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      Red light flared in Dane’s eyes, reminding him of fire and ruin, of death and destruction.

      Dane Williams, sergeant of the Mechanized Infantry, the Orbital Marines, woke up from a dream of thunder and confusion, of darkness mingled with fire, and of buildings falling down. He gasped for air. Gotta breathe, gotta breathe! Before he knew it, his feet had hit the cool metal floor, and he was lurching forward, escaping some nightmare of crushing weight and fiery inferno—and then the first spasm of pain ran up through his legs.

      “Ach!” His knees locked and he spun, going down and almost hitting his head on the metal desk, had he not caught it at the last moment.

      “Dammit!” He breathed, feeling the inside marrow of his calves and thighs burning as if someone had poured molten lead straight into them. Or maybe like someone had rerouted the entire station’s electricity supply right through Dane’s body. Or had perhaps done both at once, just out of spite.

      Everything around him in the little cubicle room that he called his quarters was cast in that baleful red light, probably precisely what had infiltrated his memories and made him think of crashing buildings and burning fires. The red light waxed and waned, coming from the tiny porthole window above him.

      Again.

      Out there, in the darks of space, Deployment Gate One—the captured jump station of their enemy—was being activated again for the Marine Corps’s latest rounds of tests and probes. The probes were fired through to the habitable Earthlike “Planet 892” on the other side. Every time the gate activated, it cast a red light that streamed in through Dane’s porthole and brought with it a rising sense of panic in the young man—which, right now, wasn’t quite as bad as the rising agony that raced through his legs.

      The sergeant scrabbled at the drawers underneath his bunk, pulling out the metal container to quickly rifle through what meagre belongings the Federal Marine Corps allowed him. Dane had never been much of a man to want things, even before he had joined the Marines, or before the Exin had come and burned half of the human cities off of the face of the Earth. Right now, however, he would have traded everything on this entire station for the pain-injector he was hunting.

      His fingers closed on the bulky object of black plastic, with metal tines at one end like a taser. It was a spare, and one that Doctor Sylvia Heathcote said that he should only use in emergencies. Except, well, everything was an emergency for him right now.

      His regular medical unit, the one that strapped to his thigh and injected the Vito-neura compound that Doctor Heathcote had designed herself, had been defunct for the last week. Dane was still eagerly waiting for the supplies to reach the Near Gate Platform where he was currently stationed, and now, in the words of Heathcote, he was “living on fumes.”

      So he had these, a crap-ass mixture of painkillers and tranquilizers and stimulants that was supposed to replace the Vito-neura, for those patients such as he who had lived beyond all hope of treatment.

      Dane gritted his teeth, refused to think about his prognosis as the red light of the station outside washed over him once more.

      He jammed the injector into each thigh and immediately felt the cooling rush of chemicals spread through his system like a good dose of heaven itself. He heaved a great sigh and wiped the sweat from his brow. As if reacting to this blessing, the red light started to lift and lighten, gently fading away and leaving him in the regular darkness once again. The last round of tests had been completed, and humanity’s personal wormhole had once again quieted.

      The thing was that his condition—the after-effects of being infected by the alien Exinase compound—shouldn’t be affecting him like this, not this badly up here on the edge of Jupiter.

      “There’s something happening to you that we don’t understand,” Heathcote had said over their last glitchy, out-of-synch holo conference last week. “The virus slows down when you’re in space. It races through your body if you’re on an Earthlike planet, but off-planet, it seems to go almost dormant . . .”

      “Not dormant enough, clearly,” Dane growled. He knew that he shouldn’t be grumbling, as he was probably one of the oldest still-living cases of the first wave of Exin contact. The doctor had made sure that, by putting in recommendations with Master Sergeant Lashmeier as well as First Admiral Yankis, Dane was kept on permanent rotation. He moved between the Near Gate Platform where he was now, the Marine Training Platform, and the International Solaris Station—so he never had to set a painful foot on Earth again.

      Which sucked.

      Dane got woozily to his feet and awkwardly stumbled the few steps to the porthole, where he could look out on his current, and perhaps final, home. It was still one hell of a sight, he had to admit.

      In front of him was the curve of the gas giant Jupiter that shepherded their system. He could see the Great Storm, or the Red Spot, constantly boiling away in the lower corner. The rivers of ochre and red and brown and white burned and churned constantly, a never-ceasing storm—which was pretty much like how he thought of his life, right now.

      And there, hanging next to the orb of Jupiter was Deployment Gate One, or the jump-gate—the left-behind wheel station of the alien invaders, which they had used to gain entry to their system not once but twice. Dane had helped lead the efforts to retake it, and then to recapture it from the Martian mercenaries too. They were a cult who called themselves New Earthers because they believed that on the other end of the black hole that station produced was another Earth—another perfect and pristine Eden.

      Dane sighed.

      And they had been right, hadn’t they? he thought. There was another Earth on the other side of that wormhole. There was another planet waiting for them . . .

      And now Earth was colonizing it.

      The Deployment Gate One had been rebuilt by the humans. Right now, the sky was alive with the shuttles and transport ships ferrying cargo and equipment, with squadrons of the twin-nacelle starfighters in constant guarding loop. It was getting busier out there, busier by every shift that Dane looked out.

      They were starting up the Deployment Gate every few shifts now, and each time they did, it created an awful crimson-purple glow that reminded Dane of the battles and the blood that he had to go through to close the damn thing in the first place. Satellites and drones were fired into that crimson warp-glow, as well as rockets and now even entire transporter ships.

      Dane glanced back at the slowly spinning wheel of Deployment Gate One. He told himself not to think about all of the good Marines that he had lost on or near that thing. That was their job, after all—to do the hard work that kept Earth safe.

      But still, Dane’s eyes flickered from the gas giant and the station to the star-flecked darkness further out. He was no good at astronomy. He had no idea which one was which, from this alien angle to Earth.

      He wondered if one of those bright stars was Earth somehow, a home that he was forbidden to return to.

      BWARP! A light flashed over his door, disturbing Dane’s rather morose thoughts.

      “Sergeant Williams, reporting,” he said instinctively, for a robotic voice to reply over his room’s speaker system.

      “Sergeant Williams of the Mechanized Infantry to report to Command Deck immediately.”

      No rest for the wicked. Dane sighed and made himself ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Lost Contact

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sergeants Williams, Cheng, Hopskirk. Prepare for mission brief!” blared the voice of the holo Lashmeier that stood, fading in and out of view, in front of them on the control deck of the Near Gate Platform.

      The Near Gate Platform—or NGE—was one of the larger Marine platforms that had been constructed since the last Exin invasion. Or almost invasion. The Exin had been about to move their entire fleet into Sol space, but Dane had managed to close the wormhole at the Deployment Gate, and the fraction of the Exin fleet that had arrived had been overwhelmed by the Marine Fleet and the flotilla of corporate vessels.

      That had been almost ten grueling months ago. The large Marine platforms that looked like children’s spinning toys, but with jetties and hangars pointing outwards, had been constructed at top speed by the fabricators at the Forge Asteroid Mining Operation. Humanity had accomplished a lot already, but today, Dane knew that it was going to try and achieve a whole lot more.

      The control deck was a large, semi-circular room that was alive with both holo and physical control desks, with gray-blue suited staffers and Marine specialists running through constant checks and procedures to make sure that everything went exactly according to plan. Beside Dane stood the large form of Sergeant Bruce Cheng, as well as the rangier form of Sergeant Hopskirk—the only ones left of the original Mechanized Infantry, first trained after the Exin invasion of nearly five years ago.

      “This is a recorded message,” said the only other person there to address them, red-haired Captain Otepi of the War Walkers Brigade in her black fatigues. She wasn’t a holographic projection (thankfully, Dane thought as he looked at the stalled image of Master Sergeant Lashmeier, stocky and see-through but still with the suggestion of his very square features).

      “Given the time difference between Solaris and Jupiter, we’re switching to a range of recorded messages for mission procedures that our best strategists can predict,” Otepi said with a slight curl of annoyance.

      I guess you don’t like taking orders from holograms either, Dane thought. The point was, as far as he knew from his almost four years of Marine experience—no strategist could predict all the outcomes of an engagement. Not one. Combat just didn’t work like that, did it?

      “Sergeants of the Mechanized Infantry, Deployment Gate One will next be activated at twenty-one hundred hours Earth-local time, and we will have a full standby of the Marine Fleet ready for any possible engagement.”

      “Ready for an Exin fleet to roll over us?” Dane muttered, earning a sharp look from Otepi. Even if she did share the same views as Dane, there was still hierarchy. There was still respect.

      How could everyone be so stupid? Dane continued to think to himself. Every time that they opened the gate, wasn’t there a chance that it would allow an Exin war fleet through again!? Dane could have shouted, had he not had this conversation a thousand times over the last year. At the end of the day, the results were always the same: the top brass of Earth had decided now that they had a personal wormhole generator, by god, they were going to use it!

      “As you know, we have had our best engineers and theoretical physicists working on it, and over the last few months, they have managed to successfully open—and re-open—what they call ‘microwindows.’ Miniature wormholes, if you will, which have sent out probes to the Earthlike Planet 892 on the other side.”

      Another holo appeared, glittering in front of them, and for a moment Dane thought that the screen wasn’t working, because all he saw was black. But then, a sudden sparkle in the top revealed that they were actually looking at the darkened night side of a giant orb. A planet, and above was the theater of its strange, alien stars . . .

      He heard Bruce’s intake of breath.

      The footage continued, the shadowed night side of the New Earth growing closer, until lighter areas could be picked out—seas? Mountain ranges?

      Before it suddenly cut off.

      “What’s that? What happened?” Dane asked.

      “Easy, Sergeant Williams,” Otepi broke in. “Each microwindow can only last for so long. After that, the transmission to Earth is cut.” She gestured and another footage showed, this time of the planet in much closer detail, as the probe must have raced over it like a satellite or a rocket. Dane saw blue and a suggestion of green—green! Actual trees and forests!—as well as craggy peaks reaching up to the lower haze of clouds . . .

      “It’s real,” he heard Hopskirk say, and, even though everyone in this room had known it was real for a very long time, of course, Dane still understood the sentiment. Until they had seen it, an actual living planet, then they didn’t realize how rare and precious such a thing as life really was.

      “Those robotic probes allowed us to conduct our first planned descent for a drone, which was ejected at near orbit over the northwestern hemisphere,” Lashmeier was saying. “It was to sound a constant beacon, powered by hydrogen cell reactors able to last a couple hundred years.”

      The holo screen showed a vector image of how the probe shot across the atmosphere of the planet, as a smaller piece—the Beacon—made a spiraling motion to the surface, releasing parachutes to slow it.

      “That Beacon sends a subspace frequency which our largest satellite array can just about detect. It’s not perfect. We can’t encode any information and even at that subatomic frequency there is a drag on the signal. But it’s something. We have a way to monitor whether that Beacon, and the new colony out there, is operational,” Lashmeier said, which was an incredible achievement in itself, Dane knew. They had a way of keeping in contact with Earth’s first extra-system colony. Sort of. Like looking at the blink of a distant lighthouse and knowing that somewhere out there, was a friendly face. It was the first step to what humanity wanted to do next . . . To reach upwards into the stars.

      “That mission was a success. Now that we have a reliable beacon and radar network set up on one quadrant of the planet, we can begin with the expeditionary team to construct a small habitat.”

      Poor sods, Dane thought of the menagerie of scientists and Marines like himself who had gone through just a month ago. He didn’t know any of them, but he believed that it must take a particular breed of insanity to willingly volunteer to visit an alien world.

      The holos flickered once more. This time, they showed aerial photos of what looked like silver, domed buildings, which had been dropped from orbit or constructed on sight by larger automated Mechs.

      “However . . .” Lashmeier said.

      “Here we go again,” Hopskirk beside him muttered, earning this time a sharp cough from the War Walker Captain.

      “A little over a week ago, the Beacon stopped sounding, and all contact with the expeditionary force was lost. We do not know what caused the malfunction, but we must assume the worst.”

      “That maybe it was a terrible idea to open the gate in the first place?” Dane muttered angrily.

      “Williams!” Otepi snapped at him. “Don’t make me demote you. I have full authority to take you off this mission, you know!”

      “Gentlemen, you have been given a grave task. Perhaps the most monumental mission that our species has ever undertaken since the 1969 Moon Landing.” Even recorded, and even transmitted from a distance, there was a sobering effect in the master sergeant’s words. “You will form a rapid-response scouting team to investigate why we lost contact with the expeditionary force. You will be our emissaries to a new world. Perhaps even a new chance for all of us.”

      Something in Dane reacted at that. He didn’t want a new world. He wanted the old one back.
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      “Hope you’re buckled up, strapped down, and holding on to your particulars!” called the voice of their rangy, small, and utterly irreverent pilot, Joey Corsoni.

      “Preparing launch protocols,” Dane was halfway in the process of saying as he settled into his seat behind the pilot, when Corsoni gave them no time at all and hit the booster rockets that separated the twin-nacelle starfighter, the Gladius, from the NGE. Dane was slammed back into his seat (luckily, he had his X-harness already on) as they shot forward.

      “Sheesh, Corsoni!” Dane heard Cheng grumble, while Hopskirk in the seat behind only whooped in joy.

      “If you’re not used to it by now, champ,” Corsoni said, looking back over his chair to grin at his passengers, “then there’s just no hope for you at all!”

      The Gladius rocketed out from the platform, ignoring the warning signs that blipped at them from the stationary space beacons. Corsoni cut in front of a slow-moving Marine transporter, before swerving down into the right lane.

      “Corsoni! I warned you if you did that again, I’d shoot you!” came the angered cry of the other pilot over the ship comms, but Corsoni just laughed.

      “Hey, Drake—I’m taking my boys through the gate, or hadn’t you heard? Thought we’d better enjoy the ride while we can!” he shot back. They heard a grunt from the other side of the comms.

      “Fair enough. Good luck, I suppose,” the other pilot said, in a tone that Williams thought translated “good luck” into “nice knowing you.” It seemed that Williams’s own suspicion about using the jump-gate was widespread.

      “Yeah, well, I’m tired of this solar system anyway.” Corsoni settled in his seat, grasping the flight control sticks with one hand as he flicked the toggles and buttons on the control boards around him. Ahead in the cockpit, Deployment Gate One grew larger, and bright green vectors glowed directly in front of them, leading straight into it. Dane and the others were all strapped into their own flight chairs behind the pilot, wearing their regular fatigues. Their full Mech-Suits—the Assisted Mechanized Plates or orbital AMPs—were stowed in the hold behind.

      Dane’s eyes were fixed on the giant alien wheel over Jupiter, swimming closer, as it started to turn.

      “Deployment Gate One initiating activation!” came the notice from the Marine central servers, as a list of readouts streamed down one side of the cockpit window in glowing neon.

      Everyone in the Gladius tightened their grips a little as a slight, dusky reddish glow started to emanate from the station as it moved, growing deeper by the second.

      “Marine Squadrons One through Three, move into position.”

      The Gladius slowed, and Dane saw three flights of four similar starfighters pull to the right, left, and below them. Ready to fire if the worst happened—if any of the Exin seed crafts suddenly appeared.

      “They’ve done this a hundred times already, and no sign of the crawdads!” Corsoni seemed to be doing his best to cheer his passengers up, but Dane still detected the tension in his voice.

      It’s like rolling the dice every time, Dane thought to himself, wishing that he was in his AMP suit. Even though he was surrounded by some of the densest hull-plating that the Marine Corps could provide in the form of the Gladius.

      “Activation cycle reaching zenith in T-minus five . . . four . . .”

      Ahead of them, the spoked wheel of the jump station was starting to turn faster and faster with every heartbeat, and the red light was only growing worse, until the spokes of the station itself started to blur and fade.

      “Three . . . two . . .

      The cockpit of their vessel was filled with the same hard glare, and Dane had the sudden notion that this is probably what living in hell was like. The controls and the walls around him—even his fellow sergeants—appeared unreal. The gate was spinning fast now, and the red light was so deep that it looked like a slow-motion inferno that they were moving towards.

      “One and . . . launch!” the Marine servers called, and there was a deep pulse of light, a ripple of white spreading out from the center of the red light to its outer edges. Behind it, there broke into existence a tunnel made out of white light.

      Corsoni kicked down on the pedals that controlled thrust and boosters, switching to the purple pulse-emitters instead of the rockets that threw them forward into the light.

      Dane wondered if this was what dying felt like, as everything flared to a brilliant white light.
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        * * *

      

      “We have stable energy conditions!” Corsoni was saying when Dane blinked. He wondered if he had been unconscious, as it felt as though time had passed. His body ached as if from a massive and sudden acceleration, and when he looked out of the cockpit windows, he saw streaming rivers of white threads racing around them, turning and moving and flowing around their nose cone.

      “Boo-YAH!” Hopskirk shouted beside Dane, and when Dane turned his head, he thought he saw Hopskirk still stuck in the position of shouting, as if Dane was able to look two seconds into the past.

      What the . . . Dane Williams had never had the pleasure of traveling via wormhole before. He didn’t realize that yes, time was behaving strangely, or rather, his heavy-material mammalian brain, designed for a very particular gravity well of a very particular planet, just didn’t have senses acute enough to catch up with what was going on. He felt pulls and pressures against his body as if they were banking and turning in combat flight, but it didn’t look as though they had moved, either . . .

      “Is this normal!?” Dane opened his mouth to ask, but he didn’t hear the words. Or rather, he heard the words as if someone else had spoken them—another Dane, a few seconds in the past of this one—

      Wham! Another flash of brilliant white light, and they were suddenly shooting forward into a starry expanse. The arrival into another part of the galaxy was so swift and sudden that Dane gasped for air, and saw Cheng leaning forward to shake his head groggily.

      “Don’t ever let me do that again,” Bruce Cheng said miserably, although Hopskirk was laughing uproariously.

      “Holy space crap! Did you guys see that!? How fast do you think we were going? How far do you think we went?” Hopskirk was saying with all the enthusiasm of a teenager at a fair.

      “Check for yourself,” Corsoni said with the same brand of glee, nodding to the overhead holo controls as they started to determine where in the universe they were.

      “Calculating fixed stars . . .”

      “Isolating galactic center, analyzing spatial co-ordinates from plane and elliptic . . .”

      That section of the cockpit filled with geometric designs, lines and curves, as the Gladius’s computers struggled to assess where the hell they were for a moment. With a bing, the screen changed to show a flattened picture of the Milky Way Galaxy with its spiral arms, with an almost hilarious tiny vector saying You Are Here halfway along one of the arms towards the middle.

      “And where’s Earth?” Dane breathed, for another small, green, flashing triangle to appear, about a quarter of a turn of the galaxy away, and much nearer the edge than they were.

      Oh. Dane thought. That looked quite a long way away. So far that, at a guess, entire species could evolve in the time it would take them to fly back in the Gladius at Faster Than Light.

      “Target acquired!” the Gladius blipped at them, and suddenly Corsoni was swinging them around to see a dark shadow rise in their forward view.

      An orb.

      A planet.

      Planet 892.
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      “Readying for descent,” Corsoni said as he brought the Gladius lower and lower towards Planet 892. Dane strained in his chair to look out of the portholes to see below them that the surface of the world was dark. They were going to land on the night side, with a projected arrival as approximately thirty minutes before the alien sun broke into dawn.

      It was dark, but he could see the distant glitter of silver rivers and inland lakes, as well as shadowed masses that could have been green if he squinted right.

      “I’m running ship scanners, and I’m not picking up any signs of power from the surface,” Corsoni was saying.

      Just wonderful, Dane thought. If the expedition camp had been up and running and had living, breathing humans in it—then the Gladius should be able to pick up electro-magnetic and radio-frequency signals, shouldn’t it?

      “The Beacon?” Dane asked.

      “Nothing there either,” Corsoni said with a tight voice. “The scans are completely dead. As if no one had ever been there at all . . .” All four Marines went silent for a moment as they considered that, before Corsoni spoke once again. “I’m going to initiate the exo-planet report, so at least you freeloaders have got something to listen to while I try to stop us from breaking apart in re-entry.”

      “Wow, fill us with confidence, huh?” Dane grumbled, but was still glad for the distraction as the computer voice started to speak.

      “Planet 892. Earthlike. Gravity class: Human-standard (2.1% lighter). Surface atmosphere: breathable . . .”

      The Gladius started to shake as they swept lower and lower, and the windows started to blaze with the flare of burning plasma as they cut through the upper atmosphere. Small bleeping alarms sounded, but Dane noticed that Corsoni didn’t appear to be overly worried about them.

      “Twenty-six-hour day, night at current rotation twelve hours long. Planet 892 is noticeable for having a stable rotation around its sun compared to Earth/Sol, resulting in fewer marked seasons . . .”

      Dane felt his own body start to shake as the cockpit around them rattled and bounced. Corsoni was gritting his teeth. His shoulders and hands seemed to be wrestling with the flight sticks as he hit the release for first one air brake, and then another and another.

      “Known toxins present: None (Unknown). Caution advised (Full Environmental Suit) . . . Known lifeforms: Multiple readings and signs of heat and movement. Unknown genetic analysis . . .”

      “Unknown genetic analysis? What the merry hell does that mean!” Hopskirk, despite his earlier enthusiasm, was just as worried about what might walk out of the jungle down there as the rest of them were.

      “They only just started the mapping! That damn expedition was supposed to find out whether the natives were friendly or not!” Corsoni said through a hiss as he wrestled with the flight controls. The Gladius was shaking so badly that Dane could feel his jaw ache inside his flesh. Surely, they couldn’t withstand much more of this!

      Then, all at once, they were free from the clutch of atmosphere, and they were swooping over a dark landscape. Dane looked to see deep forest underneath them, punctuated by much taller trees that were thin and straggly. They looked impossibly tall, maybe as much as two or three-hundred feet high.

      The land was rutted by valleys and gorges, and the Gladius was screaming through these with a deep roar as Corsoni switched to rocketry instead of pulse. Dane saw startled creatures rising from the canopy below, things with two wings and four, and some that looked like bats or flying lizards.

      “Approaching expedition site,” Corsoni called. One of the gorges rose into cliffs on one side, and a few miles out, a patch of bare land appeared, nestled by forest. Dane strained his eyes to see, but it was still nighttime and the dark humps and shapes of half-built buildings were indistinct. The Gladius slowed even more, turning in a high and wide circle above the expedition camp.

      “Still not reading any energy signatures,” Corsoni called out.

      “And there ain’t any lights on either,” Hopskirk said grimly, leaning as far as he could to look down out of the porthole window. Dane did the same on his side, seeing the Gladius’s floodlights pick out the half-built shell of a steel dome habitat, unfinished, alongside an oblong container-block building. There were also some of the gigantic loaders and Mechs—tracked vehicles with large pincered hands sitting stationary here and there around the camp as if they had just been left. Beside them were long piles of downed logs from the forest they had torn down to build the camp, as well as banks of earth forming a container embankment that the Mechs must have scooped out.

      The brilliant lights of the Gladius swept back and forth over the camp, but no one came running out. There was no movement at all. Dane felt a sick feeling in his stomach.

      “There’s only one reason why no one would be here, isn’t there?” he said in a solemn whisper to the others around him. “They’re all . . .”

      “Don’t say it.” Bruce Cheng hissed suddenly at his side, surprising Dane with how fervent his voice was. “We don’t know that yet. Anything could have happened, and we cannot jump to conclusions.” He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “Okay, you’re right, but . . .” Hopskirk started to say, before Bruce cut him off.

      “Don’t.” He turned to glare at Hopskirk beside him before releasing the catch on his seat webbing. “I’m going to suit up,” the big man said in a heavy voice, turning in the swivel chair to disappear through the door to the main holds behind them.

      “Oh, sure. Go ahead. You’re supposed to wait for me to do landing procedures, but okay, whatever . . .” Corsoni mumbled. Dane could tell that he wasn’t really angry as he veered the Gladius to the large, opened-out area of the camp that the expedition must have been preparing as a landing pad.

      “What was that all about?” Hopskirk muttered to Dane, nodding the way that Bruce had gone, for Dane to shrug.

      “Who knows. Maybe Bruce just doesn’t like traveling half the galaxy to find out that we’re still screwed,” Dane said, releasing his own harness to make his way to the hold.
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        * * *

      

      Dane grabbed a hold of the handlebars and pulled himself into the AMP suit in the hold of the Gladius. Each eight-foot-tall orbital AMP had its own built-in cradle that extended from the walls of the craft’s hold. As soon as Dane had settled himself in and secured the harness straps at his waist, thighs, and across his chest, the suit woke up and started closing around him, the multi-layered plates of armor folding over and locking closed with a series of clicks and hisses.

      It felt good to be back here again. Back in what Dane knew. This metal suit, with the traceries of scratch marks and dents that could no longer be panel-beaten out of it, was like a second skin to Dane now. It was better than his own virus-infected body, he had to admit.

      The legs closed and the arms locked as his hands moved into the heavy auto-assisted gauntlets, capable of bending and breaking sheet metal. The interlocking sections of breastplate settled and secured him, and Dane felt the foam pads fill and the straps tighten as the mantle collar rose to meet the interlocking faceplate that contained his HUD. Green holographic code and command lines flickered into life across the inside of his visor, along with the blips of team identifiers that read SGT CHENG, B, and SGT HOPSKIRK, F . . .

      
        
        >Orbital AMP 023 Activating . . .

        >Cycling accelerator unit . . .

        >Recognizing user . . . SGT WILLIAMS, D . . .

      

      

      Dane at last breathed a little easier. He could see the hold around them picked out with dim lights, each flaring and leading to the door. The cradle and the suit and the man inside it shook as the Gladius settled on alien soils.

      
        
        >General Systems Check . . . GOOD . . .

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

        >Connecting to Federal Network . . . ERROR!

      

      

      Well, Dane thought—he shouldn’t be surprised at that, as the Federal Network was currently about two spiral arms away.

      
        
        >>>Federal Network unreachable. Diverting to local area network (GLADIUS) . . . GOOD . . .

      

        

      
        >Mission Parameters: Search and Rescue

        >Objective 1: Deploy to 892 Expedition Base . . .

        >Objective 2: Locate Professor Honshou and secure expedition research . . .

        >Objective 3: Locate expedition staff . . .

      

      

      “I’ve got the expedition report here loaded into the servers,” the pilot read as the cradle locks released Dane, Bruce, and Hopskirk from their holding arms to clank towards the doors. “Says here that Honshou is the head honcho of the expedition, some off-the-chart physicist and biologist and heaven knows what else who was tasked with leading the group. Says here that the expedition was mapping the planet as well as studying its flora and fauna, all for possible human colonization.”

      Dane mumbled the affirmative and detached his heavy pulse rifle from his hip to check the charge. Good. Along with their rifles, it was clear that no expense had been spared for this mission, as each orbital AMP had on its hip a foot of hardened steel Field Blade, along with a smaller pulse pistol on its other hip, a set of flash-bang grenades across its ribs, and the smaller smart laser installation on its forearms.

      “Lock and load!” Hopskirk said. He took the side of the hangar door, readying his rifle as Dane took the other, with Bruce in the middle, already pointing his rifle straight at the center of the hangar door.

      “Fire and fury,” Dane returned and palmed the release button for the door to sweep backwards, revealing the already-extending ramp to the dirt floor.

      “Go, go, go!” Bruce called out, bounding through the hangar door to the dirt below, rolling with a spray of dirt and soil. Hopskirk was next, swinging around his side of the door with his rifle up and leaping as he did so, hitting the dirt to the right of Bruce. He took position as Dane did the same on his side, jumping through the air over the ramp to land with a roll on the left of Bruce. Dane ended in a crouch with his rifle up and sweeping across the darkened camp. He saw the empty space between them and the nearest of the buildings. Beyond that was the earth embankment and the solid darkness of the trees, moving slightly in the breeze.

      “Clear right!” Hopskirk called.

      “Clear ahead,” Bruce called.

      But something made Dane hesitate. If anything, it was too quiet.

      “Williams?” Bruce urged him, as Dane opened his mouth to affirm—

      Wait. My suit isn’t picking up any breeze. He looked quickly at the small environmental indicators running down the side of his faceplate. Nope. So what was causing the movement in the trees back there . . . ?

      Dane half rose from his crouch, as the first of the alien things flew over the embankment, straight towards them.
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        * * *

      

      “Cover!” Bruce yelled as the black torrent of flying things swept low over the embankment, swooping between the buildings and smashing into the orbital AMP suits.

      They were small compared to the suits, barely as big as a man’s forearm, and with four jet-black leathery wings, a pair of taloned legs, and small heads that appeared to be made entirely of biting teeth—

      
        
        >Suit impact! Backplate 95% . . .

        >Suit impact! Right leg 95% . . .

        >Suit impact! Breastplate 95% . . .

      

      

      Some of the flying creatures broke their bodies on impact immediately, but the force of their fury was enough to dent the mechanized plate nonetheless. Dane batted his arms and tried to sweep the things off him, but soon he had alarm vectors ringing all over his suit.

      “Gah! Get off!” Hopskirk was snarling, as a shot of orange pulse laser shot out from his rifle, skewering at least three and tearing their bodies apart, but doing little against the twenty more that flocked him.

      Dane used his metal gauntlets to seize the creatures and fling them from his body, only for them to be replaced by several more.

      Wham! Wham, wham, wham! More of the tiny bodies hit Dane, and he felt himself toppling over. Numerous alarms rang inside of his suit as his armor plate slowly lost its integrity, degree by degree . . . He was completely smothered by the things and saw their tiny biting faces cover his faceplate, scratching and clawing at the hardened crystal glass uselessly.

      
        
        >Warning! Air filter clogged! Reverting to back up oxygen . . .

      

      

      Dane bucked, the thought of not being able to breathe igniting in him an animal panic, even though he knew that each suit could function without an external air supply for a long time, designed as they were for the rigors of space . . .

      It was still terrifying though, as the weight of hundreds of tiny bodies started to weigh him down, feeling heavier and heavier. They mounded over the Marines like great, living blankets . . .

      Pha-BOOOM! Dane felt the ground shake, and the shock wave roll through him before he even had a chance to register what it was. For a moment, the alien creatures were shocked, rising from their places, and Dane turned to see the half-rising form of Bruce Cheng. He had used one of the flash-bang grenades to scare them!

      Dane quickly pushed himself into a crouch in the moment of freedom, looking up . . .

      The skies overhead were starting to turn gray in the pre-dawn, but the gray was blotted out by a swirling hurricane of flitting black bodies.

      Oh crap! Dane realized that he must be looking at a lot—a lot—more of those things.

      And the hurricane was spiraling down to slam towards them.

      “The buildings!” Dane roared, snatching one of his own flash-bangs and slamming it into the ground next to him as he threw himself forward.

      BOOOM! The glare glitched his visuals for a moment, but he kept on moving, pouncing up to his feet and bounding forward. BOOOM—Hopskirk must have thrown his own flash-bang too.

      They were still a hundred feet or so from the nearest of the buildings. It was a low single-story metal box that appeared to have only one bulkhead door and a number of porthole-style windows dotted around its outside. Dane threw another of the flash-bangs to the side of them as they ran—he only had one left—but that didn’t stop the first of the bat-things from slamming into his suit.

      Wham! Wham, wham, wham!

      
        
        >Suit impact! Backplate 85% . . .

      

      

      And then there was a thunder of small bodies against him, threatening to throw him to the ground again—

      BOOOM! Bruce threw his second grenade into the air. Dane saw the brilliant flash of it eclipse the camp and scatter the winged terrors as he hit the door to the bunker and scrabbled at the door controls.

      “Corsoni! I need this unlocked!” Dane said, as more of the things attached themselves to his suit.

      BOOOM! “I’m out!” Hopskirk copied Bruce’s example and reached the side of the building.

      “Here.” Dane tossed him the (unprimed) flash-bang grenade as Bruce threw his last.

      Wham! Wham! Wham! More of the bodies were hitting them and the side of the building like hail.

      “Sergeant, this is Corsoni! Transmitting access codes from the mission report straight to you,” the pilot shouted, and there was a blip as Dane’s internal suit server received, and he activated them.

      BOOOM! “We’re all out!” Hopskirk shouted as the doors hissed open. They all threw themselves into the room on the other side, for the doors to hiss shut once again.

      “Screee! Screeeee!” There was a terrible chittering noise over Dane’s suit speakers, along with the drubbing of hundreds of small bodies hitting the door on the other side. Dane realized that several of the terrible little things had made their way in with them, and were even now lurching and flinging their tiny bodies at them.

      “Ach! Get off!” One slapped Hopskirk right in the faceplate, and the Orbital Marine ripped it from him with ease, before stamping on another of the fluttering bodies. The rest of the few that had made it past the threshold were similarly dealt with, and after a moment of activity, Dane and the others were left panting for air in the dark.

      “Suit lights,” Dane breathed. He saw that they were in a lobby room with large equipment lockers that appeared mostly open to reveal selections of jump suits and fatigues, and another airlock door leading deeper into the building. Dane couldn’t see any bodies, which was probably a good thing.

      “Persistent little things, ain’t they?” Hopskirk growled, nodding to the constant thump and slam against the bulkhead door. And the walls. And the porthole windows.

      “Corsoni!” Dane suddenly realized.

      “It’s okay, people—the little things don’t seem bothered by the Gladius at all. I’m thinking that they only register movement and attack . . .” Corsoni said with a laugh, “lucky for me! Although I can see on the radar that they are taking a pretty unhealthy interest in your building right now. I reckon your windows will hold, but you might be wise to move deeper in, just in case . . .”

      “Affirmative,” Cheng said, casting a surly look at the windows that were blackened with their bodies, before shrugging and turning to the open airlock door that led deeper into the station.

      Multiple airlock doors, Dane thought, just in case there was any airborne infection? “Roger, Corsoni. You keep an eye on the situation and stay safe.”

      “I wasn’t planning on going sunbathing, champ,” Corsoni laughed again before clicking off.

      “Okay.” Hopskirk shook his suit. The multiple plates resettled with a clatter like a bird ruffling its feathers. “I’m guessing that we’ve already figured out just what went wrong here and have solved the mystery of the missing expedition. Professor Honshou ordered everyone to get some outdoor time and wham!” He slapped his metal gauntlets together.

      Dane was more than tempted to agree, when Bruce coughed by the airlock door, which had slid open as it recognized his Marine Corps ID.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Hopskirk,” he said and pointed to the corridor beyond and the body that was illuminated by his suit lights.
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      “They did look as though they had mighty powerful little teeth,” Hopskirk opined as the three orbital AMPs stood around the downed body of the human, still wearing the olive fatigues of one of the expedition team.

      “That may be, but I’m not sure they were that sharp.” Bruce pointed to the fact that the man’s head had been separated from his body and currently lay a few feet away, staring up at the ceiling.

      “No.” Dane considered and then pointed at something else. “And just what in the merry frack is that!?”

      The man had his fatigues in disarray, and they could see from his rolled-up sleeves that there were strange discolorations forming a mosaic patina on the skin of his arms. Dane knelt down a little closer, to see lichen-like patterns had formed rounded areas that overlapped and spread all down his arms. His bare hands had born most of the brunt of the patina.

      So there is an infection, Dane suddenly thought. And what was worse, there appeared to be long gouges criss-crossing his flesh, like scratches.

      “Wait, did he—did he do this . . . to himself!?” Dane whispered in horror.

      “What, he had a bad case of the heebies, and so he cut his own head off?” Bruce grunted with a soldier’s appreciation of the macabre. “I guess that is one hell of a solution.”

      “Scanners,” Dane said, and the code running across his HUD started to scroll and run.

      
        
        >Biological scan . . . Analyzing . . .

        >>ERROR! Unidentified genome!

      

      

      “Well, that is messed up,” Hopskirk said when his own suit completed the scan with the same result.

      “It’s as if the suit can’t read him anymore, that infection . . .” Dane said as his teeth gritted together, “that infection has stopped him from being human. It’s done something to his DNA.”

      Hopskirk leaned down, carefully picking up a small badge laying near the body. “He’s got a physical ID assigned by the colony. Says he’s Private First Class Abrams. A Marine.”

      The three Marines, inside their metal shells, all shuddered at the thought that something could do this to someone like them.

      Just what is going on down here!? Dane felt sick as he shook his head. “All right. We’re not touching him, but when we’re done here, we’ll get the ship’s drones to seal him up and pack him in the Gladius.”

      “Er . . . is that wise?” Hopskirk said. “Y’know, if he’s infected or something?”

      Dane silenced him with just a half turn of his head. “First in, last out,” Dane growled. “No one left behind.”

      And at that, Dane stepped over the body and continued down the corridor, his rifle up and ready to fire.

      The darkened corridor was punctured by the bright suit-lights as Dane and the others stalked.

      “Clear,” he heard Cheng murmur as they paused by one of the two open metal doors, this one on the right, the further on the left. On the upper-right of Dane’s HUD was a station schematic, picked out in green vector lines.

      “I’m reading this area as the mess hall,” Dane whispered, the darkness breeding a solemness to their movements.

      “Affirmative.” Cheng eased into the room. Although Dane couldn’t see over the bulk of the man’s suit, he could see the hazy visual from Cheng’s suit camera. Metal tables and chairs, store cupboards, and a station kitchen.

      “There’s been trouble here,” Cheng said. This was obvious given the spilled furniture and enamel plates that were strewn across the floor, along with blobs of lumpy, viscous-looking material.

      Dane heard Cheng hiss, as their immediate expectation was that the viscera was going to be just that—some left-over parts of station personnel.

      “Ah. It’s only gunk,” Cheng said, referring to one of the ubiquitous and ever-hated Marine ration staples, a blended spamlike material that lived up to its name.

      “Looks like they didn’t even have time to clean up,” Hopskirk whispered from where he stood beside Dane.

      “What, you think that guy back there was going to do it?” Cheng whispered, sweeping the room once more before returning to the corridor. He nodded as Hopskirk and Dane moved to repeat the process on the other open door, which stood as a dark portal as Dane approached.

      “Medical,” Dane whispered, as Hopskirk slid to the wall side of the door, tensed.

      “One, two, and . . . !” Dane stepped forwards, sweeping his rifle over the large, darkened space, and was momentarily dazzled by the bright glares of reflected light from a multitude of shiny, chrome surfaces. Medical units and laboratory counters. Glass cabinets and—

      A blue light flickered into existence, as a human male form rushed towards him.

      “Watch out!” Hopskirk warned, stepping around the open door and firing a pulse shot from his rifle through what would have been the man’s legs . . .

      For the blast of orange laser fire to shoot straight through the man and hit one of the glass cabinets behind. The hologram evaporated before it even hit Dane.

      “It’s a hologram. It’s a damn hologram!” Dane heaved a sigh. “Although you did a good job of killing one of the medical boxes, and . . . whatever that thing is inside of it.” Dane stepped into the room to see that the transparent medical units came in all sizes, from cooler-type boxes on top of tables all the way up to cabinets that stood from floor to ceiling.

      And they all contained things.

      Dane saw creatures that looked like insects, although they were the size of his hand, had far too many legs, and had forward pincers like a praying mantis. Other things appeared to be mammalian, or at least furred. There were creatures with long proboscis-like noses and frozen eyes, and of course, several examples of the bat-things, their wings splayed out and their maws frozen open with a forest of teeth. Even frozen as they were in their rictus positions, the flying things appeared murderous.

      Dane started to turn to investigate the larger cabinets when suddenly, the blue light flared once again, and the form of the man materialized and ran for the door—

      “Ach!” Hopskirk jumped in shock, but the hologram had already evaporated before it could pass the threshold.

      “Who was that? That holo?” Cheng had appeared in the open doorway. “And why would someone make a repeating holo just of something like that?”

      Dane nodded that he shared Cheng’s confusion. Holo technology was ubiquitous and could even, in a haphazard way, be interacted with using the right sensors and visualisation mappers—but usually the technology was reserved for digital displays of information or for recorded messages like the one from the Master Sergeant Lashmeier. Holos could also be used as entertainment, with a whole school of holo films and video games already established back on Earth . . .

      Was that what this thing was? Dane waited for the form to reappear again. It did, with a pulse of blue, and ran forward just as before, caught in a seeming endless loop.

      “It’s one of the expedition team, I think,” Dane said. He had made out the detail of the man’s fatigues, which looked pretty much the same as the ones that the dead guy outside was wearing.

      “If there’s a holo, then there has to be power and a transmitter,” Hopskirk was saying. He turned in a slow circle as he looked at the ceiling above them, searching for the tell-tale black sensor units that projected the image of the repeated blue man running for the door, doomed never to make it. “And if there is a transmitter, then it’s probably got some kind of local memory storage with this program in it . . . Got it!” Hopskirk announced.

      Dane, however, had turned back to the largest of the medical cabinets in the room. This cabinet stood even taller than he did in his orbital AMP suit.

      “Holy frack!” He stepped back in shock upon seeing that it contained a humanoid figure.

      Sort of.

      The creature had two legs like a human, and it also had two arms—although these were much longer than any homo sapiens’s arms, reaching almost all the way to the thing’s knees and ending in large claws that looked as long as Dane’s head. Its flesh looked covered in a dense blanket of the same lichen-like encrustations that they had seen on the dead Marine outside, but here they had erupted into frills and brackets like a fungus.

      But the strangest thing about the creature was its head—which was small and squat with features that were vaguely humanoid (although the mouth appeared a little too wide, on a jaw that was broader than a human’s) and a short mane of the same frilled fungus covered its scalp, neck, and shoulders.

      Not to mention the thing had a pair of sweeping, demonic horns.

      “Son of a . . . Who let in the pantomime devil!?” Hopskirk said when he saw what Dane had found.

      “Is that one of the locals?” Cheng asked. “But that looks . . .”

      “Intelligent?” Dane completed. “Looks like a human?” The Marine shuddered once again. Was he looking at some creature that was like a super-primate of this planet, like the gorillas back on Earth? Or was he looking at a thing that had society and culture, that had wishes and dreams? Had the expedition found another intelligent race . . .

      One that might not have taken too kindly to having their world colonized, Dane thought as he looked at the large claws.

      “Got the memory stick!” Hopskirk announced as the latest blue holo vanished when the Marine took out the controlling program. “If we can get to a control board or something—there must be one of those in here somewhere—then I can open it up and take a look at what the thing is hiding . . .”

      “Okay, schematics say that there’s stairs at the end of this corridor leading down to the control bunker.” Dane nodded back to the door. His eyes lingered over the frozen, petrified bodies of the aliens that had been collected here, especially the largest troll-like one.

      What were you doing here, Professor? Dane frowned before following the others out.
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        * * *

      

      “Guys.” The urgency in Cheng’s voice pulled them to a halt as they descended the stairs to the lower level underneath the container, which looked to be hiding a reinforced steel bunker.

      And there at the bottom of the stairs before the heavy steel airlock door was another body.

      “Another soldier,” Cheng said, stepping around it warily.

      It was indeed another man dressed in fatigues, but this one had all of his limbs and parts where he should. The man was lying faced down, sprawled as though his last act had been to reach for the steel airlock door—before he was gunned down.

      “Those are pulse burns,” Cheng said, pointing at the blackened mess that was the poor Marine’s back. The Orbital Marine looked at his compatriots. “That means that there are people on the planet with guns.”

      “There were Marines on this planet with guns . . .” Hopskirk muttered, not stating the obvious, but everyone was thinking about it anyway. Had the expedition turned against its own? Was there a rogue element in the expedition? Or had they just gone crazy up here on Planet 892, thousands and thousands of light years away from their home?

      “Wait a minute.” Dane knelt by the side of the body and teased back the man’s sleeve with a metal finger. His suspicions had been right. The man’s flesh was covered with more of the patina of lichen, and this one had broken out from the man’s flesh, reminding Dane of the troll-creature upstairs in the medical laboratory.

      Wait . . . a thought crossed Dane’s mind, along with a memory.

      ERROR! Unknown genome . . .

      “No way,” Dane whispered, stepping up rapidly from the body, even though he knew that he was perfectly protected inside the suit from all forms of environmental contagion and infection.

      “What is it, Williams?” Cheng asked.

      “I don’t know quite yet.” Dane was frowning deeply at the body below. “But is it possible that this contagion could, I don’t know, turn a human into something else entirely? Another species?”

      “What!?” Hopskirk coughed inside his suit. “That’s . . . that’s really messed up. I’m not sure I like the sound of that at all.”

      “You and me both,” Dane said sombrely. “Come on, let’s see what’s waiting for us.” He stepped towards the airlock door, for a single green light to flicker into life above it and code to scrawl across his HUD.

      
        
        >MARINE ID ACCEPTED. Activating controls . . .

      

      

      The double-steel doors opened with a hiss and a scream.
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      “Aiiii!” The voice that howled at them wasn’t human. Or not quite, anyway. And the figure that rushed towards them was no hologram, as it swept its long arms and dashed Dane to the side of the wall.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 65% . . .

      

      

      It was one of the troll creatures, rushing out of the room and past Dane as he slid to the floor, shaking his head.

      “Contact!” Cheng was yelling, managing to raise his rifle. Before he could even fire it, the creature had grabbed the barrel and shoved it out of the way, ripping the rifle out of the sergeant’s hands and slamming its other claw across Cheng’s faceplate. With a grunt, the big man went down, with deep scores scratching the surface of his crystal glass.

      Hopskirk, who had been at the back of their little group, had more time. He fired off a beam of orange laser fire into the chest of the creature. It crashed into him, swinging both the stolen pulse rifle and its claws in a wild arc straight at Hopskirk’s head.

      “No!” Dane had dropped his rifle when he hit the wall, but he still had his pistol. He snatched it from the magnet lock at his waist and fired it at the green-and-olive back of the creature. It was a large enough target, anyway . . .

      Olive? Dane realized that the creature was half wearing the tattered fragments of an expedition fatigue suit, just like the dead soldiers all around here. And the thing’s horns weren’t as large as the dead troll-creature upstairs, but were much smaller, as if only newly formed.

      “Rargh!” And now the creature had turned as Hopskirk hit the stairs behind it, and the troll-thing was turning on the one causing it pain. Dane.

      Both Dane and the creature froze for the slightest moment. Dane could see the smoking holes in the thing’s chest and across its side where it had already been shot many times, and it was still going.

      Oh frack, Dane thought.

      The creature lunged towards him, and Dane fired. He had to hope that the thing still had a brain that worked even a little like a human’s and a skull that wasn’t made out of titanium or something.

      “Urk!” His shot hit, searing straight between the creature’s eyes as it fell onto Dane, dead but very, very heavy indeed.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m telling you, this monster didn’t start off a monster. It started off a man . . .” Dane groaned as he heaved the body of the troll-like alien from him. “Bruce? Hopskirk?” Dane coughed.

      “I’m good. Head ringing like a bell, but good.” Bruce Cheng was groaning from one side of the lobby as he struggled to his knees first and then accepted Dane’s hand in pulling him up.

      “Uh . . .” Hopskirk made a distressed sound that was definitely not all right, however. Dane and Bruce rushed to where their friend was kneeling, back towards them.

      “Stay back!” he said in a tone that Dane had never heard the usually irreverent Marine use before.

      “What!?”

      Hopskirk turned to face them, and Bruce hissed in shock. The Marine’s faceplate had been smashed by the creature’s claws, and an ugly red cut was oozing blood across the bridge of his nose. It wasn’t a bad wound at all, but everyone knew what the cause for alarm was.

      Something had infected these Marines and turned them into the thing that lay on the floor behind them. Dane saw the awareness and fear stark in Hopskirk’s eyes as they flittered to the lichen-covered creature that was still bursting out of the ragged olive fatigues.

      “Wait, Hopskirk,” Dane said hurriedly, kneeling down beside the Marine. “We don’t know anything yet. We don’t know how or why this happened. Or what happened, even.”

      “You should stay back. Get away from me!” Hopskirk said, his voice becoming a babble as Dane could hear the hysteria rising in him. “What if I’ve got it? What if I turn into one of those!?” Hopskirk backed himself against the stairs, closing his metal gauntlets over his shattered faceplate.

      “No.” Dane crouched and clapped a reassuring hand on Hopskirk’s shoulder. “You’re freaked. You’re scared. None of us understand this thing—but there’s no way that we are going to leave you,” Dane said steadily. “Take a breath, Marine. You know the code, right?”

      “No one left behind,” Bruce, above them, said the words steadily.

      “No one left behind,” Dane repeated the words with conviction. Very, very slowly, Hopskirk peeled his hands from his face and took a long, shuddering sigh.

      “But . . . But what if . . . ?” he started to whisper.

      “Stop it. You were trained the same as I was, Hopskirk,” Dane said a little more forcefully. “You remember our time back at Fort Mayweather? What that old goat Lashmeier told us? ‘Your expectations create your reality.’ Every time.”

      “So, you telling me that all I gotta do is believe that I’m going to be okay, and I’ll stop whatever virus is probably running through my system right now!?” Hopskirk spat the words. “Reality really doesn’t work like that, Williams.”

      “No, dammit, Hopskirk!” Dane said, his frustration and temper flaring. He guessed that he was as upset as Hopskirk was himself. “What I’m saying is that we simply have no clue what caused these men to turn into those things. For all we know, they might have done it to themselves! And what I’m saying is that if you’re just going to sit here and invite trouble, then you’re not doing yourself any favors. Or your team, Marine!”

      Dane saw Hopskirk’s eyes flare with a sudden wounded pride. Good, Dane thought. Stop being scared. Get angry instead.

      But then Hopskirk was hissing his breath out past his teeth in one long, frustrated whistle. “Gee, Williams, you can be a real turdburger sometimes,” the Marine said with a grunt before seizing his rifle and pushing himself off the floor. “Fine. Let’s get on with this,” the wounded Marine with the broken faceplate said. “Just, y’know . . . If I go and Hulk out on you halfway through the mission, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Hey, maybe we’re going to need a Hulk.” Dane stepped over the body of the troll-like thing and raised his rifle towards the gloom of the open bunker door.

      “Not helping, Williams, not helping,” Hopskirk groaned.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Dane stepped over the threshold, the dim blue lights of the bunker control room started to light up, flickered and dimmed, and then lit up once more. It revealed a low-ceilinged room that was deep but not very wide, half-filled with the generators and microreactors that powered the expedition camp—as well as control decks and boards.

      “Hopskirk, you’re up. The holo data chip . . .” Dane said as he swept his rifle over the room. There was an incident table in the center surrounded by chairs, the sort where maps could be projected and projects planned. Most of the chairs had been dashed to the side, and at least one entire control panel looked like it had been smashed to smithereens.

      “I guess we know that kept . . .” (Him? It?) “. . . them busy,” Dane muttered, with a sick feeling when he considered that the man-creature had been stuck in here for however long, slowly changing . . . Dane wondered if the process hurt? Or did the human Marines just fall asleep, and then when they woke up, they were . . . changed?

      “I’ll see if I can get into the base servers,” Bruce said, moving to one of the undamaged control boards. He tugged a small socket from his orbital AMP’s belt, pulling out a connection wire to plug his suit straight into the mainframe. Hopskirk, on the other hand, still appearing disgruntled and ashamed of his broken-open faceplate, ducked as he moved to the incident table to find a port for the holo data set . . .

      
        
        >Holo Recorder EXP1a / Honshou / Personal Records . . .

      

      

      The lines of code sprang into the air above the incident table as the rectangle lit up. Smaller holo display windows popped into existence and started to play reruns of the ghostly blue man running towards the door.

      “Okay,” Hopskirk said, his voice steadying as he focused on the work. He was good at computers, Dane knew. That was one of the reasons why he had asked him to do this. Focus on what he was good at. Y’know, instead of turning into some slavering, walking man-mold . . .

      “Seems to be some kind of virtual log.” Hopskirk scrolled through the snapshots of footage. “Here . . .” He tapped on one of the holo boxes, for it to enlarge and show—not an image of a running, freaking-out Marine—but instead of a small man with silvered hair scraped back from his head into a very short bob.

      Civilian. Dane immediately spotted the non-regulation haircut.

      The man looked old, but there was a life and energy to his eyes and features that belied the deep wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. He sat at a desk in front of the camera and wore one of the regular expedition suits, only his was banded with white for medical.

      I guess this is Professor Honshou, Dane thought.

      “Record Log, day six.” The man spoke in clipped, exact tones. His eyes were unwavering and slightly unsettling as they stared straight into the camera and did not waver an inch.

      “We have had to abandon our plans. We’re leaving today, as soon as I finish this, but I intend to leave this recording running, as a warning to any that come after . . .” Honshou said, before his steady expression broke into a sudden frown of anguish. “If only there was a way of direct contact! If we manage to recover the device, and my suspicions prove correct, then perhaps—just maybe there might be a chance that we can contact home . . .” A moment of clear-eyed hope spread across his features, before it quickly died.

      The device? Dane’s ears pricked up. What device? Did he mean the Beacon?

      “But we cannot bet on things that have not happened yet. So, we will be abandoning the camp and striking out for the device. If another team arrives before we are back, then perhaps, heavens willing, they will be forewarned before any more harm is done.”

      The image suddenly dissolved into static.

      “Wait? What happened?” Dane stood up a little straighter.

      “The files have been corrupted somehow,” Hopskirk frowned, “but there’s this fragment of files attached.”

      The screen ahead filled with a very blank-looking vector graphic map of the surrounding area, on which Dane could see a small grayed-out almost-circle with EXPEDITION BASE written across it. There were some very hazy contour lines between that and a marker in the upper corner which Dane took to be the malfunctioning Beacon. And there, worming across it in fractured blue blips, was the route that Professor Honshou had plotted to take. It seemed to take a very indirect route, and one that diverted out of its direction for almost a day’s march.

      Why did they plan to do that? Dane thought. Was it this device they were talking about?

      “It would be quicker to take the Gladius.” He tried to measure the distance in his mind. Less than an hour, maybe two by flight.

      “Yes, it would,” Bruce muttered from where he worked at the rest of the facility’s mainframe servers. He sounded annoyed, either with what he was doing, or with the mission in general. “But the Beacon is still not working,” he pointed out heavily. “The expedition might have run into trouble along the way.”

      Dane thought for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. We know the route they took,” he said. “We try to track them.”

      “Whatever you guys say. I’m easy.” Hopskirk was scrolling back through the small holo projections to see that screen after screen was fuzzed and full of white-noise static. “Here . . .” He found another one that appeared to be halfway through to the bottom.

      Once again, the professor appeared on the screen, but he was instead standing over a medical unit where the body of a Marine lay. Dane immediately thought that the man was dead. Then he suddenly groaned and tried to move, but his limbs were slack and loose.

      “Easy there, Tychus, easy . . .” The professor leaned over the man, pressing an injector pretty similar to Dane’s own medical injector against the side of the man’s neck. The man’s movements slowed, and his breathing deepened. Honshou waited, taking the man’s pulse at his wrist for a long moment before he started murmuring.

      “Record Log, day three of the Planet 892 Expedition, Marine Corps . . .” Honshou’s voice sounded tight.

      “I have here Private First Class Tychus, one of our Comms Specialists despatched with our expedition. I’ll attach his general health records pre-expedition for later comparison.” Honshou gently set the man’s hand back down, sighing heavily.

      “Private First Class Tychus contracted a fever on the way back from his mapping mission. His medical sensors showed his temperature and heart rate spiking, and his white blood cell count started to react approximately three point five hours ago. By the time that he got back into camp, the man was delirious, and I can only assume that he must have contacted some viral or toxic agent on his mission. There are no clear signs of wounds or puncture marks visible, but I have yet to conduct a full medical examination.” Honshou stepped back from the bed to consider the man. The professor looked tired already.

      “His symptoms concur with infection: fever, headaches, disorientation, and delirium,” the Professor said, picking up a medical scanner from a nearby steel table before setting it back down to pick up a different one instead.

      “The one noticeable and unique symptom appears to be large, floret-like ring marks on his skin, which reminds me of a parasitic infection. They discolor the outer surface of the skin and appear to be forming nodules under the epidermis. I am placing the entire camp under a High Biological Alert. Although I have every confidence that we will be able to isolate the case, I have nonetheless ordered the expedition to scale back on mapping activities at the moment.”

      There followed a boring-to-Dane discussion on the various symptoms that Private First Class Tychus exhibited, mostly because Dane didn’t understand the technical jargon.

      “I knew it,” Hopskirk hissed in anger. “That poor schmuck went out, and something happened to him, and looks like they couldn’t contain it at all! I’m canned, Dane. You know it already.” The Marine stepped back with a heavy sigh.

      “It happened out there, Hopskirk,” Dane pointed out. “Not in here. That Marine wasn’t attacked, and he wasn’t wounded, all right?” Dane said in exasperation, hoping that what he was suggesting was true. “But we do know that the answers might lie in those holo recordings right there. Any way you can recover them?”

      Hopskirk muttered that he couldn’t promise anything, but that he would keep working on the corrupted files. “There’s usually a backup in the working temp or administrator code. If you give me some time, I might be able to recover the original file backups and help piece together the video logs again.”

      “Good idea,” Dane said, turning to Bruce. “So, what do you think? How’s the mainframe?”

      “Minimal,” Cheng grumbled from where he was plugged into one of the control decks. “There’s more than enough juice in the reactors to fire this whole place up, but all that’s running is the basic security and life support and absolutely nothing else.” Cheng shook his head. “If you ask me, this was done purposefully.”

      “What? The expedition willingly shut down their own camp?” Dane shook his head.

      “Yeah. I’m seeing huge amounts of corrupted data—which might explain what happened to your holo file too. Mission and mapping and survey and architectural data all corrupted in the mainframe. If you ask me, someone released some kind of computer code into the mainframe.”

      “A virus? They hacked it?” Dane frowned. Looks like there’s two viruses going around, one in the computers and one in the bodies of the dead Marines . . .

      “Can’t say for sure,” Cheng sighed. “But whoever did it, they tried to fence off the parts of the mainframe responsible for basic life support and security—that’s why our Marine IDs were recognized, and the doors opened, and perhaps that’s why some of the professor’s holo recording survived . . .”

      “They wanted to keep the warning going,” Hopskirk muttered dolefully behind them. “They left only the basic services going that would keep that warning holo replaying, over and over, in the medical rooms . . .”

      Dane winced. Why would they corrupt their own mission data? Honshou did say in the latest clip that they were going to abandon the camp and strike out for the device, Dane thought. Whatever this device was . . . The professor had also seemed pretty adamant about leaving a warning behind for any who came after. Us, Dane mused.

      And then his eyes fell on the smashed control board and the open door, and the two bodies out there—one monster, one man—as well as another body on the ground floor above them. All three had been infected by whatever that thing was, and one had been trapped inside here long enough to turn into the monster.

      Did that mutated Marine do this? Dane thought. “What if . . .” Dane said out loud, pointing at the troll-man. “Our friend here was stuck inside, slowly turning into . . .” Dane threw a look at Hopskirk, who was studiously ignoring the conversation as he worked on lines of code.

      “And there was clearly some kind of firefight outside with other infected Marines. There was some kind of insurrection. And our guy right there managed to fight his way to the inside of the bunker and lock himself in, even though he knew that when the infection changed his genome, he would no longer be able to open the door again. It must have been his final act,” Dane reasoned. “And that means that he, our guy who damn near sliced us to bits a moment ago, started corrupting the files himself, as a final act before he turned completely.”

      “But . . . why would he do that?” Bruce said in a low voice.

      In the dim gloom of the control bunker, it was Hopskirk who answered him. “Because maybe he didn’t want anything to remain of the mission . . . Maybe he was trying to make sure that no one repeated the mistakes that they made . . .”

      A silence fell after Hopskirk said the words, as every Marine in the room considered whether they had just repeated the same mistakes, as well . . .

      “Bruce, is there anything you can pick up on what this device is Honshou was talking about?”

      Cheng shrugged. In front of him was a wall of code that looked impenetrable. “Not without some serious computing power,” he said. “I’ll forward the base files to the Gladius. Maybe with the extra server capacity on the ship, Corsoni will be able to get something out of it,” the big man said, before uttering an uncharacteristic snarl of frustration. “Why didn’t they leave a proper SOS or status reports!?” He thumped the control desk, for the lines of code to glitch a little.

      “Hey, easy . . .” Dane said. This mission was getting on everyone’s nerves. Maybe it was the notion that any of them might be turned into slavering mutant monsters by the end of it . . .

      “Forward the files. It’s a good idea.” Dane looked up. Hopskirk was still looking at the glitch noise recordings of Professor Honshou, glaring at them hard as if by will alone he could force them to reveal their secret doom. Dane checked his internal time.

      Two point four Earth hours until the gate re-opened.

      Dane heaved a sigh. He didn’t like mysteries. He didn’t like not knowing just what sort of mess he was already in. On his HUD, he could make out the orbital landscape map of the area around the camp, with the small bouncing marker where the Beacon was supposed to be.

      “Okay,” Dane said. “Let’s get on with it then, sergeants. We still have to figure out why the Beacon stopped functioning and fix it if we can.” Dane grunted, already turning back to the door.
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      “Guys, I got good news!” Corsoni’s voice met them as they made their way back up through the bunker to the main rooms above and back to the lobby.

      “It had better be fracking good . . .” Hopskirk grumbled as he hoisted his rifle to his shoulder before the airlock door.

      “Those bat things? They’re still around, but the Gladius’s readings are picking up a whole lot less thermal and biological activity. It’s crazy, but as soon as the sun came up, it looks like they went into a kind of hibernation . . . I can’t promise that they’ll stay asleep when you leave the compound, but . . .”

      “Hmph.” Hopskirk made a disagreeing noise. “I’ll believe that when I see it,” he muttered.

      Dane didn’t correct him—the guy had a right to be feeling uptight, as he was now the only one of their team who had an open faceplate to the elements of the alien world. And if there are any floating toxins out there, Dane knew, Hopskirk was going to be the first to get it.

      “Good news, Corsoni,” Dane murmured, taking the point position by the door as Bruce settled his gauntleted fists on the door handles . . .

      
        
        >Private Channel / Corsoni . . .

      

      

      Dane shut down his mike and opened a private comms to the pilot of the Gladius in a few small movements. He didn’t want Bruce and Hopskirk overhearing what he had to say.

      “Champ, what’s up?” Corsoni’s voice came back smaller over the narrowband transmission. “Why the secrecy?”

      “I want you to keep an active watch on Hopskirk’s suit readings,” Dane breathed, knowing that the Marines outside wouldn’t be able to hear him, encased as they were inside their own suits, but still feeling somehow disloyal.

      “What? This is about that mutant thing, right?”

      “Yeah. Don’t do anything. No remote controls. Just keep an active scan going. If there’s any signs of fever or . . . I don’t know . . . something abnormal, I want to know before it becomes a problem,” Dane whispered. Before what? Before he has a chance to turn into a horned man-troll? Dane thought.

      “Will do. Are you sure you want him with you on this one? He could be useful back in the ship.” Corsoni sounded worried.

      “No,” Dane said immediately. The thought that he would have to try and convince the already cynical Hopskirk that he was a danger to their mission, or might be, filled Dane with a sick feeling. That would only cause more problems, wouldn’t it? “No,” he said again, this time a little more firmly. “I want him nearby. That way we can look after him, in case . . .”

      “Okey-doke, champ. I’m just the ride. You’re the ones who have to go out and shoot stuff . . .” the pilot clicked off. He hadn’t sounded convinced, and Dane didn’t particularly think he himself was, either.

      But no one was going to get left behind, Dane reminded himself once again, before nodding to Bruce to activate the door.

      
        
        >Expedition 892 . . . MARINE ID ACCEPTED . . .

      

      

      The door hissed open to a dazzle of bright light, and Dane’s faceplate phased a shade darker to accommodate for it. The sun of Planet 892 was bright, and Dane thought that it was even brighter than Earth’s own middle-life star.

      “Ready! Go, go, go!” Bruce still held onto one of the door handles, in case he had to slam the door closed at the first sign of a murderous horde of biting, winged things.

      But there they were. Dane blinked, seeing the slow flap and shuffle of their dark wings around the edge of the door frame and lintel, and even the slow jostle as some of the alien bodies had to reposition themselves. As Dane watched, one of the bat-creatures slid from where it had been clutching the edge of the door to half flap its wings and fall to the floor in a heap. For a second, Dane thought that it was dead, until he saw it twitching slowly, sleepily, making small biting movements with its jaws and folding its wings over its head as it slumped to one side.

      “Thank heavens for that . . .” Dane breathed, stepping forward carefully over the body to the outside. Behind him, Hopskirk and Bruce did the same, moving slowly so as not to disturb the half-asleep creatures until they were on the wide and rough patch of open camp ground, with the Gladius sitting right in front of them.

      With what looked like a mottled shirt of more of the creatures, furring its hull in small colonies.

      “Holy sheee . . .” Hopskirk breathed. The bat-things were just as stilled as the ones that clutched at the bunker, but Dane could tell what had alarmed the injured Marine. There had to be at least a hundred of the things there on the ship, perhaps several hundred.

      “We haven’t got time to spare, people,” the larger Marine Bruce Cheng growled at them.

      Gee, he has been in a foul mood this whole mission! Dane thought. But then again, he also considered that maybe the big man had reason to be on edge. This mission hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park, had it?

      “We have to make sure we’re back and under cover before night time,” Dane agreed with a shiver of apprehension. He really didn’t want to be trekking in the dark through the jungle when those things were active again.

      The Marines didn’t argue as they set out across the camp grounds towards the gap in the embankment wall.
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        * * *

      

      The glimmering marker of the Beacon bounced merrily in the upper left corner of Dane’s HUD, with a very clear dotted line reaching from his current location to it. Although, that very nice and easy direction did not, in any apparent way, seem to match up to the chaos and confusion of branches, roots, vines, and stranger plant-forms that made up the jungle of Planet 892.

      “They’re not trees like, Palm Beach trees, y’know?” Hopskirk muttered as Dane watched him hack aside some more of the vines that snaked in the way ahead.

      “You’re not wrong,” Dane breathed, pausing for a moment to look closely at one of the gigantic trunks of tree-rock, which was striated with lines of tiny, organic holes. At first, he thought that it was the work of some kind of beetle, and then when he looked a little closer, he realized that it was the tree itself that had made them. What, breathing vents? he realized when he heard a faint, tiny whistling sound move through the vents, before turning to catch up with the others.

      Some aspects were the same. The colors of the leaves were green, even if the many fronds weren’t in any usual teardrop shape, but rather clusters of long and thin fingers that faintly reminded Dane of gills or tentacles . . .

      “Hey, wait up!” Hopskirk was calling, distracting Dane momentarily from his investigations. He saw that the younger Marine was struggling to keep up with the marching Bruce ahead.

      “Formation, people,” Dane breathed over the suit comms—not hearing any response from the others.

      Great. He sighed and picked up his pace under the alien, breathing trees. Some of their branches were so vast, as they undulated overhead, that Dane and the others could have easily walked along these boughs side by side. Intertwining these great old trees were masses of much smaller creeping vine-type things that hung from every available branch, limb, and bough. Sometimes these vines were as large as Dane’s waist (forming tiny trees themselves), and sometimes they were a cloud of tendrils like wires.

      They were also hard work to chop through. Dane had to agree with Hopskirk as he swung his Field Blade to sever another two and got the blade wedged into the side of another one.

      “Dammit!” Dane hissed, yanking and pulling at the blade until it finally freed itself for Dane to step forward.

      “Hyurgh!” He heard a sudden gasp of breath.

      “Bruce!?” Dane recognized it immediately, looked up—

      To see Bruce being carried upwards, already two feet above the ground as vines wrapped themselves around him. He was hanging upside down, with Hopskirk hanging onto his arms and trying to wrestle the guy from the tree’s clutches.

      What the . . . ? Dane didn’t have time to be confused as he jumped forward, bounding on one leg and kicking his back thrusters into life as he leapt.

      WHOOSH! He felt the sudden kick of power behind him as the twin cannisters of pulse generators burst into an orange-yellow glow, and he was thrown upwards, past Bruce’s body . . .

      To sweep his Field-Blade across the vines in a wide arc, severing several of the plant ropes that clutched at him. When cut, they twitched and dripped some sort of ichor or sap as Bruce dropped back to the floor. He was still attached, but only by two, which Hopskirk was dealing with as Dane landed on the far side.

      “Kreeee-eeee!” And a terrible keening erupted high above them in the green-tinged darkness.

      “Is that . . . is that the trees?” Hopskirk said in horror as Bruce staggered to his feet, kicking aside the still-twitching vines on the ground around them.

      “Kreeee-EEE-eee!”

      “I have no idea, but whatever it is,” Dane whispered, looking up to see many of the branches and leaf-forms moving, and all of them looking sinister, “I don’t think that it likes the fact that we just denied it dinner!”

      Trees that attack? Trees that moan when struck!? This was almost too much for Dane to even consider. Why hadn’t Professor Honshou warned about that!?

      “Come on. I’m not hanging around to find out,” Bruce said, breaking into a jog past an outcrop of tree roots in the same general direction as the Beacon. There was sort of a path here, although, as Dane and Hopskirk followed, Dane thought that it could be more of a trail. Of some creature.

      The keening faded away behind them as they kept on moving, and the jungle ahead started to grow darker as less light filtered through from above.

      Crack! Dane heard something above like the sound of a snapping branch. He shot a look upwards, but couldn’t see anything beyond green and dark.

      Maybe it was just the normal process of trees in an alien jungle, on an alien world . . .

      Creak . . . Another groan almost directly overhead as they jogged, zigzagging between trees and around boulders. This time, Dane thought that he saw something. A movement of shadow far above. A flicker of something over the top of his vision.

      “Wait! I think . . .” was all that Dane got to say when the next attack hit. A spool of tentacle-like plant vines fell out of the shadows to slap into Hopskirk as he ran, a direct strike.

      “Ooof!” Hopskirk went down, covered in the heavy vines before Dane could do anything about it . . .

      “Hopskirk!” he shouted, as the wounded Marine was foisted upwards, moving quicker and faster than Bruce had.

      “Frack!” Dane didn’t waste a thought as he ignited his pulse thrusters once again, leaping upwards after Hopskirk—but the stolen Marine was rising too fast. Dane missed him, flying past three feet or more underneath to one of the giant boughs of the trees.

      “Williams!” Hopskirk shouted in panic over the suit comms as Dane skidded atop the giant tree limb. Bruce was flying upwards on his own jump-thrusters, criss-crossing to another tree limb as Dane had done.

      “We go up!” Dane called out, picking his next great branch to land on and leaping outwards as he fired the thrusters. He crossed in the canopy below the rising Hopskirk to catch onto another branch, turn, and jump upwards, like he was climbing a massive set of stairs. Soon, both he and Bruce had to be a hundred feet up in the canopy, and Dane’s muscles were starting to ache and tire—and always, Hopskirk was moving just slightly too fast for them . . .

      “Urgh!” And then, there was a sharp noise as Hopskirk reached his destination. Dane looked up as he tensed for his latest jump. He saw some great dark body up there, some shape in chitinous green-and-brown armor . . . A suggestion of articulated legs like a beetle’s, clutching onto one of the giant tree limbs . . .

      “Cheng! Williams!” Hopskirk was shouting. Dane made the last jump upwards, catching onto the side of the tree limb highway that the creature and the Marine were on with a powerful thump and hauling himself up to the topside . . .

      He could now finally see what held Hopskirk, and it was big. At least three men lying down head to toe might not cover its bulk. The creature was bulbous and fattened, made of many broken and cracked plates—like the Exin body shells, Dane thought—over six stubby, clutching legs.

      Its head was broad with two sets of eyes on either side of a bony shell—and it held a giant mouth open, from which spewed the disguised tentacles that Dane had thought of as plant vines—holding Hopskirk inside them and dragging him towards it.

      Dane snarled, jumping to grab the barely-visible Hopskirk with one arm as the other swung his Field-Blade down in an arc that cut into the mess of tentacles, severing a handful and releasing a spray of ichor.

      “KREEE!” The thing lurched, letting out an awful scream as it drew Hopskirk in closer, one foot and calf already disappearing inside the boiling mass of tentacles.

      “DANE!” Hopskirk bellowed as more of the creature’s mouth-tentacles snapped out to slap around Dane’s boots, closing around the arm that held his blade and pulling.

      “Get off them!” There was a shout as Bruce arrived, hitting a branch opposite them and rolling along it to come up firing his rifle into the thing’s side. Bright orbs of orange plasma hit the shell and burst apart in sparks, making the creature flinch and react—

      It twisted its head, snatching Dane’s blade as it did so and flinging it far out into the canopy as a knot of tentacles formed a whip to strike Dane down . . .

      “Ach!”

      
        
        >Suit impact! Shoulder-plate 70% . . .

      

      

      Dane overbalanced, spiralling one leg wildly over the edge of the tree limb he was standing on for one terrible, crystalline moment before he fell—

      “No!” He heard Bruce’s shout, but Dane was already tumbling head over heels towards the forest floor. Scenes of green and brown flashed past him, and his suit’s sensors were screaming with the wind . . .

      There! He reached out to snatch a handful of vines—at least, he hoped that they were vines—and half of them broke as he kept on falling, but then he was swinging on the remaining few, rushing through the canopy of trees towards another of the giant tree branches.

      Dane twisted his body, reaching with both arms. He let go of the vines to seize onto the giant tree artery, scrabbling as he slid from its surface to the edge. He felt his gauntlets biting and tearing at the strange, whistling bark.

      “Argh!” He snarled in pain as, even with all of the shock absorbers and strength assists of his suit, he had plunged his hands into the tree’s “breathing holes” and hung there, panting for a moment.

      “Williams!” It was Bruce, far above somewhere, and over the suit’s comms came the dull thuds as he fired his rifle.

      “I’m good!” Dane gasped, before he made the mistake of looking down. Still about a hundred feet from the forest floor. Using every iota of strength he had, he dragged himself upwards to the tree limb to grasp onto its top side, turning over to pant. “Hopskirk!? Where’s Hopskirk?” he called.

      “Aiiii!” Hopskirk responded with nothing but immediacy.

      “They’re on the move! Heading your way!” Bruce was shouting, and Dane could hear the crashing as the giant bug thing leapt from branch to branch with all the speed of a creature in its home environment. Dane could see Hopskirk’s suit identifier marker on his HUD moving with it at the same time, as it continued to hold its hard-won prey.

      “I’m following below! Can we head it off?” Dane called, seeing that the branch that he was crouching on appeared to be heading in the same direction. He broke into a sprint, his metal boots slipping a little on the damp bark as he careened as fast as he could.

      Above him, the great shape of the creature was ahead—moving terribly fast. At times, past the leaves and the canopy life, Dane could see the bundled mass of Hopskirk still held in its maw.

      “Hold on!” Dane shouted over the comms as he ran and noticed that the branch was getting thinner and thinner by the moment—

      Frack it! There was another branch that went in the same direction to the right, Dane took a hop, skip, and leapt.

      
        
        >Activate thrusters . . .

      

      

      He was thrown forward by the confident kick of the pulse generators on his back. They fired for just a brief moment, allowing him to land, roll, and bounce back up—and he was running again.

      The bug creature was just above and to his left as it, too, ran along branches before flinging itself wildly from one to the next. Dane could almost reach out and touch it, it was so close. Dane jumped—swung from an overhead branch—landed, and kept on running. He could see that Hopskirk was halfway into the thing’s maw now, and Dane couldn’t tell if he was still struggling through the mass of tentacles that surrounded him.

      Oh no oh no oh no . . . Dane put on extra speed, seeing that the tree branch he was running along was about to twist away to the right—

      Leaving nothing but a gap in the canopy beyond it. Nowhere to jump to alongside the creature.

      Nowhere, that is, except . . .

      Dane leapt, firing his pulse generator rockets as he did so to fly upwards, reaching out with his bare hands to seize onto the thing’s shelled back, tumbling and turning for a moment before his gloves caught, and he was bouncing along the back of the thing as it charged ahead—

      Now what!? Dane realized that he had lost his Field Blade. His rifle was still magnet-locked to his back, but it was too large and bulky to be wielded one handed. He still had his pistol on his hip . . .

      And the smart laser on his forearm.

      The creature was bucking as it charged forward, trying to fling its human passenger from it. Dane raised a fist and shot down with the bright orange beam of light, straight at the thing’s shoulder.

      “Kreeeee!” The thing lurched to one side on the branch as shell and flesh boiled and burst, and then it was suddenly, violently attempting to slow itself . . .

      “Whur!” Dane was flung forwards towards the thing’s head as it hurriedly tried to stop itself. He bounced once across the thing’s scales and was then seizing onto the creature’s shoulders as he saw ahead what the thing was desperately trying to avoid.

      The branch they were on was thinning and wavering up and down violently—straight over a chasm. Many such branches swung out over the deep gorge that cut through the forest floor, but the one that they were on was coming to an end.

      “Hopskirk!” Dane could see one outstretched arm as the Marine was clearly still struggling within the mass of tentacles. Dane reached forward to grab it as the bug skidded forward . . .

      “Gotcha!” Dane grabbed Hopskirk’s hand as the bug started to lose balance on the branch, more of its weight leaning further and further out over the abyss below.

      “Rockets!” Dane hollered as he activated his own, and the bug scrabbled and fell . . .

      Dane was flung forward, and there was a burst of orange fire as Hopskirk fired his own rockets too—which tore the Marine from his tentacled prison as the weight of the bug dragged it backwards, kreeing and screeching into the chasm as Dane and Hopskirk tumbled through the air . . .

      WHAM!

      
        
        >Suit impact! All areas! -25% . . .

      

      

      Dane and Hopskirk were flung from each other as they hit the other side of the chasm in the jungle, bouncing off of tree roots as large as they were and crashing through smaller plants before finally skidding to a halt.

      Dane saw blackness and stars before it finally resolved into dirt. Alien dirt.

      “Urgh . . .” He groaned, flopping himself onto his side and seeing that most of his orbital AMP suit was now dented and scratched.

      Hopskirk! And there, in the dirt a few feet away, was the other Marine, stilled and lying on his back. Dane struggled to his feet and lurched towards him, checking his vital signs on his own suit’s telemetries . . .

      He was still alive. There was a heartbeat.

      “Hopskirk? Hopskirk, can you speak?” They must have been flung over twenty or thirty feet, and from perhaps twenty feet up. Dane thanked whatever deities cared to listen for the fact that they were both wearing the Assisted Mechanized Plates, even if they did both resemble crushed tin cans more than they did the human avatars of war . . .

      “Grrrgh!” Hopskirk suddenly started spluttering and coughing, jerking upwards to his knees as he groaned. “What the ever-suffering, living piece of . . .”

      Hopskirk was all right, Dane figured. There was a crash of movement on the other side of the chasm as Bruce appeared.

      “What the hell?” Bruce shouted over to them.

      “You’re telling me,” Hopskirk agreed. It took them a little while to find a place narrow enough for Bruce to make a running jump and pulse-fire to get to the other side, but he did so with a grunt and a rolling landing on the other side—a landing that looked far less painful than the one that Dane and Hopskirk had.

      “What’s the problem?” the big man laughed as he got to his feet, ignoring the other two’s groans as he moved ahead through the trees. “The Beacon should be this way, right?” Dane heard Bruce saying, before there was a sudden silence.

      A special sort of silence. The sort you get when you suddenly cut off in conversation because you’ve just seen something so shocking that it scrubs away any other thought in your head.

      “Cheng? What is it!?” Dane suddenly broke into a run (well, a limping jog, to be more precise) around the nearest tree to reach the big guy. Dane was half expecting the worst. He unslung his rifle as he saw Bruce standing stock still in the space between the trees ahead of him. Dane was at least expecting another one of those bug creatures there, waiting for them.

      “Bruce?” Dane asked, stumbling to a halt to look at what had so stalled Bruce.

      To see that, standing just below them where the land dipped once more, were two Exin.
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      An Exin stood about as tall as one of the orbital AMP suits, making them roughly seven feet tall, but not as wide. From afar, someone might think that they were insect men or somehow related to a praying mantis, but in fact, they were not related to any such mundane Earth creature. The aliens were covered with scaly, architecture-like shells or plates, each cast in a deep turquoise, blue-green hue and dotted with rondels and shell-like modules which appeared to be their form of utility belts and equipment pouches.

      Their large legs were backwards-jointed, ending in large, three-pronged claws. Their upper arms were small in comparison with the rest of their bodies, but they could strike with enough force to throw a human into the air.

      But the strangest part perhaps was their heads, a forward-pointing dome of scale and shell with tiny black beads for eyes, and ending in a mouth that had moving mouth parts like mandibles. When they talked, Dane had heard them emit a guttural, chittering and clicking noise that sounded like twigs being snapped or stones scraped together.

      So—even seeing any members of the Exin warrior caste was enough to cause alarm in a human, given how strange and unearth-like they seemed. The Exin might not have actually set foot (or talon) on Earth for over three years, but their memory stretched long, and they were still a nightmare vision for many.

      Dane and Bruce and Hopskirk were perhaps a lot less affected than most humans when seeing their natural enemy, given the number of times that they had seen them, fought them, and killed them. In Dane, at least, it was an intimate hatred that sprang up inside of him, one that made him raise the rifle to his shoulder and step forward automatically just at their sight . . .

      Before he realized what was wrong about these two Exin.

      They were stock still and hadn’t moved a muscle, claw, or scale an inch—and they were colored dark blue-black, like basalt rock.

      “Wait, they’re . . .” Dane murmured.

      “Statues,” Bruce muttered angrily. He had his rifle held at ease across his body, but from the quiet intensity in the man’s voice, Dane thought he sounded ready to burst into action at any given moment.

      “Why the frack are their Exin statues sitting here in the middle of the jungle?” Hopskirk breathed. “I can guarantee that no human put them up there.”

      “No,” Bruce said heavily. “And that’s the point, isn’t it? No human did that. The Exin must have.” The big guy took a step forward warily to where the forest started to lower ahead of them, and Dane followed, keeping his rifle up.

      To see that there were another two Exin statues further back, half hidden by the undergrowth.

      “I am going to file this yet again under ‘Why the frack didn’t Professor Honshou mention this!?’” Dane muttered half to himself as they started to descend into the forested bowl that contained the avenue of alien statues.

      “Honshou, like the rest of them, was only doing his job,” Bruce muttered irritably, making Dane frown inside his suit. Why was Bruce defending Honshou all of a sudden?

      Ahead of them was an avenue of statues of Exin, always one on each side to form a group of two, with enough space for a procession of four or five such Exin to walk in the middle.

      “Come on!” Bruce said urgently, nodding to the floor where, although there were vines and small rocks, the avenue was not marred by the giant roots or large trees. “There was a path here once, and the expedition might have taken it.” The insistence to the big man’s voice made Dane throw a look at him. Even the usually solid Bruce seemed on edge.

      “Guys, you know, I am really starting to get a bad feeling about this,” Hopskirk said at the back. “How do you know this isn’t a trap or something?”

      Dane nodded. “Good point, and we don’t. But the thing is—this is downright weird, and Bruce is right.” Another wary look at the silent Marine. “It could explain what happened to the expedition. Both why Private First Class Tychus and the others turned into what they did, and where Professor Honshou and the others are . . .”

      “Or it might just get us killed,” Hopskirk growled irritably to himself, as they stepped forward between the statues.
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        * * *

      

      It was quiet. Dane wondered if it was his imagination as he strained his ears to the suit microphones to hear the distant creaks, cracks, and scratches of the alien forest. They were still there, but seemed somehow muted under the weight of the canopy and vegetation beyond the avenue of statues he walked down.

      So far, they had passed at least five pairs of the stolid Exin, and each one, Dane saw, was unique. Some were carved standing straight, some looking to one side, and others held ornaments like orbs or daggers or sticks.

      “I’m figuring some kind of ritual? Temple?” Dane breathed uncertainly. He had never even thought that the Exin had religion, only hate.

      “All I know is that this means that the Exin were here, on this planet,” Bruce grumbled deeply.

      Yeah, Dane thought. This New Earth wasn’t the Eden that they had thought it was going to be, that was for sure. The Martian mercenaries and cultists had told him that Planet 892 had been detected by Earth scientists a long time ago, another Earthlike planet that, prior to now, humanity didn’t have access to.

      “And so, as soon as we got ourselves a jump station, we decided to check it out,” Dane muttered to himself, keeping himself on his own private suit channel instead of broadcasting. But these statues indicated that the Exin had gotten here first. That they had been here way before humans had.

      That this planet that humanity hoped to colonize was their territory.

      Dane flicked his suit comms over to public chat between the suits. “Well, whatever the past was—it looks like the Exin abandoned it for some reason. Their loss is our gain!”

      “We already lost one expedition team to this hellhole,” Bruce muttered.

      Fair point. Dane sighed, turning to check where Hopskirk had gone. He found him lagging behind, kicking at the vines that threatened to snag at him like tentacles. “You good, Hopskirk?” he asked.

      “Hgh. Good? You’ve got a funny opinion about what counts as good, Williams!” Hopskirk aimed another kick at a nest of vines. A handful of small insects like dragonflies suddenly jumped and whirred off into the green. Dane opened his mouth to suggest a bit more caution, but seeing what the man had just gone through, he said nothing. Instead, he clicked onto private suit-to-ship channel with Corsoni.

      “Joey? Have you got anything out of the base camp servers yet?”

      “Working on it,” Joey said. “Snippets, that’s all. Some boring stills of them setting up the camp, and a few bits of activity logs. Let me see . . .” There was the sound of keys being pressed over the suit channels. “Yeah, so days one and two for the expedition seem pretty regular, working shifts, deploying the Earth-Mover and Loader, and what have you . . . Then I’ve got a log from day four, where the rifles and service armor and climbing gear were clocked out of the stores . . .”

      “They went on a mission?” Dane thought. “Probably to here?”

      “Can’t say for sure, Williams. But they packed just about every bit of firepower they had with them. And, yep, by that point, their Private First Class Tychus is registered in the medical bay.”

      “Oh.” Dane thought. Was this the mapping mission that Professor Honshou had been talking about? The one that had earned Tychus his infection and which had somehow spread through the entire base camp, to their demise?

      “Okay. Well, keep at it. If you recover anything about something called the device, then I want to know about it.”

      “A-ten, Williams.” Corsoni gave the affirmative and sounded as though he was about to sign off, when Dane cleared his throat.

      “Oh, and Joey? One other thing . . .”

      “Shoot.”

      Dane hesitated and then shook his head. No, I have to ask. “What readings are you getting off Hopskirk? The guy’s been through a hell of a morning, he’s got a lot of reason to be annoyed . . .”

      “But . . . ?” Corsoni asked warily, although the engineer didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m accessing his suit bios now. He’s got elevated temperature and blood pressure, but that’s about it . . .”

      “Okay,” Dane winced. Was an elevated temperature the same as a fever? Was it out of the ordinary or the result of hiking through a forest in a compromised orbital AMP suit without a functioning faceplate?

      “Oh, and another thing . . . his immune system is up. High white blood cell count.” Corsoni read from the medical scanners that were installed in every AMP suit and logged into the Gladius server acting as the main hub for their mission data.

      Oh crap, Dane thought. Doesn’t that mean . . . ? He cast another sideways look at Hopskirk to see that he had stopped to peer into the green undergrowth around them, his thoughts seemingly far away.

      Was he fighting off an infection? THE infection? Was he about to turn into a raving mutant troll-thing?

      Dane hesitated, licked his lips where he stood, waiting for some sign—anything.

      Suddenly, Hopskirk turned back towards him, making him startle just a little as he saw Dane looking at him. “Everything all right there, Williams?” Hopskirk grunted at him as he passed.

      “Yeah, of course . . .” Dane said uneasily, as Bruce’s voice cut through the awkwardness.

      “Heads up! We got something!”
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        * * *

      

      The something that Bruce had found was an archway leading into a wall of rock, and, at its foot—a body.

      A human body, Dane saw immediately.

      “Rifles!” Dane hissed instinctively, raising his own and sweeping the area around them in a broad arc. The avenue of Exin statues led straight to this rocky outcrop in the middle of the jungle, festooned with creeping vines and ferns. The archway alone was as large as the avenue. Carved into an archway were apparent squiggles and scrawls along the archway’s edge, like . . . writing? Dane wondered if it was a warning.

      There was no sign of trouble from the surrounding forest. Dane even raised his rifle to scan through the trees above, but he couldn’t make out anything coming for them. His sensors didn’t show any power, radio, or electromagnetic frequencies coming their way, either.

      Dane turned back to what did lie on the ground before the darkened archway: A human body, and it was clear from their suit that it was one of the expedition team.

      “I can’t see any visible injuries,” Bruce was saying as he knelt to gingerly reach towards the man’s shoulder—and then turn him over.

      “Well, I think we can all guess what got him!” Hopskirk grunted angrily at the clearly visible blackened hole in the middle of his chest and the blotches and florets across his face of the alien infection.

      “They fracking well shot him. One of their own!” Hopskirk spat, standing tall and glaring at the other two Marines. “Isn’t it obvious? This guy got sick, and so when he started looking ill, they decided to lighten their load!” The Marine was beside himself with rage, and his voice sounded wounded and desperate.

      “Hopskirk, we don’t know that,” Dane started to say.

      “Of course we do!” the Marine almost bellowed, taking a half step towards Dane.

      “Hey!” It was Bruce Cheng, stepping forward surprisingly fast for someone of his size and laying a hand on the shoulder pad of Hopskirk’s suit. “Easy there,” Bruce muttered in his deep voice, and there was something about the big man’s solidity and certainty that had a calming effect on the other Marine.

      “This looks bad, I get it,” Dane could hear Bruce saying over their suit-to-suit public channel. “And I promise that we’ll get to the bottom of it somehow. We’ll find out what happened. And we’ll bring the perpetrators to justice. It’s what we do, after all. What we’re here for.”

      Bruce said his piece in an easy, steady rhythm, and Hopskirk’s shoulders sagged as he did so.

      Thank heavens, Dane was thinking. He didn’t want to have to tell Hopskirk to sit this one out or that he couldn’t be trusted to be a part of the team . . .

      But what if he can’t? The rebellious thought popped up. What if bouts of uncontrollable anger and mood swings were the first sign of the infection taking hold?

      “It looks like they went in here. Come on,” Dane grumbled, turning towards the darkened archway and stepping inside.
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      Dane went on point, and his suit lights illuminated a wide, arched tunnel leading into the black-blue rock. The entrance was scattered with leaf litter, the creep of vegetation, and the crunch of twisting, bulbous bodies of worms. But as soon as they got past the first couple of yards, the floor was almost completely smooth, except for the lines where the paving met, and made of the same dark black-blue rock.

      “They went to a whole heap of effort with this place,” Dane muttered, stepping cautiously forward as he saw a shape ahead of him in the dark.

      Exin!

      Dane gasped, dropped to a knee, and fired—

      The single shot of orange-yellow pulse fire from his rifle shot forward to strike the leaning Exin a direct hit on the head. It burst into a shower of sparks, striking the Exin’s head from the thing’s shoulders. It fell to the floor and smashed.

      “That was a statue, wasn’t it?” Dane groaned, earning a snort from Bruce behind him.

      “Nice shooting, though . . .”

      It was indeed another statue, guarding another archway to the right. Although the stony alien was now headless, it still managed an air of fearsomeness as it lurched from the walls, carved to appear to be emerging through them.

      Dane and the others peered past the headless sentinel. On the other side, the archway apparently opened out into a larger space with a series of stone benches. Dane saw something glinting in the dark and took another step forward.

      Tchok!

      There was the slightest of sounds, like a light tick, and then suddenly, the chamber ahead was brightening with lights.

      “Shhh!” Dane hissed, slamming himself against the wall with his rifle up and ready.

      But there was no other creature inside this room. Only dim floor lighting illuminated row after row of stone benches, each with deep depressions, or hollows, carved into them.

      “What is this? An auditorium?” Dane asked.

      “No, I don’t think so, Williams.” Bruce nodded up to the walls where they could see that giant pictures had been carved into the rock. Dane gasped at the work. Each relief had to be at least twenty feet or more high, and, as his suit lights moved from one side of the room to the other, he realized that they appeared to tell a story.

      Not the kind of story that I want to think about, to be honest. Dane frowned when he saw that it appeared to be about Exin slaughtering each other with little more than swords and spiked clubs, until one emerged from the bloodbath, where another Exin granted them . . . an egg?

      “What sort of doo-hickory-quack is this?” Hopskirk grumbled (and Dane, for once, entirely agreed with him).

      But then Bruce pointed up to the side of the wall that hung over them. When they stepped out into the chamber and turned around, they could see the rest of the story. Those eggs were then held in chambers next to others such as this one. The final relief showed the eggs breaking open and the tiny Exin inside being lifted out by others.

      Bruce pointed back to the benches behind, each with their circular hollows in them. “Those would make room for a pretty large egg, don’t you think?”

      “Are we looking at . . .” Dane felt distantly sick. “Some kind of Exin nursery?”

      “You’re guess is as good as the next guy’s,” Bruce murmured, turning back around to survey the chamber before stalking forward to the far end, where one of the stone benches was set apart and raised higher than all the others.

      “And I guess that this was where the king baby crawdad sat, right?” Bruce started to chuckle as he went up the step towards it—

      Blip.

      And a green light flared behind the bench, striking Bruce full in the face.

      “Bruce!” Dane was immediately running towards him. “Cheng!”

      “Hey—hold up, I’m good! It was only a light!” Bruce was saying loudly as the green light winked out. The big Marine turned, held up his arms, and shrugged. “See?” he said.

      Just as the entire room started to shake.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s booby trapped!” Hopskirk was shouting.

      “Bruce! What the hell?!” Dane shouted out, as the ground started to shake, and shrapnel of rock started to dislodge and fall from the ceiling, scattering over the benches and making noise like the fire of gunshots.

      “What!? How was I supposed to know!?” Bruce shouted as they edged to the wall and then started back towards the archway to the main corridor.

      Just as rocks the size of hands, then heads, then entire orbital AMP suits started to fall and crash into the floor around them. The boulders smashed benches. They cracked and split stone and fractured the paving slabs beneath them. If any of them were caught under them, then Dane knew that they would be lucky if they got out with just a broken limb.

      “Run!” Dane shouted, and the three Marines turned for the short archway as the boulders fell at their heels.

      Dane spun around the corner just in time, before he kicked himself back to the main corridor . . .

      But there were boulders falling here too. They were crashing over the exit way and falling from the ceiling in a wave towards them.

      “Come on, further in!” Dane shouted, seizing first Hopskirk and shoving him further down the main avenue and then Bruce, before Dane, too, went after them.

      The boulders were crashing to the floor behind them, filling up the avenue in a fast flurry of stony rage. The ground beneath their feet shook and trembled as they lengthened their strides to desperately keep ahead of the falling rock.

      But where are we running to!? Dane raised his head—to see that straight up ahead of them, an impossibly large slab of rock was lowering itself across their vision, cutting the corridor in half . . . and then three quarters.

      It was too far away to run to in time.

      They were going to get crushed here.

      All of these thoughts surged through Dane’s head, but he knew that they had one thing that any other normal bipedal did not have.

      “Thrusters!” Dane leapt forward as the twin cannisters of the pulse emitters on his back fired, and he was flung forwards as the other two ignited their own thrusters as well . . .

      The three Marines half jumped, half flew down the corridor towards the slowly lowering stone doors, watching as the gap between door and floor grew ever smaller, and the boulders blocked off any chance of escape behind them.

      “Argh!” Dane was shouting in frustration as he flung himself downwards, hitting the floor and rolling a fraction of a second before Bruce and Hopskirk did, and rolling through, underneath the stone door as it slammed home.

      Behind them, the thunder of the falling boulders was muted and diminished, but it still carried on like a far-off storm for a long moment afterwards. From where Dane was lying, face up on the stone-flagged floor, he could feel the vibrations shaking upwards through him, until the final rock fell, and all was silence.

      The Marines were trapped under the surface of the alien planet.
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        * * *

      

      “Corsoni? Corsoni!?” Dane repeated, but all that he received in response was the stubborn and unchanging,

      
        
        >Service unavailable!

        >>Unable to connect to local area network (GLADIUS) . . .

      

      

      “Dammit,” he whispered, pushing himself up from the cavern floor to sweep his suit lights over the others. They were on their own down here.

      “It must be all that fracking rock above us,” Hopskirk muttered from where he was standing a few paces away. Bruce was already turning to examine the rest of the tunnel. It was large, with vaulted walls and ceiling, but there seemed to be a glimmer that caught the light down there.

      “What is that?” Hopskirk said immediately, raising his pulse rifle to stride forward down the tunnel.

      “. . . for frack’s sake . . .” Dane muttered, hurrying after the Marine. Hopskirk was behaving erratically, Dane knew. Too emotional. Uncontrolled. And Dane knew that if he had the power or the choice, then he would demand, by hook or crook or even a right hook if he had to, that Hopskirk wait this one out. Dane moved past Bruce, who was standing stock still.

      “Bruce? You good?” he asked the big man.

      “Fan-blinking-tastic,” Cheng grumbled, and Dane saw him heave a big sigh before breaking into a march after Hopskirk. Something was up, and Dane was once again about to put it down to the stress of the mission when he caught himself. No, they’d been on bad missions before, hadn’t they?

      “Okay, Cheng—what is it?” Dane asked as he walked. They could see Hopskirk in front of them, having slowed down as they kept on towards the distant light. It was probably too much to hope for that it was a way out, Dane thought to himself.

      “Kayla,” Bruce suddenly said, out of nowhere.

      “Huh?” Dane asked.

      “Her name is Kayla. We met in San Francisco before the attack,” Bruce admitted. “She studied environmental science, and I was doing a major in history, going to become a teacher, I thought,” the big man mumbled. “I was doing amateur-pro sumo in Tokyo for five years, but you know what the sports game is like, Williams,” Bruce muttered, and Dane nodded in agreement. It was one of the things that had first bonded them when they had arrived at Fort Mayweather Mechanized Infantry Boot Camp—that they had both done semi-pro fighting sports, Bruce with his sumo wrestling, and Dane with his Mech-Brawling.

      “There’s no future in it,” Bruce continued. “You get a few years before your joints are too shot to compete anymore, so that was when I decided to retrain at the only other thing I was good at . . . history.” The big man paused for a moment. “My dad would finally be proud, I guess,” he muttered, and Dane could only agree with the feeling. His own father had been a boxer, and there had been little that Dane could have done to make his father proud of him.

      “Anyway. It was at San Fran State that I met her. Kayla Lubowisc,” Bruce stated. “We had about two years together before we split, and then the next spring was when the Exin attacked . . .”

      “Oh crap,” Dane muttered. “I’m sorry . . .”

      “Well, you shouldn’t be,” Bruce quipped back quickly. “Kayla survived, and she was recruited by the government to study the Exin problem. I didn’t really keep in touch with her, but I found out just before this mission that she was on it. Kayla was one of the ones dispatched to Planet 892.”

      Dane didn’t know what to say. No wonder Bruce had been acting out of character all day!

      “Did you . . . I mean, you haven’t managed to get in touch with her at all?” Dane asked.

      “Lashmeier told me via private message while sitting in the cockpit of the Gladius,” Bruce growled, sounded almost angry at what their Master Staff Sergeant had done. “But . . .” he added after a breath, “we haven’t found her body yet. Not yet.”

      “Then there’s hope . . .” Dane was saying, just as Hopskirk let out a low whistle over the suit-to-suit channel.

      “Guys, you really want to see this,” he was saying. When Dane and Bruce hurried ahead, they saw that Hopskirk had found the source of the light.

      It was coming from the cavern that this tunnel led into. And inside of that cavern appeared to be a glowing white pyramid.
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      It was a pyramid, twice the size of any of the already-tall men in their orbital AMP suits. It was comprised of a silvered metal that appeared to give off its own glow like an effervescence, although Dane could not see any individual light source. It sat in the center of a large oval cavern, which contained other metal structures like pipes and machineries, each erupting from the walls and leading along the ground to the pyramid at the cavern’s heart.

      It was clearly some kind of machine, although neither Dane nor any of the others could understand what.

      “It appears to have markings on it,” Hopskirk was saying, and when Dane changed the light filter on his suit’s faceplate to dim the thing’s radiance, he saw that the Marine was right. The entire surface was scrawled with designs and geometric shapes like both the scrawls on the outside of the cave’s entrance—and the pictograms on the egg chamber.

      Hopskirk stepped into the room warily, followed by Bruce, and then Dane.

      “Be careful . . .” Dane warned, as Hopskirk interrupted him.

      “I’m picking up massive energy outputs from the thing . . .” the Marine said. “Wait, aren’t these . . . ?”

      Dane checked his own sensors to find that the radio frequencies were off the chart, along with subtle magnetic pulses and oscillating wave patterns . . . Before they suddenly clicked off.

      “Huh?” It seemed to coincide with a dimming of the pyramid’s structure.

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Hopskirk whispered, just as . . .

      With a flare, the thing started to light up once more, along with all of the energy spikes. This cycle completed again, and again, like some sort of alien heartbeat. It reminded Dane of something, and he struggled to think of what . . .

      “This has got to be what Professor Honshou and the others found,” Bruce whispered. “So . . . where are they?” And now that Dane knew the reason for the big man’s irritation, he could hear the pain and frustration in his voice.

      “Hey, there’s something here,” Hopskirk said, moving to one side of the large alien machineries on the walls that looked like giant gas tubes. He started tapping the surface with the edge of one large metal gauntlet.

      “. . . urk!” Dane’s sensors picked up the slightest sound coming from behind the pyramid. He rounded the corner, raised his rifle, and jumped over the ribbons of alien pipework that ran underfoot . . .

      To see that there, wedged between more of the pipes and buttresses, were wide, terrified eyes, looking up at him.

      It was a human.

      Almost.
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      “Argk!” The figure stumbled forward out of his crouch, to catch the floor with his hands and shake. The man was small and wore the light blue-gray encounter suit of one of the expedition team, and a large, old-fashioned bubble helmet. But the figure was clearly not well, Dane could see from the way that his arms were quivering and shaking.

      “Sir?” Dane knelt to one side as Bruce rounded the pyramid behind him.

      The man crouched on all fours, head down, before suddenly lunging forward with an inhuman speed to grab onto the barrel of Dane’s pulse rifle.

      “Ach!” Dane hissed in surprise, to find himself looking directly at the face of Professor Honshou, whose eyes were now a deep lambent amber, and the skin on his face blotched with the telltale alien virus.

      “Get out!” The professor shouted, and when he opened his mouth, Dane saw that the teeth looked odd and yellowed. More like an animal’s teeth than a human’s . . .

      “Professor!?” Dane struggled with the man for a moment, to find the professor almost inhumanly strong—even with the mechanical assists that Dane had in his suit, it was hard to wrench his own rifle back out of the man’s hands and shove him backwards—

      Honshou hit the pipes, and Dane tensed, certain that the mutant who had once been a man would fling himself into another insensate attack. He watched as the professor’s hands scrabbled and held onto the pipes around him, appearing to be barely able to contain an inner rage.

      “Professor, where’s Kayla?” Bruce said in a deep growl from where he stood above Dane.

      “Bruce, now might not . . .” Dane started to say, watching the professor struggle to contain himself. The man was clearly infected, and he was only just keeping it together.

      “She’s—she’s out there . . .” Honshou gasped, his hands moving to his chest.

      Dane tensed. “Whoa there, Professor. Just take it easy.”

      “Out where? What do you mean, she’s out there!?” Bruce took a step forward.

      “It’s not what you think! They were here before. The device . . .” the professor was shaking now, spitting each word as if it was the hardest thing that he had ever done. “The device is their Beacon!”

      “What?” Dane said automatically, even though another part of his brain just as simply knew that what the professor was saying was true. That was why it pulsed in such regular and exact cycles, wasn’t it? Just like a radio buoy or a satellite or their very own Beacon that the Marines themselves had dropped onto Planet 892 . . .

      “There’s a serum . . .” Dane heard the old man say as he scrabbled from his chest pocket a small phial of some clear liquid. “I don’t know if it works. I came to the source of the infection. To here. To try and synthesize a cure from the bodies of the watchers . . .”

      “Watchers?” Dane asked, but Bruce was pushing past him.

      “Where is she? Where is Kayla!?” Bruce leaned forward. Honshou’s head snapped up, looking past them both to where Hopskirk was still investigating the alien machinery.

      “No! Get out!” Honshou cried, just as Hopskirk’s hands accidentally clinked and tapped against a skirt of metal—

      For the Marine to be engulfed in a sudden release of high-pressure steam.
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        * * *

      

      “Hopskirk!” Dane was already on his feet and moving, to see the Marine staggering out of the quickly-evaporating white cloud, waving his hands.

      “I’m all right, Williams—it must have been some leak or something . . .” he was saying.

      But it wasn’t. Behind the man, a section of the large, stone-like metal pipe was starting to shift and move, rolling downwards to the floor.

      “What?” Hopskirk turned back around. Everyone in the room suddenly realized what it was. It wasn’t some gas or plasma tube that was feeding the strange, glowing pyramid device at all. It was a pressurized chamber—and from it leapt a creature that was like an Exin, but with altogether more claws and arms.

      “Sckrargh!” The creature landed on Hopskirk, throwing him to the floor and tumbling into a roll of lizard or insect-like limbs . . .

      “Contact!” Dane roared, turning his pulse rifle at the creature—

      But it was too fast. It had already sprung at Dane. Suddenly, his visor was filled with the gruesome sight of the thing’s three-part mandible jaw and the midnight, glooming blue and green of the thing’s scales as two clawed hands clutched at his shoulders—and then another two—stabbing into the chest of his suit as he was bowled over.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 65% . . .

      

      

      “Ugh!” Dane pulled the trigger of his pulse rifle, but the shot went wild as he hit the floor, the creature springing off him in one eel-quick movement. Since when do they have four arms!? The thought flashed through Dane’s mind, but he was already turning himself and pushing himself up—to see that the creature had leapt past Bruce Cheng easily on its backwards-jointed legs to spring at the glowing pyramid, slapping one four-taloned claw on its surface . . .

      For the pyramid to suddenly flash with a bright, incandescent light.

      Dane had no idea what the thing was doing, but he was sure that it was bad. “Stop it!” he yelled, just as Bruce let off a burst of purple pulse bolts that slammed into the back of the creature, throwing it from the side of the pyramid . . .

      Tsss! For another hiss of steam, and then another to sound from the other two largest “tubes” of the structure.

      It’s a three-sided pyramid, Dane realized. And there were two more Exin emerging to add to the one that had already emerged . . .

      “We have to stop them!” Dane threw himself around to the nearest opening sarcophagi, just as the four-armed, super-large Exin jumped through it . . .

      “Ack!” Dane caught it in midair with a sweep of his rifle. It was too close and moving too fast to fire at . . . He swept the thing’s main, larger arms out the way as the smaller ones closed in on him. A flash of sparks as they raked the already buckled and scratched surface of his orbital AMP suit.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 45% . . .

      

      

      But Dane had reversed the grip on the pulse rifle and slammed at the thing’s head. There was a crunch as the metal stock hit scale, sending it staggering backwards—

      “Bruce! Hopskirk!?” Dane called out, hearing pulse shots firing behind him.

      Dane leveled his pulse rifle as the Exin in front of him jumped to one side . . .

      Just as the first Exin to leave Hopskirk’s stasis tube blind-sided him, sweeping his claws against the man’s faceplate and dashing him to the ground.

      “Argh!”

      
        
        >Suit impact! Faceplate 70% . . .

      

      

      Dane rolled, but it was already too late—the second Exin that he had been attempting to stop had reached the pyramid and had slapped one clawed hand to the surface. The cavern flared with another incandescent flash of light.

      “Frackit!” Dane barely had the time to lift his pulse rifle before the first Exin was pouncing on him. He fired a shot straight at the creature’s chest for it to make a screeching squeal of a noise before slamming into him.

      “Get off!” Dane yelled, shoving and kicking at the thing—but it was already dead. His shot had been a lucky one and had found the only vulnerable spot that these creatures appeared to have—just above where their collarbones should be and under the hardened, chitinous plating that seemed to form their neck.

      But just as Dane heaved the heavy thing off him, there was another flash from the pyramid. All three Exin had managed to get to it—and do what!? Dane had no time to consider as he saw that Bruce was already engaged in a tackling brawl with one of them. Hopskirk crashed to the floor once more as the Exin that had attacked him turned and bounded towards the only other exiting corridor.

      “Hopskirk—speak to me!” Dane said, checking the Marine’s vital signs on his sensor’s readouts.

      
        
        >SGT HOPSKIRK, J . . . COMPROMISED . . .

      

      

      He was down, but the readings underneath it told Dane that the Marine’s heart rate was fast.

      “Go! Get after it!” Hopskirk called out in an anguished yell all the same. Dane took off.

      He had to duck slightly to fit into this smaller tunnel, but he wasn’t far behind the skittering shape that was even now surging ahead of him. There was a much brighter light at the further end, which Dane believed had to be a way out. This Exin had done what it was released to do, and now it was running. It was hunched like he was, holding its smaller arms close to its body as it scrabbled and made a terrible chittering noise at the same time.

      However, the Exin did not have the advantage of coming equipped with super-heated plasma firearms, did it? Dane thought as he started firing the yellow-white bolts of light from his pulse rifle at the creature. The first missed and hit the wall of the tunnel. The second hit it on the leg, flinging it to one side as it shrieked.

      “I got you!” Dane snarled at it, firing again and again. The creature was hit multiple times, but it still managed to launch itself into the light and disappear.

      “Frack!” Dane started to run, and it was only a few minutes before his eyes were blinded by the light of the outside jungle for a moment as he hit the forest floor and rolled . . .

      To find himself under an outcrop of black rock—a cliff, really—with the tunnel at its base. In front of him was a wide hollow in the jungle, with the many trunks and stems of the breathing trees rising up to form a natural hollow at the base of the cliff.

      And there was also the struggling body of the last Exin, rattling in its last death cry as the thing collapsed and was stilled, still reaching out towards the prey that it had been chasing when it was so rudely interrupted by Dane’s super-heated plasma.

      It was Professor Honshou.
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            The Message

          

        

      

    

    
      “No!” Dane hurried towards the professor, keeping his rifle trained on the stilled alien, to crouch at Honshou’s side. He saw that there was still a flicker of life from the once-human man.

      “Williams!?” It was Bruce over the suit-to-suit communicator. “We’re good,” Dane heard, before there was a glitch of static to cut the man off for a moment. Then the sound blared back to life again.

      “Enemies neutralized—but something weird is happening with this pyramid. It seems to be flashing faster now, like it’s cycling up for something . . .”

      “And the professor ran away in the firefight!” Hopskirk butted in over the group channel.

      “I’m on it,” Dane said tersely, opening the small medical unit on the AMP suit’s utility belt to snatch up adrenaline and stimulants. He might not be able to do much else for the professor, but there was a chance that these would keep him alive. A very small chance.

      “The professor is out here with me. He’s injured . . .” Dane searched the man’s suit for any piece of exposed flesh, and in the end, had to settle for the tears in the encounter suit that the claws of the Exin had sliced in the attack.

      “I don’t like that pyramid thing—can you stop it!? Turn it off!?” Dane jabbed the auto-injector down, but nothing happened.

      “Oh frack, oh frack. We need him alive!” Dane growled, instead switching to the wound spray to try and seal the terrible gash on the man’s back. Dane worked quickly, knowing that every second counted, and that they needed to know just what had happened to the expedition here on Planet 892.

      Suddenly, the dying man made a wheezing noise and spluttered, but it was very weak. When Dane looked at him, he could see that his strangely yellow eyes were going in and out of focus all the time.

      “Professor? Professor—hang in there. We’re going to help you . . .” Dane whispered, then remembered the man’s serum, still clutched in his hand. “Will this work? It might help you for just a bit . . .” he whispered hopefully, placing a large gauntlet on the man’s outstretched, quivering hand.

      “Too late . . . too late now . . .” the professor was saying.

      “No, of course it isn’t, Professor Honshou!” Dane tried to sound optimistic, despite all the odds. “We’ll get you patched up in no time . . .”

      “Private Tychus found this place . . .” The professor raised a hand to point, tremulously, back towards the tunnel where they had come from. “I didn’t realize that he’d been inside, until . . .” his speech was suddenly cut off by loud, hacking coughs, and Dane saw that the inside of his old-fashioned bubble helmet was now speckled with blood.

      Until Private Tychus started breaking out in an alien infection? Dane considered.

      “When the infection became bad at the camp—I knew that I had to go to the source to find original samples. It was from here . . .” (cough, hack, splutter) “. . . Tychus was attacked by something. A trap, in that room . . .”

      Oh no. Dane felt his jaw clamp even tighter. Didn’t that mean that even if Hopskirk wasn’t infected before, then he would be now? Hopskirk’s faceplate was open to the elements of the alien world. Was the infection airborne?

      “It spread so fast . . .” The professor’s voice was getting weaker and weaker, and Dane had to lean closer.

      “But why destroy the expedition server records?” Dane breathed, not even really expecting an answer. “Why not wait, hold up for the gate to open again?”

      “You . . . you don’t understand . . .” Professor Honshou was wheezing now. “That room. That pyramid. It’s the Beacon. Their Beacon . . .”

      What? Dane didn’t understand. Bruce suddenly broke in over the suit-to-suit shared channel.

      “Uh, Williams? I’m not liking the look of this . . .”
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        * * *

      

      Back inside the Exin cave complex, under the acres of the black rock, Sergeant Bruce Cheng’s face lit up once again with a flash of brilliant light from the alien pyramid.

      Another one, and this time it was brighter—and happening faster than the others.

      “Williams . . .” Bruce repeated, moving his eyes from the pyramid to where Hopskirk stood off to one side, wavering slightly on his feet. The outer metal plates of his fellow Marine’s orbital AMP suit were battered and rucked where the super-strong claws of their dead foe had met it. Hopskirk did not look well, although Bruce could see no blood coming from his suit. The Marine was standing facing the pyramid, and even though he was swaying on his feet, he was facing the glowing pyramid as if he were entranced by it.

      “Bruce! . . .” crackle! The connection between them broke into static. It came back in waves, sometimes faster, sometimes quiet. “. . . is it? I got Honshou . . . Beacon . . .”

      “It’s the pyramid,” Bruce said, as another flash blinded his eyes for a moment. Then his faceplate did that auto-diffusion thing, darkening momentarily to reveal the alien structure, and the room, and the seemingly hypnotized Marine beside it.

      The Exin pyramid was pulsing with power, and it was happening faster and faster, like it was building up to something. Every time that it did so, Bruce’s internal scanners went off the chart with recording energies. The big guy was aware that he could even feel the thrumming energy under his feet. When he looked down, he saw that he was standing on one of the conduits of stonelike metal that went from the wall buttresses to the pyramid itself.

      What did the Exin do to it? Bruce was thinking. As soon as this chamber had been disturbed, they had awoken from whatever ancient sleep that they were constrained by, in order to race forward and touch the surface of the pyramid.

      Like an ID print . . . Bruce agreed with himself. Just like the many fingerprint and eye scanners and even DNA scanners that the Federal Marines used to authorize top secret access.

      So . . . what had they unlocked?

      “This is some kind of nursery facility,” Bruce was thinking as he stepped away from the rapidly cycling pyramid. It was flashing like a strobe light now and getting faster. The deep rhythm underfoot was repeating at ever-faster rates too.

      “But all the Exin had hatched . . .” Bruce thought back to that one table where the largest of the Exin eggs would have sat. The pictograms had seemed to declare that this was a place where birth was a reward, and that the ones born here were destined for great things. Was this how the Exin propagated themselves? Did they set up these hatching sites all across the universe?

      Their empire . . . ?

      Flash. Flash flash. The light was almost a constant lightning bolt of glare right now, and Bruce got the distinct impression that he did not want to hang around for when it had reached its zenith.

      “Hopskirk? Come on—we’re moving out!” Bruce snapped, reaching for their fellow Marine.

      “Sckrargh!” A sudden snarl of fury as Hopskirk turned, dropping his pulse rifle. His hands twitched, and he glared at Bruce through the broken-open viewing lens of his faceplate.

      And he had yellowed eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Bruce!? Bruce, can you read me!?” Dane repeated. He crouched next to Professor Honshou as the line suddenly ended in a glitchy squeal of static. Whatever energies were being produced down there by the alien device were screwing with their suit channels.

      No wonder our Federal Beacon wasn’t working! Dane thought to himself. This thing was almost acting like a jammer.

      Beacon. An Exin Beacon, the professor had said.

      And then Dane suddenly saw it. Private Tychus must have disturbed this facility and accidentally woken up this ancient alien machine, effectively killing the human-dropped Beacon by jamming its signal. That was what had caused the supposed malfunction and cut off the humans from the Deployment Gate One deep radar network.

      And when Private Tychus accidentally activated the alien device, it had released a biological agent to make sure that no one could turn it off. And the Exin seemed to be masters of biological weaponry, didn’t they? Dane couldn’t help but consider the spore-creatures that the Exin had released on Earth, spreading the Exinase virus, or the Exin version of wolverines, or the living hand grenades that they used . . . This viral agent had to be one of theirs, and one that changed the infected person’s DNA, keeping them busy until . . . Dane’s mind leapt from conclusion to conclusion.

      “Honshou? What do you mean that it was an Exin Beacon? You mean that it sends a signal?” Dane turned back to the professor, but the man was beyond answering him now. He was in fact beyond answering anyone any more. Professor Honshou was dead.

      “Bruce!? Hopskirk? Can you read me—over!” Dane jumped to his feet.
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        * * *

      

      “Hopskirk! What are you doing!?” Bruce was shouting, as Hopskirk snatched out to grapple with his pulse rifle. Or not. In fact, it had seemed as though Hopskirk had thrown his arms out in order to snatch at Bruce himself—just like an Exin . . .

      But Bruce had managed to get his rifle up in between them just in time, and now the two men were wrestling in the cavern under the earth.

      “Sssss!” Hopskirk was hissing, and Bruce could see him snarling and gnashing his teeth, just as if he were no longer Hopskirk at all.

      “Hopskirk—get off me!” Bruce roared and shoved the smaller man with all of his considerable strength, sending him flying backwards to slam against the pyramid and slide down.

      “Bruce!? Hopskirk—what’s going on!?” Dane appeared in the mouth of the tunnel, his suit alternately looking brilliant silver or shadowed black with the repeated pulse of the pyramid.

      “Sss . . . !” Hopskirk hissed weakly. “You’re out to kill me! You’re trying to kill me!” he managed to utter in human speech, stumbling to his feet and lurching towards Bruce once more.

      The big man leveled his pulse rifle. “Hopskirk, don’t! I don’t want to . . .”

      There was a momentary pause in the eyes of the younger Marine, and Bruce saw the sudden outrage of having a gun pointed at him by his fellow Marine.

      “NO!” Dane and Hopskirk moved in the same breath. Hopskirk launched himself forward, unable to contain his insensate rage, and Williams threw himself forward to seize the smaller Marine around the waist and bring him down with a heavy thump against the floor.

      “Get off! Let go of me! Get off!” Hopskirk was screeching, hammering at Dane with his fists and boots. Bruce saw some of the outer defensive plate of his friend Dane buckle and crumple under the assault, as Hopskirk’s own already-augmented strength (empowered by the Assisted Mechanized Plate) was seemingly enhanced by the alien virus too . . .

      Flash. Flash. Flash. It was almost impossible to discern the pulsing between flashes now, as Bruce hurried to help Dane.

      “Hopskirk! Listen to me! You have to fight this! You can fight this!” Bruce heard Dane saying, but it seemed as though their comrade and brother in arms was beyond sense. Bruce was certain that there was a change around the man’s face, too, like his brow was becoming more pronounced. His temples looked as though something—horns?—were about to protrude from the surface.

      “Got him!” Bruce grabbed onto the man’s legs and squeezed, as Dane did the same on his upper chest and arms.

      “Get off! I’ll kill you first! I’ll kill all of you!” Hopskirk was shouting.

      “We’re not going to kill you. We’re not, I promise, Hopskirk!” Dane was trying to get through to him, but even Bruce was having a hard time hearing him over the rising thunder of the machine. Hopskirk was still shouting as Dane snarled.

      “I’ve got an antidote. From Honshou!”

      Bruce’s eyes were filled with the constant jag of light from the alien pyramid. “No time,” he said, just as the thud and thunder seemed to reach its pitch, and the pyramid burst.
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        * * *

      

      The top apex of the pyramid erupted into a bolt of pure, burning light that shot upwards into the roof of the cavern, vaporizing a hole straight through the black bedrock. Solid matter turned into gobbets of liquid magma or hissed into toxic gasses that obscured vision and made the three Marines lying on the floor choke and cough.

      The pyramid pulsed with light one last time. The ground and walls quivered as it poured the pent-up energy into one bolt that drove upwards through the earth of the alien jungle, exploding tree roots as well as entire trees when it burst from the surface with all the grace of a miniature mushroom cloud.

      And the energy beam did not stop there, but continued burning upwards in a dazzling flash, straight up into the skies, and into the atmosphere, and into the near planet orbit, and out into the depths of the starry void.

      The beam held itself—shining, brilliant, and terrifying for a long pause—a living thread that burnt between the surface of the planet and the depths of the void before it was spent. It winked out of existence just as suddenly as it had arrived. However, the event left its traces behind in the form of a blackened and smoking detonation zone atop the cliff that sat over the cavern and the charred remains of the giant trees and unlucky vegetation that had lived there for a millennium. The sky, too, was disturbed and lowering with graying, ashen clouds as the atmosphere reacted to the sudden intrusion.

      And further out still, beyond the orbit of Planet 892 and beyond the reach of any eye to see, something else in the universe reacted too. Something else saw the sudden burst of stored energy around a distant star.

      Something else noticed and started to move.
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      “Ugh . . . Dear fracking hell . . .” Dane coughed inside his suit. Even though his Assisted Mechanized Plate operated the best air filtration and toxin reduction systems around, there was still a strange, burnt-iron smell cycling through his suit’s air supply, and the explosion alone had thrown him clear of Hopskirk.

      Hopskirk! Dane suddenly scrabbled to one side, reaching for the man . . .

      Who was stilled.

      “No. Dammit. No!” Dane pulled himself up to Hopskirk’s face. He saw that the man was listed to one side with his eyes closed.

      
        
        >ERROR! Biology unknown! . . .

      

      

      Instead of the usual health reports and scans that Dane could call up on his faceplate’s HUD when he looked at any Marine, instead of Hopskirk’s Marine ID, there was just a scan error, notifying Dane that his friend’s DNA had already changed so much that the suit could not even recognize him.

      No . . . But Dane saw movement, and his suit’s biological scanners picked up life, at least. Hopskirk was alive, but the explosion appeared to have sent him into shock, and he was now in a feverish sort of unconsciousness.

      “Just like what the video said happened to Private Tychus, before he went full Hulk . . .” Bruce muttered angrily beside Dane.

      “Yeah,” Dane nodded, feeling his heart plummet. “I know.”

      But a tremor shook itself through the chamber that they were in, and a few more bits of rock dislodged from the ceiling to thump into the alien floor. The pyramid beside them was apparently dead, now a dull and lifeless gray-silver, with no sign of activity at all.

      “I think we should get out of here,” Bruce grunted. “There is nothing about this that is giving me any sense of confidence.”

      Dane could only agree as he grabbed Hopskirk under the arms and started to haul him at a quick shuffle through the tunnel to the outside.
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        * * *

      

      The Marines managed to make it to the clearing just a few minutes before some deep weakness in the bones of the alien earth gave in. There was a rumbling noise as the ground shook underfoot. A billow of white cloud erupted from the tunnel behind them, and they heard the sound of crashing rock.

      “That’s a one-time deal, huh?” Bruce said in a stern tone.

      “I guess.” Dane set Hopskirk down on the other side of the clearing from the other two resident dead bodies and quickly searched his utility belt. He was relieved to see that he did still have the small phial that Professor Honshou had been clutching when he had passed.

      “The antidote,” Dane explained, holding the small thing up. “The professor must have led the last of the expedition here and synthesized it himself, just as . . .”

      “Just as the rest of his team turned into monsters around him?” Bruce grumbled, and Dane thought about the dead body of the expedition Marine that they had found outside. “We don’t even know if that is going to work!” Bruce pointed out.

      “No, but the professor was down there for days. We don’t know when he got infected, but I think that this was stopping it from taking over . . .” Dane said, shaking the phial for a moment in the light. It sparkled briefly, and Dane lowered it to where Hopskirk’s AMP suit had the auto-injector module—a small hatch that was flipped open on the inside of the forearm, revealing slot-in tubes for the various cures, anaesthetics, or remedies that a Marine-on-the-go might need, delivered straight by the suit through the pin-prick injectors beneath . . .

      “Wait.” Bruce’s metal hand suddenly caught Dane’s wrist.

      Dane looked up at his fellow sergeant in surprise. “What is it, Bruce? We have to stop this process before it goes too far!”

      “We might need that serum. For the Marine Corps. We might need to replicate it.” Bruce said gruffly.

      What!? Dane couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Then they can spend a billion credits on scientists to make it again! Hopskirk needs this now!” Dane pointed out.

      “Kayla,” Bruce said softly, getting to the real point of his objection.

      Ah, Dane thought. “Bruce . . .” he said a little softer, while in front of him, Hopskirk’s breathing hitched a little bit in his tortured sleep. Dane didn’t know what he was about to say until he said it.

      “We might be able to save Hopskirk right here, now,” Dane said, holding the big man’s gaze through the dimmed windows of their faceplates.

      Bruce stared hard at him, and then, after a pause, he released Dane’s wrist. Williams felt terrible as he moved the phial to Hopskirk’s suit injector, but he also knew that he was doing the right thing.

      “Sometimes, we’ve only got our skills and the tools we carry right now.” He remembered an old piece of advice from his father—one of the few times that his father had helped him in his pre-Exin career. “We don’t know if it’s going to be enough, but it’s what we’ve got. We can make it count.”

      Bruce nodded once and silently, and Dane slid the phial in and closed the hatch.

      At first, nothing happened. Then there was a slight noise from the infected Hopskirk, as his breathing hitched a little deeper, and he seemed to be a little more restful. On Dane’s suit scanners, it still read:

      
        
        >ERROR! Biology unknown . . . restarting scan.

      

      

      At least the scanner trying again also seemed to suggest that Hopskirk was edging a little closer to human norms, Dane thought hopefully. His heart rate was lowering from the jackhammer parade that it had been a moment ago, and his temperature wasn’t in the boiling-egg zone.

      I just have to hope that it’s enough . . . Dane sighed, easing back on his haunches. He didn’t know how much the professor had used to keep his own infection under control. Or even if he had used too much . . .

      Bruce radioed into the Gladius, now that they were out of the earth and their suit channels were working again. Corsoni was only too happy to lift off from the expedition camp to come and get them, and he managed to set down on the top of the ridge of black rock from which the Exin Beacon had spewed its brilliant light. It would have been a struggle to carry the semi-conscious Hopskirk, still in his orbital AMP suit, up the rocky incline to the Gladius, but luckily, Corsoni dispatched one of the floating Federal Marine transport drones, which looked like a large insect on its own miniature pulse engines, although its body looked like a medical stretcher.

      Bruce and Dane loaded Hopskirk onto the drone’s bed and climbed the outcrop themselves. In no time at all, they were strapping into the cockpit behind Joey Corsoni and rising off to head to the final part of their mission: the Federal Beacon.

      “We’ll be there in under twenty,” Corsoni advised them. His usually reckless and optimistic demeanor seemed cowed.

      “I’m guessing that you found what happened to the Expedition, then?” their pilot and engineer said after a moment. It was, after all, the only reason why the Marine team hadn’t flown to where the defective Federal Beacon was situated—Dane had insisted that they follow the route that the expedition had traveled in order to find them.

      “Yeah, I guess.” Dane sighed. He couldn’t find the strength to go into how each of them had seemingly turned on one another, one by one, as they succumbed to the Exin biological weapon.

      “Almost,” Bruce grunted. “Almost all of them.” His tone was dark and serious, and Dane was suddenly aware of the fact that they already had Hopskirk under sedation a few rooms behind them in one of the Gladius’s small emergency medical beds. They had agreed for the Marine to remain like that until the Deployment Gate next opened, and they could get him some proper medical attention. Maybe even synthesize some kind of cure for the mutagen that was trying to turn him into something not-Hopskirk. Dane wondered if they would have two such people on two such medical beds before this mission was over.

      But as Dane looked out through one of the cockpit windows to see the vast expanse of green down there, unmapped and unknowable, that seemed to stretch all the way to the distant horizon—he thought that the chances of finding Bruce’s missing Kayla were slim, if anything.

      “We’re almost there.” Corsoni broke Dane’s chain of thought, as the Gladius started to round another higher outcrop of the black-and-brown rock, its sides festooned with long rivers of green vines. The top, however, was mostly barren save for a few sprigs of strange, straggling bush-type plants.

      And, as they neared, Dane’s internal suit mission array started bleeping.

      
        
        >Mission Parameters: Search and Rescue . . .

        >Objective 1: Deploy to 892 Expedition Base . . . COMPLETED

        >Objective 2: Locate Professor Honshou and secure Expedition research . . . COMPLETED

        >Objective 3: Locate Expedition staff . . . INCOMPLETE

        >Objective 4: Locate Federal Beacon and repair . . . BEACON FOUND!
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            The Beacon

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s been trashed,” Bruce said in a low snarl of anger as soon as they set down and bounded out of the Gladius. It was windy up here on the five-story-high plateau, and past the Gladius, past Bruce, Dane could see a whole lot of undulating green forest spiked with those super-huge trees like skinny mountains.

      The Federal Beacon sat just a few hundred yards away, but even before they got much closer, Dane’s foot almost tripped on a piece of metal, buckled and ripped from wherever it had come from, with the Federal Marine logo stamped in one corner.

      “Exin?” Dane asked, raising his pulse rifle in one smooth movement as it whined up to full charge. “Or any one of the other critters that live out here?”

      “I don’t know . . .” Bruce slowly shook his head as he took point between the weathered boulders and fingers of rock towards the center of the vandalism. “Apart from what we released—and killed—back there in that Exin Nursery, we haven’t seen any other sign of the Exin out here.”

      “You mean those three four-armed, fanged, and clawed things aren’t enough?” Dane tried to make light of their predicament, but Bruce always had a knack of being totally immune to humor when he wanted to be.

      “The Exin were in some form of stasis, Williams,” Cheng pointed out. “This happened before they were released, didn’t it?”

      “I guess so . . .” Dane considered, stepping forward into the hollow between the rocks where the Federal Beacon was supposed to rest.

      Well, its base did still rest here, it had to be said. Dane could see the square of thick metal footing attached to the metal platform, driven into the rock and plugged with quick-set concrete. The base itself still contained a mess of instrumentation from cracked glass and ceramic tubes to frayed gold-and-copper wires spraying out of strange and fractured circuit boards. Half of the metal walls, double plated just like Dane’s Assisted Mechanized Plate—were intact—but their tops and one whole panel of the box had been ripped apart.

      “Corsoni? Are you reading this?” Dane asked, knowing that the pilot engineer could patch into Dane’s suit cam whenever he wanted.

      “I got it. Sheesh! That sure looks messed up!” his voice came back.

      “Can you do anything about it? Get it working again?” Dane frowned at the broken-open shell before him. He couldn’t imagine it becoming anything more than scrap at this point.

      He heard a whistle on the other end of the suit comms, which was Joey Corsoni’s way of saying, “Yeah, but this is going to be a whole lot tougher than any of you think . . .

      “I can still see the microreactor there. That’s the little silver unit that looks like a set of tubes?” Joey said. Dane’s eyes found it and he nodded. It looked untouched. He didn’t know if that was because of negligence on the part of the saboteur, or whether it was especially designed to be impervious to anything thrown at it. (Dane also felt, it had to be said, a moment of nervousness at the fact that he had been standing so close to something that was clearly so dangerous as a reactor).

      “If that’s still working, then I can do something with it. Maybe rig up a makeshift accelerator from the Gladius’s inverters . . .” Corsoni mused.

      “I have no idea what you just said,” Dane confessed. “You’re doing that thing you do. Science speak.”

      “Ha, right—sorry. The answer is a resounding ‘it’d be a miracle if I get it to do anything other than make toast, but I’ll give it a try,’” Corsoni said.

      Dane groaned. He’d thought as much. “All right, Corsoni. Keep an eye on the radar until our search is done, and then get on it.”

      “Already designing the fix, champ.” Corsoni laughed.

      At least Joey is a fount of optimism, Dane thought as he clicked off the channel and took in the devastation in front of him. Only large, rending claws could have done this. The sort that the Exin had, Dane thought.

      Or . . . Dane blinked at the suggestion, his eyes moving to Bruce. There was, after all, another very strong type of creature on this planet that they knew of, which had claws that could dent and rupture orbital AMP defensive plate, and which might even have reason to destroy their own Beacon, so as to stop any one else coming here . . . ?

      “No. Don’t say it,” Bruce said suddenly, catching Dane’s meaning without the man even saying it out loud. “Kayla wouldn’t do this. Not even if she had turned into . . .” his voice quavered for a moment, “one of them.”

      “Not even if she thought, in her last human moments, that she was going to prevent future harm?” Dane asked softly. “Just like the expedition Marine back in the bunker, who released a virus inside their own servers to keep anyone else from replicating their journey to the Exin Nursery?”

      “No!” Bruce said suddenly, fiercely, turning to kick one of the metal plates to send it skidding across the plateau top. “I said that Kayla wouldn’t have done this. She wouldn’t! She would want to come back home! To me!” The big man ended on a strangled, almost desperate plea—only Dane did not think that plea was directed at him at all.

      Dane didn’t push his hypothesis. In his heart, he had already come to a conclusion about what had really happened here.

      Private Tychus accidentally activated the Exin Beacon, which made their own—this one—jam, Dane thought. The expedition had proceeded to fall to the Exin bio-weapon, and Honshou decided to lead the last of the team out to what he called the device in the Exin Nursery, to find a cure. He failed. The Marines left back at base camp, knowing that the infection was only going to claim the lives of the next expedition to come here, had decided to try and destroy all records of the Exin Nursery or device to stop the spread.

      And Kayla, Dane thought, looking at the rent and crumpled mess, possibly in her last human acts, had hiked all the way up here to destroy their means of communicating home too.

      Dane thought that it was an incredible act of bravery, really. One that meant that she had wanted to sacrifice her life for the good of any future humans who would later come here.

      “Corsoni? What sort of hardware do you have in there?” Dane asked over the suit channels. “If anyone can get this Beacon working, then it has to be you . . .”

      “Ugh, I’m not sure that we’ve got time for that right now, Sergeant,” Corsoni’s voice came back thick and worried.

      “Huh?” Dane turned back to the Gladius, already starting to hurry towards it. “What is it Corsoni? Is it Hopskirk? Is he okay? Waking up?”

      “Sergeant Hopskirk is sleeping like a baby, Williams,” Corsoni said. “It’s not him that I’m worried about at all.”

      “Then what is it!?” Dane had already covered half the distance back to the Gladius by the time that the shapes broke the envelope of the sky.

      “It’s the incoming signatures I have from near orbit, boss.” Corsoni said. “That’s what’s giving me grief.”

      And Dane raised his head to see that there, breaking into flashes of fire and long-tailed plumes of white smoke, screamed three incoming vessels.
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      “Report!” Dane was saying as he thumped down into one of the copiloting seats behind Joey, with Bruce still on his way back to the ship.

      “Champ, the situation is pretty darn messed up, and my recommended report would be that any other team of Marines would be screwed,” Corsoni said, casting aside with a sweep of his hands the makeshift schematics he had been working on for the new and improved Federal Beacon. He brought up the satellite imagery that the Federal Marine Planet 892 network had captured just a few minutes before.

      “Ah,” Dane said awkwardly when Corsoni replayed the material.

      The satellite network for Planet 892 was still patchy, and the Marine Corps had yet to establish deep space radar stations as yet out here, on humanity’s furthest colonial expedition. Mostly, the angled camera images were pointing down towards Planet 892’s surface (in order to complete the planetary mapping effort) not up and out, back towards the apparently hostile environs of the void.

      However, despite these limitations, one of the slowed-down cameras did indeed manage to capture the moment that the stars appeared to melt and shift like a heat mirage, and there was a scattering of flashing lights as a new type of Exin ship appeared. It was larger than any of the small, oval seed crafts, with a much fatter end, three radiating seed-like “pods” coming from its middle, and a pointed, extended prow.

      “What in the name of all that is holy is that!?” Dane whispered.

      The craft was big by Dane’s reckoning, probably at least three times the size of the Gladius—making it smaller than a Marine Training Platform, but definitely more than a match for a little mixed-class fighter like theirs. They watched the footage as it swam towards Planet 892, gaining a corona of burning gasses as it sought entry into the upper atmosphere.

      “Did you see that!” Corsoni said. “It seemed . . . I mean . . . It didn’t look as though it came through the red-shift of a wormhole. It looked as though . . .”

      “As though it generated the wormhole itself,” Dane completed. “Like the Exin have figured out how to space-jump without the need for their stationary jump stations?”

      “Precisely!” Corsoni agreed. Although Dane knew that the engineer pilot’s enthusiasm was for the demonstration of new and novel technology, this idea only plummeted Dane’s heart further. If the Exin had ships that could do jump travel with stationary gates, then that meant that any Exin ship at any time could turn up anywhere (more or less) and attack . . .

      And, as the ripple of stars started to fade in the wake of the new type of Exin ship, there appeared a wave of what they called the Exin seed crafts—large seed-shaped pods made of scaled metals, capable of outflying anything that the Marine Corps had right now. Dane tried to count them and thought that there had to be between seven and ten up there right now, slotting into a scattered diamond formation around the larger ship. Whatever new form of jump technology that Exin mother ship was using seemed to be able to bring with it other, smaller ships at the same time. But how many? How far could they jump?

      Oh frack oh frack oh . . . “They’ve come back to retake the planet. When the New Deployment Gate opens again from our side, they’ll just storm through . . .” Dane’s mind was racing.

      About ten Exin craft, versus the Marine enforcement on the Jupiter side of the Deployment Gate. It was nowhere near the size to attack Earth, but with their speed and firepower, they might just be able to retake the Deployment Gate station. Or at least hold it until their own reinforcements turned up.

      Or they might just jump all the way to Earth, hang over our habitats, and bomb us before we can say boo . . .

      “We have to tell command!” Bruce growled from beside them.

      The sky through the Gladius’s windows—not the satellite imagery—reported what came next. The large Exin ship was making entry inside its own bubble of flame, slowing as it lowered itself towards the surface. The craft was about to make planetfall, and as it did so, it was firing at Planet 892.

      No, not firing . . . Dane thought, as he looked out of the cockpit window. He saw the cometlike shapes appear to break apart in midair, losing smaller, tumbling pieces over the forest skies as their larger hearts spun and revolved and started to morph . . .

      “Magnify,” Dane whispered to his suit, for his faceplate lens to react immediately—the targeting vector zeroing in on the three shapes and choosing the nearest to suddenly enlarge in Dane’s eyes.

      “Oh crap,” Dane murmured when he saw what the things really were.

      The shapes had morphed just before they crashed into the ground, throwing out blocky limbs attached on large, motored joints. They slammed into the ground with the distant sounds of explosions and the rise of dust and debris into the air.

      They were Mechs. Giant, alien Mechs.

      The three large, crablike shapes had been ejected around the mother craft’s drop site, in what the Marine in Dane could tell was a textbook landing procedure.

      “It’s using those things to secure the perimeter, while the main ship lands . . .” he was saying. Dane’s eyes swam up to the Gladius’s radar, to see that the other phalanx of Exin seed crafts hadn’t followed the larger ship as it made its progress to Planet 892’s surface. Instead, they had started to zoom high across the envelope of atmosphere in near orbit, each criss-crossing the globe in different routes.

      “They’re on defensive patrol,” Dane said hurriedly. “They’ll be the first response to any of our forces that come through our gate.” He realized what that must mean. That whatever the larger Exin craft was about to do, it was important enough to need a guard patrol and alien Mech-giants. That had to be the target.

      “We have to stop them, somehow,” Dane said.

      “Guys—the clock,” Bruce was saying. “We’ve got forty minutes until the Deployment Gate next opens. And they’re probably going to send another scouting ship. By the time that they arrive, the Exin will have formed a bridgehead.”

      Their Beacon, Dane remembered the dying words of Professor Honshou. That was what this place was. Planet 892 was theirs, the Exin’s. And the expedition had alerted their enemy to the fact that the humans had come here.

      “We can’t let the Exin take 892,” Dane was saying, looking at the other two men beside him.

      Two. He only had two men, and one of them wasn’t even a ground fighter.

      “Corsoni, get our Federal Beacon fixed yesterday!” Dane said.

      “Got it,” Corsoni was saying.

      “And as soon as you’ve done that, I need you to send an alert back to the Deployment Gate . . .”

      “You can’t signal anything more detailed than lights off or on,” Corsoni was saying. Then his eyes lit up. “But that means that we can still go really old school. We’ll use Morse code. SOS. Dot dot dot, dash dash dash, dot dot dot. . .”

      “Whatever you think, engineer,” Dane was saying. “And then, when you’re done, bring the Gladius and find us. Because me and Bruce are going to go down there and stop an invasion, right?”

      And without hesitation, both Bruce and Corsoni were nodding. There was no fear or anxiety in their faces. They knew just what had to be done.

      They had to fight.
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        * * *

      

      “Bruce, you ready?” Dane whispered through his suit comms. He had activated the triple-security measures for the communications, dampening their radio emissions to the tightest of narrowband frequencies possible, but there was still no way of knowing whether the Exin could pick them up or not.

      “Ready and willing,” Bruce’s reply came back just as quickly. His voice was low and tight. “I’ll wait for your signal,” the unseen man said. He was currently almost half a mile away from where Dane stood, hidden under the eaves of the alien forest.

      In front of Dane was the drop site of the Exin, which the two Marines had hiked back to through the jungle, leaving Corsoni prepping the Gladius for the fight of its life. Ahead of him, he could see the humped ground of the sparse forest that the Exin had picked. Stubby trees lay splintered or still burning from the alien landing, and, as the sun was drawing towards the horizon, the three squat shapes of the Exin War Mech looked more like boulders than they did creations.

      They stood at what Dane guessed was fifteen or eighteen feet tall, and wider still than that. Four heavy, trunklike metal limbs were sunk into the same ground that they had landed in, with their back legs half-folded, making them look as though they were crouching. The alien Mechs were wide, with semi-cylindrical domed carapaces that gave them an oddly crablike shape. The “head” or cockpit of each Mech—if indeed that was how they worked—was nothing more than a strip of dull crimson lights along the forward edge of their dome body. They looked mean, and Dane could only guess that humped nodules on their backs and mounted over their arm joints would be weapons pods—although he had no idea what sort of weapons they would be using at all.

      There is no way that just three guys, two orbital AMP suits, and one ship can take on that much hardware, a small part of Dane’s mind voiced the expected concerns. Dane did as he had been trained to do: he accepted it, he heard it, and then he reminded himself why he was here.

      If we let the Exin establish a bridgehead here, then they’ll have another base to attack Earth from. His home world was on borrowed time, and humanity was only just stepping out to swing . . .

      And Dane was going to be that punch.

      “Going dark,” he whispered, and turned off all suit communications.

      
        
        >Assisted Mechanized Plate 023 / SGT WILLIAMS, D . . . Stealth mode activated . . .

      

      

      All his deep range scanners silenced, leaving him with only active frequencies in the nearby twenty feet or so. The suspension in his suit tightened and jostled just slightly, giving him finer motor controls over his actions. His suit had no lights on now at all, meaning he had to rely on natural eyesight alone in the evening. And the AMP suit started to emit an invisible, dull field of charged particles, hopefully running interference and obscuring him from the Exin’s active sensors.

      Dane still had no idea whether these procedures would work.

      “But I guess I’ll find out in a minute . . .” he breathed as he hunched over and stepped out into the sparse clearing, using one of the fallen trees for cover.

      First step. The slight crunch of the strange, oval-shaped grasses under his boots. Dane kept his eyes on the nearest alien War Mech, which was turned slightly away from him, and he saw that it didn’t make a move. Only the dull crimson lights remained on its forward edge to show that it had any power in it at all.

      Second step. Third, fourth . . .

      Dane was following a slight hollow in the ground—the long dried-up ruins of an old creek bed, perhaps—with the trunk of one of the trees on its edge. He knew that he was almost completely obscured from view, and out of the corner of his eye, he could see the top of the War Mech’s head, still unmoving.

      The old creek bed curved around to the left of the War Mech, close to one of its legs.

      
        
        >Warning! Movement detected!

      

      

      The HUD on the inside of Dane’s faceplate lit up, and he froze against the creek bed wall, crouching as a sudden light appeared on his right.

      Frack!

      Dane knew that his suit’s sensors were at their most minimal, meaning that they were only good for thirty feet, and whatever that light was, it had to be within that. If that is an Exin patrol . . . Dane felt his muscles tensing inside his suit, and he willed them to remain still. If it was ground troops of the enemy, then they would see him easily.

      The light suddenly flared into brilliance about fifteen feet in front of him, and Dane saw a large floating object like a teardrop. It floated purposefully over the ground, over the creek-gulley, and not hesitating as it moved off towards the Exin War Mech.

      Some kind of patrol drone? Dane thought, holding still as the vector on his navigation slipped out of near range, and the light started to fade. He waited for a full count of ten before starting his move again. He wondered if the Exin were expecting trouble or whether they slept.

      As it turned out, in the next turn of the creek gully, bringing him almost level with the War Mech and just a hundred yards away from the main Exin mother ship itself, he found his answer.

      There was more movement out there in the dark. The ship was a large, brooding shadow over the ground with a string of floating drone lights holding steady in the air around it. Dane could see the glimmer against the odd scale construction of the craft, its fat tripod legs that bit into the air like pylons, and the multiple ramps that met the floor.

      Up and down which Exin were moving.

      Dane felt his jaw tighten immediately, but he resisted the urge to scream and shout at them. Instead, he surveyed. The alien invaders of Earth moved with that odd, nonhuman grace as they hurried up and down the loading ramp of their mother ship, carrying crates and cylinders. Dane thought that they always reminded him of the movement of insects somehow, at once jerky and angular, but somehow quick and graceful in their coordination at the same time.

      They did not appear as big as the warrior caste Exin that Dane had fought before. He had no idea if this was due to some species or gendered difference, or merely whether this was because these Exin did not have the extra layers of carapace armor that the taller, wider and more heavyset Exin warriors did.

      They loped back and forth, occasionally making chittering noises to each other in their alien tongue.

      We were right, Dane thought as he watched them stacking the crates and tubes in ever-larger piles beside the landing site, constantly hurrying back and forth, back and forth. The Exin were planning to establish a colony.

      Re-establish a colony, he thought, as his hand moved ever so slowly to the weapons modules attached just over his belt. When he depressed the action key, they popped open to reveal the three svelte cannisters of grenades which he and Bruce had collected when they had returned to the Gladius. Dane had three on this side, and three on the other.

      They looked ridiculously small compared to Exin War Mechs or their mother ship before him.

      The plan was a staggeringly simple one: throw a punch. Make a distraction. Get the Exin really mad.

      Dane judged the distance between where he stood and the nearby War Mech. He was within range. He could throw two at a time at it. That would sure get their attention, wouldn’t it?

      Dane took two of the grenades into his hand and pulled back his arm . . .

      Just as there was a bellowing, raucous sound from the mother ship at his side.

      What? Dane’s arm froze. He threw a look back to his right. Had they spotted him? No. What he saw instead was that the Exin workers had stilled. They had congregated into two lines along the ramp and the clearing floor, as if awaiting something . . .

      Scree-ARRR! The bellowing, almost metallic sound rang again, and this time, it was accompanied by a different sort of Exin emerging from the depths of the mother ship. This one was taller than the others and appeared to be dressed in robes of a deep, dark, midnight blue that set off the lighter shades of its head scale. At its sides, there emerged two lines of much squatter and heavier Exin—warrior caste? Dane immediately thought. They were the same type as the ones that they had fought in the Exin Nursery, with four sets of arms, and who looked much meaner than any that Dane had so far seen.

      In the hands (talons) of the robed Exin was held a large, oval shape. An egg.

      “Just like the giant egg that was on the pictograms back there.” Dane wondered for a second. Was this one of what Bruce had called their king eggs? Some kind of leader? A hero? A prophet to this warlike race?

      The other, smaller Exin at the sides started to sway a little back and forth, making a slight rasping noise as they crooned at the egg or their robed leader.

      The expedition activated the Nursery and the Exin Beacon. Dane’s mind was racing. Perhaps the Exin had responded to that. Perhaps they thought that their bio-weapons should have killed off any unwanted attention already, and they believed that they now had free reign to carry on with hatching the next murderers of humanity . . .

      Dane didn’t even pause to think as he turned in one fluid movement and threw the two grenades straight at the robed Exin priest, and the monstrous egg that they carried.
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      “Dang it. Dang it. Dang it!” Corsoni worked as fast as he could, breaking several Marine Corps-approved safety guidelines and probably many more layers of common sense, as he slotted the components home into the Federal Beacon.

      It was cold up here, and it was already getting dark as evening drew in on this alien planet. Dane and Bruce had already left a while ago, using their rockets and the vines to propel themselves down the side of the caldera-like rocky outcrop to the jungle below and to the Exin landing site.

      “Well, I haven’t heard any explosions yet . . .” Corsoni muttered to himself as he stepped back for a moment to reflect on his work. He did, indeed, have to hack several nonessential pieces out of the Gladius and drag them over here in order to get this thing to anywhere near working.

      “Why, oh, why don’t they ever load us up with service drones!?” Corsoni grumbled to himself, dreaming of the day that he could have Loader-Mechs and other automated assists. But the Gladius had been built as a fighter, and that meant that it had to travel light.

      Ugh.

      “But . . .” Corsoni leaned in to rivet the final panels into place before stepping back and admiring his handiwork. It certainly looked as though it was a working Beacon. Sort of. If that Beacon had been stuck together with old bits of store cupboards and still had bits of the silvered foil insulation poking out from under the panels.

      “Only one way to find out . . .” He had in his hand the regular engineer’s controller that every Marine Corps engineer had—a heavy slab of metal with rubberized protectors and just about every bit of sensor stacked into it that could be. He waved it to switch it on and checked the residual energy readings coming out of the Beacon.

      
        
        >Fluctuation levels: HIGH . . .

      

      

      “Oh frack . . .” that didn’t look good. If the dial on the Gladius had spiked and jumped like that all the way into the red zone, then he would have demanded that they take it into maintenance until they found the problem, and he would have been certain that some vital transmitter or conduit would blow . . .

      BOOM!

      But then, suddenly, the distant rocky outcrop lightened a fraction with a yellowish light. Joey spun on the shale and rock gravel of the ground, turning to see a plume of fire rising from the jungle beyond. It was a small mushroom crown of flame and fury, and it was quickly followed by the distant purple flashes of Exin fire.

      “Oh crap!” Corsoni now had no time for hesitation. He flicked the controls on his handheld, and the new and not-very-improved Federal Beacon hummed on.

      The thing whined at an almost imperceptible pitch, but one that cut through the top range of Corsoni’s hearing like an irate mosquito. And, when he looked at it, he was sure that he could feel the slightest tremor from the Beacon vibrating through the rocks and up through the soles of his feet.

      Corsoni was also sure that it wasn’t meant to do that, either.

      But, as the small and distant pops of laser light went off in the gathering gloom behind him, accompanied by the distant sound of thunder—no, of cracking and crashing trees perhaps—Joey Corsoni knew that he had no choice. He concentrated on the controls and tried to ignore the fact that it could blow up at any time and probably evaporate him in a millisecond.

      “This had better work, Corsoni . . .” he rebuked himself, as he started to broadcast, flicking the Beacon on and off in a repeating pattern.

      Dot dot dot. Dash dash dash. Dot dot dot . . .
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      BOOM! The grenades went off with a flash of fiery light that lit up the underbelly of the mother ship and sent the Exin into disarray, chittering, roaring, screeching with fury.

      “Williams!? Williams, is that the signal? You were supposed to attack the War Mechs!” Bruce’s worried voice sounded over Dane’s suit comms.

      “Plan changed!” Dane called, snatching the next two grenades and rising from his crouch to throw them with a near-perfect pitcher’s throw to the four feet of the nearest Exin War Mech, which erupted into a storm of light and fury.

      “Ssss!” There was hissing and roaring from the Exin around, as Dane turned back to the scenes at the base of the mother ship—to see that three of the warrior Exin had leapt forward, one stumbling a little where it had been hit. They turned backwards and forth quickly to look for the attacker.

      “Surprise!” Dane hissed, unlocking his pulse rifle and taking aim. Through a gap between the stampeding feet of the Exin, he caught a glimpse of the giant, greenish-looking egg. He took aim and fired.

      “Scrargh!” But Dane did not have time to see if his shot had struck the king egg. Suddenly, two of the four-armed warrior Exin were racing across the ground towards him, holding themselves low like hunting animals as they churned up the forest floor on the rage of their black claws . . .

      Oh frack! Dane managed to fire off one shot to take out the leg of one of them before he was leaping into a run. Just as glittering and baleful red lights broke out along the edge of the large Exin War Mech nearby, and it started to turn towards its attacker . . .

      With the sound of protesting metal, Dane could see the gigantic servo-mechanisms of its hips starting to move, to turn and lock into place—but the explosions had damaged one of the thing’s legs, and it toppled to one side, slamming violently into the ground with a spray of dirt and alien grass. It was still alive, Dane thought—but it wasn’t going anywhere fast, and it lay between him and the approaching Exin warriors . . .

      “Result!” Dane shouted as he lengthened his stride back up the dry creek bed and shot into the dark forest.

      “Don’t be so quick about that! The other two War Mechs are activating!” Dane heard Bruce roar. His anger was perhaps well-placed, as the plan had been to cause a serious disturbance between them, to create chaos by having multiple attackers (well, him and Dane) from multiple angles, causing confusion and chaos before eventually putting stage two into action . . .

      Right now, stage two seemed to consist of not much confusion and chaos at all. The entire Exin landing party seemed intent on killing Dane.

      Dane jumped over one giant tree root that had been in his path, his metal boots hitting the forest floor on the other side and skidding. He ignited the twin rockets of the pulse thrusters on his back for a microsecond burst. In response, he was thrown forward, raising his knees in a long, plunging leap that broke and snapped the vines that were in his way.

      “Uuf!” He hit the floor with a skittering roll, jumping up once more and turning this time, crossing back to bound forward once, twice—and then fire the rockets once again. He flung himself past several trunks of the gigantic, breathing trees far faster than he could have ever run in real life. This time, when he landed, he did so awkwardly, half twisting on one foot, and were it not for the sudden clamping supports around his ankle and calf as his Assisted Mechanized Plate reacted, he was sure that he would have broken it.

      But he hit the floor in a spray of dirt and tumbled, turning over and over through the leaf litter.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Right arm 80% . . .

        >Suit impact! Backplate 75% . . .

      

      

      His suit’s warning signs clanged and clamored in his ears as the outer defensive plates crumpled, but Dane knew that was what they were designed to do. They were like the crumple zone for the tough metal alloys beneath . . .

      When he stopped rolling, Dane realized that it was suddenly quiet. There was a muted sound of thunder, but that appeared to be far away and distant. Had he managed to lose his pursuers?

      Yes! No! Dammit! Dane felt the contradictory rush of relief and dismay at this. The plan was to lead them away from their landing site, to break their formation, and to keep them distracted until the Deployment Gate opened once again.

      And hope that Corsoni, on the much larger Gladius, had actually managed to get the Federal Beacon working again before the time that the Deployment Gate was scheduled to open. To maybe get a message through to home space before they sent anyone else to the slaughter . . . His eyes checked the time.

      
        
        >Deployment Gate scheduled opening . . . T-minus 00.19.42 . . .

      

      

      “Dammit.” If Corsoni hadn’t managed to get the Beacon working by now, then it didn’t look like it would happen.

      “And if I’ve lost the Exin—then what’s the point!?” Dane snarled, pushing himself up and looking back around. Where were they?

      “Sckrargh!” With a chittering snarl, Dane was answered.

      Dane just had time to drop his pulse rifle and draw the spare Field Blade he had picked up on the Gladius as the first of the four-armed Exin warriors launched themselves at him.

      “Augh!”

      With a grunt, Dane swung the blade low, catching the first Exin across one arm and feeling it crumple into scale and bite flesh as he was bowled over to the forest floor. The creature was still alive, throwing a claw—

      
        
        >Suit impact! Faceplate 75% . . .

      

      

      That skittered across his head as he turned, kicking the thing off him.

      “Sckrargh!” He might have kicked one of them off, but suddenly there was another of the four-armed Exin warrior creatures leaping at him.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Right arm 55% . . .

      

      

      It threw two clawed hands to slash at him, and Dane barely managed to get one arm up in time to see sparks as they rent the metal—and Dane was kicking himself back, rolling under one of the giant tree trunk roots to the other side.

      Smash! The root took a powerful strike that sent splinters wide and fractures that shivered far along its bough, as Dane sprang up from the other side and swung his Field Blade once again. This time, his blade caught the Exin that had jumped atop the root and threw it to the floor with a furious cry.

      Dane jumped up onto the giant root himself, intending to vault forward and onto the next—but he had no time. The injured Exin was doing just as he had done, swiping at his legs as it crowded him. He caught the blow with the flat of his blade and jabbed back, for the already wounded Exin to skitter out of reach and then dart forward for a returning swipe.

      “Williams!” he heard Bruce call over the suit communicator, clearly abandoning the mission protocol and discarding his suit’s stealth mode.

      “I’m still alive!” Dane shouted back as he jabbed and parried at his enemy. Even though Dane had the height advantage where he was, the alien was fast. Very fast. It lunged forward and back out of range as if it were teasing him, but each time delivered a withering scrape or tear across his legs, further fraying the defensive plate that sat there. It was only a matter of time before the alien managed to tear through the plate entirely, and then its claws would be sinking into his flesh.

      Not a prospect that Dane wanted in the best of times.

      High to one side of him was a branch, wide and with enough room for Dane to stand on, even in his orbital AMP suit. He gave the Exin warrior below him one final sweep of his blade, sending it skittering back as he leapt—activating his back thrusters as he did so—rising into the air to catch onto the tree limb and swing himself up to his feet.

      “Ha! Bet you didn’t know I could do that!” Dane leered at the creature below, which in turn, abruptly leapt the gap between forest floor and tree branch in one smooth motion. There was an answering snarl as the third Exin warrior came bounding into the clearing below . . .

      “Frack!” Dane slashed at the four-armed creature before him, which merely ducked and dodged the strikes with an almost supernatural skill and clear calm. It slowly edged towards him with a predatory grace as it made a low, menacing chuckle.

      Frack this, Dane amended, as the third Exin jumped for the trunk of the tree to join its fellow. He leapt and fired his back thrusters once again, reaching higher this time as the Exin attempted to follow him upwards.

      Dammit. Dammit. Dammit. Dane swung on one branch and threw himself up to the next, firing microbursts from the pulse thrusters on his back every time, but the Exin were always just one snapping maw behind him. It was almost like they were perfectly adapted to this environment, with their four arms and two legs, so they could always be grabbing onto a claw hold while at the same time trying to eviscerate Dane.

      Of course, they are perfectly adapted to this environment, the rather unhelpful thought flashed through Dane’s head as he climbed. This is their environment.

      But Dane’s legs and arms were getting inordinately tired. And he didn’t know just how much reserve battery power he had in his pulse thrusters before they finally gave out on him. Would he end up being stuck up one of these giant trees as the entire Exin attack colony flooded him from below? That had not been a part of the rather brilliant and very poorly executed plan.

      Lead them back to the Expedition Base Camp. That was what we agreed we had to do . . .

      Dane scrambled to his last hold. Instead of immediately jumping off for another, he snatched up his pulse pistol from his belt in one free hand, turned, and—

      As the nearest Exin jumped to scrabble up the rugged trunk towards him, Dane fired down at it in three fast, quick reports. Pulse fire singed the air and sent the creature tumbling back down towards the ground with a pained and startled cry. Dane wasn’t sure that it would die, even at this great height, but he reckoned that it would sure give them second thoughts before they followed him again!

      Now for the other one . . . Dane thought—just as the canopy around him broke, and one of the giant Exin War Mechs crashed into his clearing.
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            War Mech

          

        

      

    

    
      The Exin War Mech tore aside the limbs of hundred-year-old alien trees as it reached for Dane. The sergeant was crouching on the tree branch, staring down at its carapace as it reared up on its back legs, sweeping one giant mechanical arm straight for him.

      He had a split second to see it flash through the air, trailing vines and branches, before it struck.

      Dane leapt.

      The tree that had been his harbor exploded into fragments as Dane tumbled through the air, everything whirling in a flash of muted browns, blacks, and greens—matched with the flashing neon warning greens of his heads-up display.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Backplate 35% . . .

      

      

      Dane felt the crunch of the defensive outer plates on his back as he slammed into the hardened metals of the Exin War Mech, and he was sliding, scrabbling for purchase across its roof.

      “Agh!” With a flare of his arms, he managed to catch onto some solid edge of the thing. For a second, Dane was hanging in the air between the edge of the creature’s body and its forearm as it plunged its forward arms back towards the ground.

      Frack! The impact of the creature’s arms against the ground threw him up into the air once more, this time not so far or high, so that when he slammed back down onto the War Mech’s back, he managed not to crumple any more of his suit this time. But he still had to scramble to catch onto the edge of the metal monster before being flung to the ground.

      What the frack am I doing!? Dane had one, perfect crystalline moment of wondering why he was on top of a metal creature causing mayhem in the middle of an alien forest, with no doubt, many more Exin warriors about to surround him.

      
        
        >Warning! Weapons system detected! . . .

      

      

      Dane saw something move out of the corner of his eye. It was one of the weapons modules on the Mech’s shoulder—a large tube on spinning servos. As Dane’s eyes found it, he heard it whine into power. Flaring purple light streaked along its opening mouth.

      “Urk!” Dane let go of the thing’s side. He slid backwards as three beams of purple light shot past him, just inches away.

      With a snarl, he flung his arms out to grab at the weapon system servos, hanging onto its base as the creature vainly attempted to swivel around to find him.

      “Oh no, you don’t . . .” Dane bucked forward, bracing his knees against the War Mech’s shell and seizing the weapon turret. He started to push.

      
        
        >Warning! Approaching Assisted Mechanized Plate maximum output! . . .

      

      

      On the inside of Dane’s faceplate, multiple warnings started to sound as the interior architecture of Dane’s suit tried to lock into maximum effect, increasing his already enhanced strength tenfold, twentyfold . . .

      But it was still a big ask, to rip a solid-mounted piece of alien engineering from its mount. He could see the warning counter steadily climb upwards as he threatened to overload either his internal suit reactor or break the mechanisms in his suit.

      “Argh!” He could feel the pain erupt down his arms and back. Even his suit could not guard him from the worst of it. But the weapons module was budging, moving with a dreadful squeal . . .

      And, with a dreadful clank, something suddenly broke inside of it, a bearing or whatever the alien equivalent was, and Dane was pushing the weapon down to point towards the carapace of the War Mech itself.

      One final thing. He leaned over the weapon, using all of his weight to hold it in place as he released one hand and waved it in front of the muzzle of the gun. He hoped that the Exin were advanced enough to design the thing with automatic target detection.

      Dane was lucky. The Exin had, and the triple beams of purple light shot forward along the barrel to erupt from the thing’s mouth and slam into the head of the War Mech. There was a deafening sound like a crack of thunder and a shower of sparks that spattered Dane and the forest with liquid fire (setting off more suit alarms, but thankfully, not making it through his suit).

      The Exin War Mech lurched forward one step, then wavered back and forth in place, before toppling forwards—

      “Whoa!” Dane saw the forest floor rushing towards him as he fell with the War Mech. He hesitated for a moment, then jumped, rolling through the air to thud across the dirt and leaf-litter floor.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Backplate 25% . . .

      

      

      “Ugh . . .” Dane lay there for a moment, feeling the ground underneath him still trembling from the War Mech’s crash. He tried to gather his breath.

      “Sssckrargh!” The last of the four-armed Exin warriors jumped forward towards him, raising its larger arms to rend him in two. Dane had no weapons any more. He had lost his Field Blade and his pistol, and his pulse rifle was still lying on the ground somewhere—probably underneath the smoking War Mech . . .

      Dane tried to move, but he was too slow.

      The four-armed Exin warrior pounced—but before it could land on Dane’s chest, surely killing him—it was blasted from the air by a bolt of pristine yellow-white energy fire.

      “Sckrekh!”

      “What!?” Dane muttered, trying to figure out what had just happened.

      “Dear fracking heavens, Williams.” Bruce came running out of the eaves of the forest, his own pulse rifle still glowing from the blast. “I can’t leave you alone for one minute! Now, get up—I’ve got an entire Exin landing party on my tail!”

      And Sergeant Bruce Cheng wasn’t wrong. Dane heard the chittering shrieks of fury ringing through the jungle behind the Orbital Marine, and the air was burnt by the thrown flashes of purple laser fire.

      “Now run!” Bruce yelled.
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            Final Countdown

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        >T-minus 00.00.18 . . .

      

      

      “Scout ship Lancet, are you ready?” The words of the senior flight coordinator sounded tinny as they came through the overhead speakers of the small scout ship.

      The Lancet was in position directly in front of Deployment Gate One, whose wheel was starting to revolve in ever faster motion. Lightning flashes sparked and played across the spokes.

      The pilot of the small ship was nervous. This was the first time that he (and the Lancet, to be fair) had been through the small man-made wormhole of the Deployment Gate.

      “You got this, Michael,” said Senior Science Officer Sarah Hughes, who sat just a little behind him in the cockpit of the Lancet and who was older than the younger expedition officer.

      “Why aren’t they sending in the Marines!?” the pilot, Michael, whispered. He had been a pilot for the Mars colony, strictly a courier, nuts-and-bolts kind of guy who signed up on a seven-year contract, not realizing that he would be forwarded to this as an urgent reassignment. Space pilots, and those with expertise in humanity’s space fleet, were a rare commodity at the moment.

      “Because they can’t commit a huge force if nothing is wrong!” Sarah Hughes said dryly, making it clear that she didn’t exactly approve of this decision either. “What do you want them to do, commit all of the Marine Corps defenders here and leave Earth wide open to attack?”

      “No. No, I guess not . . .” Michael said.

      
        
        >T-minus 00.00.07 . . .

      

      

      “Lancet, repeat: Are you flight ready?” the flight coordinator said, his voice sounding a little terser than normal.

      “Uh yes, yes, we are good to go, sir!” Michael found his voice as the Deployment Gate spun faster. There, in the blur of its spokes, a crimson glow started to appear . . .

      It’s happening. I am about to be transformed into a series of subatomic particles and beamed across half the unknown universe . . . Michael licked his lips.

      
        
        >SYSTEMS ALERT! ALL SYSTEMS STOP!

      

      

      Suddenly, the alarms throughout his cockpit blared, and Michael gasped in shock. “What is it! What happened? What did I do!?”

      
        
        >Central systems override . . .

      

      

      “Calm down, pilot,” spoke a voice over the speakers. A holo of a woman with an eyepatch and frizzy red hair scraped back into a bun appeared on his control desk screens. The woman had a close-fitting, deep-blue military form, with lapels and badges that Michael didn’t recognize.

      “Who—who are you?” Michael whispered.

      “And more importantly, what have you done to my ship!?” Sarah Hughes said in a much angrier voice.

      “My name is Captain Otepi of the Joint Operations Task Force,” the woman said in a tight voice. The sort of voice that meant that she was way higher in rank and importance and capability than any of the people that she was addressing right now.

      “We have just received a distress call from the surface of Planet 892. Either join us and fight—or get out of my way!” the captain said.

      The scout ship Lancet quickly swerved to one side, as the crimson hues of the Deployment Gate deepened, and the stars nearby seemed to blur and haze . . .
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      Dane stumbled, sliding along the forest floor and jumping over tree roots, with Bruce just a few paces ahead of him. The Exin behind them were fast approaching, racing through the jungle with more agility and skill than the sergeants in their Orbital AMP suits could perform.

      Suits which are already pretty banged up! Dane had to seriously consider as he ran. His Assisted Mechanized Plate was making terrible crunching noises. Now and then, his shoulder-plates would jar awkwardly as the frayed rents of metal caught and clutched at each other.

      “We’re almost there,” Bruce said encouragingly, just as another volley of purple pulse fire smashed into limbs and trees around them.

      Through the gaps in the trees, Dane caught a glimmer of light, the ship lights of the Expedition Base Camp.

      So close! Dane gasped. Another volley of purple shots hit . . .

      
        
        >Suit impact! Backplate 15% . . .

      

      

      “Agh!” Dane was thrown forward as one of the alien pulse weapons found him and struck the already twisted and weakened overlapping scales of his backplate. He felt a moment of intense, flaring heat as he flew through the air, tumbling to crash through a mess of vines and skid across the ground.

      “Williams! Dane!” A moment later, he heard Bruce’s voice as the big guy turned around, ran back towards him . . .

      “Go! Get back to the ship!” Dane snarled, pushing himself up on his arms for his back to suddenly scream in agony. It felt burning hot, as if some god had thrown a thunderbolt right into him. With a strangled gasp, he hit the ground again, trying to remember the breathing exercises he had been taught on how to deal with the pain of the Exinase virus that was running through his system.

      “Not a chance! Get up!” Bruce fired off a trio of shots into the noisy trees as he skidded to a halt beside Dane, reached down, and grabbed a hold of his arm to pull Dane half to his feet.

      “Ack!” Dane cried out involuntarily in pain. “Bruce,” he hissed. “You’ll get yourself killed!”

      “Not dead yet,” Cheng snapped, just as the first wave of the Exin broke through the surrounding trees . . .

      “Dane—get behind me!” Bruce roared, firing a trio of bolts at the coming Exin. They weren’t the warriors, Dane saw thankfully—but there were still a lot of them. Two went down, wounded, as Bruce stepped in front of his fallen buddy.

      “Dammit, Bruce!” Dane snapped, reaching for his Field Blade . . .

      He didn’t have it.

      His pulse rifle—also gone, and his laser pistol he had dropped when he had hit the roof of the Exin War Mech. Moving with a speed borne of adrenaline and fear, he snatched Bruce’s laser pistol from his hip as he got to a crouch and started to fire short, quick bursts to the right and left around his friend.

      “Fall back! We have to fall back!” Dane shouted, casting an eye behind them to where one of the giant roots provided a temporary barricade.

      “Sckrargh!” One of the Exin workers launched itself through the air at him from his left, and Dane had to swerve in the mud to fire a volley into the thing’s chest. His attacker went down with a screech, and then Bruce was seizing his shoulder and picking him up bodily to throw him back over the root as he turned to vault it himself.

      “Agh!” And two of the Exin crashed into Bruce, their smaller forms dragging the big man in the big suit to the ground right in front of Dane.

      “Bruce—no!” Dane popped back up, fired at one of the Exin workers, and flung it from the body of his friend just as it was thumping its strange, shell-like gun into his chest.

      Dane’s shot was too late to stop the point-blank blast of purple fire to the chest, but his next shot sent the second Exin worker flying.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 50% . . .

      

      

      Without thinking, Dane vaulted back over the root to grab Bruce’s Field Blade from his back. He raised it in one hand as he shot the next Exin worker to come charging at him, and then he dashed the Field Blade against the next. The enemy was all around him, and it was only a matter of time before they overran him.

      But a red mist was falling over Dane’s senses, and a terrible certainty was giving strength to his bones. He swept this way and that with the blade, stabbing and firing to keep them at bay . . .

      But even a highly trained Orbital Marine could not parry energy bolts.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 40% . . .

      

      

      “Ack!” He was thrown backwards by a direct hit, striking the tree root with a thud of pain over his already burning back and with a ricochet that made his head bounce and see stars. He groaned and lurched forward to find that he was on the ground before the body of his buddy, and that he was surrounded by a tide of Exin, chittering and gnashing their mandibles as they lowered their guns at him. He looked, but he had dropped the pulse pistol when he hit the root. It lay a couple of feet to one side, too far to dash towards in one grab, and all he had was his friend’s Field Blade still clutched in one hand . . .

      “Skrekh!” A different, deeper croak of a voice burst through the din, and all the rest of the Exin workers fell silent save for the clicking of their mandibles and scales. Moved by some invisible impulse, they suddenly parted, admitting the alien speaker into their midst.

      It was the tallest Exin that Dane had ever seen, and he recognized it as the one who had been carrying the king egg from the mother ship.

      The alien stalked with an awkward grace into their throng, as the Exin workers peeled back from it in a sort of stunned silence. Dane noticed that several of them were starting to sway a little, as if crooning to it.

      What is this? Some kind of leader? A king? A queen?

      It stood taller than Dane or even Bruce would in their Orbital-AMP suits, and it had a strange midnight-blue robe covering most of its form and giving it a liquid quality. But what was perhaps strangest about it was the way that its head was different than all of the others. It had an elongated, flared backplate that replaced the usual oval of the Exin head, and which ended in a flare of bony horn shapes.

      It held up two impossibly long arms with altogether too many tendons and joints, showing the slightly lighter scales of their undersides. In response, a deeper level of stillness settled over the crowd of Exin workers.

      And then, emerging from its robe, there came two more slightly smaller arms, one of which uncurled its jet-black talons and pointed them at Dane.

      Dane heard himself growl back in response and rose into a crouch as the crowd watched.

      “You want me? You come here and get me!” he snapped at the Exin leader. In return, the leader merely cocked its head to one side as if it had been asked a baffling, but rather amusing question.

      “Skrakh!” the being called. Although Dane could barely make out one inflection from the other in the alien tongue, he knew that this one sounded victorious. Mocking, even.

      “Frack you!” Dane started to move—just as one of the warrior Exin emerged from behind the leader and settled on its haunches.

      This one wasn’t as tall as its master, but it was wider and meaner. It didn’t have any pulse weapons either, but it did have two long, curving blades in its hands. It appeared to heave a pleased sigh at the sight of Dane, and its mandibles flared expectantly.

      “What, is this your champion or something?” Dane stood up taller, flicking Bruce’s Field Blade at it. “What medieval barbarity is this . . . You’re going to watch me fight this guy, and if I win, your goons will just shoot me instead!?”

      In response, the leader flicked one taloned hand as if in a shrug, like it had understood every word that Dane said, and found him ridiculous.

      The Exin warrior lunged forward, one of its blades held high, the other low, with its two smaller arms clutched tight to its chest.

      Dane, despite his outrage, reacted, swinging the Field Blade as he dodged to one side, parrying the curved blade of his foe with a clang as he dodged the sweep of the other. He ended up on the other side of Bruce’s body, panting hard as the Exin warrior hunkered a little and flared its blades at him.

      “Come on, then! You think you got what it takes?” Dane whispered to it, and this time he was the one to break the standoff. He jumped forward onto one foot, bending his knee and twisting as he went down, sweeping his friend’s Field Blade in a lightning-fast arc that glittered through the night air.

      “Sckra!” The blade swept under the two cuts of his foe, and instead smashed into one of the Exin’s smaller arms, sending off a splatter of dark-black alien ichor. Dane jumped back, panting, but grinning viciously as well.

      “First blood,” Dane whispered. He felt that same quiver of excitement in him that he used to feel in his old Mech-Brawler days. That thrill of the challenge, the concentration and the mental focus required to entirely inhabit the moment for a short period of time and to react automatically, to let his own body act as it had to, before his mind did . . .

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 15% . . .

      

      

      “Argh!” Dane was thrown to one side as a sweep of one of the Exin’s swords met him. He had been certain that he was in the zone, that he was prepared. But the being flicked its double or triple- jointed wrists, and one of the blades neatly curved in his direction, slamming home into his already tortured breastplate.

      Dane was wheezing and coughing as he rolled over on the ground, pushing himself off again quickly. He expected the warrior Exin to come and finish the job.

      Only it didn’t.

      His enemy was still standing where he had struck him, appearing to pant as well with the exertion.

      So . . . Dane frowned. There were rules to this new game, weren’t there? Perhaps some strange form of alien honor was involved in a formal duel like this. Or maybe his opponent was simply taunting him, giving its human opponent a chance to stand just to strike him down again. Dane didn’t particularly care which, but he was glad, at least, that he wasn’t dead. As he slowly pushed himself up, his eyes fell on the form of Bruce Cheng, his friend, now a few yards away on the floor as their fight had carried them around the clearing.

      Bruce. Dane couldn’t see any flicker of movement from the man’s frame. Had the shoulder risen, just a little? Was there some life in him yet? There was a terrible blackened mark on Bruce’s breastplate, and the overlapping scales of the Assisted Mechanized Plate were rucked and torn apart as if a localized explosion had gone off. The chance that his friend had survived the attack at such a close range was next to nil, Dane thought.

      “But I’m not going to leave you behind,” Dane whispered to his friend’s stilled body. That was not what happened. That was not how this was done, or how Dane wanted to live his life.

      First in, last out . . . he thought to himself, remembering the unofficial code of the Marine Corps. It was a response that was always quickly followed by no one left behind.

      Dane had no idea how long it was going to be until the Deployment Gate opened, and if it would help him if it did. Maybe Corsoni had completely failed to rebuild the Federal Beacon and instead had been killed by more of the mutated expedition staffers, or the giant insects, or the flying bat things, or the Exin themselves.

      All Dane knew was that he had to fight. He couldn’t let Bruce down.
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            The Contest

          

        

      

    

    
      “Skrargh!” The creature threw itself forward, spinning as it did so.

      Dane caught one of the blades with a parry of his own, but had to give all of his energy to ducking the other instead of countering if he didn’t want to get diced in half. It left him staggering to one side, panting, as his back, his chest, and now his legs started to ache. He was having problems breathing. He knew that was a sign of a fight about to go bad. A buildup of too much lactic acid in the muscles. Not enough oxygenation in the blood to clear it. The pain was like an anvil on his back, and now his legs were starting to twinge too, as his nervous system, long since damaged by the Exinase virus, woke up to the fact that he was a dead man walking.

      Wonderful.

      But still, in the few exchanges that he’d had with this warrior Exin, he’d done well. The alien opposite him was similarly staggering and apparently shaking in response.

      Dane stepped forward, and—

      “Ack!” A line of fire surged up through the marrow of his legs to his hips before radiating out in a burst of pain along his central nervous system.

      Dammit! Dane staggered to one knee, looking for all the world like he was kneeling in homage to the alien creature before him. It was the infection. The Exinase virus had apparently woken up, and without his medical injector of Doctor Heathcote’s Vito-neura, he would be in crippling agony. Dane knew that it was a miracle that he was still alive, and also knew that he was essentially living on borrowed time.

      If I survive the next five minutes, of course . . . He growled, pushed himself up to his feet once more.

      “Sckrakh!” The Exin warrior leapt across the cleared space towards him once again. Dane barely had time to lift the Field Blade to counter the first of the swinging blades—

      
        
        >Suit impact! Right shoulder 45% . . .

      

      

      Dane only managed to half turn away before the Exin’s second blade caught him. He felt the crunch of pain against his upper arm as the blade threatened to separate two of his armored plates. He was falling to one side as his legs locked up. But he still threw a sweep of his Field Blade, catching the turning, retreating Exin on the hip and causing it to snarl in fury as it staggered to one side.

      “Dear fracking heavens . . .” Dane had to shove the tip of his Field Blade into the ground to stop himself from falling over. He heaved a lungful of air and pulled himself upright again. What he wouldn’t give right now for a gun!

      The Exin before him seemed to be lurching on its long legs, trying to remain upright too. Had he managed to cause some serious damage to it?

      “Ssss!” With a hiss, the creature had thrown itself across the ground towards him in a rush. It threw its two blades down, as Dane desperately urged his body to respond.

      With a clash that set off sparks, he managed to parry both blades as they bore down on him. The Exin had clearly thought that Dane was down and out. That he had nothing left in him. But you have no idea what I’ve been through to get here. Dane pushed the blades back with the force of his parry, and then released one hand from the pommel of his Field Blade to jab out at the Exin.

      Crunch. His metal fist snapped the being’s head back as it gave a chittering snarl . . . and suddenly they were too close to use their blades. The Exin was trying to turn to get the range needed to sweep at him again, but Dane hammered the pommel down on one of the thing’s approaching arms, hitting the creature’s double-jointed wrist and making it drop one of its blades.

      We’re even now, sucker! The thought flashed through his mind—just before the two extra arms that this warrior breed of Exin had punched out from the thing’s chest to grapple with Dane’s breastplate.

      “Ag!” The sergeant felt the smaller arms claw and clutch at the metal. They didn’t have as many fingers as the warrior’s main arms. Instead, they ended in three heavier, brutal claws that caught at Dane’s suit like grappling hooks.

      
        
        >Suit impact! Breastplate 15% . . .

      

      

      Dane felt a wrenching sensation. Even as he grabbed the Exin’s wrist that held the sword and used his other forearm (still holding the Field Blade) to bat away the Exin’s other main arm—he shot a look down. Dane saw that the creature’s two smaller arms were starting to peel back the plates of his armor!

      Heat burst across his chest. There was a fizz of sparks as the Exin found and tore through some vital component. Dane gritted his teeth against the sudden pain.

      
        
        >SUIT ERROR! Internal heating unit malfunctioning . . .

        >SUIT ERROR! Assisted Mechanized Plate self scanners . . . OFFLINE

      

      

      The Exin warrior was incredibly strong and was managing to peel him like a can of sardines with its claws. Dane tried to pull away, but another shooting pain up his legs sapped him of all strength, though not his determination. He was pulled forward, dragged by the creature, as there was another cascade of sparks, and one entire section of his breastplate tore apart . . .

      No. No. No . . .

      Dane knew he was probably going to die out here. He was just going to be one more dead human Marine on the dirt of this alien planet, while the Exin continued their slow conquest of everything that moved . . .

      But even as he struggled, his eyes once again caught a glimpse of Bruce’s body off to one side. There was movement! Bruce had half turned in his torment, and none of the other watching Exin workers or the supposed prophet had seen it, so entranced were they in the fight that Dane was caught in the middle of.

      Bruce is alive!? That thought changed everything for Dane. He had thought to do as much damage as he was able to with his tortured, injured, and infected frame—before he was finally overrun by the enemy. He didn’t seriously believe that winning this bout would change the fact that he would die at the Exin worker’s hands—or claws.

      But now, Dane also had a reason to win. And not only to win, but to stay alive for as long as possible. He had to stay alive and cause so much chaos that he would lead the enemy away from Bruce. If he could distract them for long enough, then maybe Bruce would have a chance of escaping unnoticed . . .

      “Sssss . . . !” With a sudden pull of strength, the Exin warrior, its head scales fractured and bleeding a thick, dark ichor, pulled Dane intimately close. It chittered into his face, spilling mucous and saliva and bloody ichor against his faceplate. Dane knew, even across the species divide, that the being was revelling in its imminent victory and was gloating in its own savage way . . .

      “Frack this!” Dane did the only thing that he could do. If this was a duel, then he cheated.

      
        
        >Assisted Mechanized Plate equipment . . . Duo pulse thrusters . . . ACTIVATED

      

      

      With a fierce whisper of words into his heads-up display, Dane suddenly let go of one of the Exin’s wrists and clamped his arm around the thing’s shoulder and neck, as if hugging it.

      But this was no act of affection. Dane thumped the creature close, refusing to let go as he burned through the remaining power left in the pulse thrusters on his back. With a violent kick of yellow-and-orange light, he was thrown into the air, along with the Exin warrior.

      “Ssekh!?” The creature suddenly sounded very confused indeed as it rocketed upwards with Dane, ten feet, twenty, thirty—

      And then, with a stuttering flash of light, the double pulse engines on Dane’s back gave out, and he was rolling over, the momentum threatening to break him apart from the Exin warrior.

      It shouted in chittering outrage.

      They were both falling, tumbling back towards the ground.

      The creature dropped its last blade as Dane held onto his, and the creature was scrabbling at him for purchase as they plummeted towards the welcoming earth . . .

      Dane twisted in the moment before impact, driving his Field Blade down so that when they smacked into the jungle floor, his Field Blade punched through the heart of the warrior as he landed on top of it, before being thrown aside from the impact.

      
        
        >Suit impact! ERROR . . .

        >Suit impact! ERROR . . .

      

      

      His suit’s scanners were broken, but he felt the world crash into him like he was a pebble thrown down the side of a rocky ravine. He bounced, his fist still clutching the Field Blade. He heard a curiously clear sound like a snap of twigs, and for a second, felt—nothing—before a sudden, deep, throbbing agony ran through one arm.

      He had broken something. His other arm. Something in his wrist as he had tumbled.

      “Sckr! Sckr!” But now the worker Exin shouted with fury at the sight of their dead champion, and Dane was staggering up to his feet, one arm held uselessly at his side as he swung the blade into their number.

      The smaller Exin were confused, surprised, shocked, and several fell under his blade as he forged a path through, away from the small clearing, and away from Bruce’s body.

      Suddenly, as one of them fell under his stomping boots, he saw the clear jungle behind. He had made it to the other side! He lurched forward—

      “Sckragkh!” There was a sudden, mighty shout of fury as something grabbed at his shoulder and hauled him back. It was one of the Exin for sure, and it was stronger than any of the others that Dane had so far fought—even the four-armed warrior . . .

      Dane twisted as he was pulled backwards, turning so that he swung the blade around in a glittering arc with every fiber of his being.

      “Urk!” Dane jerked to a stop as his good sword arm was caught in midswipe by an alien hand. He was being held by his neck and by his sword arm by none other than the prophet Exin in the midnight blue robes. Even now, he could feel its grip tightening as it lifted him, suit and all, bodily into the air.

      “Ssss . . .” Dane saw the being’s eyes flicker and narrow in hatred, and he felt the strain pull across his arms and the muscles of his back as the creature pulled his arm outwards.

      “Aaargh!” Dane felt like his arm was going to be plucked from his body.

      Phwoosh!

      But suddenly, there was a noise like the very fabric of the world was tearing—a terrible thunder as light lit them up.

      Huh?

      “Sss?”

      Both he and the Exin looked up to see multiple plumes of fire burning across the sky, then zigzagging, and then firing smaller darts of burning light . . . There was a ship battle going on up there in the higher atmosphere, Dane was sure of it. And not just one or two ships, based on the burning trails of rockets and pulse engines. It was a full-scale engagement.

      Did Corsoni manage to alert the Marine Corps? Have they come to liberate Planet 892?

      The Exin prophet was shocked—meaning the creature was preoccupied for a moment. Dane kicked his boot forward in a desperate blow, connecting with the creature’s robed abdomen (or where he believed the abdomen to be) for the thing to cough in pain and double over. Dane was released to fall to the floor with a thump, his Field Blade skittering from his grasp across the dark earth.

      No! Dane half turned, reached for it—

      “Skragh!” As one three-taloned foot stamped on his outstretched arm. The Exin prophet was leaning down over him, holding him to the floor as it gnashed its three-part mandibles over his face.

      “You’ll never win!” Dane snarled up at it.

      “Sckrekh!” The creature slammed one of its fists down against the side of Dane’s faceplate, and everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Captain? We’ve got a positive! One body!” said the shadowed form of Lance Corporal Hueza, bulky and black-clad in his Assisted Mechanized Plate. But Lance Corporal Hueza was no normal Orbital Marine. His suit was machine-painted dark tan colors and blotches of black. He was a member of Captain Otepi’s War Walker Unit, standing outside of his large War Mech right now, and scanning across the jungle floor for more signs of the enemy.

      “I’m there! Is it . . . ?” a voice called out over the suit communicator. Captain Otepi, dressed in similar attire, sprang into the clearing with her pulse rifle high and her suit lights on. It was quiet in the skies now above Planet 892. The seven Exin seed crafts hadn’t put up much of a fight, and an entire squadron of Marine Corps starfighters, as well as the limping help of the Gladius, had been enough to see them off.

      Which in itself had been worrying, Otepi had to concede angrily. Their attack squadron had managed to destroy all nine Exin seed crafts in the dogfight through the upper atmospheres of Planet 892, and they had only lost four Marine star crafts themselves . . .

      But in the final throes of the battle, the Exin seed crafts had seemed to deliberately change tactics. They started to rush at the nearest of the Marine fighters with apparent disregard for their own safety. Each one acting individually and with no thought for joint tactics or strategy.

      And, since her attack group had been busy trying to neutralize several combat points at once, another ship—a much larger ship—had broken from 892’s atmosphere, gained escape velocity . . .

      And had created its very own jump point, she had seen in horror. That meant that the Exin no longer needed the large jump stations. If they had ships that could do that, then they could attack Earth whenever and however they wanted . . .

      But the ship had escaped before Otepi could fire upon it, and then they had to fight the remaining enemy. Every Exin seed craft had been destroyed.

      Leaving them with the cleanup.

      And the mystery of what—or who—was left on the surface of Planet 892.

      “ID: Sergeant Bruce Cheng, Orbital Marines, Captain,” Hueza said, kneeling by the body of Sergeant Cheng and reading his suit’s indicators. Hueza started to unpack his own field medical kit.

      “He’s pretty badly banged up, sir, but he should be all right if we can get him to a medical bed ASAP . . .” the Marine said as he started applying injections and small suit repairs on the large body of the man.

      “Cheng,” the captain of the War Walkers said in a quieter voice behind them. Her eyes scanned the perimeter. A lot of churned-up dirt. And a wide circle of fallen Exin.

      Both types, she registered. Worker and warrior caste . . .

      “But no Sergeant Williams?” she said, frowning. If he wasn’t here, and if he hadn’t been with Pilot Engineer Corsoni on board the Gladius, and nor at the Expedition Base Camp or the Federal Beacon . . . then where had he gone?

      It puzzled Otepi because even if Sergeant Williams had died somewhere in all of this alien forest, and even if his Assisted Mechanized Plate was deactivated, the advanced scanners of their ship would still find his suit, thanks to all of the unique ID chips worked into their design.

      But Dane Williams was nowhere to be found, and as Captain Otepi thought of the man with the sometimes-worried frown and sometimes reckless grin, she felt a shiver of unease pass through her.

      “They took him . . .” There was a muttered cough of a voice from the ground, and Otepi realized it came from Bruce Cheng himself.

      “Easy there, fella. Be quiet now, and we’ll get you fixed up,” Lance Corporal Hueza was urging him.

      “No, continue, Sergeant. What was that you said?” Otepi suddenly crouched beside the broken and damaged Marine. “What did you say happened to Sergeant Williams?”

      “He . . . He destroyed one of their eggs. The king egg . . .” Bruce coughed.

      What? Otepi thought, but didn’t interrupt the man.

      “And then he killed their chosen warrior. When you attacked . . . they took him. The Exin took him . . .” Bruce whispered in horror.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The adventure continues Steel Cage and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B08XHY34DW

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Hard as Steel, the fifth book in the epic Mech Fighter series. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. I really have a lot of fun writing about the amazing technology the future holds for us, and all the possible chaos :)

      

      
        
        The next story in the series is called Steel Cage and you can order it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B08XHY34DW

      

      

      

      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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