crowded for an altogether different reason:

      
        
        >Marine Corps Server / Network Wide Message Begins:

        >>All vessels! Deployment Gate One and the Jupiter Marine Training Platform has been attacked by Exin raids at precisely 23:09:00 last night. Explosive drones were jumped into our location to cause the COMPLETE destruction of the Marine Corps bases and strongholds.

        >>Warning all vessels! Return to defend Earth IMMEDIATELY. And, if you are hearing this message, may God protect your souls . . .

        >>MESSAGE ENDS . . .

      

      

      Dane blinked, looking at Bruce and then at Hendrix and then at Corsoni. Disbelief and dull shock raged through them all.

      The Exin had apparently done it. They had used the human Operation Hammer Blow as a cover for their own destruction of the main Marine Corps stronghold.

      How was humanity ever going to survive now?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        See how this epic adventure ends in Fist of Steel.

        amazon.com/dp/B098TWY13Y

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Steel Curtain, the eighth 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 last story in the series is called Fist of Steel and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B098TWY13Y

      

      

      

      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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