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            Woke Up in a Strange Place

          

        

      

    

    
      Sergeant Dane Williams, lately of the Orbital Marines, woke to the mechanical hum of a door.

      An alien door.

      Where am I? What!? For a moment, the young man had dreamed that he was back in the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome, his final punch having sent his opponent, the brutish Killer Jones, down to the roar of the audience’s approval. He remembered looking up as the glare of the overhead floodlights had filled his old Intrepid Mech-Brawler’s screen, blinding him as it turned into fire and waves of noise . . .

      No!

      His perfect moment of victory had become, in that same instant, his defeat. The dome of the arena had cracked open like an egg, and his doom had fallen on him, on Killer Jones, and on everyone else the day that the Exin had begun their attack on Earth.

      “No!” He gasped as pain raced through his trembling body. In the fog of sleep, a part of him believed that he was still there, and that the pain in his back and his chest, his legs and hands, was the pain of the collapse.

      He was entirely wrong about that, of course.

      Dane was not back there at the bottom of the rubble of the Mech-Wrestler Dome, saved only by his Mech-Brawler suit.

      He was not even on Earth. The pains that he felt came from his recent battle on the surface of Planet 892, the first extrasolar planet that humanity had discovered and attempted to explore—and from the effects of the Exinase virus, the alien bioweapon that had been lurking in his body for a long time indeed.

      “Skreych!” There was a croaking cough of a voice. Dane’s thoughts and eyes focused to see the small metal room around him. The black-metal girders had an oddly organic quality as they swept through the floor to form the buttresses between wall panels. It was dark in here save for a small octagonal porthole high in one wall.

      And, of course, the rounded door on the far side, now open as his Exin guard stepped through it.

      The Exin was tall, almost seven feet, as they hunched over on backward-jointed legs. The alien’s body was made up of gray-and-teal scales that might be a stiffened exoskeleton or armor plating, for all that Dane knew.

      Planet 892!

      With a gasp, Dane remembered where he was and how he had come to be here. The memories slammed back into him, making the young sergeant gasp. Bruce. Hopskirk. Corsoni. His men. His brothers. They had all been sent to rescue the expedition to Planet 892—only to discover that it was some ancient nursery ground of their enemy, the Exin. He wasn’t wearing his Assisted Mechanized Plate. They must have stripped him of it when they had fled Planet 892, carrying him with them.

      Dane had been taken captive by the Exin.

      “What do you want with me!?” Dane demanded, managing to push himself on shaking arms into a half crouch, half-seated position. He knew that he didn’t have the strength to attack the Exin, but he promised himself that he would try.

      “Ssss!” The Exin guard cocked their head to look at Dane in that same predatory way that lizards or birds have, and then the alien moved with a sudden flourish. The metal gourd that they held was thrown, and something splashed over Dane’s face, awakening every scrape and scratch.

      “Ach!” Dane hissed in pain as he recoiled, before eagerly wiping the water from his face into his mouth. They’re keeping me alive, he thought. They were giving him water. They wanted him to live . . .

      “Shrehk!” The alien coughed once again at him and turned.

      “Hngh!” Dane pushed himself off with one hand to flounder at his captor. He made a desperate sweep with shaking fists, but they bounced ineffectually across the scales of the creature’s forelegs. With a chittering that to Dane’s ears sounded an awful lot like laughter, the alien batted him to one side, flinging him casually with a sweep of a long, triple-jointed arm against the metal wall. The impact made Dane’s back cry out even louder, and his legs shake with the effects of the Exinase compound that he now had no antigen for.

      “Queen.”

      For a few seconds, Dane thought that he had imagined the word in his agony.

      “What!?” he snarled at the Exin guard, to find that they had paused by the door looking down at him with contempt. The guard’s mandibles moved, and, although the words were garbled and harsh, what came out was perfectly understandable.

      “Queen. Wants. You,” the alien guard said, before stepping through the open door, which hissed shut behind the guard to leave the sergeant of the Orbital Marines in the dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            The Fate of Expedition 892

          

        

      

    

    
      “I want to question him.”

      Sylvia Heathcote, Chief Medical Doctor and Special Consultant for the Orbital Marines, heard precisely what the woman opposite her had said. She also knew that it flew in the face of her almost twenty years of medical experience.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say, Captain?” Sylvia blinked in astonishment at Marianne Otepi, Captain of the War Walker unit and now field commander of Planet 892. They stood in the cramped medical room of the Expedition Base Camp bunker.

      Captain Otepi seemed, if anything, a very serious person, Sylvia thought as she swallowed hard and debated disobeying orders. Otepi had sharp features that rarely cracked a smile and one piercing green eye, the other hidden by an eye patch. She was currently wearing a withering look that said, “if you disagree with me one more time, I will personally tie you to a rocket and fire you into space.”

      “You can’t be serious. Right now? This man is critically injured. Any change in his life-support system will kill him!” Sylvia said, nodding to the person in question that lay between them, encased in the frosted dome of his medical bed as lights flickered on and off at the side.

      Sergeant Bruce Cheng’s large frame was barely held by the crystal-glass dome of the medical bed. Through it, Sylvia could see the pale creams of the many bandages holding him together. Bruce Cheng had survived a point-blank pulse blast to the chest, as well as numerous other injuries sustained with the scouting party that had attempted to rescue the Planet 892 Expedition. Given the state that the man’s Assisted Mechanized Plate had been in after the attack, Sylvia thought that it was sheer luck that they had managed to keep him alive this long.

      “I understand the risks, Doctor,” Otepi murmured. “Now, please get it done.”

      “Captain!” Sylvia hesitated, stammered. “There has to be a very good reason for this. Bruce Cheng is my patient right now, and I strongly advise that we do not disturb his recovery.”

      “Doctor.” Otepi upgraded her murmur to a growl. “Sergeant Cheng may be your patient, but he is also my marine. He knew the risks when he signed up, and he took the Oath to serve Earth with his body, mind, and soul. Right now, we need to know what he knows. We need to know what happened here, and what they saw of the Exin mother ship that landed. Not to mention what the Exin were doing here—and where Sergeant Williams is.”

      You don’t care about Sergeant Williams! A flash of anger tore through Sylvia. You only care about military intelligence! Not Dane. Sylvia’s heart constricted all of a sudden when she thought of the man with the reckless smile but dark eyes that always looked a little haunted.

      Dane was gone. Disappeared. No marine scanner or sensor or satellite could find where he or his suit had gone, and her heart thumped a little stronger.

      For a minute, she wondered why she felt such strong emotion. Was it because she had known both Bruce and Dane and the others since they had first registered at Marine Boot Camp? Was it because Sylvia herself had signed so many death warrants for the other marines who had been in that first flush of revenge, and now only a few of the original brotherhood remained?

      “But we know what happened here!” Sylvia snapped. “We have the Gladius’s pilot, Corsoni! The man said that Sergeants Bruce Cheng and Dane Williams went to try and confront the Exin landing party, and, and . . .” her voice wavered, broke.

      “And they failed,” Captain Otepi completed her last sentence for her, her tone remaining rock steady throughout. “We know that. And that is all that we know. The Exin landing party fled Planet 892 when I arrived with the reinforcements, and Corsoni was too busy fighting the Exin seed crafts alongside my fighters to provide any meaningful intel from the ground.”

      Otepi paused in silence before taking a deep breath.

      “Look, I know that this is hard. It is tough for all of us. Sergeant Williams was a good man. A good marine. And we need to honor his memory by finding out what happened down here, what the Exin wanted. They displayed a ship that could create its own warp tunnels! Do you know what that means for the fate of Earth?”

      Sylvia wanted to hang her head in defeat and despair, but she refused herself the luxury. She kept on holding Otepi’s gaze as she answered her.

      “I know what it means, Captain. That the Exin could attack at any time they choose. They can warp in, carpet-bomb any human city that they want, and warp out before we’ve even got our pants on.”

      Otepi frowned at that, but nodded all the same. “That about sums it up. So, you see that we’re really at a disadvantage here, Doctor. The Marine Corps needs every scrap of information that it can possibly get a hold of about what the Exin might want.”

      “Isn’t it obvious that they want to wipe us out?” Sylvia heard herself saying.

      “I guess so. But—why?” The captain was unrelenting. “What if Sergeant Cheng here knew something that would tell us that? That would save the eight billion people of Earth?”

      I doubt it, Sylvia thought—but also knew that she was being placed in an impossible position. Her medical opinion versus the fate of humanity? It wasn’t really a win-win situation.

      And besides, her eyes moved over to the rows of similar medical beds lining the small room, each one containing dark shapes. It isn’t exactly like there’s anyone else that we could ask right now.

      Each of those medical beds contained a body from the first expedition to Planet 892, and each had fallen victim to some sort of mutagenic bio-weapon. Some of the cadavers were in a pre-metamorphosis state, while others were in what Sylvia was calling the “full” mode—a complete transmogrification into a creature that had scaly, lichenlike growths over their skin, powerful builds, claws for hands and feet, and horns growing out of their heads.

      Only one of those beds had the flicker of green lights signaling actual life, which belonged to Sergeant Hopskirk.

      He had also succumbed to the bio-weapon somehow, but the scout team had put him in one of the Gladius’s medical beds before Corsoni had taken to the skies, and that had saved his life. Right now, the marine was in a state of suspended animation as Sylvia tried to figure out how to reverse the mutagenic agent.

      And I have absolutely no idea . . .

      “Ready, Doctor?” Otepi nodded to the body of Bruce Cheng, and Sylvia sighed.

      “Ready,” she said.
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      “Heartbeat accelerating . . . Blood pressure rising . . .” Sylvia said the words automatically as she kept her eyes moving between Bruce Cheng’s face and the medical display unit on his bed.

      This is such a bad idea . . . The rest of the medical bay was empty of people save for Captain Otepi and herself. Sylvia knew that there had to be War Walkers outside the compound, clearing jungle and setting up landing platforms for the constant shuttles that were moving up and down every hour of the day and night. But it seemed to her as if the entire world had gone eerily quiet as she worked.

      “Is that good?” Otepi breathed, as Bruce Cheng, his bulk wrapped in medical pads and bandages, suddenly twitched. His skin was an ashen gray color, which only now was gaining a slight pinkish blush.

      “It’s like bringing a deep-sea diver up from underwater, Captain,” Sylvia said tersely as she oversaw the automatic injection of another microdose of stimulants and watched how Cheng’s body reacted. “Too quick, too soon, and they get the bends. Or, in this case, systemic shock. You need to find ways to get their organs and nervous system used to working with all the pressures of being alive.”

      “It’s not just throw a cup of cold water on their face, then . . .” Otepi grumbled. Sylvia wondered if that was the captain’s version of a joke.

      “No, Captain. It isn’t,” she said, as Cheng’s life signs started to accelerate, then stabilize, and then Bruce took a long, wheezing breath.

      “Easy, Bruce. Take it easy . . .” Sylvia said at once, crossing over to the open medical bed to land a hand on the big man’s arm.

      For Bruce’s bloodshot eyes to snap open, and for him to roar out loud:

      “The tall one! The tall one took Dane!”
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        * * *

      

      What!?

      “Bruce, Bruce—you’re not making any sense . . .” Sylvia was saying, attempting to calm him down, and wondering if she had to get another tranquilizer shot into him.

      “Let the man speak, Doctor.” Captain Otepi leaned forward. “Sergeant Cheng? Do you remember who I am? It’s Captain Otepi of the War Walkers. What do you mean, the tall one?”

      Bruce’s eyes roved up and down, flickering to Otepi. Sylvia was sure that he was going to fall unconscious again. But he didn’t. Whatever stores of strength that the big man had, they kept him awake. Sylvia was amazed.

      “Tall crawdad. Exin . . .” Bruce said in a weak croak of a voice.

      “Here,” Sylvia moistened his lips with a squirt of purified water. “Go slowly, Bruce. Only say what you have to,” she tried to tell him as he kept on talking.

      “It had blue robes on. Taller than the others. And horns. It carried one of the giant eggs . . .”

      “Giant eggs?” Sylvia saw Otepi’s gaze intensify. “What do you mean, giant eggs?”

      “Dane . . . Dane destroyed it. Like the ones in the Exin Nursery,” Bruce murmured.

      What Exin Nursery? Sylvia was thinking.

      “Sergeant Cheng, can you repeat that for me? Did you say that these giant eggs come from a nursery?” Otepi’s singular eye flashed with apparent excitement.

      “A bunker. In the jungle. Where everyone got sick. Some kind of Exin Beacon in it . . .” wheeze, cough “. . . I think it went off, signaled the Exin to come back with their fracking egg.” Bruce’s voice was getting softer and quieter, and his eyes were starting to flutter closed. Sylvia could tell that this was taking too much toll on his already battered body.

      “Try to calm down, Bruce. Take a breath. If this is too much, just nod.”

      “Where is this bunker or nursery, Sergeant!?” Otepi pressed hard. “Can you describe the tall Exin for me? Did it have two arms or four!? Sergeant!”

      Otepi’s voice rose in an urgent whisper as Bruce opened and closed his mouth, attempting to respond, before his eyes fluttered closed . . .

      And all manner of bells and jangles started to ring on the medical unit beside the bed.

      “Captain! Get off—he’s my patient, and I need to treat him!” Sylvia burst out angrily, even slapping aside Otepi’s hand on the silver railing. She moved to the medical bed and started to turn buttons and dials, reaching to bring the oxygen mask back over Bruce’s mouth and nose.

      Doctor Heathcote worked quickly, sliding the frosted dome of the medical bed’s cover down with a soft click and moving to direct the injectors and scanners inside.

      Sylvia lost track of time as she fought to save Bruce Cheng’s life, but after a while, the alarms and the bells started to get fewer and further apart, until they stopped entirely. She had managed to place Cheng back into an assisted sleep and stabilized his vital signs to the point where she could stand back for a moment, wipe her tired eyes, and breathe.

      “Will he survive, Doctor?” She found that Captain Otepi was standing by one of the windows to the darkened evening outside. Her voice was contemplative.

      “I’m cautiously optimistic,” she said severely. No thanks to you.

      “Good.” Otepi said, looking back out of the window as if there was something far more important happening out there than the fight for a man’s life in here. “Good. Get some rest, Doctor.” The captain straightened up and made to leave, her face distracted.

      “Captain!” Sylvia wasn’t going to let her get away with that, no matter what her rank was.

      “Yes?”

      “I think I deserve to know why that was necessary. At least, if the intelligence was worth ever having to do that again!” she said hotly.

      Captain Otepi looked at her in a long, measured manner. “Oh yes,” she said at last, turning fully to address the doctor.

      “Sergeant Cheng isn’t our only source of intelligence on the Exin. And he has corroborated just now something else that we have been told.”

      Corroboration? You almost took a man’s life just for corroborating evidence!? Sylvia could have screamed.

      “What Sergeant Cheng and the others saw here a few days ago was the queen Exin. The head honcho. The one in charge of all of the Exin who have ever fought against us,” she said.

      “The queen of the entire Exin race came here, to Planet 892, because some kind of Exin signaling device—Bruce called it a beacon—was triggered,” Captain Otepi stated in a cold, dispassionate way. “That means that somewhere on this planet is a way to contact the Exin. And perhaps that can show us where the Exin home world is.”

      Otepi let that sink in for a moment. A means to discover where the Exin were coming from and to strike back. That could mean everything, Sylvia knew. When the captain had seen the importance of the revelation sink into Sylvia’s eyes, Otepi nodded and turned to go.

      “Captain?” Sylvia caught her at the slide of the opening door. “Bruce said that Dane destroyed some kind of egg? Something important?”

      Otepi nodded seriously. “Her eggs. We believe that the queen’s eggs produce future leaders, war generals, more queens . . .” she said in a soft tone. “Wherever they took him, and wherever he is right now, it’s clear why the Exin would be pretty fracking mad at him.”
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      “Get your clawed hands off me!” Dane managed to yell as his guard patently ignored him.

      The sergeant did not know how many days or hours had passed in his confinement, but he knew that they had traveled. He had felt the vibrational hum moving up through the bones of the craft he was contained within, and several times he had been awoken by a flash of light coming from the singular porthole to his cell. When he had managed to push himself to his knees, he had seen that outside the stars had vanished, to be replaced by a rippling sort of lightness, one that was threaded and shot through with fine blue threads.

      The ship was using warp tunnels, Dane realized. But this new type of ship didn’t use the large, circular jump-gates. And it seemed to be making multiple small jumps—though none of them appeared to last very long.

      I wonder if that means it can’t make longer warp jumps? Dane had thought.

      Right now, of course, Dane couldn’t think about warp tunnels. Black and hardened claws filled his mind and vision, instead, as he was dragged to his feet by the Exin guard and hauled through the door to the corridors outside.

      “What do you want!?” Dane did not go quietly, and even took a perverse pride in the way that he berated the Exin that held him and every other one that he saw. Let them know that humans are not easy to subdue! he told himself as he was dragged down round corridors made of more of the strange blue-and-midnight metals, with buttresses and archways that appeared more grown or spun than fabricated.

      “What are you looking at! You never seen a human before!?” he demanded of two Exin who appeared across their path, pausing and chittering at his approach. Even despite his tirade, Dane kept his eyes sharp, noting how these two other Exin were smaller than his guard, appearing like the worker Exin that he had seen on Planet 892.

      There are two castes, he thought. Maybe more. Some were larger like his guard, and some were smaller and appeared to be staff to the bulkier Exin. And then there were the truly large aliens who had four arms . . .

      Just like the queen did.

      Dane was dragged through corridors that gradually merged into bigger and bigger avenues, lit up by globular blue-white lights that caught the sheen of the alien’s scales. There was more activity the further that they moved through the ship, heading down ramps that rang with the skitter of clawed, alien feet. Dane was reminded of the hidden workings of an ant’s nest or a bee hive.

      Where are the engines? The navigation and comms in this damn place!? He kept on trying to discern any clue to his surroundings that might be useful—if he managed to survive the next hour, that was—but he couldn’t make any sense of the hieroglyphic-like signs etched down the sides of the blue-metal walls. There were pulsating conduits of tubes that seemed filled with light. Gases? Plasma? Dane had no idea what function they fulfilled.

      The noise rose steadily around them as the bodies of the Exin chittered and skittered down one of the wide ramps in the heart of the mother ship. Dane was surrounded by scaled bodies, each of them snarling and hissing at the sight of him.

      “Skrekh!” His guard pulled him roughly to his feet, compelling him to speed up.

      “Look, I know you can speak English, you damned . . .” Dane was saying, before the curse died in his throat.

      A wave of silence had suddenly flowed through the throng, and Dane was looking around as much as he could. He saw that each and every one of the Exin drones (as he was thinking of them) had slowed their steps and were staring pointedly forwards.

      The corridor that they were in was huge, enough for ten Exin to march side by side, and at least three Exin high. They passed under two large, ceiling-high metal sculptures of fierce Exin with four arms, using their two largest to hold up the ceiling. They were snarling down at the crowd with flaring mandibles in an expression that Dane could only guess was complete disdain for all that walked underneath them.

      “What’s going on?” Dane growled at his guard, who merely made a sharp hissing noise and wrenched Dane’s arms tighter.

      “What, you want me to be quiet? IS THAT WHAT YOU WANT!?” Dane shouted—as the crowd of drone Exin dispersed around them. Dane found that he and his guard were in a large room like an auditorium, lined with what must be every Exin drone who worked in this ship . . .

      And in front of them, sitting on a raised throne—the queen.

      “Ssss!” The guard holding Dane suddenly kicked him in the back of the legs and forced him to crunch his knees onto the hard metal ground, before stepping back, leaving him kneeling before the throne of the Exin queen.

      “Ach!” Dane screamed in agony as pain raced up his legs. Recovering, he looked around. The lowest circle of the entire auditorium was lined with Exin warriors—the four-armed type—who leveled their strange whorled “shells” at him. Pulse weapons. Dane knew them well. There had to be at least twenty or thirty weapons trained on him right now.

      No chance there, then . . . Dane had to think, just before another wave of pain shot up through his legs and made him groan in torment.

      “Skrech!” The queen above him leaned forward and cocked her head to one side as she regarded him carefully.

      Even seated, it was clear to Dane that she was tall for one of the Exin, with the four arms that Dane thought marked some higher or more prestigious class than the others. She still had the same green-and-blue scales and double-jointed limbs, but her head ended in swept-back fused horns, and her body was garbed in undulating waves of a deep midnight blue. There was a flash of a small purple light at the side of her jaw, which Dane presumed had to be some kind of mouthpiece or implant. The next time that her mandibles flared, the marine found that he could understand her hissing and clicking perfectly.

      “Human,” she said in a harsh voice edged in static.

      Dane looked up at her and wished that he had a gun. He could end it all here, now . . .

      “You are the one who destroyed one of my—Vihai” there was a sudden glitch of static as whatever translator technology she was using tried to convey the word that she intended and failed, “If you were Exin-born, I would take that to mean you wished to challenge my bloodline, and present your own—” (more static) “Vihai!”

      She’s damn right that I’m challenging her bloodline, Dane thought. If she meant that her bloodline was the Exin who had attacked Earth, then Dane could see no better reason to challenge it very thoroughly indeed.

      “You would undergo the three tests. You would be pitted against the best of my brood to see if you were worthy of challenging me . . .” the queen stated. Dane could, at the same time, hear the electric translation as well as the hisses, scratches, and clicks of her voice.

      Dane remembered the hieroglyphs on the walls of the Exin Nursery back on Planet 892, and how they showed these large eggs being bestowed on adoring Exin drones. And then massacre scenes as Exin fought to . . . what? Claim them? Destroy them?

      “I guess that is exactly what I did,” Dane murmured, remembering the moment that he had seen this very being present the singular, large Exin egg from the mother ship, and he had pulled the trigger on his pulse rifle. Did that mean he was locked into some weird alien ritual now!?

      “Ss-ess keych!” Suddenly, another alien voice burst out from the auditorium. There was a ripple of scraping scales and sighing voices as, through the line of guards, another of the four-armed warrior caste Exin stepped forward. This one appeared broader and squatter than most, with one of their smaller chest arms missing, and a faded, white fracture line across one side of their head where the scales had been shattered.

      Some kind of general? Hero? Dane thought, watching how the queen turned to gaze at the interrupting Exin coolly. They locked gazes before she spoke again.

      “You are right. He is not. But is now the time to abandon tradition, War Master Okruk?” the queen spoke.

      Dane realized that, in some perverted way, these two aliens were bartering over his life. But he cursed himself that he did not know which one was on his side. If either of them was at all . . .

      “S-esskha . . .” War Master Okruk hissed out another string of words, and even shook slightly as he spoke them, clearly impassioned if not downright furious. The alien War Master stepped abruptly forward to stalk straight toward Dane, as silence filled the room.

      “Oh, here we go . . .” Dane glared at the approaching alien and quickly pushed himself up, stumbling to his feet on legs that trembled and ached with the Exinase virus.

      Thwack! The War Master batted Dane to the ground with ease with one sweep of claws, and Dane hit the floor and rolled with a gasp of pain. Dane heard the auditorium around him erupt into a hissing cheer.

      “Perhaps you are right . . .” Dane heard the queen say measuredly.

      “No.” Dane breathed. He wasn’t going to go out like this. He had seen too many good people at his side die at the hands of the Exin, and he’d be damned if he was going to let them down.

      “Hss . . .” He breathed hard through gritted teeth as he pushed himself up to his feet on quaking legs and turned with a scrape of the training boots he still wore to face the hulking War Master.

      “Let’s see what you got, you ugly son of a—”

      Thwack! Okruk reacted with a snarl of fury, bounding over the space in one powerful leap to strike Dane down with two scaled forearms this time.

      Dane snarled in pain as he hit the floor and rolled, losing all strength from his limbs for a moment. He hadn’t been fed in his entire time here, and he’d only had the splash of water allowed to him by his not-very-friendly guard. He found that he had no might at all in his body. The only strength he had to offer came from his will alone.

      Bruce. Hopskirk. Corsoni. Johnston. Mihai. Dane remembered the names of all of those that he had served with. The men and women that he had worked with and fought alongside. Who had put their trust and faith in him.

      Had they been wrong?

      “No.” He breathed. He was certain that this was going to be his last day alive, and he wasn’t going to spend it lying on the floor.

      “Is that all?” Dane slurred as he struggled once again to his feet to face off against the war master.

      “Sstregh!” Dane’s alien challenger chittered his mouth parts at him in something that Dane thought was furious surprise—but it certainly wasn’t contempt or mockery any more.

      “I would have thought you would be a better fighter than that,” Dane heard himself say. If there was one thing that he was good at, he realized, it was fighting for an audience. He’d been beaten in the Mech-Brawler arenas as many times as he’d won, and he knew that being down was just that part before you got up again.

      “You should try downtown Chicago, pal,” Dane said to the war master. “They would wipe the floor with a punk like you.”

      “SKRARGH!” Dane had no idea if the war master could understand what Dane was saying, but the very fact that Dane was standing on his own (wobbling) legs and talking appeared to be enough for the alien to suddenly roar and stride forward, a murderous glint in his eyes.

      “STOP!” The voice of the queen cut through the auditorium. Even though Dane’s opposite number appeared irate, the command in the queen’s voice brought the war master to a stock-still pose.

      “Enough. The human has proved himself worthy of the challenge.”

      “I have!?” Dane staggered a little where he stood. What did that mean?

      The queen appeared calm, but there was a ripple of noise from the auditorium that Dane thought were gasps of shock. Some game was being played here, the marine thought. Even the Exin had politics.

      But then, Dane heard what the queen really meant . . .

      “This human has proved himself worthy to die!” the queen shouted in exultation.

      “What!? Wait a damn minute . . .” Dane started to mutter.

      “This is not a question of allowing the human to challenge the bloodline! I will allow the human to undergo the challenge—as punishment for his crimes! For destroying one of my chosen Vihai! Let every Exin across my empire see the frailty and the weakness of the human race for what it is! Let my Exin see this human struggling and failing and know that this crusade is . . .” another glitch as the translator software attempted to understand the alien word and eventually settled on, “—holy! That our people are taking our destined place as rulers of the stars!”

      The Exin queen had stood up as she spoke her judgment. She raised not only her two longer forearms, but her chest arms, too, in a flaring motion and held them up the crowd, reminding Dane of an old video he had seen of a praying mantis about to strike.

      “This human will be taken to the appointed place and prepared in the traditional manner. We will all see for ourselves how worthless they are!”

      The crowd, in turn, was silent for a split second, before erupting into hissing applause. Dane’s guard was suddenly upon him, grabbing him by the arms and dragging him violently backward. He growled in agony as the crowd stamped the ground, and their scales made a sawing, grating sort of noise.

      Dane blinked in confusion as he was dragged away from the alien auditorium and back up the large ramp. The queen was turning in apparent barbaric triumph to her adoring crowds. The marine wasn’t quite sure what had just happened, but it seemed an awful lot like he had earned himself the right to die in a slower and more painful manner, rather than whatever War Master Okruk had in mind for him . . .

      “Outstanding,” he muttered through swelling lips.
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      “I want in.” Sylvia had turned up at Captain Otepi’s office—really a command room inside the Federal Marine transporter the Hammerhead that sat in the newly cleared area of jungle just beside the Expedition Base Camp.

      Several such transporters, shuttles, and starfighters sat on the dirt of Planet 892. Additional structures—little more than metal boxes on struts—had sprung up in the short few days since Captain Otepi had led the rescue of the planet.

      “We intend to keep it this time,” Sylvia had overheard one of the young marines saying just that morning in one of the canteens, and he had been right. They still couldn’t open the warp tunnel from their end, but they now had a trio of Federal Beacons in position on the planet, which could transmit subspace frequencies back to Deployment Gate One outside Jupiter.

      They might not be able to come and go when they liked, but they could call for help when they needed it. The thought gave Sylvia some slight comfort, she supposed . . .

      Right now, however, Doctor Heathcote stood in the doorway to Otepi’s office and regarded the flame-haired woman sternly.

      “Out of the question. It’s way too dangerous,” the captain said, nodding to the screen on the wall beside her, which showed the localized radar map of their region on the northern hemisphere, with a place highlighted with red markers.

      “Is that it? The Exin Nursery?” Sylvia ignored her and walked into the room, over to the screen. Even though she knew her place in the military order of things, she was also experienced at slightly ignoring the protocols asked of her, since she was “only a doctor.”

      “Yes, it is. It is also classified,” Otepi said sternly, although she remained seated and made no move to get up and turn off the screen.

      “I’m essential staff,” Sylvia said distractedly as she looked at the screen. The hidden alien bunker that the expedition had found, and that the marine scouting mission had located afterward, wasn’t so very far away. Disturbingly close, in fact. “Alpha-Gold-Gold security on all medical and health-related matters,” Sylvia said, frowning at the image in front of her as if she could force the site to reveal its secrets through willpower alone. It remained stubbornly two-dimensional.

      “I’m Super-Black security rating,” Otepi growled. “And I’m not quite sure that a military investigation counts as medical . . .”

      “Bruce said that the mutagenic infection came from there, didn’t he?” Sylvia finally turned around to give the captain her haughtiest of stares. “That it was some kind of bioweapon, one that infected the expedition and Hopskirk. I would say that counts as a health-related matter for sure.”

      “All of my marines will be wearing full Assisted Mechanized Plate. They won’t be in direct physical contact with anything but their suits,” Captain Otepi pointed out—although Sylvia noted that she still hadn’t turned off the screen yet.

      “Can you promise that? What if one of the suits malfunctions? Or god forbid, they get attacked by something?” Sylvia returned. “And besides which . . . I think that the Marine Corps needs to know all about that mutagenic bioweapon, don’t you? Which means that you will need a doctor on the mission to the site to collect samples and perform tests and what have you.”

      Captain Otepi was silent for a long moment, and Sylvia could tell that she was getting through to her.

      “I agree in theory,” Otepi started to say slowly.

      “Excellent! When is the departure time? Can I requisition a suit from stores?” Sylvia smiled briskly and turned to go.

      “However,” the captain said heavily. “I am not entirely sure that I want my lead medical officer—and dare I say, the lead investigator into the Exinase virus that Earth has—to be exposed to such dangers.”

      Give me strength! Sylvia almost screamed. Captain Otepi hadn’t been around or voicing such concern when Sylvia was kidnapped by smugglers and Exin collaborators, had she?

      “I’ve done basic field training, as I’m sure you know,” Sylvia returned in a brittle tone. “I can look after myself.”

      “Irrelevant,” Otepi stated. “I don’t care how good a shot you are. If you are on one of my missions, then you would be my responsibility . . .”

      She is going to play hard-ass, Sylvia thought. She wondered if Marianne Otepi was a spiteful woman or one who held a grudge. Maybe this was because Sylvia had refused Otepi’s command back in the medical lounge earlier.

      But whatever the friction was between them, Sylvia had more reasons than just the sensible ones why she wanted to go.

      “Sergeant Hopskirk,” the doctor announced seriously.

      “What is it? Is he awake?” Captain Otepi blinked, surprised by the sudden change in conversation.

      “No. I’m keeping him in a state of tranquilized sleep, due to his condition.” Due to the fact that he now has horns and claws and has put on fifteen pounds since his last marine medical exam, Sylvia could have added, but didn’t. “But the fact is that Sergeant J. D. Hopskirk, formerly of Minnesota, chose to become a serving member of the Federal Marines. He chose to endanger himself and put his life on the line for all the rest of us when he was selected to train as an Orbital Marine.” Sylvia said the words carefully.

      “Sergeant Hopskirk is also one of the few, the very few remaining members of the first wave of Mechanized Infantry Division. There are only a handful of graduates from that first class of Fort Mayweather, and he is one of them . . .” Sylvia continued. “Unfortunately, he has paid for that decision by being infected with an alien bioweapon, one that is robbing him of the very humanity that he is trying to protect.

      “Did you know that his DNA now confuses the bioscanners? That Sergeant J.D. Hopskirk of Minnesota will not even be recognized by the hometown he was born in?” Sylvia ended in a rush.

      “What are you trying to say here, Doctor?” the captain asked, her eyes steady and piercing. “You know that I cannot make military decisions based on pity.”

      “How about honor?” Sylvia returned quickly. “Hopskirk deserves a chance to be human again. And I think that the way to do that is through whatever samples I can get from the source of the bioweapon. I don’t have to remind you that the very fact that I am the leading expert on the Exinase virus, also an alien bioweapon, makes me the perfect person to find a cure for Sergeant Hopskirk’s condition.”

      Sylvia ended tartly, holding her chin up to defy the captain to refuse her what she wanted.

      Otepi was silent as she looked at the nursery site and then nodded once. “We leave in two hours. I have to remind you that this will not be first and foremost a medical operation. This will be a military intelligence mission to see if that Exin Beacon has the location of the Exin home world somehow encoded within it.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m very unobtrusive in my job,” Sylvia said with a nod. She waltzed out of Captain Otepi’s office to requisition her encounter suit and prepare for the field.

      Sylvia had been entirely truthful when she said that she wanted to go on the mission to seek a cure for Sergeant Hopskirk. But as the doctor was making her way through the busy corridors of the Hammerhead, she found her heart jumping at the thought that at the Exin Beacon was the answer to where Dane Williams had been taken.
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      “If you think you are going to shove me one more time, buddy, I promise you that I will . . .” Dane began his threat boldly, but it ended with him seized by the back of the neck and slammed on a cold slab of metal by his Exin guard.

      “Oh. Hello, you,” Dane managed to croak as his body pounded with pain. “I think you’re starting to like me.”

      The marine had been taken to some secretive place in the heart of the mother ship, dragged down and down through metal corridors that grew smaller, narrower, and quieter the further they traveled.

      Eventually, his guard had shoved him through an open hatch door and into this place, an oval room of dark-blue metal with one long slab in its center, clearly sculpted to an Exin’s form.

      “If this is your twisted, uncomfortable version of a massage parlor, I think I am starting to see why all of you crawdads are so uptight,” Dane managed to gasp. The guard slapped one heavy hand on his chest to hold him there, and the hatch door hissed open. Another, much smaller Exin with only two arms appeared.

      “Who’s he? What’s he doing!?” Dane said, watching as the smaller one scurried to one of the wall panels and made a few gestures for it to roll open to reveal rows and rows of gleaming silver instruments.

      “Hey, now . . . It was a joke. There’s no need for . . .” Dane started to say as the smaller Exin turned around. In his clawed hands was some kind of medical injector, which he jabbed into Dane’s neck without any hesitation.
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      When Dane woke up, he realized two things. One, that he was still alive—and two, that he was no longer in pain.

      “What?” He blinked in confusion.

      He was still in the small medical room, staring up at the vaulted, almost organic ceiling. But he appeared to be entirely alone, from what he could see and hear.

      And his body felt curiously healthy.

      Dane pushed himself up on his elbows to look down at himself, seeing that he was dressed in the same dirty encounter suit that he had been wearing under his Assisted Mechanized Plate when he had been kidnapped. It was still torn and blood-stained in places, but when he raised his hands or opened the buttons to look at his chest, he could see no grazes, bruises, or bumps.

      “Huh?”

      And then Dane realized that he was not in any pain at all.

      The Exinase virus that he had been infected with—the infection that ate at his nerve endings and sent trembling, near-crippling daggers of pain up through his legs and his spine—wasn’t there. Somehow, he knew that he was cured of it in a total way that began as a body sense, one that was not based in his thoughts. Even after he had just taken Doctor Sylvia Heathcote’s Vito-neura antigen and experienced the wave of temporary relief, even after his pains subsided, he still felt the barest electric tingling at the edges of his consciousness.

      Dane realized that he had lived with that awareness of the virus—the tinnitus, the slight headache—for so long that he had learned to block it out when the more debilitating effects weren’t overtaking him.

      Now, however, Dane felt like he had been scrubbed raw by light and wore an entirely new body. There was no stiffness, no aches, no sudden pangs of fire as his own central nervous system tried to kill him.

      Dane Williams realized that he was cured. That the Exin themselves, when they had injected him, must have cured him of their own virus.

      Weapons, was Dane’s next thought, as he slid off the cold metal slab and moved toward the panel in the wall where he had glimpsed the gleaming stainless steel instruments.

      “But how does the thing open?” He tapped at the panel in exasperation, and saw a dull line of scratches along one side. Hieroglyphs. Curling shapes cut through with jagged lines.

      “Aha!” Hesitantly, he pressed a finger to the top one . . .

      For it to flare a dull green and then shift tone darker and darker into a mauve bruise.

      That didn’t look good, Dane thought, pressing the one below it quickly.

      Just as the door to his room hissed open, and his friend the Exin guard marched in with an alien cough. The alien fixed Dane with a sharp stare and leveled the whorled shell of a pulse gun at him.

      “Would you believe me if I told you that I was looking for Tylenol?” Dane said.

      “Skrey!” The creature said, and a small green light flared from a crystal diode on a tiny unit mounted near its mandibles.

      “Get ready.” The guard, still holding the pulse gun, reached to one of the bulbous metal modules at his side, plucking it from his utility belt and holding it up for it to petal open like a metal flower. Out spilled a light, cream-colored cloth.

      “Excuse me?” Dane asked.

      The Exin stepped away from the piles of material on the ground, gesturing between it and Dane with its gun.

      I guess you want me to wear that!? Dane groaned, reaching cautiously down (half expecting to be batted or swiped or struck by his not-so-friendly guard) and pulled at it to discover that it was a light material. A jumpsuit.

      Dane considered sharing the finer points of human courtesy and decency with the Exin, but one look at the guard’s flaring mandibles made him realize that the conversation would be a waste of time. So instead, he stripped down to pull on the human-shaped jumpsuit. He found that it fitted near perfectly and even had pouches and pockets and belt hoops (although all entirely empty).

      “Great. A-plus for human tailoring. Now, why do I feel like I’m the proverbial turkey, and this is Christmas?” Dane asked.

      “Move.” The guard stepped back out of the room, gesturing for Dane to follow. Since all he had in this room was a cold metal slab and no way of opening the cabinet, he obliged.

      What did the queen say? That I have won the right to die? Dane thought grimly as he followed. He wasn’t sure that he liked that sort of logic.

      Dane was led through the warren of corridors in the mother ship and was once again surrounded by the alien drone workers as they moved back and forth through the ship.

      But this time, he was sure that it was different. They appeared to be avoiding him, or, when they looked up to croak, hiss, or chitter at him—they did so in a diminished way, quickly murmuring their cries and looking away as if the human were cursed.

      Dane was really starting to get a bad feeling about this, as his guard moved and cajoled him down the passageway. He and the guard hadn’t traveled very far when Dane felt a deep, vibrational shudder through the body of the mother ship, and then—stillness.

      He paused, looking back at the guard.

      “We’ve arrived, haven’t we?” he said.

      “Skrar!” (“Move it!”)

      The guard pushed and shoved him down a wide flight of stairs, Dane’s light shoes padding while the guard’s talons clicked on every one. The walls opened out on one side . . .

      Dane saw that these stairs switchbacked down the side of a large hangar, shaped like multiple archways that reminded Dane of very old style railway terminals he had seen in some textbook or another—only here, everything was made of metal.

      The marine saw the movement of bodies down there as Exin raced back and forth between one seed craft to another, each one hovering on its own dull blue glow of a force field. The pipes snaking up toward it seemed vaguely organic, like they were grubs that were being fed.

      “Ssss!” Dane was so busy trying to gain information on the military hardware of the Exin craft below that he completely failed to spot the large, hulking shape ascending the steps that he almost collided into before it was too late.

      Dane’s eyes shot up, registered the four arms (no wait, three . . .) of the Exin warrior in front of him. He saw the crushed old legacy of a fracture on one side of the Exin’s face scales . . .

      Oh no. It was War Master Okruk.

      “Sss-Tra’kh!” the war master spat, his two good forearms lashing out to almost shove at Dane. But they paused just as quickly, a few inches away from Dane’s shoulder.

      Are you trying to scare me? Dane glared back at the Exin general. Glared up at the Exin general.

      War Master Okruk was much larger than many other Exin that Dane had so far seen—even the personal warrior guard of the queen that Dane had faced on Planet 892. But he wasn’t just tall. He hulked, hunching over his own form. He also wore a type of battle plate—large metal scales that were shaped over his own, with small nodules and diode encrustations that Dane presumed were sensors or weapon ports of some kind.

      “Are we going to go for another round, War Master?” Dane said in a low, menacing hiss. He was aware that the guard behind him was saying nothing at all, as if unsure what to do in such a confrontation.

      “Sss . . .” Okruk started to growl, and one of the diodes nearest his scaled neck flashed green.

      “. . . if I must speak your foul and primitive tongue,” the translation caught on a second too late. Dane didn’t mind. He presumed the first part of that sentence was probably another insult.

      “You are not worthy of this, human—I should put you over the side right now and be done with you!” Dane saw the war master’s multiple shoulders flex as if he were about to do just that.

      “Dane,” he said. “Please address me by my name and rank. Sergeant Dane Williams of the Assisted Mechanized Infantry.”

      Okruk’s mouth parts quivered and trembled in rage, opening and closing as if anticipating the kill Okruk so badly wanted. In the end, the war master jerked back with a violent shake of his head.

      “Your name is unworthy of me!” the war master croaked. “You are unworthy!”

      Dane got the impression that there was some prohibition holding the war master back—just like the way that he had been stared at and side-eyed by the other drone Exin. The queen had decided his fate. Dane thought that meant that no other Exin would dare interfere with it.

      “Your queen thought I was worthy,” Dane said lightly, taking a half step forward.

      “Ssskrak!” his guard suddenly hissed. Some variation of telling him to shut up, Dane assumed.

      The war master hissed loud and low, a croon of violence. “You think that you are special, little human thing?” Okruk remained stock still. “You think that the queen’s wishes will protect you forever!?”

      Dane’s ears pricked up at that. Was this a sign that there was trouble in Exin politics? That the war master—or perhaps others—were prepared to defy their own leader?

      “This is irrelevant!” Okruk suddenly pulled himself up to his entire height and waved one languid claw at the guard, who hurriedly stepped out of the way.

      Dane, however, held his ground.

      “It is almost a shame that you will die so soon, little man thing,” War Master Okruk seemed to sneer at him. “It would almost have been amusing for you to see the fate of your people. Of your home world. Of everything that you thought you were!”

      The war master started to chitter as he stepped away and past Dane, striding up the stairs as if the encounter really had meant little more than an annoying fly in his path.

      “The universe will forget the humans ever existed, little man!” Okruk’s voice rose triumphantly. “In fact, they will never even know about your third-rate little civilization! You will be consumed by fire and dust like all the others we have crushed!”

      Dane was left on the turn of the stairs with a dull, hot anger in his chest as he looked up at the retreating back of the war master.

      It wasn’t true, he swore. Humanity would not disappear. They would not be forgotten.

      We will survive, he thought—as the guard jabbed him painfully in the back and forced him to continue on his path.
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      “This is it,” Sylvia heard the captain’s breath come over the suit communicator, startling her slightly.

      Doctor Heathcote stood on the edge of the jungle, wearing a pared-down version of one of the Assisted Mechanized Plate suits—the Mark One suit, according to the marine engineer Joey Corsoni. It was hotter in here than she had expected, and a part of her was feeling guilty that she had spent her military career advising young men and women on how to survive in these things without ever having worn one before.

      Right now, however, she was standing looking at a large outcrop of dark rock that poked its head from the jungle of Planet 892.

      And the Exin that stood in an avenue leading toward it. They had certainly given her a shock for a moment, and she didn’t believe her new suit’s sensors when they told her that the stationary Exin were not alive, but were only carved rock.

      But this is the place where Dane and the others came, Sylvia thought as she saw Captain Otepi in her own (Mark Two!) Orbital Amp suit. Otepi stepped into the avenue between the statues, along with a team of other suited marines.

      “Eyes up. Full scanners,” she heard Otepi breathing over the open channel.

      “Remember your biological filters,” Sylvia murmured.

      “Doctor?” Otepi paused at the entrance to the cave.

      “If my studies are correct, that place in there is the epicenter of the mutagenic virus. Your marines need to take extra care that all filters are running at maximum and be aware not to break suit seals.”

      “Appreciated. You heard the doctor, everyone . . .” Otepi, despite Heathcote finding her mostly belligerent when at base or behind a desk, was businesslike and pragmatic when in the field. This was a side to the austere woman that Sylvia had not seen, and one that she respected.

      “Cap?” one of their marines said. “We’ve got a problem . . .” Sylvia hung back at the tree line with four other squad marines but could see the small live-screen video appear on the internal heads-up display that was projected onto her face-plate.

      It showed the darkened mouth of the cave, with sweeps of energy readings that flashed a dull blue.

      “There’s power inside somewhere,” the captain deciphered.

      But where it was, or how to get to it, seemed almost impossible. There was a mound of rocks blocking the way—except for one small crawlspace near the top, which the boulders hadn’t filled.

      “Specialist? I want a 2R drone in there,” Otepi said. One of the marines up ahead quickly moved to detach one of the modules at their belt and start to press buttons and pull attachments until they were releasing into the air a small hovering marine drone, no bigger than a hand.

      “Slow and steady . . .” Sylvia heard Otepi’s voice say. She realized she was holding her breath as the camera switched to the drone’s view and followed its journey up to the small crawl space and into the dark . . .
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        * * *

      

      “There was a firefight,” Otepi said, as they continued to watch the drone’s progress through the center of the Exin bunker.

      The scenes ahead were picked out in hazy, confusing detail—at first yards of rock, followed by gulflike openings as the rockfall stopped to reveal a wide, carved-out avenue.

      More of the Exin statues appeared, sculpted as if they were coming out of the walls, and Sylvia felt a sensation of dread as the drone swept its scanners back once, twice, and again.

      Somewhere down here is the clue to why Dane was taken. To where he is . . . Sylvia found herself thinking, before instantly feeling ashamed at the thought. I should be more worried about Hopskirk, she told herself—who was still lying in a medical unit back at the expanded Expedition Base Camp in an enforced coma, awaiting whatever clues she could get about the origins of the virus that was still slowly changing him into a walking monster.

      In the modules of Sylvia’s own AMP suit, she had several phials of samples of the virus as well as a full field biological testing unit. She hoped to be able to use them with the source of the infection to figure out how the virus mutated and what possible weaknesses it contained.

      “Doctor?” She heard the captain’s voice over the open suit channels. “What’s the medical verdict?”

      Sylvia breathed out steadily, surveying the footage. There was nothing here that she could see that could be a possible route of transmission. No animal or vegetable life which could harbor the virus. Not even any liquid for it to be concentrated within.

      “It’s not here. Not yet,” Sylvia said, her eyes on the darkness ahead of the drone.

      “Understood. Carry on, Specialist,” Otepi breathed, and the drone swept forward, scanning the smooth, machine-worked surface of the walls.

      Bing!

      Until its sensors started to ping.

      “Captain? I’m reading power fluctuations and something else . . .” the specialist controlling the drone sounded just as stressed as Sylvia felt. “Organic compounds.”

      “Send me the analysis,” Sylvia said quickly, and at once the HUD on her screen started to fill with reports of trace chemicals. Most of them were proteins or protein complexes.

      “Wait a minute.” Sylvia knew several of those strings of letters and numbers. She knew them very well, as she had spent a long time studying them back at Fort Mayweather. Knowledge of those numbers was, before Planet 892 and the war, what could have been described as her life’s work.

      The doctor pulled up the marine servers through the AMP suit and navigated to her own secure server and the medical research it contained.

      Yes. She was right.

      “Those are Exin proteins and molecules,” Sylvia said, just as shapes started to appear on the screen.

      The drone had come to a vaulted archway, through which a wider room appeared. The sensors were reading stacks of Exin molecules and proteins in the air, as well as human—or almost human.

      “That’s trace amounts of the mutagenic virus,” Sylvia recognized in a worried breath. Then the camera revealed a massive metal pyramid shape, as well as striations and large tubes running from three metal bulkheads in the walls to the pyramid itself.

      “The energy readings are coming directly from that device,” the specialist said, accidentally echoing precisely what the expedition’s Professor Honshou had called it, Sylvia thought.

      “The device. The first expedition found it while they were mapping Planet 892,” Sylvia said. “Immediately after that, they contracted the mutagenic virus.”

      “The device that Sergeant Cheng called the Exin Beacon?” Sylvia surmised. “The squad found this and said that they found a way to activate it—which brought the Exin jump ship here.”

      The drone moved slowly around the pyramid, scanning it up and down as the specialist made predictions based on the readings.

      “Capable of a vast electromagnetic output. Its capacity is really something not possible for a machine of its size—it should need an attached reactor.”

      “Do you think that energy could be enough to create a subspace disturbance? One that could be detected by a deep space transmitter?” Otepi asked.

      The specialist and the captain were halfway through discussing these things when Sylvia was the first to see it. One—no, two—humped shapes on the ground that did not look human.

      “Captain! There, to the right of view!” she said breathlessly, and the drone twitched in response to see the bodies of two warrior caste Exin. Both were four-armed, and both had been hit by pulse weapons.

      And, from the biological scanners, they were off the chart with the mutagenic virus.

      “They were carriers . . .” Sylvia guessed, her eyes looking around the image.

      The buttresses. Now that she could see them closer, she could discern that they were actually tall tubes, with enough space inside for a human—or an adult Exin—to fit.

      “I think I’ve found the vector. Can we get a closer look at those buttresses?” Sylvia was saying.

      “Doctor . . .” Otepi sounded a little exasperated. “My top priority is the Exin Beacon.”

      “And mine is the welfare of the marines under my care—which includes your men!” Sylvia returned. She heard a dull sigh from the captain, but she gave in.

      “Okay, see to it, Specialist.”

      The drone moved closer to the bodies of the Exin and the buttresses, and Sylvia scanned what she could see inside. Padded rests. Tubes and what could be nodes of sensors up and down the inside of the material.

      “I’m sure of it. Those are some kind of stasis tubes, and those warrior Exin were lying dormant inside them.”

      “Lying dormant? For what—to be woken up by the marines!?” one of the specialist marines broke in. Sylvia shared his disgust at the tactics. It was inhuman to think of leaving an infected soldier—a living viral bomb—inside stasis for however many years or decades or even centuries for all that she knew, just on the chance that this secret Exin base would one day be discovered.

      “They don’t fight like us, Specialist,” Otepi growled and directed the drone back to the Exin Beacon.

      “If I can get samples direct from that site, I can start working on a vaccine,” Sylvia was saying.

      “In a minute, Doctor!” Captain Otepi barked, as the drone cameras scanned up and down the device. They could see several spaces where panels were already open, exposing what looked to be nodules and crystal emplacements inside.

      “If we can figure out how to read this thing, then we can find out where the Exin Beacon sent its message to. We can figure out where in the universe we’re going to have to go if we want to take the fight to them.”

      If we want to ever find Sergeant Williams again, Sylvia added to herself.
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      “In there!” Dane was pushed, threatened, and shoved away from the main hangar bays of the Exin to another part of the docks inside the mother ship’s belly. Here, he had been marched at gun point along a metal balcony where rows upon rows of rounded octagonal portholes stood.

      There had been other Exin drones working here, Dane saw—but the aliens fled from the balcony as soon as he arrived.

      “Oh, I see.” For a moment, Dane thought that perhaps the guard had taken War Master Okruk’s advice and had decided to simply throw him through the nearest available airlock and get rid of him.

      “Nope, I don’t really think that’s for me,” he said, when he realized the aura of complete stillness from the guard at his side.

      “Er . . . hello?” Dane muttered.

      There was a clattering as, striding up the nearest stairs to the balcony came a contingent of the four-armed Exin guards (each bearing more guns and, as always, trained and pointing at him). The tall, blue-robed figure of the Exin queen strode in their midst.

      “Silence yourself, Dane of the humans!” the queen snarled as her guards separated into two lines, leaving a clear avenue between the queen and himself. Dane had wild fantasies of charging at her and pushing her back down the metal stairs, but given her size and the crowd of adoring murderers around her, he thought that she would only bounce once before he was torn to shreds.

      Dammit.

      “What is the meaning of this? I thought you wanted me for some bloodline challenge or whatever you crazy people believe in,” Dane muttered. He saw no reason to obey the commands of an enemy invader.

      “Skrargh!” The guard behind him jabbed him painfully in the back of the legs and drove him to his feet. The translation software could not adequately explain this latest utterance either. Instead, it settled for “raised on milk,” which Dane would have thought was insanely funny were it not for the guard’s gun now resting against his temple as the queen of the Exin stalked forward toward him.

      “You have been selected. You will be sent to the place of testing, the sacred planet of Tu’lume, hunting ground to my forebears and theirs. You will live by claw and by scale, by blood and by fire . . .”

      The queen said this in slow, deliberate tones as if it was a mantra. Curiously, Dane saw a reaction ripple across the mandibles of the other Exin around. Even the guard behind him seemed to shift slightly in place. Dane thought that some of them were reacting rapturously to the queen’s words, reverentially even—while some seemed to be twitching a little uncomfortably.

      I wonder if more of her people than she knows agree with War Master Okruk, Dane thought, as suddenly the guard’s other hand appeared and swept one jagged claw across his cheek.

      “Ouch! What the hell did you do that for!?” Dane jerked forward and rolled—or tried to, but the Exin had stamped a powerful and very uncomfortable foot on his back to halt his escape and menaced even closer with his gun.

      “Ah, little human,” the queen of the Exin almost crowed with delight. “You are the first of your kind to be thus honored, but you are not the first to go so unwillingly to your fate. Many who are selected for the Right of the Challenge of Bloodline are selected by me, not them.”

      “You mean it’s some barbaric blood sport, then?” Dane growled up at her. “Why should I expect any less of you? What is it—you’ll be chasing me with sticks and guns across some hellhole you call one of your planets?”

      The queen froze slightly as Dane berated her, and a predatory stillness settled over her shoulders. For a moment, Dane believed that he had perhaps tested even her patience—and then she straightened up.

      “It is done. Send him,” she said, standing away to watch as Dane was hauled to his feet by the guard and shoved, struggling painfully, toward one of the opening portholes.

      “You won’t win, you know! You can’t! You don’t know what humanity is capable of!” Dane was shouting, as he was lifted with the brutish, inhuman strength of the Exin and bundled into the porthole with a shove. He found it was slanted downwards and started to slide.

      No! He scrabbled, imagining that this tube led to nothing but the cold, paralyzing sleep of space itself—until his shoes thumped against the solid metal end to the tube, and he heard the clang above his head.

      “Hey! Hey!” he shouted, squirming to look back the way he had come as a dim mauve light set up around him.

      He was in a tube that was bigger than he was, but not by much. Exin-sized, the sergeant thought. It had ribbons of padding here and there—but that was all, save for a bundle at the bottom of the tube that he had almost landed in.

      What is that? He prodded it warily with his feet, half expecting some trap or weapon or vicious, murderous Exin-creature to jump out at him. But no, his shoes felt something hard to the touch. When he managed to scrape his shoulder in reaching toward it, he tugged it from the wrapping canvas.

      To reveal that the hidden item was a large curved and jagged claw, serrated on both ends. The claw’s root was smooth and black and had been fashioned into a primitive handle.

      “You will live by claw and by scale.” Dane remembered the Exin queen’s words. Just as there was a tumultuous shuddering sensation all around him.

      “What’s happening? What are you doing!?” the sergeant shouted, as the shaking suddenly grew a whole lot worse, and he was literally being bounced and thrown inside his tiny tin can.

      “Urk!” By happenstance, his outflung hands scrabbled at the foam strips to realize that they pulled away, attached by tight mesh bands of alien webbing. Dane pulled them over his shoulders the best he could, until he was held tight against the metal tube as it roared and shook, the sound reaching a crescendo.

      The sound stopped, and Dane was held in silence.

      And weightlessness.

      In a heartbeat, the marine realized what must have happened. “They fracking well shot me out of the ship! They’ve jettisoned me!” Dane was saying in terror and confusion all at the same time. Was this the “bloodline challenge”? Something like the way that people were expected to walk the plank in old pirate stories? Or be abandoned on some desert island for crimes against the ship?

      No, Dane had the impression that whatever this challenge of bloodlines was, the Exin would be far crueler than that. No sooner had he thought that, than the small tube started shaking and roaring once again.

      This time it was a slow and lower shake, which grew faster and louder with every second. Dane was sure that he heard a distant roar of something outside, and his mouth filled with the taste of blood as he bit his lip. He was going to be shaken to death; he was sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      What Sergeant Dane Williams could not see was a sight that would probably not have given him much confidence.

      The small, torpedo-like shuttle that he had been put in rocketed out of the side of the three-armed mother ship with a flare of plasma fire and flame. It trailed its own comet tail of burning gasses before they sputtered out, and it was racing silently through the night, toward the surface of a deep green-and-red misted planet that the mother ship had warp-tunneled to.

      The planet looked vast in comparison even to the large Exin mother ship. At its poles, there were areas of hazed gray and flecks of white. Nearer toward the equator, the planet attracted curiously pink-and-crimson cloud formations, some violent, some moving as sluggishly as arteries.

      And Dane’s one-alien torpedo shot straight toward an area of deep green, taking on the brightness of a star as it started to break through the upper atmosphere . . .

      The metal sarcophagus with its singular human occupant attracted its own halo of burning gasses as it fell. Short spurts of fire erupted from small positional thrusters, and automated, timed charges went off as metal plates—defensive shields that were designed to reduce entry speeds—were jettisoned and burned up. The torpedo type shuttle was now sleeker and thinner at its top, but fatter near its nose, like a teardrop weight.

      This bulbous nose started to glow a fierce yellow, orange, and a deep hellish red before there was another flash as the topmost point was released. Suddenly, the small, bulbous shuttle was dropping through red-tinged clouds and bluer skies beyond. Streamers of whirling fabric sprang out of the topmost end like the fronds of some deep sea creature, and their billowing movement caught at the fey winds, slowing the craft and making it bounce and swing.

      Dane’s entry craft appeared barely bigger than he was as it swung on its own feather-parachute tail to the green canopy of a dense jungle, tearing through the foliage and crashing through ancient tree limbs until its parachutes finally caught enough vegetation to slow, slow, and finally hold.

      The shuttle had made its descent, and now it sat swaying in the alien branches like something discarded—hissing as it cooled.

      Dane’s test, and his punishment, had begun.
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      “Hgnh? Urgh?” Dane’s mind broke into wakefulness at the sound of hissing.

      “Now what!?” He immediately thought that it might be his guard or some other belligerent Exin that might have come to gloat over his demise.

      However, that was not the case.

      The case was, in fact, that the hissing appeared to be coming from a metal tube that he was squashed inside, that was swaying and giving him a rising sense of motion sickness.

      Oh yeah, Dane remembered. He had been fired out of the mother ship for crimes against the Exin. Well, that wasn’t precisely true. His crime seemed to be that he was tough enough to survive. And now he had won the right to die in some barbaric alien ritual . . .

      Luckily, the dim light was still on, and Dane could see his small surroundings. He had dropped the serrated daggerlike claw onto the floor of his metal cubicle, where the cloth was also bundled. As his container swayed and swept back and forth, he moved with it, reaching down to find that the rag was some kind of tarpaulin poncho. Therein concealed was his knife and a small leather pouch, that, upon inspection, held a long coil of silvered wire, as well as a small octagonal device with a button in the middle.

      Dane pressed it, for a small blue flame to appear at one end.

      “Ha!” He felt a primal relief. Just so long as he had fire, he could do anything, right?

      Gathering his new belongings to himself, putting on the poncho and shoving the rest into the pouches of his suit, he turned to address the problem of getting out—to find that there was a turnable wheel to one side, which he hadn’t seen in the chaos of his departure.

      Dane seized it and started to turn the incredibly stiff metal.

      “Argh, come on you piece of . . .” Eventually, it managed to move half a turn, and with it there came a loud hiss of escaping gasses. The half turn was all it appeared to take to break some kind of seal and start an automatic process, as one entire panel of the shuttle suddenly popped out under its own miniature explosive charges.

      For Dane to see a rich and deep canopy of forest all around him.

      “Uh . . .” The shuttle was hanging almost twenty feet up, caught in the trees. When he poked his head out of the open panel and looked up, he could see more limbs and boughs and vegetation ascending above him, as well as the tattered streamers of the parachutes behind. Beyond that, he could see the dazzle of a distant blue sky—as well as streaks of crimson that appeared to be clouds.

      Is it near evening here? Dane wondered, before shaking his head at the task at hand. Surviving.

      “Right, okay . . .” He found himself breathing hard as the shuttle rocked back and forth from his movement. If he wasn’t careful, then he would be pitched out of it and break his legs on the way down in the first five minutes of his challenge!

      “Okay, steady. Find the nearest branch.” Dane looked around to either side of the shuttle—to see a face looking at him from the nearest canopy.

      Dane froze (well, apart from the swaying back and forth).

      There, in the opposite tree, was a creature very much like a baboon. It was covered in a fine black-and-ochre fur and was about a foot and a half in height, he guessed. Two arms and two legs and a long tail—but instead of a regular mammal mouth and nose, this creature had a bony protrusion like a beak.

      “Tkk?” The creature cocked its head curiously at Dane and blinked.

      “I’m not interested.” Dane sighed, turning instead to see that there were in fact no nearby boughs big enough for him to easily reach from here. He would instead have to clamber onto the outside of the shuttle until he thought that, with a bit of swaying and a bit of reaching, he could find the nearest, safest vantage point.

      “Out I go, then.” Dane grabbed onto the uppermost lip of the shuttle over the opening and slowly, tentatively, moved himself onto the edge of metal. He could feel it hard against the rubber souls of his training boots—which were lightweight, because they were designed to be worn inside the Assisted Mechanized Plate he had been wearing when he had been kidnapped.

      Kidnapped by alien invaders . . . The thought made him chuckle, slightly hysterically, when he considered that his life was now almost the same as a pulp sci-fi movie.

      Only at the end of those, the heroes always get to return home, Dane thought with a sudden pitch in his stomach. He didn’t even know where in the universe he was or how he could ever see Earth again.

      Twang!

      The shuttle suddenly lurched as one of the coils of rope or fiber that had been holding him in place snapped. Dane clutched on with all his might at the metal edge as the shuttle swayed violently back and forth.

      Oh crap, oh crap, oh . . .

      He had to get moving, and fast, before he ended up down there on the forest floor with the entire shuttle on top of him.

      “Easy does it, keep it together . . .” He slid his foot around the metal rim that encircled the plates of the shuttle, edging his hand at the same time.

      “Tkk?” There was a movement in the trees above him, and he saw that the creature had now crossed to his tree, where the parachutes were entangled—and it had brought at least two of its friends. His upward glance saw their small but muscular bodies moving easily and swiftly through the branches, using their long hands and their tails to catch onto the thinner limbs as they moved—and darting their heads forward at the shining material of the parachute.

      “Hey!” Dane managed to wave one arm as the shuttle, not leaning to one side, suddenly lurched.

      “Hey—stop that!” he shouted, and rather amazingly, the ape-birds did. For a second. They peered at him curiously, before returning to pluck at the bright parachute material that had invaded their arboreal realm.

      Twang!

      Pressured by the creature’s interference and Dane’s erratic climbing, another of the threads suddenly snapped—and this time the shuttle lurched violently to one side, lowering itself down by several yards, and the marine felt his feet slip . . .

      “Aaargh!” Dane swung, hanging from his fingertips and making the entire shuttle swing like a pendulum.

      “Tk-tkk?” the creatures up above him paused in their vandalism to peer at the creature making odd shouting noises below them, before they went back to pecking at the bright material.

      “Dammit!” Dane swung a foot, catching the edge of the shuttle and losing it again as it swayed back and forth. With a jolt, it suddenly lowered a further few feet to the floor.

      “No! No! No!” Dane could feel the strength in his arms beginning to go.

      But the rocking motion of the shuttle was bringing him closer to a nest of thick branches, he saw.

      Twang!

      Another strand unraveled, along with a bloom of parachute for the shuttle to jerk a few feet lower. Dane knew that whatever he intended to do, he had to do it now.

      He kicked out with his legs, making the shuttle wobble and start to swing in a slow and deep arc. Near its apex, he kicked outwards again, tensing his back to give it the maximum push so that . . .

      The shuttle swung back toward the trees faster now, and they came up fast—Dane felt his heart skip a beat as it almost reached the apex of the arc . . .

      Twang!

      “Hgh!” Dane kicked his legs out as he released his grip, at the same time as another of the few remaining parachute cords snapped—and the marine was flailing the few feet through the air to thrash his arms and legs out wildly.

      The shuttle shot through the branches and leaves beside him. He swore that he felt its drag just before he crashed into the branches, grabbing with hands and elbows and arms and knees and everything that he could use as he tore through several layers of tree growth before his grip held.

      THWAM! There was a resounding boom as the shuttle hit the floor, and Dane could feel the reverberations move through the timber of the tree he was clutching onto. Terror and adrenaline swept away any exhaustion as he scrabbled deeper and closer into the foliage, finding that he could thump himself against the tree trunk and feel at least moderately safe.

      “Tkk-tk?” The ape-bird creatures above him clicked and whistled, and Dane did not say anything polite in return.

      “If this is what this planet is going to be like, I think I’d rather go ten rounds with the war master,” Dane grumbled to himself when he had finally regained his breath. He started to ease himself down the tree, moving branch to branch just like one of his new non-feathered but beaked nemeses.
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        * * *

      

      By the time that Dane had reached the forest floor, he was already exhausted, and his heart was hammering hard. The jungle around him was thick and green, the bark of the trees deep brown or a light, creamy green.

      There were vines here that were almost as thick and strong as the saplings that he had to push aside to clear a path. There were low plants like ferns with darker, almost purple leaves that reacted to his movement by curling up suddenly.

      And Dane realized that he had no idea whatsoever what he was supposed to do in this place. He had no map and had been given no instructions that he understood about what this challenge meant.

      “By claw and scale, by blood and fire . . .” he repeated the words that the queen had said before stuffing him into the shuttle-capsule. They weren’t much to go on, to be sure. It wasn’t like one of the marine training sessions, he thought. There weren’t any mission goals or definitions. No objectives that he had to achieve or places that he had to get to.

      “I guess I just have to survive, then?” Dane thought, looking up through the canopy at the twinkling light above, interspersed with a deeper, ruddy hue. Maybe it was getting toward evening, as he had first guessed—which meant that he should try and find somewhere to hole up for the night, somewhere like a hollow under a tree.

      “I don’t want to be wandering around here in the middle of the night,” Dane advised himself as he stepped forward, his serrated dagger in hand.

      And water, he suddenly realized as he heard the distant sound of a gurgling stream. He would need to get water.

      Luckily, as a marine, Dane had a small amount of experience in wilderness survival. Not a great amount, because the goal of those wearing Assisted Mechanized Plate was primarily salvage and combat. But he had still been enlisted in the Marine Corps, and that meant that he had some wilderness trekking and survival training. He and others had been dropped in the more remote parts of the foothills of the Rockies or the upper Cascades with limited resources and expected to return to their local training camp in one, two, or three nights.

      Dane had to hope that this alien world at least obeyed some of the same natural laws that his own planet had.

      “Water has to flow downhill, right?” he said as he found the ground curving down slightly, with the jungle trees clutching onto the side of the hill and their roots forming thick, natural terraces in the forest humus. Small creatures and insects the size of birds scuttled away into the undergrowth as Dane hacked a path with his knife.

      For the ground to sweep down abruptly, so Dane could look across the valley to his near surroundings.

      He was on one sheer slope of a valley that swept down to a fast-flowing stream, while the other side was also deeply jungled, but not as steep.

      And there were some shapes poking up through the trees. Shapes that were creamy-looking and angular—like ruins?

      Huh. Dane squinted at them. So, this planet was inhabited once? Had it been by ancient Exin (the queen had said that this planet was a part of some ancient ritual challenge for them . . .) or did those buildings belong to someone else? Another indigenous life form?

      A part of Dane’s brain advised him to stay well clear of spooky-looking ruins in the middle of an alien jungle. But another part of him, the marine part, knew that there would be shelter, walls, perhaps dry rooms there too. He might even find something like food or a container so that he could carry water with him, he hoped.

      “And even if it is still inhabited . . .” he told himself, “then perhaps I can sneak in, steal a real gun and some better gear. Or even find a way to . . .”

      Dane caught himself. He had been about to say “get off this planet” or had dreams of finding a radio transmitter to call Earth for help—but then he realized that neither possibility was anything but a distant miracle. He was deep in Exin territory. He had no idea if they even had the technology necessary to send a message to his part of the galaxy.

      But they have warp technology, the marine in him said. Escape is possible.

      And besides . . . Dane’s jaw hardened. All he had to do was to survive right now. To try and stay alive as long as possible so that, when the chance came to be reunited with his Marine Corps and his squad—then he could take it. And he would do so bringing with him all of the experience and knowledge that he had so far gleaned from his capture.

      All right. Dane felt better when he had at least some kind of mission plan, even if it was a very unlikely one. He set off down the slope toward the river, his feet sliding so that he had to grab onto the trees for support.

      Dane reached the water’s edge with a sudden slide, a gasp, and a splash as his feet plunged into the freezing-cold waters. He paused instinctively afterwards, looking around as a flight of brightly-feathered birds rose in an alarming crescendo up into the skies around him.

      Well, I hope no one is paying attention, he thought. He looked up and down the rocky stream one more time before slowly lowering his hand to spoon mouthful after mouthful. The water was good. Refreshing and clear and cold, and soon Dane was splashing onto the other side and scrabbling up the boulders to a low, pebbled beach and collapsing on his back under the warm sun.

      This isn’t too bad, Dane started to tell himself, when a shadow fell over him.

      “Hssss . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Dane’s eyes snapped open for him to see that a large creature was walking along one of the overhanging branches above the river and the beach, and it was looking at him with bright yellow eyes.

      No, the creature wasn’t walking, it was stalking, Dane’s mind clarified. He wasn’t being approached, he was being stalked. Hunted.

      The creature in question had six powerful legs and would have reminded Dane of a panther or a cat, were it not for the shiny black scales that covered its body.

      Its head, too—was definitely not catlike. Instead of a feline maw, it had a long, bony snout that was partially open to look at him, and on either side of its head were two terrifyingly intent yellow eyes.

      Dane could see the size of its large, curving claws that bit into the wood as it crept toward him.

      “Er . . . nice kitty?” Dane breathed.

      And the creature pounced.

      Dane kicked himself into a roll out of the way as powerful scaled claws slammed into the pebbles, spraying them every which way as it skidded . . .

      And Dane was already bounding up onto his feet and plunging through the undergrowth.

      “Hsss!”

      He heard the sudden snarl and felt hot breath as Dane leapt to one side, for the black-scaled creature to surge past him with outstretched claws. With pinprick, momentary awareness, Dane saw how the creature’s claws tore through branches and exploded leaves in their wake. He threw himself further into the jungle once again, zig-zagging around the trees as the creature bellowed behind him and turned . . .

      Dane ducked under a branch and skidded—there was a fallen tree, dead ahead!

      He slid down, spraying dirt to either side as he slid underneath it.

      For the creature to spring and pounce up onto one of the branches above, and then leap down to the other side of the fallen tree. Dane pulled himself back the way he had come and ran in a new direction.

      “HSSS!” The creature snarled in fury and leapt over the log again, its claws raking huge gouges in the tree as it followed him.

      “Come on, come on, come on!” Dane was gasping as he ran as fast as he could. He asked his body to give him everything—and he still knew that there was no way that he could outrun the thing that was behind him. All he could do was to hope that he could outwit and delay it by switch-backing and turning through the undergrowth.

      Dane saw a denser patch of trees where the vines appeared to almost form a living hedge, and he threw himself wildly into it, crashing through the vines and finding himself in slightly clearer forest. There was space between the trees and vines on this side, as well as large, hulking lumps of rock.

      “Hsss!” His hunter followed him, crashing through the same thicket with ease as Dane ran desperately forward.

      To realize that the creature behind him had slowed and then scrabbled to a stop.

      Huh? He didn’t understand why it would do such a thing, but he counted his blessings as he continued to run. He wasn’t stupid enough to stop.

      “Hssss . . .” With a final, receding snarl, the scaled cat appeared to give up on its quarry, loping back the way it had come and leaping through the hole in the thicket as Dane threw a glance over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Dane wheezed as he slowed to a jog and then a panting, hyperventilating stop. “You think you can turn Dane Williams into dinner? Then you clearly have got another thing coming!” He panted and gasped, turning back to take a step.

      To see an Exin standing before him and snarling.
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      Ah, Dane thought after recovering from his initial surprise. The Exin before him wasn’t a real Exin, not in the sense that it was biological.

      What stood, semi-crouching and about to rise out of a thicket of forest vines, was one of the stone Exin that he’d seen back on the faraway Planet 892. It was carved, lifelike and life-size and in immaculate detail, out of glistening black rock.

      “These guys sure like their statues, don’t they?” Dane muttered as he relaxed his grip on the tooth dagger and lowered his hand. The Exin before him was one of the four-armed type, and it held in stone hands a long metal shaft of a spear with a leaflike blade that looked as though it would have once been fantastically sharp were it not for decades or generations of weather and rust.

      Dane wondered if it was a warning or a celebration, or indeed whether it was some kind of trap—the point of the spear jutted out across the rough path to just under the height of Dane’s breastbone, which would probably have put it at the height of a regular Exin’s navel.

      If they have navels, Dane wondered. Probably not.

      But whatever they were, the spear point would have been mighty painful if someone, running from one of the forest predators like Dane had been, ran straight into it.

      “Barbaric,” Dane grumbled to himself, carefully stepping around the statue to see what it and the bushy vines around it were hiding.

      A town. Of sorts.

      It was a ruined town, Dane saw. Rounded stone buildings made out of natural rock, and most of them were covered with masses of vines or something like jungle ivy. Dane saw that many of them had smashed-in roofs or walls, but several still had rounded openings at their base or high up in their walls that could have been doors and windows. He marveled briefly at the careful stone construction that used no mortars or cements that he could discern. Each block had been placed with such precision that it held its neighbors in place.

      The ruined town—if that’s what it was—stretched across a small vale and up the two sides of hills, with the forest encroaching around the edges and making its slow and ancient way down the open streets. Dane saw rivers of vines and thickets of growth between collections of the mushroom-like dwellings, as if he were in the middle of some tree parade.

      The marine also realized that he probably wouldn’t find any supplies or water here, either—which was his entire reason for coming here.

      “But the queen said that this entire planet was some kind of ‘challenge planet’ . . .” Dane figured out loud as he found himself walking through the silent, deserted streets.

      That would imply that everything here had to be a challenge, didn’t it? That Dane would be facing some sort of ordeal with unknown objectives here. He still felt a soldier’s frustration at not knowing what he was supposed to be facing. If he just knew, if he had a clue, then he could prepare.

      Dry. Shelter. Water nearby. Without any direct mission objectives, he settled back on his marine instincts for survival.

      And one other thing:

      Curiosity.

      The sergeant walked deeper into the abandoned town until the sounds of the forest faded behind him. The hoots and calls and shrieks of the alien life grew just a little dimmer. It was strangely quiet in this place, as if the creatures of the forest (not the trees, which seemed more than happy to take their time invading this place) respected the weight of history here.

      What was that?!

      Dane saw a flash out of the corner of his eye, down a street of these large and small, fat and thin mushroom dwellings. It had moved almost too fast for him to see, but he was sure that whatever it was had been smaller than he was—and had been bipedal. He thought he caught a flash of mottled cream and tawny ochre. Fur? Feathers?

      He resisted the urge to call out to the shape that he could swear had crossed the street on his left and gone into one of the empty streets between buildings.

      Everything here is a challenge, he thought and raised his dagger up before him and started to pad forward as quickly as he dared.

      It might have been nothing, he reminded himself. It might have been a trick of the eye, or one of the bird-ape creatures that had almost killed him earlier with their strong sense of curiosity.

      But when he arrived at the T-junction of streets that he thought he had seen the creature run down, Dane waited. He forced his body to relax. His breathing deepened a little as he allowed the sensations of the abandoned town and of the jungle to flood into his awareness.

      Still nothing. Whatever it was, it had either long since flown, or his mind, frayed from his recent experiences, was playing tricks on him.

      “Urgh, get a grip, Williams.” He breathed a heavy sigh, shaking his head and noticing that the reddish tinge to the sky above was deepening and becoming a rich crimson-purple color, and with it there was coming a drop in temperature too.

      It was getting toward night time, and that meant that Dane would have to find somewhere sheltered if he didn’t want to be prey to every alien thing out here that had far better night vision than he did.

      Dane peered into the broken-open hole in the nearest of the stone mushroom buildings. Inside, it looked as bare and as derelict as on the exterior. There was a drift of forest litter on the floor and mounded up the opposite side of the wide room, but there were also signs of ancient habitation.

      I guess it will do . . . he thought as he stepped carefully inside.

      There was a stone plinth at just over knee height against one wall that would serve as a bench or a table or some kind of cover to sleep next to, at least. Two pillars that could have been posts or supports for furniture sat on the opposite side, with carved holes down their length as well as curled, flowing markings along their exposed faces.

      “Hmm?” Dane stepped deeper into the room to look a little closer at the markings out of nothing more than a sense of mystery. This writing was nothing like the jagged, pictorial runic shapes that the Exin used in their spaceships and at their Planet 892 Nursery, Dane thought.

      No, these shapes had flowing lines, curls and whorls like the lines inscribed in root growth, or the twists and reaches of the vines all around him.

      Dane shrugged and turned back to the plinth to start piling dried leaves and earth into something like a comfortable bed.

      Just as his foot dislodged something in the forest litter below his feet.

      It was, undeniably, a skull.
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        * * *

      

      “Ugh!” Dane wasn’t usually a squeamish person, but something about sleeping right next to a dead person was going too far even for him.

      It was indeed a skull, but it had a slightly smaller head than he thought a human’s would have, with a central ridge bone that stretched from the two very large, blank eye sockets all the way to the nape at the back. It looked like a small human with massive eyes, Dane guessed, as he placed the skull back and stood up.

      There will be plenty of empty buildings to choose from, right? he was thinking—as there was a click from underneath one of his shoes in the dirt.

      Oh . . .

      Dane had one short, pristine moment of frozen awareness as his brain recognized that click as mechanical, not organic. Which meant that it came from a machine, from technology.

      From a booby trap.

      Something small and dark sprang into the air in the back of the building, exploding out of the leaf-litter drift and whirring as it did so.

      It looked no bigger than a large dinner plate, made of the same midnight-steel material that the Exin used in all of their constructions.

      Most of its size was given over to three long blades of wings that whirled and started to blur as it rose, connected to a small torpedo-shaped body, like a giant metal dragonfly.

      Its cigar-shaped body twitched in place as it aligned itself toward the disturbing sound and movement that had awoken it—and Dane had a heartbeat to see one dim orange light flare on its nose—like one blinking, glaring eye.

      This is a Challenge Planet. Everything here was designed to be an ordeal . . .

      Dane threw himself out of the open door as the whirling, bladed thing threw itself toward him violently.

      “Ack!” He gasped as he hit the dirt outside and rolled as the thing swooped past him at a murderous speed, before rising in the air between the buildings and disappearing momentarily.

      “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Dane scrabbled to a crouch, looked in the direction the thing had gone, but he couldn’t see it. He could still hear it though, whirring in a deep hum that grew fainter and nearer.

      The sergeant moved, leaving the booby-trapped building and padding as quickly as he dared while staying low. He tried to listen to the sound of the whirring Exin drone thing as he sought to put some distance between him and it.

      It was clearly some kind of trap, activated by his stupidity. Or was it some dormant sensor? Dane slowed, cocking his head as he struggled to hear the whine past the sighing sound of the wind in the trees. Maybe the thing’s job was to fly off to its masters and tell them where to find the stupid human.

      WHRRRR!

      Dane heard the rising, buzzing sweep of the thing grow tremendously loud in his ear, impossibly fast as the bladed drone suddenly spun out of a gap between the buildings—straight at him.

      He dropped to the floor, but he wasn’t quick enough. He saw a sudden eclipse of shadow, suddenly large in his vision, and then felt a slicing electric pulse of pain across his cheek as he hit the ground, tumbling.

      “Hss!” He yelled as he rolled to the side of one of the buildings. The drone swooped lengthways down the street and started to rise once again for a returning strike. Its spinning blades had sliced at one of his cheeks just under the bone, and Dane thought that it probably would have taken his head off if he had been even a second slower.

      The drone was rising in the air at the end of the street, and Dane saw the orange light flash as it turned back and paused, waiting as it hovered.

      I have to get out of here. He spared a look to his other side, and in that instant of movement, he heard the drone thing tear itself into motion, whining and buzzing as it flung itself toward him . . .

      “Frack!” Dane pitched forward and rolled across the exposed street as the Exin drone swooped to his crouching head height. He felt the tug of the air currents as it flashed past him—but this time, it missed.

      Dane was lying face-up on the ground, looking at the darkening sky as the Exin drone rose at the far end of the abandoned street once more. He knew that he had to get up and move, that he couldn’t be pinned down here.

      The sergeant marine of the Assisted Mechanized Infantry scrabbled and pushed as the Exin drone reached its distant apex and then started to turn back toward him as it detected his movement. He saw a gap between two of the mushroom buildings that was on the opposite side of the street.

      It was a few feet away. More than a few—and the drone was already charging down at him.

      Dane lunged. He threw his legs out before him in a desperate attempt to get under cover before more bits of him were lost.

      But the Exin drone was too fast, even for a trained marine of Earth. It spun down the open street, nothing to impede it, as it centered itself directly on Dane’s body, impossible to miss at this speed and range . . .

      “Ch-tk!” Dane was throwing himself toward the gap between the buildings as his brain registered a brief, angry chitter and then a sharp noise.

      Chock!

      The sergeant dove between the two buildings and hit the ground with a roll, scraping his elbows and back as he did so. Behind him, there was a flash of brilliant light and a bang.

      “What!?” Dane’s mind was taking a moment to catch up with the rest of him. He looked back.

      To see the afterglow as gobbets of white sparks finished hitting the walls and floor behind, and there at the opening to his avenue were several pieces of sparking midnight-steel metal parts and horribly twisted blade wings.

      It must have struck the edge of the building when it followed me! Dane heaved a sigh of relief, about to congratulate himself, when he once again heard that chittering sound.

      “Ch-ch-tk!”

      Dane couldn’t see where the voice was coming from, but he was absolutely certain that it was a voice. It was then that his eyes settled on the large, round piece of stone that sat proud on the street, and with one side blackened as if it had just been sitting in a fire.

      Or had struck a drone and made it explode.

      Dane blinked in confusion as he slowly raised himself into a crouch. He could hear a light padding sound, as if there were feet coming toward him . . .

      Pheet-pheet! There was a sudden, high-pitched peep of a whistle.

      He found his hand grasping his tooth dagger a little tighter.

      As a small people rounded the corner in front of him. They were furred with large eyes like a gibbon’s, and each carried either wooden spears or loops of crude vines that Dane guessed were the sling shots they had used to bring down the Exin drone. Several also had hoops of braided twine around their necks upon which hung simple hollowed-out tubes, which Dane guessed had been the source of the whistling sound.

      And the small aliens were blocking off the mouth of the avenue that Dane had leapt into and staring at him.
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      “Ch-kr-tk!” The aliens greeted him.

      By leveling their spears.

      They were furred in tawny and golden browns, but appeared mostly human or primatelike, Dane thought. They also had very, very rounded eyes that were bright with a lambent yellow and reminded Dane of the gibbons and lemurs of Earth’s Madagascar. When they moved, Dane saw that they each had long, prehensile tails that were almost as long as their arms and that moved and twitched as they did.

      “Uh, I come in peace?” Dane said—before thinking that he would feel a whole lot better if they had been the ones to say that instead of him.

      “Ch-kr-krr-krrr!” one of the aliens said in a low, warning growl. This one, in the middle of the group, appeared to be their leader or some kind of captain. When the alien spoke, Dane could see small, bright, sharp rows of teeth.

      “Tsk!” another of the aliens said in a sharp note of rebuke, pushing through the pack to stand in front of the leader, using one hairless palm with long, prehensile fingers to gently push the spear down. This one appeared to be a female to Dane’s eyes, and she had silver speckling to her fur which Dane took to denote age. In one hand, she also held an empty vine hoop, and Dane got the unconscious knowledge that she was probably the one who had shot the Exin drone out of the sky.

      And saved me from being cut to shreds, Dane concluded.

      “Thank you,” he said, slowly rising to his feet.

      In response, the captain and several of the others with spears made low, warning sounds. Dane realized that he was at least a foot and a half taller than these little folks, and broader at the shoulder too.

      He also realized that he was still clutching the serrated tooth dagger in his hand, and that the angry-sounding aliens were all staring at it fixedly.

      “Ah. This isn’t mine. They gave it to me. The Exin,” he said and pointed up—with his free hand—at the sky.

      There was another round of warning, churring noises from the group, and a twitter of lighter sounds from the older female alien. She made several gestures to the skies above their heads and back to the drone on the floor, and then finally pointed a finger at Dane as if accusing him of something.

      “I didn’t bring that here,” Dane said hurriedly, forcing his hand with the knife down and holding the other up, palm out, in what he hoped was the universal gesture for peace.

      There was another brief exchange of voices among the group which sounded to Dane an awful lot like an argument—but this time, the woman appeared to win, and the aliens soon moved forward to approach Dane carefully.

      “Cht-k-urr!” The female alien stood before him, the closest of all of them, and reached into a pouch of woven vines strapped to her body. She pulled out a long frond of a folded leaf and carefully unwrapped it to present a sticky, pale, greenish lotion to Dane.

      “Uh . . . Food?” Dane asked, miming putting the gunk in his mouth.

      “Chtk!” the female said with a twitter and then beckoned him closer. Dane felt a glimmer of fear, but crouched down all the same for the alien to gently smear some of the lotion onto his bleeding cheek. It stung for a moment, and then a cooling, numbing sensation replaced the sharp bite of pain.

      “Thank you,” Dane said seriously.

      “Tk-krrr-krr!” The male leader of the little group spat onto the ground. Dane could tell that he was disgusted with this show of help and was already bickering with some of the others, pointing back through the ruins and up at the sky.

      Pheet! Pheet! The leader turned away from the others to blow his whistle loudly, and the group broke their huddle as some decision had clearly been reached. Dane saw the alien woman give him what could be an apologetic glance, and then she beckoned him to walk with them. The aliens were clearly on some sort of deadline, and they were not about to hang around being good Samaritans to a universally lost homo sapiens.

      Whoever these people are, Dane thought. They have no love for the Exin. And he remembered the old adage about the enemy of my enemy as he had to jog to keep up with them.
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        * * *

      

      The diminutive aliens of the Challenge Planet set a crushing pace, even for Dane’s long legs, as they jogged quickly and lightly up through the ruins, taking switchbacks and zigzag routes through the complex with apparently no reason or rhyme at all, until Dane remembered the booby-trapped Exin drone.

      They probably know where those traps are and are leading us around them, Dane thought. That explained the ire of the male captain of this little band.

      The alien hunter in question appeared to be the least communicative and the most irate of all of them, Dane thought, if he could trust his instincts. He listened to the soft chirrups and twittering of the aliens around him. The captain of their group spoke sparingly, but when he did, it seemed to make the others hurry up considerably. They left the compound of the ruins—their historical ruins, Dane figured—and followed a small path through the forest.

      The older female alien at Dane’s side did not appear to have any difficulty keeping up with the others, and for the most part, seemed to make more soothing sorts of noises to those around her as they traveled. At least once, she earned the sharp cough of rebuke from the male captain. She sighed in response.

      “I wish we could understand each other,” Dane muttered under his breath as their journey took them into the night, as the sky finally gave itself over to an umbral, ruddy-purple darkness.

      If they spoke English or Dane spoke their language, then Dane could have asked them if they knew whether there was a space port anywhere here.

      But what good would that do me? His feet stumbled in the dark, and he called out softly when he had to stumble and jump to avoid crashing into the dirt.

      “Damn it!” He hissed as he paused, slumping against the tree for the aliens to slow to a halt and turn back to chitter at him angrily (except for the older one that had healed him).

      “Alright, I’m coming. This isn’t exactly easy for me, you know?” Dane grumbled as he massaged a twisted knee and set off again after their group. His eyes were scanning the forest floor just ahead at every step to try and see the rocks and roots and vines that his companions hopped over with natural grace and ease. They were perfectly adapted to this environment, Dane saw, as their large yellow eyes were bright in the night and gave him an eerie feeling when he saw them. At several junctures during their fast march, the captain or leader would pause and step forward down one path or another. He would look and sniff at the air before blowing a sharp note on the whistle when he had decided the way to go, and they would plunge off once more. Dane started to think that the whistle was being used as an organizer, a hurry-up, something like an echolocation system. Perhaps the aliens could hear distant whistles being blown by others of their people that he couldn’t—or maybe it was just a way to stop the stragglers in their party from getting lost.

      Which means me, Dane thought, grumbling as he sought to hold pace with them. Amid the aches and pains and near exhaustion of his body, his mind naturally turned to the other problems of his predicament. He could be half a universe away from home. What were his chances of ever getting off this planet? Of seeing Bruce and Corsoni and Hopskirk and Doctor Heathcote ever again?

      Before, when he had just been thrown into the jungle, Dane’s mind had steeled itself into survival mode. But now that he had a glimmer of hope that there might be a way that he could actually survive this challenge (with the help of these new allies) then it was like the rest of Dane’s mind started to concentrate on the bigger problem at hand.

      Namely, the ongoing war between humanity and the Exin queen.

      And now that I have met her up close, Dane thought of the large figure of the austere and controlling queen, and how much awe and admiration and paralyzing, fanatical fear she had appeared to evoke in her underlings. Dane realized the scope of the danger that the humble Orbital Marines and the First Admiral of Earth had to deal with.

      A fanatical culture. An entire civilization in service to one war-hungry queen, who had said that their crusade against humanity was in some way holy.

      Ugh. The thought made Dane’s teeth clench in fury.

      “And what is worse is that the Exin are clearly more advanced than us by a hundred years or more,” Dane groaned and muttered to himself.

      “Tk!” There was a sharp note of rebuke as Dane stumbled on, until he felt the sudden sharp prod against his chest. He looked down to see that the leader of these little aliens had thumped him lightly with a staff.

      “Hey!” Dane froze, one hand twitching a little as it hovered near the tooth dagger in his belt. “What is the meaning of this?”

      Had they decided that he was mere dead weight now?

      “Look, thank you for saving my life. Believe me, I am really, really grateful . . .” Dane began, as the alien captain uttered another low hiss of reprimand.

      “Tk-kr!” It menaced the spear at him once again, and Dane felt his jaw harden. If they thought that they could do away with him here and now, in the middle of some nowhere patch of alien jungle, then they had another thing coming, he promised himself. His hand settled onto the smooth bone pommel of the dagger.

      “Chrr-krr!” the older female alien was at their side and hissing the words low, pointing out into the forest ahead of them. Suddenly, Dane’s ears caught up with the sound that these aliens had clearly sensed far sooner than he had.

      There was a low, droning sound coming closer through the forest.

      “Oh crap,” Dane whispered, making placating gestures with his hands as he realized that they had been warning him about this thing.

      This thing that sounded mechanical, Dane thought—and it was getting closer.

      “Chk!” With sudden alacrity, the leader of the group gestured up the trees. As fast as evaporating mist, the alien creatures all stowed their spears into their vine harnesses on their backs as they leapt and scurried up the branches of the trees on either side of them.

      “Erm . . . How do I?” Dane moved to the nearest tree, but without long prehensile fingers and a tail—or half the skill and grace of his traveling partners—he only managed to grasp onto the lowest branch—before a coil of rope dropped from the branch above, and Dane found that he was looking up at one of the aliens.

      “If you think you can hold my weight,” Dane said cautiously as he accepted the rope.

      And was surprised when the aliens gave a quick, powerful tug on the rope that was strong enough to give Dane a leg up in climbing onto the branch next to it.

      These little guys are strong! he thought as they repeated the procedure again and again to get higher and higher into the trees. Dane’s guide finally stopped at the sound of a low, churring whistle from the canopy to the opposite of them.

      When Dane looked, he could see the glint from their bright yellow eyes. Their entire group had made it into the canopy of the surrounding trees. The guide at Dane’s side was now pointing out, over the silvered darks of the night-lit forest, what was causing the mechanical noise that so threatened the alien hunting band.

      It took Dane’s eyes a moment to adjust, but then he saw the expanse of alien stars. They were brighter than anything he had seen in the city evenings and nights on Earth. The forest below was vast and fell and rose in humps as it abutted rocky outcrops and dropped down river ravines. The tops of the trees shone with a muted silver where starlight met moisture or leaf glint.

      And then there was a bright light flashing across the forest—impossibly bright, shining a brilliant beacon before it.

      There was something moving out there, Dane realized. Another drone? A much larger one, perhaps?

      The light had a blue tint, and Dane realized that it wasn’t in fact one of the rotor-bladed Exin drones but was floating on its own pulse field—much like the larger, attacking seed craft of the Exin fighters did.

      “What is that?” Dane whispered, as the blue-tinged floodlight moved low over the canopy of the forest, turning slightly and then back again, as if it were searching for something.

      “Krr-kt!” His guide turned to blink solemnly at Dane, and the sergeant wondered if what the Exin were searching for was him.

      BWAAAR!

      Suddenly, a noise like a sonorous roar sounding like an elephant crossed with a lion erupted overhead, and the branches and leaves were whipped and blustered as a blinding light filled the little path that they had left. The alien guide beside Dane flinched and froze, and then the whooshing sound of mechanical noise was a thunder overhead as another of the Exin searchers passed.

      Dane hunkered down a little, but he couldn’t take his eyes from what he saw.

      The brilliant light belonged to a floodlight mounted on the front of a floating thick metal disk that was fat enough to have its own pulse generator, emitting blue underneath and behind it.

      It was a platform, and there was ample room for the two Exin that stood upon it. One of them was drawing back from blowing a huge, bone-colored horn that stretched from the height of the Exin’s mouth all the way to the platform’s surface in a giant curve. The second Exin was leaning forward over another emplacement at the front of the platform—what looked like the long barrel of a gun mounted behind the flood light.

      “Frack!” Dane hissed, drawing back into the darkness of the leaves and praying that his enemy hadn’t seen him.

      They were lucky. The Exin platform kept on its path low over the forest canopy and did not deviate or turn around to investigate the little path or the trees that Dane and the aliens found themselves in. He heard the Exin blow the massive horn once again in a deep, roaring blast that set up the sleeping birds and giant flying insects all around it. Dane got the impression that these Exin were using that tactic the way that old-time Earth hunters would scare prey animals out of the wilds before shooting them.

      “Are they hunting me?” Dane turned to whisper fretfully to his guard. His question was answered a heartbeat later.

      BWAAAR!

      The sound of the third horn blast was much further away, but Dane looked up, and his guide suddenly scuttled ahead to peer out over the trees. They all saw clearly the lance of boiling orange-and-yellow plasma that was hurled from the mounted flamethrower on a third, distant Exin platform.

      The lance of fire struck the forest below, and there was another blast of one of the Exin horns as the second and third platforms turned in their searches and started racing back to the one firing.

      Dane could hear distant, chittering shrieks and saw flames leap up faraway trees as the forest was ignited. The guide ahead of him was incensed and trembling with fear or rage. When the guide turned back to look at him, Dane was certain that they were watching the Exin platform firing on the home or community of these small forest people.

      “Krr! Tk-kt!”

      There was an authoritative shout from the tree across from them, and Dane saw that it was the captain or leader of their small band, standing proud and silhouetted against the starry sky, his eyes flaring a brilliant silver and yellow as he chittered and howled in rage.

      He was calling his small band to anger and to action.

      As one, the little aliens threw themselves forwards, some scrambling back down toward the ground, others using their tails and hands as they sprang to the nearest branch. They took whichever route would get them to the scene of the tragedy quickest, as the band moved, in an organic wave of fury, in the direction of the burning forest.

      Dane’s guide disappeared from the branch with a leap that took them to a lower branch, and then another wild, flinging leap toward another, before they finally reached the path. For his part, Dane cursed as he turned to scrabble and slide down to the branch below, and the next, before thumping to the forest floor. He could still thankfully hear the sounds of the racing aliens, desperate to save their homes or their friends, and they appeared to be using the same path that they had been following before.

      Dane took off down the path to follow them, his tooth dagger in his hand. He did not know what they were going to find when they got to their destination, or even what good they, a barely-technological society, could do against such an advanced and murderous one as the Exin . . .

      But he was a marine, and these strange little people were in danger. And that meant that Dane was going to try to help them, no matter what.
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      BWARRR!

      The resounding horn call of the hunters rang out across the forest, greeting Dane and the racing hunting band as they drew closer. Only now, the sounds were also mixed with the undeniable screams of terror and rage.

      “Ch-krrr!” One of the small aliens in Dane’s party uttered a sharp shout of alarm. There was a resounding crack straight ahead of the marine on the path as a burning tree plunged toward him.

      “Frack!” Dane saw the blackened bark and the flaming tinder leaves a moment before the tree struck. He leapt, crashing into the bushes and vines to one side as the ground shook under the impact.

      “Urgh . . .” Dane rolled, pushed himself up, and saw that all around him the forest was burning.

      Flames, shot out from the plasma cannons mounted on the floating Exin hunting platforms, were now racing up the trunks of ancient, generations-old trees. Luckily, much of the forest floor was damp, so the fire did not spread easily or in rolling curtains of inferno, but instead clung to the trees that had been struck. Soon, however, it began to spread through branches…

      Entangled branches that held small huts and house shapes, Dane saw. There were aliens up there, people, racing along branches and leaping from one blackening tree limb to another, clutching woven bags to themselves or the smaller, squirming bodies of crying infants.

      How could they . . . Why . . . Dane felt the shocking, numb kick of horror at the sight, but had no time for paralysis as there was another whoosh from beside him when another tree was hit.

      “Tk-kr!” Dane heard a scream and turned to see a small shape, high up in one tree that was already burning at its base, and the neighboring trees were similarly aflame. He saw the creature looking first one way and then another, unsure of where to leap.

      “Here!” Without thinking, Dane raced toward the conflagration and waved his arms, holding them high. “Jump! I’ll catch you!” he shouted and saw the hesitation in the small alien’s eyes at this tall alien homo sapiens shouting up at it in an unknown language.

      “Ch’krrr!” Another screech from nearby, and Dane turned to see that the older female alien was there, beckoning and gesturing to the smaller alien above.

      “Jump—you can do it!” Dane was calling, and, seemingly emboldened by the elder’s insistence, Dane saw the smaller alien take a breath and jump . . .

      “Oof!” The alien fell the fifteen feet or more to crash into Dane’s arms and drive them both to the floor with a painful thump. It was a lucky thing that the alien was so light, as Dane was sure that if they had been human-sized than the creature probably would have broken his back on the way down.

      “You’re okay, you’re fine . . .” Dane was gasping as the alien sprang up and chittered at him in wonder, before fleeing into the forest.

      I guess that counted as a thanks. Dane scrabbled to his feet to see the elder alien regarding him for a moment, before there was another blast from the Exin hunting horn almost right above them.

      BWAAAR!

      The burning canopy was ripped apart by the sudden sweep of one of the hunting platforms, and Dane had a moment to look up to see one of the Exin snarling as it leaned into its plasma gun . . .

      “Run!” Dane shouted at the elder as he did the same, ducking as a wave of heat rushed over his head and hit the base of the tree he had been sheltering against. There was another great cracking sound like some malicious god was tearing the world in two, as the tree was shattered by the plasma blast and fell, tearing a ragged hole through the canopy around it.

      Dane leapt and ran away from the blaze, but every few feet took him headlong into another exploding tree. It was like a war zone here, and the small aliens were panicked and shrieking.

      “We have to get them out of here!” Dane shouted uselessly, knowing that they couldn’t understand him. Small shapes ran back and forth. The hunters that he had been traveling with helped them and hurried them wherever they could.

      And then Dane saw on the forest floor before him one of the dropped spears of the small people. It was long, taller than they were, almost as tall as Dane was himself. And it had as its head a knapped stone cone that looked wickedly sharp.

      Dane snatched it up and turned, just as one of the Exin floodlights started to sweep high over the burning forest and turn back toward the people’s frantic escape.

      Ahead of the marine was a clear stretch of forest. The floor smoldered, and there were gobbets of burning branches here and there, but there was a place where several trees had come down, forming an avenue for the alien hunting platform to sweep into.

      And the predatory Exin could not resist such a perfect hunt. They started to race, lowering their craft between the burning trees.

      The sergeant of the Orbital Marines ran toward them, bringing his arm and the stolen spear up to his shoulder as he did so.

      One step, two steps . . . He lengthened his stride over burning branches and smoldering bushes, remembering his athletic training back a hundred years ago in college.

      The Exin craft was screaming forwards, unstoppable.

      Dane threw his legs forward in lunging strides, springing off the balls of his toes as he reached as fast as his momentum would allow—

      “Urgh!” He flung the spear with a quick windmill motion of his arm, still lunging forward on pinwheeling legs.

      Time appeared to slow, and for a moment, he saw the javelin soaring upwards in a perfect arc—

      And then it hit the Exin at the mounted plasma gun and was flinging the shooter from their perch as the platform suddenly, crazily swerved to one side . . .

      Dane had to fling himself to the floor as the platform rolled over him, disappeared between the trees, and a heartbeat later, there was a sudden boom and a bright flash of white-and-blue sparks.

      “Tk-chtk! Tkrrr!” Dane was pushing himself up from the smoldering ground, quickly wiping the burning embers off of his palms as he heard shouts of celebration from some of his colleagues. He rose to see that several of the alien townsfolk here had turned to watch what Dane was doing and were now loudly hooting and thumping their tails on the ground.

      “Celebrate when it’s over!” Dane gasped, turning to face the body of the Exin he had struck, still impaled by the spear, and he quickly knelt down to search it for weapons. He discovered one of the whorled shell guns, which, upon closer inspection, appeared to have two handles and a firing button inside the massive shield of bone-white metal. Dane raised it tentatively, certain that it wasn’t going to obey his human biology, and pointed it at the ground.

      Wham!

      With a jolt, he stumbled backward as a burning purple bolt of plasma hit the forest floor with a dull crack.

      Yes!

      The Exin had other items that it would now no longer need, Dane saw. A utility belt with what appeared to be ammunition cannisters or charge cells for the gun, which Dane took—as well as a large metal pebble shape with small antennas and sensor ports at one end. Dane wasn’t sure what it did, but it looked to him like it was some kind of communicator. He pocketed it all the same.

      “Tk-chk!” He was alerted to the stern reprimand of one of the aliens and looked up to recognize the elder woman beckoning him and pointing deeper into the forest. A large swath around them was burning now, and the smoke was getting thicker, making Dane’s eyes tear up.

      “Go! I’ll cover you!” Dane said, waving her off as he pointed to the gun and the sky.

      BWAAR!

      As another platform shot overhead and was gone before Dane could get a chance to fire.

      But it probably means they’ve seen me, Dane thought, then turned to the elder. “Go! I’m right behind you!”

      Even through the language and species barrier, the elder appeared to understand what Dane said. She suddenly turned and disappeared through the burning forest.

      “First one in, last one out,” Dane mumbled to himself, scanning the skies and the near canopy—before jogging after the elder. He paused when there seemed to be more forest and less fire to turn around and scan the skies once again.

      BWAAAR!

      The Exin helpfully broadcast their positions by their hunting horns, and even before Dane could see them, he started firing up into the skies between the trees. He fired several shots, one on each side.

      And now I have to lead them away, Dane thought, as he jumped to his feet and ran—not in the same direction that the elder alien scout had, but this time, deeper into the wilds of the forest.
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      WHOOOSH!

      Another plume of burning orange plasma fire exploded against the trees behind Dane—but it was a good hundred and fifty feet behind him and more to his left.

      It’s working, he thought, breathing hard as he felt a stitch in his side and hunkered down behind the bulging trunk of a bulbous, large tree.

      The marine was exhausted. He did not know how long he had been running and firing, dodging and zigzagging, but it felt to him as though it must have been most of the night (only he remembered that he had no idea how long a night was on this planet).

      Either way, his body felt as though it had been pulverized, and tiredness ran through him in waves that threatened to drive him to the floor. He realized that he hadn’t actually eaten since he had landed on this planet—and he didn’t remember eating since he had been imprisoned on the Exin mother ship.

      If I don’t stop soon, I’ll drop, he told himself, looking ahead to where the ground sloped down. He could hear the gurgle of water over there and saw a gleam of something sparkling that cut between the trees.

      Good. I’ll follow that and use it to cut back to where the alien camp was, Dane thought, judging that he must be going in the same basic direction as he had come in.

      BWAAAR!

      Another blare of one of the Exin hunting horns, but they were getting further away now. The last time that Dane had fired up at them (he had yet to hit the fast-moving platforms) had been a good six hundred feet away by his reckoning. Then he had changed direction as he ran, low and crouching, through the forest undergrowth. The Exin believed him to be holed up over there, and now he had a stream to hide his movements as well.

      Dane stepped out from between two trees to find the forest stream. It had a stone bed and a fast flow, but it did not seem to be very deep. The best part was that it cut into the forest floor to form a natural bank, with ragged tangles of tree roots and boulders on the edges, which would afford Dane a little more cover.

      With a hiss of shock, he eased himself into the stream and crouched, the chilling water reaching almost to his waist as he started to edge forwards, holding the Exin gun and the strange handheld device in the air as he did so.

      Several more times, he heard the Exin hunting horn, and at least twice, he saw the whoosh of orange plumes in the night. But he did not hear the screeching of alien victims any more.

      Good. I may be damn near lost, but at least they’re safe, Dane was thinking as he forced his way through the stream, freezing step after freezing step.

      After a while, it felt as though his entire body had gone numb with the cold, and Dane struggled to hear any signs of the Exin or the forest fires. It appeared that this stream didn’t swing back toward the alien camp or the alien ruins, he dimly realized. But by then, he was too exhausted, starved, and sleep-deprived to care. His thoughts had taken on a surreal, sleepy quality as small phosphorescent lights flashed past him in the current.

      Fish, a part of his not-yet-dreaming mind thought, watching as another shoal of bright phosphorescence eddied and then swam past him.

      “Ptah!” Suddenly, Dane was gulping and spitting water. He only woke up because the temperature had been freezing as it went into his mouth. He saw that he was sitting down in the stream, and he could no longer feel his body . . .

      And there was an underwater cloud of bright phosphorescent fish around him. As he blinked, he could make out their multiple fins beating and batting furiously to stay in place as they darted forward toward him.

      “Whoa!” Dane suddenly lurched to one side as he felt a tiny pinprick of pain on his bare hand under the water, and another calming sleepy wave washed up through him.

      Have to get out . . . Dane thought, imagining a pristine bed of white linen, and him crawling into it.

      Wait a minute . . . A more rigorous, argumentative part of his unconscious prodded him. What was a perfect white linen bed doing in the middle of an alien jungle?

      Dane forced his eyelids to open. He could see how he was half slumped in the water, and that the entire area of forest stream that he was currently lounging in was alight with the glowing fish, which had rippled back at his movement—before starting to edge forwards again.

      No. No, no, no . . . Dane started to shake himself slowly as he felt another pin-jab of pain on his wrist, followed by another soporific wave.

      But a part of him was alive to the danger now, and that part of him was the same part that had charged into battle against the Exin, and the same part that had kept him alive under the Mech-Brawler Stadium Dome after it had collapsed.

      I’m not going to die here, he told himself. Then he forced himself to say the words this time.

      “I’m not. Going. To die. Here!” He kicked out with a boot, and the fish rippled backward in fear. He did it again and again, buying himself precious moments to wake up.

      “Get the frack up, Williams!” He could hear Bruce Cheng or Staff Sergeant Lashmeier roaring at him, only using his own voice, as he shoved with one hand against the riverbed, forcing himself into a sitting position.

      Another kick at the fish, keeping them at bay, and Dane was growling as he heaved his body half onto the opposite bank with a mighty splash. Most of his body felt like a sack of potatoes, numb and unwilling to do anything but to give in to the inevitable.

      It felt to Dane like it was the hardest thing to do in the world, like he was dragging one of the trees itself on his back, but he managed to claw his way up onto the bank—and finally, out of the water.

      He was dimly aware that he had landed in an alcove of sorts beside the river. It was deeply wooded all around, but here there appeared to be a natural hollow beside a gorge or a cliff wall. Dane saw a hazy swath of midnight-blue color, like metal or dark-colored steel, and then his body finally gave up, and he collapsed into unconsciousness.
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      When Dane woke up, he was surprised to see that he was not alone.

      Well, if a dish of alien fruits counted as company, the marine had to consider.

      He was lying with his back on the soft forest floor, and beside him was a woven grass bowl with large fruits of fantastic purple, yellow, and orange colors, and another carved wooden bowl containing water. Dane groaned, feeling the aches awake in his body as he reached first for the water, and then the fruit. These were surprisingly tasty, fresh and with a powdery citrus flavor, although some had a hint of banana or cinnamon.

      “Chk!” He heard a low voice as the elder alien female stepped out of the side of the forest, this time carrying parcels wrapped in long green fronds. Dane smelled something cooked, and instantly, his stomach rumbled.

      “Krr . . .” she said, setting down the leaves and teasing them open to reveal what appeared to be something like potatoes, steamed so that they fell into a slightly sweet mush.

      “Thank you,” Dane mouthed as he burned his fingers and his tongue, but he didn’t mind as he ate the food greedily. The alien watched him warily, then pointed at his hands, and then at the river.

      “Yeah,” Dane groaned. “I almost became fish food. You really should warn a tourist about this place,” he was saying as he stretched, turned . . .

      And saw the midnight-blue door, half hidden by the vines that fell down the cliff face.

      “Ah.” It was the same metal that the Exin used. It was undoubtedly their construction, although it had become overgrown with a thick mat of forest vines.

      “Tk! Tk-tk!” The alien woman made a spitting noise as she regarded the door and pointed back through the forest.

      Dane’s chewing slowed, then stopped as his gaze moved between the alien door on his left and the forest on his right where the alien was pointing. It felt as though the sustenance of food and water had given him the strength to face his predicament. His real predicament.

      “I’m stranded here on this planet,” Dane murmured, looking at the alien elder who merely cocked her head and regarded him strangely.

      “I think I am beginning to understand this better now, this place.” He said the words with great gravity before looking up. He saw blue skies and red clouds and could not see the stars or the mother ship, but he was suddenly very aware of the trap that he was in.

      “The Exin come here to hunt. Probably to hunt your people,” he said seriously with a nod to the alien who was silently regarding him. “And sometimes, for the queen,” he said out loud, “they conduct special hunts, like the one they held for me. They probably never thought I could survive the wild creatures or the other Exin hunting me. They probably thought one of their hunting parties would catch me, eventually.”

      And they will, won’t they? he thought. It was only a matter of time. Even if he learned to live here in this place like these people, sooner or later, something would get him. That, after all, was life.

      “My only option is to go through that door,” Dane said. “Unless you have a spaceship hidden around here somewhere?”

      “Tk-krr,” the alien elder said rather doubtfully, pointing up at one of the nearest trees.

      Dane shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I just don’t think I can spend the rest of my life living with you guys. There would be problems with getting any of your clothes to fit me, to start with.”

      “Tk-krrr!” the elder jumped up, pointed at the nearest tree, and, with a skill that defied the silver in her hair, jumped to and had already moved across several branches by the time she turned around and beckoned to Dane.

      “If you think this is really going to help.” He sighed, reaching up to start climbing the tree alongside her. They didn’t get very far up when the elder whistled for him to stop, and Dane saw what she had been so eager to show him.

      They were perching on the giant branches of the tree, and the elder was pointing through a gap in the canopy to where the rocky outcrop broke and started to lower itself.

      Toward a distant line of blue.

      “A sea,” Dane said, blinking. He could make out distant clouds of sea birds dipping and glistening as the sun caught them. It was very refreshing to not be looking at the forest for a change, but Dane wasn’t entirely sure what good a sea was going to do him.

      Until he saw the gleam of silvered blue on the edge of the sea. Domes and towers. A town. An Exin town.

      The metal buildings were a mixture of the midnight-blue material that the Exin used, as well as the brilliant flash of glass or crystal, shaped into domes and pyramids. They were huddled together against the rolls and humps of green forest around them and seemed to stand taller than the forest and shoreline. When Dane squinted, he thought he could see struts and lines, as if the entire town was built on stilts.

      “Krr!” The elder was pointing as a shape started to break free from the town. Dane saw that it was vaguely pyramidal and made of the same deep-blue metals. It rose from what looked like a hazy heatwave, but which Dane knew was actually the glow of pulse engines. He held his breath as he watched it rise higher and higher silently, becoming smaller and smaller until it vanished from view completely.

      “Ch-tk? Chk!” the elder said, as if she had proven a point to him. She pointed back into the forest, in the complete opposite direction from the city.

      “You still want me to go and live in the forest with you guys?” Dane sighed and shook his head. “You don’t get it. I have to go,” he mimed the ascent of the Exin pyramid ship, “up there. Back to where I came from.”

      Back home. His heart hammered in his chest.

      “Chrrr . . . ! The elder made a warning, disapproving sound, but Dane could not listen to it. He had seen a way to get off this planet, somehow. He would worry about how to find Earth after that. He swung himself back down to the floor as the elder scout did the same a few moments after him, and Dane was more certain now than ever of what he had to do.

      He began to walk toward the door to look at the hieroglyphs that ran down one side, but paused, and turned back to the alien.

      “Thank you. For saving my life. For everything you have done for me. But I have to do this, and you should go. If this doesn’t work, it might sound an alarm.”

      “Tk!” The elder rebuked him, dusting off her fur, looking from Dane to the door, and then spitting once again on the floor. It was clear just what this small alien thought of Dane’s decision, and Dane was sure that she was going to disappear into the darkness of the forest without saying anything else. But instead, she pulled from her pouch one of the stalk whistles that her people used, threaded on a long hoop of woven plant twine.

      Dane watched as she loped forward a few paces and reached up. Dane had to bend his head to allow her to place the whistle around his neck before she was bounding back again.

      The elder paused on the eaves of the forest to look at him balefully once more, but before Dane could open his mouth to thank her, she had slipped into the darkness between the trees and was gone.

      “And here I am, alone again.” Dane heaved a sigh, looking down at the simple stalk whistle and turning it over in his fingers. It appeared to be hollowed out of hardened wood or something very like bamboo with an angled piece for the mouth, a couple of holes on one side, and one on the back. He was oddly touched by the gesture. These people had little to give him, a human used to much more advanced technologies—but somehow this little thing seemed just as important.

      Hope you all survive, Dane wished after his alien friend, before adding, I really hope I do too . . .

      He stepped toward the door, raising a hand to the hieroglyphs before pausing. He felt like he had just remembered something. Several of those hieroglyphs looked familiar to him, and he wondered where he had seen them for a moment before he realized.

      The handheld device!

      Dane reached into the trousers of his suit to pull out the pebble-shaped slab of metal, and yes, there were the same Exin hieroglyph patterns running down one side of the device. He held the end up. It had what looked to be sensors and small antennas.

      “Now, how do I get this thing to work?” he was saying as he brought it toward the door, for the Exin handheld device to make a sudden beep, and for an answering sound to come, muted, from the door within the rocks.

      There was a tremor through the earth, and then the door was shuddering inwards, pulling and breaking apart the vines as it did so, to reveal a darkened passageway leading under the forest itself. Dane took a deep breath and stepped inside.
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      His feet splashed in dark water, but it was shallow and so didn’t even get past his boots. The handheld Exin unit was more helpful than Dane had at first realized, because as soon as Dane had stepped into the darkness, the end started to glow with a dim green light, illuminating a few feet around him on all sides.

      He was in a rounded tunnel that had clearly been cut by some high-tech equipment. He deduced this when he noticed that it was almost perfectly flat on the bottom and formed a semicircular dome over his head. The only things marring the shape were veins of glittering crystal up and down the walls, as well as what looked like large ceramic pipes stapled to the interior.

      “Well, it can’t be that far away, right?” Dane muttered to himself as he gripped the handheld glorified “flashlight” in one hand and the captured alien gun in the other. He had been walking for what he guessed was the best part of the day, and so far, little had changed apart from the soggy feeling in his still-soaked boots.

      Just as there was a movement from out there in the darkness, beyond the reach of his flashlight.

      Sssss!

      It wasn’t an animal sound that Dane heard. And it also wasn’t an animal light that appeared in the darkness ahead of him, a green-blue neon sweep that flowed across the darkened tunnel and hit his body . . .

      “Ack!” Dane was momentarily blinded, but before he was, he saw the gleam of metal scales, rows upon rows of metal plates that glistened in the wet.

      Ssss! Another thrumming mechanical sound, and the blinding light shot toward him . . . Dane threw himself to the wall of the tunnel, his shoulder hitting it with a thump as he sensed a large shape moving past him in the glare, spraying water.

      A damn snake!? Dane was thinking as he turned, raising the stolen Exin gun. He wished that he was still wearing his Orbital AMP suit, with its light detraction and diffusion, his electronic and thermal sensors. But such wishes were no use to him now as he pressed down on the trigger and saw a trio of purple bolts shooting out of the gun and down the tunnel . . .

      Their momentary light revealed indeed a large python-like snake, but one that was entirely made of metal and had a head that was comprised of two curving and scissoring blades. Instead of eyes, it had one central green-blue floodlight.

      It was immense. Dane’s heart thumped for a moment. He saw that it had to be easily three times his length. Although it narrowed toward the head and tail, its central bulk was almost as wide as he was.

      Sssss!

      As he was firing blindly, only one of the three shots hit the creature, with the other two exploding into sparks against the opposite wall. Dane saw it recoil and smelled burning ozone, rubber . . .

      Ssss! But with another whirr of hidden machinery, it had turned back against him. Its bladed head darted forwards at almost impossible speeds.

      Dane dodged to one side, but then something struck him low against the back of the legs—the tail of the drone creature! Dane had taken his eyes off of it, and, with a flash of pain that felt like he had been kicked by a horse, he went down in the wet, turning over and over and dropping the Exin gun as he did so . . .

      “No!”

      Ssss! There was a glaring flash of light, and Dane rolled, as the bulk of the creature slammed into the water where he had been. Dane turned around, saw the half-submerged lip of the Exin shell gun a few feet away. He prayed it hadn’t been ruined by being soaked as he dove.

      “Argh!” To be smacked to the floor by the heavy metal of the tail, momentarily seeing stars as his jaw hit the cold floor underneath the water.

      “Pfft-splgh!” Dane was being held nearly under the water by the tail of the creature, and he was pushing and squirming as hard as he could to raise his head and shoulders over the water’s lap and churn.

      Sssss! Suddenly, he was illuminated by the bright glare of lights. The thing had turned its head straight toward him, and that surely meant that it would be diving at him with those large, bladed scissor jaws to sever limbs from his body.

      Dane could still see the lip of the shell gun just a few feet now from one of his outstretched hands. It disappeared under a violent ripple of water and then reappeared once more.

      “Augh!” With a growl through clenched teeth, Dane braced his hands against the floor and pulled himself toward the gun. Although he was very unlucky that he was almost chest deep in water, it was also his savior, as it allowed him to squirm and slip against the smooth metal scales. He shot out a hand, grabbed the edge of the shell gun, and turned around—

      SSSS! The light was racing toward him, blinding him, only a couple of yards away at the most, maybe . . .

      “I’m not. Dying. Here!” Dane pressed the trigger button again and again as he felt reverberations of kickback surge up his arms and into his shoulders. The purple-white bolts of superheated plasma exploded into sparks against the ceiling and walls, until Dane was surrounded by his very own blinding firework show.

      And at the same time, there was a flash of light and a wave of heat as his blasts hit the head of the Exin’s drone snake. He heard the metal motors inside of it choke and protest in a pained screech of metal.

      And suddenly there was a heavy crash at his side as the “head” of the creature slammed against the wall, hissing and clicking in the dark until it stilled.

      “Ugh . . .” Dane’s eyes were still watching the afterimage of the bright sparks, and it took him several breaths of listening to the dying, hissing sounds of internal engines slowly giving up before he realized that the thing was dead. When he could blink again and recover some of his normal vision, he realized that his surroundings were almost pitch-black, save for the nearby green glow coming from underwater.

      The device! Dane realized, pulling and kicking at the thing’s body where it still trapped one of his feet. With a growl, he freed himself and snatched up the Exin handheld device from where he had dropped it underwater. Then he turned to admire his desperate handiwork.

      The drone snake was indeed destroyed, and now the air was starting to smell of steam and burning electrical components. The thing had been huge, and its coils fully covered nearly fifteen feet of the tunnel.

      “Dear heavens . . .” Dane steadied himself against the wall, before seeing that the tunnel just beyond was met by two more, to form a natural T-junction of circular arched avenues. “I guess this was some kind of security measure,” he muttered to himself in the dark and then decided that talking to himself was probably a bad idea.

      As was staying around here, he considered. This snake had been a drone. And an Exin defense against infiltration? All of which meant that the drone itself might have had sensors, scanners, and a real-time connection to some Exin security post or guard station somewhere. They might know he was coming . . .

      Dane’s theory was almost instantly proven correct when he heard a different sound coming straight up the central tunnel. The unmistakeable splashing of movement out there somewhere in the dark.

      Frack!

      It could be another of the drone snakes. Or several of them. Or some other hellish form of defense that the Exin protected their port town with.

      Dane looked at the two tunnel openings to the left and right, swore lightly under his breath, and then quickly decided to take the left-hand one, for no other reason than that he thought the air smelled a little fresher coming from that side.

      He switched off the light, knowing that his pursuers would probably see that long before they could see him—and, moving as fast as he dared in the total dark, he kept going.
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      Dane huddled in the freezing cold water in the dark and prayed that they wouldn’t see him.

      That his pursuers didn’t have sensors.

      That they didn’t have night-vision adjusted devices.

      That they didn’t have fifteen-foot-long metal snakes that they could release on him.

      And, for once in his whole ordeal—his prayers were answered.

      Dane had moved quickly down the left-hand tunnel as the sounds of his pursuers drew closer behind him. He heard the splashing of water and the thumps and slaps as feet hit metal, but other than that, he heard no chatter, no croaking or clicking or hissing from the Exin warrior caste.

      These guards must have been trained well, he thought with tight jaws as he pressed himself into his hiding spot.

      His left-hand tunnel had led him to this, a sudden wide-open space before his hands, but one that dimly lit up with soft, watery-pale daylight. Because of that light, Dane could see that the left-hand tunnel continued on, but opened on one side to a large chamber with a vaulted ceiling filled with the same foot and a half of water. It was also occupied by vast metal pillars like metal drums that reached up from floor to ceiling, each many yards wide. The light came from distant vents in the ceiling, but the light appeared to grow thinner and weaker the further into the earth it traveled, and from where Dane stood, it was no more than a moonlike glow.

      Dane had ducked into this chamber quickly, figuring that there was more opportunity to hide in here from his pursuers. There could even be a means of escape.

      He could make out ladders leading up the sides of the metal drums to the vents. Perhaps this was the foundation of the Exin town above, or gas silos, or waste, or a hundred other industrial features that a fully-functional advanced civilization like the Exin’s would need.

      The marine gritted his teeth as he stayed on the opposite side of one of the drums and heard the splashing feet drawing closer. His eyes were fixed on the vents up there. If he dared, he knew that he was close to at least one goal. Up there could be a ship. Could be a navigational array. Some way of contacting home?

      But right now, the sound of his pursuers had grown suddenly loud as they must have reached the entrance to the vault room.

      “Skrekh!” He heard the unmistakeable rasp of an Exin, and then the sudden splash as more feet moved.

      How many are there? How many do I have to defeat? he thought with the cool strategy of a marine, all the while knowing at the same time that his best bet would be to hunker down and to stay out of sight. If he could avoid them seeing him, then he had a chance not to call the entire town out to find him.

      But surely they’ve already found the blasted-open body of their defense mechanism snake by now? a rather unhelpful part of Dane’s mind considered. They might even have him on camera. The Exin surely knew that he was here already and wouldn’t stop until they found him . . .

      “Skrar!” Dane heard a cough of an alien voice on his right and edged quickly around to the left. There were three such container pillars in every row, and three rows of three in total. He knew that as long as he kept moving, and if they didn’t cover every avenue past the pillars, then he might be able to stay unseen.

      He hoped, anyway.

      Dane froze, pressed low against the metal, when two Exin warriors padded past the last of the pillars on his row. The marine hitched his gun a little tighter and felt his breath still.

      Don’t look this way. Don’t look!

      The two Exin guards were of the warrior caste, he saw. That meant that they had four arms and that they were wearing some version of the Exin battle plate. That made the normally seven-foot-tall aliens a good eight feet, with backward-jointed legs and with heads that ended in mandibles. Dane saw them clack and chitter at each other as they stepped out of view around the end of the final row of pillars. The Exin warriors were walking around the edge of the vault room, checking the corners and trying to get an eye on every angle, Dane realized.

      Just keep the obstacles in the way, Dane told himself as he eased himself around the circumference of the pillar. Then he heard more movement a little behind him, but on the left.

      There was another team of them, cutting him off from the other side of the room!

      “Krrr-krrr!”

      But this time, the noise was different from the sounds of the Exin. Dane blinked in confusion. That sounded almost like . . .

      “Chh-krrr.”

      Dane glimpsed a trio of movement as he froze, low to the water, and saw the unmistakeable gleam of bright, rounded, yellow eyes like a lemur or a gibbon. It was a team of three of the little alien folks that had saved him, but they appeared to be working for the Exin.

      And they don’t seem to be very happy about it, either. Dane stayed low in a patch of darkness where the pillars blocked the vent light. He hoped that the night vision of these collaborator aliens wasn’t as good as that of their forest cousins.

      It wasn’t. The trio walked slowly and seemingly worriedly up the far-left aisle of the vault room. Dane could see how their fur was curiously mottled with blank, bald patches that appeared to be from burns or healed wounds.

      They flinched and looked warily around them, not with the same grace, confidence, or rage as the ones in the wilds had shown.

      And each one appeared to have a midnight-blue collar about their neck that looked as though it barely gave them room to breathe or to swallow past the uncomfortable brace.

      They are slaves, Dane thought in horror. Not only did the Exin hunt their wild family (and apparently slaughter their ancient towns, if his suspicions about the ruins were correct) but the Exin must also use this planet to capture them and get them to work for them too.

      No great empire was built on fair play. Dane remembered another old saying from his Military History 101 class that he had taken a lifetime ago at Boot Camp in Fort Mayweather.

      One of the small alien’s lambent eyes flashed past him, and Dane swore that he saw it freeze in shock for a moment . . .

      No, please don’t!

      And then the alien was hurrying to catch up to its fellows, as the two Exin warrior caste fighters at the far end of the room turned and started to cross back from the far side.

      “Skrargh!”

      “Skrekh!”

      Dane heard them coughing and snarling at the three captives, and he took the opportunity of the noise cover to slide half way around the pillar once more, putting them behind him.

      “Tk!” He heard a chitter, then a sudden squeak of pain as one of them was struck by their overlords, then a quick wail of small voices.

      “Skrargh!” An angered Exin shout, and they fell silent before the Exin turned and headed back the way that they had come toward the exit, to continue their search down the rest of the left-hand tunnel, presumably.

      The Exin splashed ahead of their three charges at a brisk pace, seeming not to care if they kept up or not, or even if they got lost down here in the dark. Dane waited for the sounds of splashing to subside before he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Chk?”

      To be suddenly disturbed by a shape moving out of the darkness next to him, rounding the other side of the same pillar that he was hiding behind. The shape was momentarily illuminated by a shaft of light from one of the vents above.

      It was one of the slave aliens. The same one that had spotted him, Dane was sure. It stood stock still as it looked at him with large, terrified eyes. Dane could see the heavy metal collar around its neck, as well as the way that its fur was torn and bald and its body (especially its arms) ruined with many old and fresh scars.

      Is it going to sound the alarm? Is it going to turn me in to its masters!? Dane panicked for a moment.

      “It’s okay, I, I come in peace!” Dane said hastily, realizing that he was still holding the Exin gun.

      The slave looked at him doubtfully. Dane could see the way that its thick metal collar reached from chin to collarbone.

      “Chrrr-tk-kt?” The alien made a small, wondrous sound and reached up with its long, prehensile fingers, several of which were clearly broken and misshapen, toward Dane.

      Dane froze, and then realized that the alien was lightly touching the stalk whistle that the elder had given him just this morning.

      “Do—do you want it?” Dane whispered, but his voice broke whatever spell was enthralling the slave, as it suddenly shook its head, looked up at Dane in horror, and then turned to run back through the water to the tunnel opening.

      What did that mean!? Dane was cursing himself for getting caught. It really didn’t seem like the reaction of a friend or a potential ally. Did it mean that it was going to tell its fellow slaves—or the Exin guards—about the dangerous infiltrator it had seen hiding down here in the dark?

      “Dammit!” Dane swore, hooking the Exin gun into his belt and turning to haul his dripping and soaked body up the nearest metal ladder, toward the vent in the roof.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            The Chr-At

          

        

      

    

    
      The marine was met by a snarl of heavy noise as he held himself at the top of the metal ladder and looked up into a dim world.

      The vent above his head was wider and longer than he was, but secured by metal strips. Luckily for him, there was a rounded crank handle on the inside that appeared to allow him to open it from down here.

      “I guess that the Exin never thought that they would have infiltrators coming up from under their feet!” Dane whispered to himself with a savage grin.

      But his enthusiasm was tempered by the sight above. It was gloomy up there with the fading evening lights casting a red pall over everything. It wasn’t just the lateness of the day that made it dark, but also the platforms of large metal shapes that formed gridded avenues over his head.

      The platform’s on stilts, Dane presumed, turning as much as he could on the rung of the ladder. Right next to him, multiple metal tubes sprang out of the earth from concrete or metal foundations to the thirty-foot-high platforms above. He guessed that the tubes must be anchored into the vats down here, and he wondered if it was a power supply.

      The floor nearest to him was a mixture of stone slabs and rough earth. It was filthy with discarded rags, corners, and bits of machinery everywhere. Smaller collections of metal boxes like the Exin equivalent of containers and cargo crates were stacked here and there into avenues according to some alien need. Dane saw creatures the size of cats or dogs nosing about in the rubbish—giant millipedes or insects—and a flock of the ape-birds pecked and teased at some of the rubbish down here. It also stank—the reek of gasoline and fumes and industrial effluent.

      As if the wild aliens didn’t already have enough reason to hate their overlords, Dane thought, as he placed one hand against the wheel and started to pull. It resisted for a while before he broke whatever rust was holding it, and it started to squeal and shift open . . .

      Dane froze at the noise, but not even the ape-birds appeared to pay any attention to it. There was also a plethora of thumping and crunching sounds above him, booming into the night from above and around him. Dane guessed that this Challenge Planet of the queen’s was not merely a place to kill other civilizations and wild creatures, but also some kind of mining facility.

      CRACK! With a sudden release of pressure that threatened to fling him off the ladder, the vent hatchway folded inwards on large hinges and clanged against the rim. Dane clutched onto the metal rungs as his footing slipped. He breathed and then hauled himself over the edge to the dirty understory of the town.

      And straight into the rising, leaping shapes that flew at him.
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        * * *

      

      “Tk-Tk-Tkrrr!”

      The slave aliens surrounded him en masse, tearing the gun from his fingers and flinging it to one side as they clutched onto his arms and legs with a strength that was incredible for their size.

      “Hey, wait!” Dane gasped, looking up to see that the usually wide and innocent eyes of the native inhabitants of this planet were now narrowed and fierce-looking. The dying gleam of red light flickered off their pointed, sharpened teeth.

      “I’m not your enemy. I mean you no harm!” Dane managed to say as he struggled to move and found that he was caught firm. There was a scrape as a shard of metal, clearly some piece of junk that had been crudely fashioned into a knife, was pressed up against his throat.

      Dane froze and didn’t even dare to swallow, certain that one gulp from him would sever his jugular.

      The aliens around him were all slaves, all with collars that stretched from collarbone to neck, and all of them with a myriad of scars and ugly burn marks all over their arms and legs. Several even had more serious injuries that Dane could see, such as missing fingers or entire limbs.

      “Tk-krrr!” One of them pushed their way through the throng and loomed over Dane, their eyes glinting hard in the reflected light. At their approach, the dagger was lifted just slightly from Dane’s throat to allow him to breathe.

      “I—I met your people in the forest!” Dane whispered, and the alien responded, much to Dane’s surprise, in human language.

      “Shut up,” the alien said. When the creature turned its head, Dane could see that they had one of the same bright green translation jewels that the Exin wore, implanted into the mantle collar about their neck.

      “You can understand me. That is excellent,” Dane said in a rush, about to explain how he had fought alongside and in defense of their community in the wilds. He never got the chance, as the alien leaned forward to put their face within a few inches of Dane’s own, snarling with sharp, white teeth.

      “Which part of ‘shut up’ don’t you people understand?”

      Dane opened and closed his mouth and understood.

      His captor leaned back, eyes alighting on the whistle that Dane had been given by the alien elder. With one fast movement, they snatched the item from Dane’s throat and held it up to look at it more seriously.

      “How did a human like you get a hold of one of these?” the alien said through the electronic software. “What is a human doing here on Atr-kh-ilan? Why are you skulking around after us!?”

      Dane’s glance flickered from the leader of the slaves to the others, and none of them appeared in any way compassionate or sympathetic to him.

      “I’m not skulking after you . . .” Dane started to say. “I was saved by one of your communities in the forest. An elder gave the whistle to me after fighting alongside them.”

      “Lies!” the leader spat and backhanded Dane across the cheek with a stinging blow. These aliens were surprisingly strong for their size, and Dane tasted blood inside his cheek. In response to this attack, there was a resounding thump of tails against the ground from the cohort.

      “You humans are no friends to the Chr-At! You are in league with the Scales!” their leader accused him, and Dane figured that he was referring to the Exin.

      “You couldn’t have it more wrong,” Dane said seriously. “We humans—my people—we’re at war with the Exin . . . whom you call the Scales.”

      “Tk-tk-krr!” the leader spat, and apparently, the words that they used were so offensive that they had no natural explanation. “You expect me to believe that!? When you come sneaking up here with Scale weapons and stolen Chr-At artifacts?” The alien brandished the whistle. “And when I have seen your kind with the Scales, discussing how best to kill my people!?”

      “What!?” Dane spluttered at the revelation. “You have seen other humans?” he asked incredulously, before realizing that somehow, this Chr-At slave had known to call him a human, hadn’t they?

      “Chrr-chr!” There was a warning churr from another of the Chr-At. This one seemed about the same size and age as their leader and appeared to hold some sway. Dane watched the two glare at each other before the leader turned back to Dane.

      “You are full of lies, human. You are probably a Scale spy.” The leader rose off from Dane’s body and nodded to the others. “Bring him. Perhaps the Scales will trade better food for the human’s life!”

      And, at that, Dane was hauled up, carried on the backs of four of the largest of the Chr-At, who set off at a run toward the darkness under the Exin platforms.
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      Dane lay in the darkness atop a couple of cold metal crates and listened to the angered, bickering sounds of the aliens on the other side of the plastic panel that served as a door for these people.

      He had been brought through the warren of storage containers to what was obviously the slave community of the town. Several of the discarded containers had been hollowed out and walkways constructed up them and between them out of rusted and scrap bits of plastic, metal, or wood. In a curiously perverted version of their tree houses—or indeed their ancestors’ stone built “mushroom buildings”—the native life of this planet now lived in the squalor underneath the Exin Scales’ platforms.

      And here, they argued for Dane’s life.

      Of course, I don’t know if that is what they are really doing, Dane thought. But he could guess from their arguing tone that they must be debating the pros and cons of killing him, long into the night.

      His weapons had been taken from him, and he had been bound at ankle and wrist by thick electrical cords that cut into his joints when he struggled.

      Wonderful, Dane thought to himself with a heavy sigh. He didn’t know what hurt worse—the fact that he had gotten somewhere near a spaceship capable of taking him home, or the fact that the very people he had risked his life trying to save were now going to hand him over to the Exin. Or kill him.

      However, the situation changed when the room outside suddenly went quiet. The outer door banged, and a new Chr-At voice rose into the throng. It was younger, thinner, and Dane thought that it sounded a little like the one that he had encountered in the sewers of this place.

      “Chrr!”

      “Tk-Tk-krrr-At!”

      “Chrr-chrrr!”

      The conversation went back and forth for a while, and Dane wished that the leader, at least, was still using the translation software. No such luck there, but he was surprised when the door suddenly banged open, and two of the aliens appeared at his uncomfortable bedside.

      One was the Chr-At leader, still glaring down at him, and the other was indeed the slave that Dane had met in the tunnels.

      “This is him?” The leader spoke to the other.

      “Chrr-kt,” the slave said slowly.

      “Tk-kt!” the leader swore for a moment and looked speculatively at Dane.

      “Looks like this is your lucky day, human. Sister-woman Ult here says she saw you in the tunnels. Says the Scales were after you,” the Chr-At leader said.

      “She did. I remember you,” Dane said seriously.

      The Chr-At’s leader gave a disapproving look at Dane before showing their teeth. “Seems like not all humans are in league with the Scales. I was wrong,” the leader said with a sneer. “The Scales have been hunting you night and day since you came here. They think it’s some grand game of theirs,” the leader hissed. “Just like they hunt us!”

      “The right to bloodline challenge,” Dane whispered, remembering the queen of the Exin’s words. “I was brought here because I dared to stand up and fight the Exin. My people did—a whole lot of us did,” he corrected when he saw the Chr-At leader’s face darken.

      “The queen took it as some kind of offense and said that I had to undergo the Challenge Planet,” he said.

      “The Scales are predators,” the leader said, and the word seemed to be an insult to them. “They believe everything has to be conquered. That nothing is worthy until it shows itself tough enough to resist domination.”

      There was an ugly turn to the leader’s voice. Dane guessed that it was because his people had failed in the Exin test. They, or at least a sizeable number of them, had been enslaved. It made Dane’s blood boil.

      The leader moved suddenly, and with two fast movements, cut through the bonds that held Dane captive.

      “I want no part in your plans, human. If the Scales think that the Chr-At have anything to do with one of their prey, they will only treat us worse.” The leader stepped back to reveal the Exin gun and the Exin dagger that Dane had when he arrived. Nodding at them, the leader turned to go.

      “Wait!” Dane called out quickly as he sat up, rubbing at his wrists as he did so. “Your people could fight! You seem to be the ones doing the work. You know the tunnels. The secret ways around the Scales’ town. You must know the places where we can stop their engines, their factories, their spaceships.”

      “Tk-kt!” The leader gave a long, dry laugh in response. “You think in the two hundred years since the Scales came here to Atr-kh-ilan that we haven’t fought back? Risen up?” The leader mocked him before their face suddenly went long and sad.

      “It is no use. You are foolish. The Scales will do to your people just what they did to the Chr-At!” The leader, at this, turned to go.

      Never, Dane thought. He was never going to let humanity become like this.

      “I’m sorry for your people,” Dane said in a rush. There was something that he had to know.

      “You said that there were others like me, humans, here on this planet,” his voice tightened as he thought of the deep betrayal it meant to Earth.

      “You said that they were working with the Scales . . .”

      The leader paused at the door, looking back at Dane over one shoulder.

      “It is true. Only a few, and always with the Scale chiefs and war masters. I’ve seen them while I clean the upper buildings. There is one above right now, up in the Scales’ platforms!”

      “Then take me to him,” Dane heard his own rage in his low growl. “Or tell me how to find them.”

      The leader of the slave Chr-At nodded just once. It seemed that, predator or prey, they could understand the principle of revenge.

      “That I can do for you, human,” he said, showing off his sharp, white teeth.
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      “He’s up there!?” Dane whispered in apparent horror at what the leader of the slave Chr-At was suggesting.

      It was still the dark of night, but Dane could guess from the slight umbral glow on the horizon that they had to be approaching morning. It had taken a long time to get the urban Chr-At to realize he was actually an ally and then an even longer time to climb this far into the Exin township.

      Dane and the leader of the Chr-At had made their slow way to where they said the other human was located, and to do this that meant that they had to climb. First came the metal ladders that were designed for the Chr-At, it seemed, in order to quickly ascend to the factories and processing facilities dotted around the lowest levels of the town.

      The ladders had led to suspended walkways, galleries, and balcony levels that cranked and thumped and creaked with noise as the blocky processing units they contained whirred and belched smoke. Everywhere was lit by the same dim, green lights—but Dane saw no Exin warriors or guards.

      “Why would they bother? They know that they could burn down the entire jungle from space if they wanted to, destroying our planet,” the leader ahead of him murmured when Dane mentioned this fact.

      So, the Chr-At who had been captured as slaves led a miserable existence on the industrial grounds underneath the Exin. They were being sent to work in shifts in the processing factories that extracted blue-steel ore from the distant mines dotted here and there across the Challenge Planet. Different Chr-At slaves would be brought up to the higher levels to serve in some way or another, or, like the one who had saved Dane’s life, they were sent down to the tunnels below to aid in the cleanup and security.

      It’s no wonder they are riddled with scars, Dane thought to himself as he had to duck under a sudden out-gassing of viciously hot steam.

      Their progress was slow because even though there were no Exin guards, the leader was careful to avoid any direct contact even with their own people.

      “Some of my brethren do not share the same beliefs that I do,” the leader confessed sadly as they waited behind one metal block where four tired-looking Chr-At climbed down toward the ground below at the end of a shift.

      “We used to be a very proud people—and a very peaceful one too. We had a whole planet! And ample enough dangers and predators in the wilds to contend with. No need to go to war with each other.”

      Dane watched as the older alien shook his head sadly.

      “The Scales have changed everything. Where there was once unity, there is now division. Some of our people would now report their own family if it meant more food. There is no bond as there once was.”

      “So fight!” Dane urged in a low and urgent voice. “Rise up, if you can. Defend what is left of your culture, your people!”

      The leader Chr-At did not even look at their human charge, but instead out at the distant, dark gloam of the deep forest, and said nothing. With a shrug, the alien stood up and indicated that they were free to continue their journey.

      Up more metal ladders and hiding beside more power relays and metal processors until, finally, the leader paused at the last small set of gantry stairs that led up to the greater Exin township.

      The port town of the Exin was not comprised of many buildings, Dane had to admit—but each one sat in a nest of their own metal scaffolding connected to the broad base that Dane had climbed through. When the leader pointed, Dane could see silvered walkways between the nearest tall, high-rise blue-steel building and its rounded neighbor. Dim green lights moved through the gap, which Dane took to be Exin drones going about their constant work through the night.

      “This is the one. I was cleaning the windows when I saw him,” the leader pointed up the side of the building, where multiple scalloped balconies popped out of the sides at various irregular places.

      “Fourth one up, second along . . .” the leader pointed.

      Dane guessed that each of these balconies was in fact a part of some kind of suite of rooms or offices inside the building. He prayed that the human—whoever he was—was still in the one where he’d been seen.

      The leader stayed low, scampering on the smaller service gantry that ran underneath the street until they came to a bobbled metal storage unit. As the leader drew closer, the green jewel on their own collar flashed, and the door opened, for the leader to pull out what appeared to be a large metal trolley. Working with all the skill of someone who has become used to the tools of their trade, Dane watched as the leader pulled out short railings on the sides and wheeled the trolley over to the base of the building, where a blue glow flashed as it magnetically clamped onto the side of the wall.

      “Control it here. Go.” The leader was pointing straight up, and Dane was pleased that he didn’t have to freestyle climb the entire height of the building.

      “Thank you.” Dane stepped onto the cleaning cart and pulled the makeshift canvas cloak a little tighter around him. Another gift from the Chr-At, this was precisely what they wore when the weather was bad. Dane knew that the protection would not cover him from any active security scans, but for a distant Exin observer, if he hunkered down and kept his flesh out of view, it might buy him a little time.

      “You are very brave, human,” the slave Chr-At leader said in response, pressing the power button and stepping back as the trolley started to rise into the air at a slow and steady rate.

      “So are we all, when we have to be,” Dane said heavily, earning a serious, measured look from the alien below him, before the leader turned and vanished into the darkness, leaving the marine alone to consider his next actions.

      The trolley did not move quickly, and Dane huddled as best he could in the corner nearest the small railing, his eyes peeled on the portholes of crystal or glass that he passed. He saw snapshots of the Exin interior, large and small rooms, all dark save for the dim, green lights, and with rooms that appeared to be large lounges or halls. Several had statues or what could be art or could be technology for all that Dane knew. Friezes on the walls that depicted strange, organic whorls and sharp, pointed shapes, alongside displays of what could only be weapons.

      Was this where the Exin lived or where they met? Dane had no idea. He passed two levels and then the next—

      To see a room that was filled with rows upon rows of long metal tubes, a design that he had seen before.

      The buttresses in the Exin Beacon, Dane thought, remembering how they had opened with rushes of steam and gas. And out had leapt the Exin warrior caste, each one who had the task to activate the Exin Beacon and summon the Exin jump ship.

      That room alone could have contained thirty or forty of the warrior caste. Dane wondered if that was how they slept. Or were kept in waiting . . .

      For an Earth invasion? Dane considered, before one side of the trolley was being eclipsed by shadow, and there was balcony four. The very one where the human collaborator was supposed to be staying.

      The trolley crunched to a halt beside the strange midnight-blue metals of the balcony, and Dane breathed slowly . . .

      Just as the sky above the planet peeled open with fire bursts and thunder.
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      “Keep an eye on your sides, people!” Otepi snarled to her squad as she slammed through one fireball, for it to flare around the nose of her modified starfighter and reveal the dome of the planet underneath.

      Alarms were going off all around her, and she gritted her teeth in frustration. This was a foolish idea. This was an insane idea.

      “I got scans from the planet coming in!” she heard one of her flight marines—the forward scout in the super-fast and smaller vessel—called out. He dipped lower toward the white orb of the planet, with hazes of green and blue seen through the gaps in the upper cloud level.

      It wasn’t a large planet, not as big as Earth, Otepi was thinking. How could such a small planet produce such a devastating civilization as the Exin?

      “Send them in, marine!” the captain said tersely. “Broadcast to main group . . .” she was saying, just as she saw the small marine scout ship suddenly burst apart in a flare of white-and-orange plasma.

      No! He’d been shot out of the sky. From the surface. This planet clearly had surface-based defenses.

      “Another barrage burst at vector two-oh-five . . .” she heard her gunnery sergeant call and saw him out of the corner of her eye pulling hard on the firing stick to release another high-atmosphere barrage of explosive plasma charges. They’d never done this sort of thing before. They had no idea if this was how you went about invading an entire planet . . .

      It wasn’t how the Exin played it, Otepi thought bitterly. They had just appeared one day in near orbit and proceeded to bombard a number of Earth cities from above, as well as releasing the deadly Exinase virus to finish off the job that their small number of seed craft had started.

      But that was not the official strategy for the Marine Corps, Otepi was momentarily grateful to acknowledge. They did not use biological or chemical weapons. Even against an enemy like the Exin, they did not, and could not, stoop low enough to completely destroy an entire planet’s ecosystem.

      So instead, the rushed plan had been this: jump to the coordinates that they had retrieved from the Exin Beacon and do everything in their power to strike at what they deemed to be strategic targets. Ports. Factories. Reactors and power plants . . .

      And hope that the strike is just as unexpected as theirs was on Earth, Otepi thought, her eyes flicking to the clock in the top left of her suit HUD.

      
        
        >00.24.38 . . .

      

      

      Twenty-five minutes. That was all the time that they had available to them to get the job done—and even that felt like it would be too long out here.

      As soon as Otepi had retrieved the destination encoded within the Exin Beacon, they had put into place Operation Hammer Blow, which had already been designed and gamed by much brighter minds than hers (or so they led her to believe).

      The human Deployment Gate One, the one that had the jump facility, would take twenty-five minutes from opening a directed wormhole to this spot in the universe and then cycling back to open again. In between that time when Otepi and her strike force of starfighters appeared in space, they would be on their own for a full twenty-five minutes—almost half an hour before the simulated wormhole could be reopened, and they could return to Jupiter orbit.

      And then what? Otepi remembered her earlier qualms. She (maybe) and whoever remained of her suicide squad would return to Jupiter to join in the next muster, as they fully expected the Exin to retaliate.

      She felt like they were kicking the hornet’s nest. Not that she minded that so much. What she minded was the fact that she couldn’t strategize or prepare for what would happen next. After she had arrived or after they got back. If any of them did.

      And now their lead scout was down.

      “Secondary scout ship! You’re up!” Otepi called, as she watched the ripple of plasma blasts burst apart in the upper atmosphere, creating a wide spray of fire and chaos. This was believed by the marine tacticians to confuse enemy radars and scanners.

      “Where are we going, Captain!?” called one of her pilots in another of the squadron of starfighters behind her. Each one was loaded with missiles designed to be fired from low orbit. But it would still require dipping into the atmosphere if they wanted to be sure of a strike.

      Flash!

      And to avoid the sudden beams of purple light that shot up from the surface like torch beams.

      “Evasive action!” Otepi called, pulling hard on the flight sticks in her hands to veer the craft off to one side, away from the spears of violent light being thrown up by one patch of the planet.

      Which Otepi guessed also meant that was one of the Exin capital cities . . .

      
        
        >Message Received! Downloading scan data . . .

      

      

      But then, all of a sudden, Captain Otepi’s screen flickered into life as the scan from her first scout ship came through. Even though it had been destroyed by the Exin ground lasers, the marine scout had managed to hit the transmit button before he was blown apart.

      Lines of neon code surged down one side of her screen.

      “Are you reading this?” she called, for the rest of her phalanx to call back that they were.

      And, in horror, Otepi realized that most of the planet was uninhabited.

      The scans were showing vast continents of forest, dotted with small industrial complexes and a few port towns. This couldn’t be the home of a multi-planetary civilization, could it!?

      What if we got the coordinates wrong!? Otepi suddenly realized the Marine Corps’s basic error. They had assumed that the Exin Beacon would signal to the Exin home world. They had assumed that the warp-capable jump ship, the one that had arrived in the orbit of Planet 892, had landed and then had fled the scene again—with Sergeant Williams—must have come from the prime world of the Exin civilization.

      It was such an advanced ship. The most advanced that the humans had ever seen of their adversaries. How could it not also have come from the most advanced world of their enemies?

      But clearly—it didn’t.

      “Captain! On our two o’clock!” one of the pilots in her attack group was calling, and she turned her eye to her ship’s sensor scan . . .

      To see that something strange was happening further out in the orbit of the planet. There were massive displays of radionic and magnetic energy. Even as she looked with her naked eyes at the port screens, she could see the way that the stars seemed to haze and blur, as if they were passing through a very localized heat wave.

      And there were rippling flashes of light as ship after Exin ship started to arrive through the custom-built wormhole.

      And in their center, rippling from brilliance into materiality, came the Exin jump ship itself.

      “Attack group ready for direct engagement!” Otepi called, her eyes sliding to the timer until her window to return home reopened.

      
        
        >00.21.07 . . .
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      What!? Dane tensed instinctively. The ruddy predawn skies of this alien planet were now tormented with gales of fire and waves of smoke blistering the sky.

      They were being fired upon. From above. But who . . . ?

      Suddenly, the entire building shuddered, and Dane could feel the reverberation through the trolley he stood upon. A glare of purple light shot out through the top of the building itself and speared up toward the sky.

      “Defense lasers,” Dane whispered in horrified awe, but one thing was for certain. Whatever was going on over the skies of the Challenge Planet, he would have to get his own personal mission done quickly. He hopped over the railing to the balcony and looked through the large, rounded porthole on the other side.

      And saw a suite of rooms made of the same dark midnight-blue metals, dimly lit, with low, curving objects that could be seats and one bank of holographic displays flickering with information.

      And standing at these boards was a figure. A human.

      Dane felt his heart thump in a rage that he hadn’t fully experienced before. It wasn’t just the fact that there was a human standing there, a child of Earth, apparently working the holographic controls with ease and competence that suggested skill. Experience.

      It was also that Dane knew him.

      The human wore a close-fitting mesh encounter suit (the very same sort that Dane himself wore, which the Exin had made for him at the start of his challenge) but over this suit was a jacket and utility belt that Dane recognized from his intelligence briefings.

      This man had short-cropped, sandy-colored hair and had a spray of stubble over his cheeks.

      It was the Hyena.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you get here!?” Dane growled. The last time that he had seen this man, this terrorist, it had been when Dane had retaken Deployment Gate One from the Hyena’s band of ex-military and Martian secessionists called the New Earthers.

      The Hyena was the man who was behind the death of First Admiral Keel and was also involved in the smuggling of Exin biotech to Earth and releasing the spore creatures that had created the Exinase virus.

      Dane had personally knocked this man out, flinging his body into the electric controls that ran the wormhole-jumping station, shocking him into unconsciousness. The Hyena had then (Dane presumed, as he himself had been pretty beaten up at the time) been taken by the Marine Corps into protective custody. He should be languishing in some high security military prison right now, shouldn’t he . . . ?

      But the Hyena did not look imprisoned as he worked the computer controls. In fact, Dane could even see a glass of something on the side table that could very easily be wine. Prisoners, as a rule, did not get wine.

      As Dane watched in confused outrage, the Hyena stepped forward and grappled with two of the holographic controls. Dane saw him twitch them, moving a purple rune over a dark screen to match up with something, and he twisted his hands abruptly.

      There was a violent shake through the body of the building itself, and another flare of purple blast shot upwards into the sky.

      He’s even guiding the defense of this planet!! Dane snarled, raising the Exin shell gun, and pointed at the man’s legs. He would have preferred shooting him through the heart for his treachery, but even in the depths of his anger, he could not bring himself to commit murder.

      Dane aimed . . .

      And quickly, the man twitched to one side, seeming to notice Dane’s shape in the window . . .

      Dane fired as the man jumped, and the bolt smashed through the glass of the porthole with a deafening crack and slammed into the floor where the Hyena had been. The lights in the room flashed a warning orange as an alarm call suddenly blared.

      But Dane was already moving. There was no way out now. He was committed. He jumped forward through the broken-open porthole and into a roll, sliding across the metal floor.

      Flash! A sizzling purple bolt just missed him, shooting past to slam into one of the low chairs and break it apart with a flash of fire and noise. The Hyena had an Exin sidearm and was firing back at him from where he was scrabbling behind a computer bank.

      “You!” Dane roared, coming up out of his roll and firing a volley into the edge of the computer bank. Sparks flew and steam hissed from the strange alien components inside. There were several of the low seats and higher tables between him and the Hyena. On the wall was a display of long-handled, bladed weapons.

      “You betrayed your own people! You betrayed Earth!” Dane kept up the volley against the cover, firing to keep the man down as he jumped forward.

      “Ssskreych!” A sudden roar as the door at the far end of the room hissed open, and an Exin guard appeared, already lowering his own shell gun at Dane.

      Frack! Dane fired at the open doorway to the corridor beyond, and the Exin dodged back out of sight.

      Flash!

      But this brief moment had given the Hyena another chance to fire. Luckily, the shot missed Dane, slamming and exploding against the wall by his head. But it was close enough for Dane to throw himself across the room and behind the solid metal stand that functioned as a table.

      “Skrargh!” The Exin at the door fired into the room, slamming into the metal at Dane’s back.

      Frack. Frack. Frack. Dane had to come up with a plan and quick if he didn’t want to get overwhelmed and surrounded.

      “I heard you were loose, Williams!” the Hyena shouted. “I tried to tell the queen not to bother. To just go ahead and kill you, but she is a stickler for tradition.”

      Dane nudged his gun to one side and fired a volley, for the Hyena and the Exin guard to duck back out of the way.

      “You should have run!” Dane shouted back, before another scatter of shots forced him to retreat behind his cover.

      “You’re on the losing side, marine!” the Hyena crowed. “The Exin are almost ready for the endgame. The total invasion of Earth . . .”

      “How could you?!” Dane snarled back, firing another shot before ducking back home. He saw the Hyena roll out from his hiding place to another of the solid tables. The tables were almost surrounding the Hyena as the Exin threw covering fire at Dane’s position.

      This is it. Dane’s thoughts were racing, as another set of his thoughts repeated the Hyena’s last words, over and over. The total invasion of Earth. He was going to see the end of life on Earth as he knew it.

      Dane’s mind raced back to the Chr-At, to the slave people who scurried under the platforms of the Exin, doing their work, begging for scraps, and suffering the consequences of any torturous whim of their alien overseers.

      He imagined that same order marching through Earth, through planet after planet. An entire galaxy run by one fanatical queen . . .

      No. Dane’s eyes flickered to his only chance. And fired.

      His shots slammed into the wall of the ceremonial weapons hanging over the Hyena’s crouched position. With a rupture of light and noise, the glass and the short spears, halberds and stranger things hit the floor around the mercenary. Dane heard a sudden shout of pain—but he was already darting forward, twisting in midair as he fired at the doorway.

      The Exin guard had been foolish enough to advance into the room already, so convinced that he was of his victory. Dane’s shots took the guard down and sent him flinging back into the corridor. The marine spun back around quickly to the Hyena . . .

      To already see the man standing up and swinging one of the bladed weapons straight at him.

      “Ack!” The Exin weapon smacked the gun out of Dane’s hands with a shock that hurt his wrists and elbows. Dane saw it flung through the air of the room.

      The Hyena snarled victoriously, showing his teeth as he prepared to run Dane through.

      But the Exin ceremonial weapons were all around, on the floor, everywhere.

      Right in front of Dane’s feet . . .

      The marine kicked forward with his foot, hooking the pole arm and flicking it up as the Hyena came in for the kill.

      “Urk!” Dane’s adversary had to suddenly lurch to one side as the blade on a stick flashed up through the air . . . but still, it caught him on the side of the cheek, sending a spray of blood down his encounter suit.

      Dane snatched at the Exin short spear as it rebounded, catching it with both hands and swinging the blunt end at the Hyena’s head.

      Clang!

      The mercenary was clearly much quicker than Dane had given him credit for, as he had already twisted the weapon that he held around. He parried Dane’s spear and shot back a counter strike.

      Slam! Dane parried it instinctively, using the spear like a quarter staff as he swung the other end to test the Hyena’s defenses.

      Both men were trained fighters. Both men were fighting for their lives. They swung and jabbed with the stolen alien weapons, sweeping strikes that whistled as they tore through the air, flashing close enough for each of them to feel the breath of wind right in front of their eyes.

      Clang! And they parried, sending shocks up and down each other’s arms as they tried to strike out at each other’s head, shoulders, hands, and legs.

      “Who got you out of prison?” Dane snarled after a particularly powerful strike had pushed the Hyena back toward the window side of the room. “Who helped you escape—your New Earthers?” Dane swept with the blade, referring to the Martian insurrectionists who thought that they could use the Deployment Gate to jump to another pristine Earthlike planet. They had been manipulated and fooled by this man right in front of him.

      The Hyena jumped back, panting for breath. “We’re bigger than that. More powerful than you think.” He lunged, and Dane had to leap over one of the blown-apart tables to avoid getting diced. The two men regarded each other warily, pacing around each other for a moment as each caught their breath.

      “Your New Earthers are already crushed!” Dane scoffed. “I heard the Marine Corps took in their leadership on Mars just a few months ago.”

      “You think this is about the New Earthers!?” the Hyena spat, jumping forward to jab his own spear at Dane.

      Clang! There was a scatter of brilliant sparks as Dane caught it with a parry of his own and then had to block another jab, and another and another, before he got a chance to lunge forward and drive the Hyena back again. Dane could feel the exhaustion rippling through his body. Unlike the Hyena, Dane knew that he hadn’t had enough to eat these last few days. Not enough for this.

      “There’s a group. A Brotherhood.” The Hyena was sneering at him. “We’ve got members in the highest political circles. Governments. Corporations. They got me out of your prison, marine!”

      The Hyena tried to jump to one side, but a sharp sweep from Dane blocked him off.

      “A secret society?” Dane felt his blood boil all over again, giving him a much-wanted burst of energy. “One that wants the Exin to take over!?”

      “Fool!” The Hyena ducked to one side again and Dane reacted—but it was only a feint. The man instead kicked out at one of the broken tables to slam into Dane’s calves and send him flying to the floor in a sprawl.

      “Ach!” Dane rolled on the floor as the Hyena sprang at him. Luckily, he still had his pole arm in his hands, and he used it to bat away the Hyena’s attacks.

      “It’s always about the money!” The Hyena spat in apparent disgust at Dane’s naivete. “You think that there isn’t money to be made in a war? Exin tech? Exin services? This war has—is—going to change everything for all of us. And the Brotherhood are going to make sure that they end up on top, no matter who is in charge!”

      Clang! Dane parried and blocked as best as he was able, but he was on his back, and the Hyena had the higher position and the upper hand.

      “And now you think your people can do anything by attacking the Challenge Planet!?” The Hyena laughed as he jabbed and prodded at Sergeant Dane Williams, who hurriedly attempting to scrabble backward out of the way.

      For a minute, Dane thought that when the Hyena said “your people” he must be referring to the Chr-At, both those outside the Exin township and living free but hunted in the jungles, as well as the slaves that lived underneath them right here.

      But the Hyena knew nothing about Dane’s recent dealings with the Chr-At, did he?

      And the Challenge Planet was being fired upon.

      The Marine Corps! Dane realized and knew it in his heart with a cast iron certainty that this was true. The barrage of air blasts in the sky—the people attacking the Challenge Planet had to be his fellow marines, somehow, miraculously . . . !

      And Dane’s heart burst open with hope. And courage. If the Marine Corps had found a way to get here, all the way here across thousands or hundreds of thousands of stars and light years—then there had to be a chance, didn’t there?

      “Ackh!”

      Dane was thinking all of these things when, all at once, a spear of pain ran through him. The Hyena had skewered him with the ceremonial blade, straight through the meat of one of his calves. The shock of it, compared to the pain, momentarily made Dane gag for air—which gave the Hyena enough time to kick the blade that Dane held out of his hands.

      “There.” The Hyena twisted the blade that stuck Dane to the floor savagely, and tears blurred Dane’s vision. For a long moment, all Dane could hear was the ringing of tinnitus in his ears—but then it cleared into the growling, scornful laugh of the Hyena himself.

      “You’re done, Williams.” The man laughed. “It won’t be long until the Exin guards are back. They probably won’t even bother to take you before the queen this time . . .”
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        >00.17.38 . . .

      

      

      “Squad One pull back!” Otepi was shouting when she saw the first flight of five Marine Corps starfighters pull ahead to engage with the newly-arrived Exin fleet.

      The human crafts were too far ahead. They weren’t going to dazzle and disorient their enemy. They were merely going to be . . .

      Cannon fodder.

      
        
        >Marine Tactical Server / Captaincy / OTEPI . . .

        >>Multiple contacts . . .

        >>Fighter Seven disabled . . .

        >>Fighter Five destroyed . . .

        >>Fighter Three seriously compromised . . .

        >>Fighter Eight . . .

      

      

      “Frack it, frack it, frack it!” Otepi snarled at the attack vectors that she was watching, overlaying the real-world visions of orange-and-purple plasma exploding and flaring in the night ahead of her.

      The opposing Exin fleet was small in comparison to the waves that they had fielded against Earth. This has to be a first response strike group, Otepi thought. If, that was, the Exin operated in any way like humanity did in times of war.

      But even though the Marine Corps fighters were faced with just a limited number of the Exin seed craft, the alien attack craft had somehow arrived from their warp seemingly already firing. Maybe their attack computers were faster than the humans were, Otepi conceded. Or maybe right now she didn’t have time to wonder.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” called her second copilot watching the screens, and Otepi was already throwing their craft into a fast spin as a purple pillar of light shot upwards from the surface of the planet below and just missed them.

      “Good work,” Otepi breathed in relief. She knew that the only indication that any of them had before the planet’s defenses fired was the miniscule change in electromagnetic pulse radiation that indicated the laser discharge.

      They dipped and swam, skipping across the atmosphere of the planet as their screens hazed white with the corona of entry and then phased again to the vision of the stars above. Each vision was just as flame-filled as the last, however, as above her the space was starting to light up with exploding marine starfighters from the forward squadron.

      Otepi saw parts of her own comrades’ crafts breaking apart and spiraling, nose over wings. She listened to the sudden coughs of shock or snarls of fury from the cockpits of those brave men and women before the void took them.

      No. No. No . . .

      Had they been fools to think that they could do this? That they could disable the Exin home world so quickly and completely? Apparently they couldn’t even find the home world!

      Maybe. Otepi ground her teeth as she squeezed the firing triggers. She sent a strafe of her own plasma bolts thumping after a racing seed craft attack fighter that had been attempting to circle around the forward attack squadron. Her fire found it before it could target one of her own, and the flash of its explosion was a small joy for the steely woman.

      But then again, Otepi gripped the guiding stick to cast another glance at the readouts of the planet below. There were only a few sporadic electronic signatures down there. Nothing large enough to be a capital city, she thought. But what did she know of Exin demographics?

      Then again, everyone who had decided to join this mission had known the cost. They knew that it was a first strike, a desperate strike, a kamikaze operation. One fell blow to stop the war.

      “Ready the Goliath!” she hissed. Her message was transmitted back over the marine servers to the smaller, sleeker starfighter that was being held back, as per her own orders.

      This smaller human craft looked different than the others. It was barely more than a torpedo on X-wings. It looked as though any stray passing bolt of alien fire would take it out of the skies—and it probably would. But that was why the third squadron was clustered close nearby, firing at any approaching alien craft that could disrupt their plans.

      The Goliath, sarcastically named because it was such a small vessel, actually contained something very large.

      The largest thermonuclear device that humanity could cobble together—a daisy-chained rig of multiple neutrino bombs inside an iron superstructure which could be dropped from the upper atmosphere to the planet below. This was Otepi and the Marine Corps’s secret weapon.

      This was their city killer.

      “Bring up the largest population center on the planet,” Otepi snarled, her eyes flickering to the Deployment Gate time signature.

      
        
        >00.16.24 . . .

      

      

      She wished that she had a way to relay a message back to the Marine Corps around distant Jupiter, to tell them that as soon as the Deployment Gate had cycled up again, they should come through with every military and civilian craft they had to muster.

      But no, Otepi did not have those capabilities—and that was not her job, either.

      She was here to do one thing. To destroy cities.

      “Got it, Captain. Eighteen miles across your three o’clock,” her copilot and navigator said.

      Otepi gritted her teeth and nodded as her gloved hands adjusted her course. Far above her head and her craft the forward squadron was burning and dying, but they were at least doing their job. They were keeping the mother ship and the vast majority of the Exin seed crafts occupied while Otepi’s attack squadron as well as the Goliath’s escort squadron did their work.

      The captain focused on the small, blinking attack vector that appeared on her screen over the Exin’s largest city—the same one that was firing the defense lasers at them.

      “Begin attack flight. Let’s burn this city to the ground,” Otepi hissed.
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      “Sckrech!” Dane fluttered open his eyes to see that two more of the Exin had arrived in the chamber, cautiously, with their shell-like guns leveled at him across the smashed furniture of the room.

      “You can inform the queen I have the situation under control,” the Hyena said in a gasp of pain. He was injured too, but he leaned against the pole blade that stuck Dane to the floor, sending another ripple of agony through the marine.

      “Sss-kry-ah!” one of the Exin said, and there was a flash of light from their jaw as the software translated.

      “Not the queen. War Master Okruk,” the Exin said, as another vibration pulsed through the building. It wasn’t a strike from the attacking Marine Corps, Dane recognized. It was the same wave of power that swept through every time that the building’s defense laser fired. Against his own side.

      “Queen too busy,” the Exin said in what was for them, a matter-of-fact voice. “War master wants you to tell us the weaknesses in human attack. Now!”

      The Exin stalked toward the wall of computers, one side blackened and sparking, but several screens still flickering with digital life.

      Through the tears of pain, Dane could make out small attack shapes, each one seeming to spiral across the surface of the Challenge Planet.

      “How could you . . .” Dane gasped. The Hyena cast him a look, gave another cruel shove on the pole blade, and moved to examine the battle map.

      “All that Earth has given you . . .” Dane whispered and wondered if the Hyena’s shoulders flinched a little as the mercenary set himself to the task.

      “There. They are trying to keep the mother ship busy while this group attacks,” the Hyena was saying, pointing at two groups of flaring orange vectors.

      “It must be some kind of tactical strike. You have to take them out now!” the man was saying as Dane turned to look down at the blade still holding him to the floor. The Exin and the Hyena were busy. They were rushing their hands over controls, probably aiming the building’s defense lasers at marines that Dane himself knew.

      I can’t let him do this . . . Dane steeled himself, reaching down to grasp the haft of the weapon. Even touching it sent another tidal wave of agony soaring up through him.

      But Dane was a man who was used to pain.

      Not just used to pain, Dane thought grimly. He was good at pain. Ever since the roof of the New Sanctuary Mech-Wrestler Dome had fallen on him, and he had become infected with the Exin virus (before the aliens had cured him of it, ironically) he had been living with nerve pain every day of his life. Sometimes it had been a crawling, constant sensation, and at others a constant fire that threatened to unman him at every turn.

      Concentrate on your goals . . . He remembered his Marine Corps training, coupled with the shallow breathing exercises that he had been taught.

      This is just a sensation. Just an experience, like any other.

      And up from his memory came the words of the Oath of the Mechanized Infantry Division.

      Through Fire and Fury . . .

      Dane grasped the blade and pulled it, all at once, hearing the sickening sound of his own body giving up its invader. He gasped.

      “Sckh?” There was a confused sound from one of the Exin soldiers as Dane threw one arm against the floor. With an overhead throw, he launched the pole arm with the other like a javelin through the air—

      “Urk!” It struck one of the Exin and threw him against the ground with a spurt of greenish ichor. But there was still the Hyena—looking around in shock at the impossible thing that had happened—and the other Exin, turning to raise his shell gun.

      Pheet! Pheet-pheet!

      For the other Exin guard to fall backward under a hail of arrows.

      Arrows!? Dane’s mind could barely register what was going on, as small, mostly furred shapes sprang through the broken-open window, firing.

      It was the Chr-At. It seemed that the chief of the slave Chr-At had found his bravery after all.
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        * * *

      

      “No!” The Hyena was shouting in surprise and shock as the man dove out of the way, reaching for one of the Exin’s dropped guns while the room became a skirmish of aliens fighting.

      The Chr-At were smaller and not armored at all compared to their Exin masters. They also did not have any of the plasma weapons that the Exin did.

      But they were quick. And they were fierce too. Decades of oppression and mistreatment lent a fury to their attacks as they fired their bows which had been fashioned from scrap metal, shooting arrows of sharpened metal rods against their tormentors.

      Dane saw others too, leaping to attack the two Exin with crude blades of torn scrap metal, or else using the solid-metal lump hammers that doubtless many used in the Exin factories, but now turned against their masters.

      But Dane was throwing himself against the body of the Hyena, struggling with the man as he reached for the Exin shell gun.

      “No, you don’t!” Dane grabbed onto the man’s belt and pulled him a foot or more out of the way. Dane’s own leg was a constant, but distant, thundercloud of pain. He knew that if he even spared it a moment of attention, it would undo him. He survived on determination and anger alone as he clawed his way up the man’s chest to grab his arms.

      “What are you doing! You are dooming us all!” The Hyena surprised him by saying, before the mercenary brought up a knee to strike Dane in the chest and knock the wind out of him.

      “Ach!” Dane rolled off the Hyena, batting at the Exin shell gun as the Chr-At chittered, and the Exin roared as they fought all around him. A purple bolt of Exin plasma burst through the air, and Dane heard a final, terrible shriek from one of his allies.

      The shell gun skittered across the floor out of Dane and the Hyena’s grasp. Dane could hear the Hyena gasping as he struggled into a crouch.

      Thwack! But Dane was upon him, a good right slug to the jaw that knocked the Hyena back, but the Hyena lashed out again with a boot.

      “Oof!” Dane felt his leg explode in agony as the Hyena’s blow struck it. He saw stars before his eyes as the Hyena scrabbled toward the gun.

      But, as the pain cleared from Dane’s eyes, his hands found the crude handle of something that he had dropped. It was the curved tooth dagger that the queen herself had pushed into his hands. He grabbed at it and threw himself forward, barreling into the Hyena even as the man snatched up the dropped gun . . .

      And then Dane was atop the mercenary and pushing the queen’s Challenge dagger against his throat.

      “Stop.” Dane breathed hard through his nose, and it took every fiber of his being to stop his arm from finishing the job of killing the mercenary. He saw the Hyena’s eyes blink in fright as he looked up at him.

      “Do it! Just kill me already!” the mercenary spat.

      For an awful moment, Dane felt the electric thirst for vengeance run up through him, across his shoulders, down his arms to the hand that held the dagger . . . But that isn’t what we do, Dane thought to himself.

      That isn’t what a marine does.

      “No,” Dane said.

      “You’re a coward and an idiot!” the Hyena snarled up at him.

      Dane held the blade at the man’s throat, a part of him wishing that he was a bit more like the Hyena. But he wasn’t.

      “No,” Dane repeated. “This is what separates us, you and me. You and your Brotherhood fight for money and power. But I’m a marine. I fight for Earth.”

      “Then you’re still an idiot,” the Hyena said bitterly. “If you and your marines have their way, then they will sentence all of humanity to an early grave!”

      “What?” Dane didn’t follow. It had grown quiet around them, and Dane realized that the fighting aliens had finished. There was chittering and pained sighing. The Chr-At had won, overpowering their enemies. Dane was dimly aware that more of the smaller aliens were pouring into the room, climbing up the side of the building using their long limbs and tails as easily as if this were a metal forest. They were chittering at each other in fierce, urgent whispers as they surrounded the two humans on the ground, locked in a deadly embrace.

      “The Brotherhood is the only way that humanity survives, you idiot!” the Hyena was saying. “The Brotherhood, like me, are negotiating a way to survive as a client planet of the Exin. The Exin are too big. Too powerful. Check the computers yourself if you don’t believe me!” The mercenary pointed at the computers behind Dane’s head.

      Which reminds me, Dane thought, as he leaned closer to the Hyena. “I want the mainframe codes. The defense controls of this planet. The Exin military codes. Everything you can get.”

      The Hyena froze, blinked, and then laughed a dry, defeated bark of a laugh. “Never. You’re not even listening to me. The Exin are going to win. They were always going to win. You have no idea what you are talking about.”

      “The codes!” Dane pressed the blade a little tighter. “I want access!”

      The Hyena flinched but held Dane’s gaze. “You’d never kill me anyway,” he said.

      “Chr-chr-tk kat!” a voice said by Dane’s shoulder, and he spared a look to see that it was the Chr-At slave chief, with the jaw bug that translated his words, and a very vicious-looking homemade gladius in his hands.

      “No. But I would. Give our friend what he wants!” the Chr-At slave leader said, and the Hyena looked between man and alien before his shoulders sagged.

      “Top pocket. An Exin data card. It’s like a key,” the Hyena hissed. Dane released the man, acting quickly to take back his knife while the Chr-At had the mercenary covered.

      They got the Hyena to his feet (Dane gasping in pain as he struggled to one hopping foot—he pointedly did not look down at his calf, already seeing the sheet of blood that he was leaving behind him anyway) and lurched toward the surviving Exin military computers as the room shuddered once more with another blast of the defense laser.

      “And we have to turn that thing off too,” Dane whispered as he took the Exin key—a small hexagon of dark, blue-gray steel—and placed it atop the computer bank where the Hyena directed.

      There was a green flash, and the screens started spilling with data.

      “Send it all to the Marine Fleet above us,” Dane growled.

      “What’s the point?” The Hyena shrugged, but a sharp poke from the Chr-At slave chief made the man squeal and forced him to do it.

      “And now turn off the defense lasers! Do it!” Dane growled in frustration. Around them, the war party of the slave Chr-At were spilling into the corridors, running through the Exin building. Distantly, Dane heard the flares of plasma fire as they attacked their oppressors.

      “You think your furry friends can win?” the Hyena said miserably, as his hands moved across the screen, and in response, all of the lights across the room flickered once and the deep, vibrational hum stopped.

      “You’ve just signed their death warrants too.”

      “Maybe I have,” Dane muttered. “But at least they have their lives in their own hands now. No more living on their knees—like you want for Earth!”

      The Hyena scowled at Dane for a moment and then pointed at the screen. “Look.”

      Dane did so, to see that at the top, there appeared to be a status bar slowly filling up as the Hyena transmitted the stolen Exin data to the human fleet above. But underneath that was an array of maps. Star maps. A whole lot of orange, interlocking shapes, and a very few green puddles.

      “That, right there, is the Exin empire. The Exin galactic empire,” the Hyena said, pointing at all of the orange shapes. “You can’t see the scale of it, but that little green dot right there?” Dane looked. It looked like a pebble in a sea of fire.

      “That is the Sol system. That is Earth,” the Hyena said.

      Dane blinked. The Exin empire was . . . vast. In comparison, it made Earth’s solar system appear to be a tiny stone placed inside a sea.

      Or not inside, Dane saw. On the edge. Earth was on the edge of the ever-expanding orange tide.

      “You see, that is why the Brotherhood is trading with the Exin, monsters that they are,” the Hyena was saying. “They simply outmatch and outclass us. You have to think bigger, marine! The Exin are at the height of their powers and are about to expand like Spain or Great Britain in the seventeenth century. That is where the Exin are at, and we humans are merely one of those primitive, backward island states about to be engulfed.”

      “Shut up!” Dane turned and hit the Hyena squarely across the jaw, for the man to crumple against the screen and flop to the floor.

      “Do you want me to kill him now?” the Chr-At slave chief said (a little too joyously, to Dane’s reckoning).

      Dane looked down at the unconscious mercenary for a moment. “No. Leave him. He’s one man,” he said, as he turned back to the screens. He has done everything that he could, Dane thought. He had turned off the defense lasers, hopefully saving fellow marine lives, and he had sent the contents of the Exin military computers to the Marine Corps attackers above. Perhaps in those records would be defense positions of the Exin, or factories, or things that the Marine Corps could use.

      Dane heaved a sigh. Maybe he was never truthfully going to get off this planet. But at least he had done something with his life.

      “But—if you leave him, he will be a danger in the future!” the Chr-At leader nudged the unconscious body of the Hyena rather savagely with his foot.

      “Let the Exin have him.” Dane shrugged when he thought of the Hyena. “He is only one man. And my people—like yours—work best when we work together.” Dane thought about his friends at the Marine Corps. “If we work together, then we can achieve anything.”

      “Even stop the Scales?” the Chr-At said a little doubtfully.

      “Especially stop the Scales.” Dane nodded as light flared into their room from something hanging in the air outside their tower.

      It was a ship. A Marine Corps ship.
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      “You’re lucky we didn’t nuke you!” Captain Otepi snapped at Dane as she powered the Marine Corps fighter back through the atmosphere of the Challenge Planet and into the burning void beyond.

      The Exin mother ship was decimating the Marine Corps squadron. She was firing broadsides of plasma fire against the three remaining ships that harried her. Otepi’s own forward squadron was running damage control in trying to counter the Exin seed craft.

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t . . . but aren’t we equally screwed now?” Dane was saying.

      The captain had received Dane’s message and had quickly ascertained that they must have an ally on the surface. Using a simple biological scan, she had discovered the sergeant’s position in the city. Considering that he had turned off the city’s defense lasers, she had swept in to retrieve him.

      “Screwed? Not today, at least.” She pointed up to a patch in space that was starting to ripple and blare with strange light. It was the Deployment Gate, and it was opening a warp tunnel to their location.

      “But . . . The Exin . . .” Dane muttered, hurriedly strapping on his harness in the spare cockpit seat.

      “Wait for it . . .” Otepi pointed at her screen, and Dane saw a glint out there in the stars. Something very small and very fast was flashing through the dark under the battle lines and heading straight for the mother ship.

      “As soon as I realized I wasn’t going to blow up a city, I found a much better target,” Otepi had barely finished saying, when there was a sudden incandescence from the side of the mother ship. Dane had to shield his eyes as their ship shook, and the giant neutrino bomb, the Goliath, slammed into the hull of the mother ship with all the brilliance of an exploding star.

      “Everyone! Fall back! Fall back!” Otepi was shouting at what Marine Corps fighters remained. Dane blinked away afterimages to see small, brilliant flashes of light that had to be the rocketry and plasma engines of the Marine Corps fighters as they withdrew themselves into the open wormhole.

      Dane felt the familiar lurch in consciousness and stomach as Otepi took them through the wormhole too, leaving behind them the slowly turning and breaking-apart remains of the Exin mother ship and the Challenge Planet.

      “She’s the only warp or jump-capable ship that we know of,” Otepi was saying with cool and savage glee. “With any luck, it’ll take the Exin a long time to rebuild her. Long enough for humanity to build our own!”

      Dane slumped in his seat, thinking that at least the massive detonation might also have bought the Chr-At some time in their own struggles too. Perhaps enough time for the Chr-At to flee to their forests and jungles once again.

      Even though Dane’s eyes were closed, he could still see the burning afterimages of the nuke and the flare of burning plasma as they sped through the wormhole. He was going home. At last, with the tattered remnants of Otepi’s first-strike marines around him.

      But Dane’s mind kept on ghosting back to that image of the giant orange sea of the Exin galactic empire, and the tiny pebble that was Earth.

      Could they do it, really? Could he?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        This epic adventure continues in Ring of Steel and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B091XSYH4H

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Steel Cage, the sixth book in the epic Mech Fighter series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series is called Ring of Steel and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B091XSYH4H

      

      

      

      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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