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      Sergeant Dane Williams looked at the devastation that had so recently been his home, his life, his community. He struggled to push back the memories of fire and terror that had plagued his life ever since the Exin had shown up.

      The man with the sharp eyes and square jaw stood at one of the remaining viewing windows of the Emergency Platform—little more than an ad hoc series of Orbital Marine training platforms hastily docked together and anchored to one of the largest pieces of ruined space habitat, then positioned outside of Jupiter. This almost-station where he sat had none of the self-stabilizing forces that its predecessors had. He could even feel the pitch and roll of the floors under his polished black boots. He wondered if they would ever get back the technology that they had so recently won and lost.

      Ahead of him was the sector of space where there had once been a thriving Marine Corps hub. This place had been a miniature world, expanding day by day, hour by hour, as more habitats, stations, and freighters came into the military zone outside of the giant Deployment Gate on Earth’s foremost space frontier.

      Now, however—the space around Jupiter was a scrapyard of metal. It had been three days since the Exin war drones had jumped into the area and had delivered their vast payload of terror—large, robotically-guided missiles. They had slammed into the circular and geosynchronous platforms, habitats, and boxlike freighters of humanity, giving birth to new stars of fiery plasma. The space outside of Dane’s training platform was transformed into a sea of still-floating metal, strangely twisted and slagged and frozen in midmelt to spiral slowly toward the distant gas giant. From where he stood, Dane could see the remnants and oddly recognizable elements of tubes, wires, bundles of technological devices, and even bulkhead doors, slowly being gathered by Marine Emergency Response teams.

      The Jupiter Deployment Zone had once had two vast H-axis stations, newly built to provide for the growing number of Orbital Marines that were being sent up every day from distant Earth. Now that humanity had cracked the Mobile Jump Unit, as well as the small, field-ansible technologies, their movement into the stars had been rapid.

      More Marine Fighters had been built, improving on the twin-nacelle forms of ships like Dane’s original Gladius or the Ares. The newer ships were sleeker, like black-metal darts aimed at one thing only: hunting the alien race known as the Exin.

      Because the almost-lizard, almost-insectoid Exin that each stood seven feet tall and whose warrior caste had four arms instead of two were the sworn enemies of the human race. They had fallen out of the skies in their oval, strangely organic seed craft and had devastated cities all across Earth. They had left in their wake the biological weapon known as the Exinase, the virus that slowly crippled and eventually paralyzed and killed those afflicted.

      Dane felt a shiver through his limbs. Although he had been healed of the crippling alien bioweapon, the scenes in front of him were such that they awakened in the heart of the soldier every ache and cruelty that had been delivered upon him.

      It felt as though everyone he knew—even those who had never been affected by Exinase—now had that haunted and pained look of those that had.

      The reason for this was obvious. The Marine Corps had been beaten. Humanity had been defeated.

      “Sir, are you ready?” said a low murmur of a voice behind him, and Dane awoke from his reveries. There was a distant clink as a small piece of metal outside rebounded off the viewing glass ahead of him. He turned to see Private Matteo, one of Bruce Cheng’s Silver Squad, standing behind him in the cramped corridor. Dane did not know the young Marine well, but he knew that his friend and fellow sergeant, Bruce Cheng, would have only the best on his Silver Squad (just as I would have on Gold, Dane thought as another shiver of anger surged through his frame. He no longer had enough men to make up a squad, and so naturally assumed that his remaining two would be folded into Bruce Cheng’s operational force).

      But right now, there were even more serious things afoot than that, and Dane could read in the younger Marine’s brown eyes the wary trepidation that comes when you are endlessly expecting worse news.

      “Lead the way, Private,” Dane whispered, and they turned and fast-marched down the corridor to the strategy room.

      “Sergeant Dane Williams, Gold Squad of the Assisted Mechanized Division, sir!” Matteo called out. The doors slid open. Matteo stood aside and saluted as Dane walked in and saluted the man who stood at the back of the room, surrounded by staffers and what was left of the top brass.

      “Captain Welland.” Dane saluted the man before instantly recognizing his error. The man ahead did not wear the stripes and colors of a captain, but instead the pristine white and gold of an admiral.

      “Admiral Welland, sir—I’m sorry . . .” Dane started to say, for the square-built man to shake his head and quickly dismiss it.

      “There’s been a lot of change in the last forty-eight hours. Easy to miss it,” the newly minted admiral stated.

      Dane had heard of him, but only distantly. Welland was built like a brick house and then some and was probably somewhere north of fifty to Dane’s eyes. His operational region included the Near Earth Orbit region, the Forge, an asteroid mining operation, and most notably, Mars (famous for its various attempts at succession). Word was that Welland had been hard on the Martians for their attempts to form a breakaway colonial power, which had earned him respect back home on Earth.

      A lot of respect, Dane had to admit—because now Admiral Welland was the acting head of the Orbital Marines.

      “At ease, Williams,” Welland said with a grunt, turning to indicate to his staffers and lieutenants to begin. They did immediately, using their handheld devices to seal the doors behind them, checking the security and interference measures, and lighting up the wall-sized data panels behind the admiral.

      At least he’s not at a desk, Williams thought, spying Cheng standing a few yards away and nodding subtly to his friend. All the A-Team, he thought, especially when he saw the red-haired Captain Otepi a little further away. She worse her usual military special ops black fatigues and the eyepatch had given way to her cybernetic eye that always gave Dane the creeps a little.

      “We’re all assembled. Good,” Welland said formally and broke into his briefing without any further preamble.

      “Approximately seventy-six hours ago, the Exin used a new type of weapon that we had not predicted nor foreseen,” Welland gestured for the screens to replay the clips of the event. Dane saw that many around the room wanted to shy away from such a scene, but he forced himself to watch steadily. Those that died deserved no less.

      “Robotic drone missiles laden with a type of explosive we believe to be hydrogen-adjacent . . .” Admiral Welland’s voice continued. The scene showed small flares of light breaking into the starry darkness beyond the gas giant. The flares suddenly flung themselves forward on glowing lines of pulse light toward the collection of pre-destruction habitats and stations.

      But the Jupiter Deployment Zone—a vast areas spanning dozens of miles above the Red Giant, with the large stationary wheel station of the jump gate itself—was not entirely without defenses. Dane saw at least two of the Exin drone missiles explode into fiery conflagrations as the perimeter of the Marine’s own defense satellites reacted, spinning toward the new enemy. The sudden brilliant stars of light that were born in those impacts only served as a precursor to the destruction, however, as the rest of the Exin drone missiles hit their targets. The screen gave way to brilliant white static.

      “End,” Welland said with a guttural snarl, for the screens behind him to suddenly click off into darkness.

      “We lost approximately eighty percent of personnel and infrastructure stationed here at the Zone,” Welland said sternly, waiting to catch the eye of every person in the room.

      “Eighty percent,” he repeated. “Which is the equivalent of almost two thousand souls. Brave men and women of the Marine Corps who had come here either as front-line troops, trainees, or as technical staff. Each of whom had sworn to do what they could to protect their mother planet.”

      Welland’s voice broke a little as he continued.

      “There was, of course, no warning given for the attack. No ultimatum and no attempt at negotiation. They had no chance to prepare or escape and were simply murdered by the enemy.”

      Dane once again felt the same dark anger that he had been trying to suppress well up inside of him. He swore that he could feel it throughout the room too. Every man and woman in there appeared to tremble or clench their fists and jaws in the wake of some vast and terrible emotion.

      “Which is why,” Welland’s voice went terrifyingly low, “the United Council of Earth Governments has decided to negotiate.”

      What!?

      Dane struggled to breathe. It felt like a seal had been left open, and all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room and Dane’s chest. He struggled to find sense in what he had just heard. He could hear the admiral continuing to speak—but it was as understandable as the roar of the wind itself.

      “Dane, Dane!” The strong voice of Cheng broke through Dane’s mask of fury, and the red cloud cleared to reveal that Dane had stepped forward, before everyone—and before Admiral Welland himself.

      “Sergeant Williams?” Welland was staring at him with a raised eyebrow—and Dane realized that he had balled his fists at his side, such was his anger.

      “Admiral, sir,” Dane forced himself to hiss the words. “Sir, my conscience compels me to object.”

      Another sort of silence moved through the room, the sort that comes when people expect a fight. There were generally two types of commanding officers, Dane knew—those that tolerated frank and honest discussion on tactical issues. And then there was the other type. The previous, now dead Fleet Admiral Yankis had been that type. He’d been the sort of man who saw insubordination everywhere. If Yankis hadn’t been evaporated in the Exin strike, he would probably be trying to court-martial Dane right now for his tone and for his questioning.

      And which sort of officer are you, Welland? Dane looked steadily back at his new commanding officer.

      Admiral Welland looked straight back. “Objection noted, Sergeant Williams,” he said evenly before raising his voice and looking across the room.

      “The Council of Earth Governments is convening as we speak to work out a way to contact the Exin. They will undoubtedly look to our hostage, the Exin queen—who unfortunately escaped the destruction herself,” Welland said dryly.

      “They informed my office, at the same time that they gave me my new position, to expect their orders transmitted via ansible in approximately six hours,” Welland continued. “At which time I, and all of my officers, commanding staff, and survivors, will be expected to follow suit. I presume it will mean transmitting the message and standing down as a military force—”

      “It won’t work,” Dane heard himself mutter, still in shock at what he was hearing.

      How could they? How could Earth be so stupid to think that they could negotiate with War Master Okruk?

      “Sergeant!” It was Captain Otepi’s sharp tone that brought him up. The sort of tone that said, “Watch it!”

      But right now, Dane could only reflect that previously, it would have been Master Staff Sergeant Lashmeier bawling him out.

      “Permission to speak freely, Admiral,” Dane said seriously.

      Admiral Welland squinted his eyes a little and then nodded.

      “Sergeant Williams, I know who you are, and I would have to be living on the bottom of the ocean to not know what you’ve done for the Corps and for Earth since this thing began. So that is why I’m saying this: speak freely—but be aware that these orders will be coming from higher up than me.”

      Dane nodded that he understood. There was little that his opinions could achieve, but he had to let the people in this room hear them, nonetheless.

      “Sir, it is my staunch belief that negotiation with the Exin will not work,” Dane began.

      “Evidence!” Welland interrupted quickly.

      “Sir, well . . .” Dane recovered. “My experience on board the Exin mother ship, as a hostage of the Exin, and while being forced through their Challenge Planet is my evidence, as well as what I have come to understand from the Exin queen herself.”

      There was a moment of silence, but Dane’s experience appeared to give his words weight. Welland nodded, and Dane continued.

      “I have learned from these experiences, sir—that the mind and culture of the Exin are very, very different from our own.” The sergeant thought of the strange egg rooms he had uncovered on Planet 892, where only the queen could bestow the right to the eggs of the four-armed, larger, and elite warrior caste of the Exin. Those of her followers who met her approval in their two-caste species would be allowed to bear the eggs. This created a fanatic loyalty, and their entire culture seemed to be based on right and might, with the violent displays of the Challenge World set as a rite of passage before a warrior was deemed worthy to serve her.

      Williams explained all of this, and then he went on to share what their hostage, the queen herself, had told him.

      “The Tol’rumaa, Admiral,” Dane said seriously.

      “You mentioned that threat before,” Welland said. “But as yet, we have seen no sign of its creation, preparation, or deployment.”

      The Tol’rumaa was the Exin apocalypse-weapon. Dane and Bruce had seen footage of it, recordings from the alien’s previous campaigns against other recalcitrant species. A guided asteroid or comet was thrown at entire worlds like a spear with enough power to wipe entire civilizations off the geological record.

      “The queen, if we can trust a word that she has ever said,” Dane explained, “claimed that she was not going to use the Tol’rumaa against Earth, because she wanted to use the carbon-rich world for her galactic expansion and humanity as a slave race to add to her many others . . .”

      There was a ripple of hate through the crowd at the suggestion.

      “I know. I feel the same,” Williams agreed with the general mood of the room. “However, what this meant was that the queen wanted something from us. From humans. Even if it was just our planet. This new leader of theirs—” Dane remembered the way that Okruk had glared at him, had even attacked him twice before being called off.

      “War Master Okruk appears to hate humanity with as much fanaticism as the drone Exin worshipped their queen,” Dane stated simply. “Which leads me to conclude that any attempt to negotiate will not work with him. The Exin are a culture who admire strength and cruelty. They appear to believe that anyone weaker than them deserves to be a slave or dead. Added to this is War Master Okruk’s clear desire for the complete destruction of the human race!”

      Dane finished and took a deep sigh before quickly adding, “sir,” to the end of his statement. There was silence in the room before Welland said simply, “Objection noted, Sergeant. As you were.”

      The sergeant blinked. He couldn’t really believe that his concerns, everything that he had known or learned—usually by putting his own body in the way—had been dismissed so easily.

      “Sir, if I may—I’m telling you that if we try to negotiate, the Exin will wipe us out!” Dane said emphatically.

      “I said objection noted, Sergeant Williams!” Welland added some iron to his voice, and Dane’s answer was clear: shut the hell up or get out!

      “As I have said,” Welland continued. “I have been led to believe by senior aides to the council that the vote is likely to go in favor of negotiation talks. Earth is currently taking the time to ensure that it has secured as much as is possible—and we have six hours before that decision is made. Any Marine, soldier, or military-serving man or woman who continues to fight the Exin will be in direct treason to the United Council of Earth Governments and the mandate of the people of Earth.”

      Dane’s heart sank. How could they do this? How stupid could they be, to just roll over and wait for the war master to stamp on them?

      “However, ladies and gentlemen,” Welland spoke again. “Six hours can be a long time.”
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      “He wants to what!?” Engineer Joey Corsoni looked up from the bench where he had been working on the underbelly of the Marine Fighter Ares. He focused on Dane and Bruce approaching him.

      “Shh!” Dane hissed, making every effort to try not to look as if they were conspiring to acts of sedition and treason.

      The group were in one of the few remaining launch holds left in the combined Jupiter Zone. Every square inch was filled with ships, either the ones that had made it back from the frontline of Operation Hammer Blow, or those that were still in pieces and badly in need of repair from the Exin strike.

      “Keep it down, Corsoni!” Cheng said gutturally—although Dane thought that perhaps they didn’t need to worry. The air was full of the sounds of metal being welded and beaten and pieced together. Everyone was busy since the attack, and everything was in chaos.

      “We’ve got six hours, the admiral figures, until the decision is made,” Williams explained quickly.

      “But we’ve still got ships on the line!” Corsoni said in outrage, referring to the giant Marine dreadnoughts and entire squadrons completing their lightning assault on the Exin frontier worlds—what had been called Operation Hammer Blow.

      “Exactly,” Cheng said, squatting beside the pilot-engineer and gesturing for Dane to do the same so that they could talk quickly.

      “We still have ships out there. Ships which don’t know about the attack on the Jupiter Zone. And when they do, they’ll either be dismayed or really, really angry,” Cheng said. “Like Williams said, we have six hours to do something about that.”

      “But . . . what!?” Corsoni blinked. “How do we stop an entire frigging galactic empire with the remnants of a Marine Corps Fleet!?”

      It was a good question, Dane had to admit. And, as committed as he was, he still had to find the perfect answer.

      “Look,” Dane said. “First things first. Welland gave us our orders not ten minutes ago. Each of us had sealed orders which no other could read,” Dane tapped his data panel on his sleeve. “Me and Cheng were told to team up, reach what we can of the Fleet, and secure the hydrogen warheads that they have. We can’t let them fall into enemy hands or be used recklessly.”

      “Used recklessly . . .” Dane could see Corsoni’s mind starting to turn, to catch up. “He’s going to do something with the warheads, isn’t he? He wants to do to the Exin what they did to the Jupiter Zone?”

      Both Dane and Bruce shrugged. “It’s a need to know, and we don’t,” Dane laughed. “But it would make sense, wouldn’t it? All we know is that he told us to get the mission done in double time, with utmost secrecy, and well under six hours . . .”

      “Ha!” Joey Corsoni laughed. “Now I know why you came to me! I’ll have the Ares ready to fly in half an hour!”

      Dane had to grin at Corsoni’s enthusiasm, but even he thought that was half an hour too long . . .
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      “Officers, Marines,” the austere voice of Welland greeted them as the amalgamated Gold-and-Silver Squad prepared for their launch, got into their Assisted Mechanized Suits, and awaited departure on board the Ares.

      The door to their personal launch bay had whisked open a moment earlier, disgorging a small march of people. Dane and Bruce recognized two of them immediately.

      “Seal the door,” Admiral Welland said sternly as two of his Marine guards moved to the door to execute an unbreakable lock. At the admiral’s side was Captain Otepi and no one else.

      “Sir!” Dane said, as he, Bruce, Hendrix, and Joey Corsoni snapped to attention.

      “Initiate privacy protocol,” the admiral said sternly, for the two Marines at the back to produce two small antenna devices. They set them on the floor and stepped back for the devices to flower open and start emitting a low-frequency hum. Dane recognized immediately that this must be some sort of jamming technology—meaning that Admiral Welland really didn’t want any word of what they said inside here to get outside of this hangar.

      This was worrying.

      “Six hours, gentlemen,” Welland said sternly, as he nodded to the Marines around them. “At ease,” he gestured, before walking forward to lay a hand on the flank of the Ares and sighing.

      “I’m asking too much of you, and if word of this conversation gets out, then I will probably be court-martialed.”

      What are you going to say? Dane wondered.

      “However, considering that my thinking is pretty well aligned with yours, Sergeant Williams,” the admiral of the Earth forces nodded at Dane, “and I agree that the war master will probably waste no time wiping humanity off the face of the Earth or putting us into prison camps. I see no other choice.” Dane and the others watched as the man looked troubled.

      “It appears that Earth believes that a working, functional protectorate Earth is more valuable to the Exin empire than a world of slaves. However, from your testimony, Sergeant Williams, and having reviewed your field reports, I have to concur that the Exin will never allow a client planet to continue. We’ve already caused them too much disgrace, and we have their queen . . .”

      I knew it! Dane thought. The admiral had been agreeing with him all along!

      “And so, when the Council of Earth Governments announces their intent to hand over Earth, I will be invoking the right of Military Tribunal and claiming that the Earth leaders are being treasonous to their respective constitutions, to the people of Earth, and to the sacred duty to which we are all appointed: to protect and serve our mother planet.”

      Holy frack! Dane blinked. The admiral hadn’t dared go this far before. He was just admitting that he was willing to go against the might of the civilian governments of Earth. But why now? Why didn’t he announce this before?

      “People like us, in our position,” Welland seemed to sense the sergeant’s confusion. “Orbital Marines, that is—we will not be offered a transfer, nor a retirement package.” He grinned wryly. “In human history, when an army gives itself over to a victorious force, they are generally treated well—because they are the ones who are most dangerous to the new regime. However . . .”

      The admiral’s eyes went far for a moment before returning to focus on the Ares and the Marines before him.

      “We will not be useful to the Exin. We are the antithesis of them. They do not wage wars with non-Exin troops, and neither do they police their worlds with non-Exin soldiers. We were not born into the warrior caste, and so I assume that we will be deemed a threat to their rule, and that the Exin will take steps to neutralize us. I cannot, in good faith, stand by while the good men and women of the Marine Corps are rounded up or hunted down. Which is why I am here.” The man’s shrewd eyes caught Dane and Bruce’s gaze.

      “You can refuse this mission if you wish, but you are not merely going to the dreadnoughts to secure their H-weapons.”

      “We kind of guessed, sir . . .” Dane said, earning a wry chuckle from the military man.

      “Indeed. But you will be conveying this message to my senior officers: That the fight against the Exin continues, and will continue, but it will have to become an irregular, drawn-out network of resistance,” the admiral said, and his voice gained timbre and resonance as he spoke.

      “This is the way that terrible empires and despotic governments have always been overthrown—by the tireless work of de-centralized groups. By freedom fighters. I cannot envision a future where the Exin ever, ever learn to accept humanity and offer us suffrage. That is simply not their culture—so instead, we will be working, from this day until the job is done—to bring their regime down. Understood!?” The admiral’s words were stern.

      “If any of you standing here has objections, then speak them now—and any of you can leave this place, and I will wish you the best of luck on your journeys. But those that remain here will be committing to a serious, sacred, and probably deadly oath.”

      Dane could feel the admiral’s eyes roll over him and the others, and he felt something kindle in his belly. It wasn’t hope, precisely—but it was something feral, a savage cousin to that feeling.

      “My breath will be as fire,” Dane said, invoking solidarity and repeating the words of the Marine Corps oath which had first inducted him into this brotherhood of arms.

      “My skin will be as iron,” Bruce said.

      “My purpose will be undaunted,” the admiral himself continued the refrain.

      “For Earth! For the Marine Corps!” they all chorused together, and Dane felt a shadow of that feeling he’d had when he started out this crazed life. Perhaps, if they were strong enough, if they stayed true to each other and to their instincts—then they could do anything.

      Hadn’t he himself risen from under the collapsed dome of a building, riddled with the Exinase virus, to become one of the battle-front warriors of his generation?

      But the might of everything they faced was so vast, and Dane Williams was no fool. He knew that this was going to be a hard road that they had chosen for themselves . . .

      But what other road is there, really?

      “Gentlemen,” the admiral’s voice brought Dane’s thoughts crashing back into the moment. He was drawing from his side a module, clicking it open with a slight hiss to reveal a selection of small blue studs therein.

      “The Military Star,” Welland said seriously, holding it before them as Captain Otepi stepped forward to take them daintily from their holders and approach Dane, Bruce, Joey, and Hendrix. “The highest award that I can bestow on you,” Welland said with gravity.

      Dane gulped as Otepi stepped forward to place the small bright blue star on the mantle of Dane’s AMP suit. It was barely the size of a fingernail, but it seemed to shine as if made of solid starlight. The Military Star was the highest award for bravery that a military officer could bestow on one of their own without the sign-off of a government official (such as the Congressional Medals of Bravery, or other such awards the world over). This little star might not have the same weight and impact as the other, more prestigious awards did—but in the heart of every Marine it meant far more. It was the recognition from their superiors, their peers, and their comrades that they had done the best that they could, and that they had excelled.

      “Admiral Welland, sir,” Dane said, his voice thick with emotion as he saluted. Beside him, Bruce also did so, as did Hendrix and Corsoni.

      “Don’t sound so grateful yet, Williams.” Welland almost laughed as he gestured for the Marines at the door to move deeper into the launch bay to one of the industrial lifts. They were to open it and remove a large—very large—sealed medical unit. It looked like a sarcophagus and appeared to be at least ten feet long and more than three feet wide.

      “You will be taking the occupant of this medical unit with you,” Admiral Williams said heavily. “The Exin queen.”

      “What!?” Hendrix burst out (Dane knew that the Marine had a special distaste for the caustic, arrogant, fascistic queen of their alien oppressors).

      “Understood, Marine,” Admiral Welland said gravely. “But you may need her for what you are about to do.”

      What, talking to the scattering admirals of the Marine dreadnoughts? Dane thought, as Welland clapped his hands that he was done and nodded at them. “You will receive more orders en route,” he said and turned on his heel to leave the launch bay.

      I knew it, Dane was thinking to himself as he looked down at the medical bed that contained his nemesis.

      Admiral Welland was going to send them on some kind of mission. One that required H-missiles and Exin queens.
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      >AMP Suit 023 / WILLIAMS, D (SGT) / Mission CLASSIFIED . . .

      >>Initiating private script . . . Accessing mission records . . .

      >>First jump. Marine Corps Dreadnought: Endurance . . .

      

      Dane and the others were shoved back into their flight harnesses as the Ares accelerated fast away from the Jupiter Zone. Corsoni cycled their engine up to full capability, before hitting the release . . .

      WHAM!

      If viewed from the outside, it would have appeared that spectral white light flickered over the twin nacelles of the wedge-shaped Ares, and the glittering starscape beyond appeared to shift and puddle as if drawn toward the ship in a bubble of reflecting, refracting water.

      These strange lights intensified and flashed as a trillion particles were torn apart, and the Ares extended into a thin, blazing white line—before disappearing entirely from normal space.

      In actuality, the Mobile Jump Unit, or MJU—a much smaller version of the vast wormhole gate that used to orbit Jupiter—caused a forward ripple in space time. Humanity had originally stolen the technology from the Exin themselves and then enhanced it with help from the ancient aliens known as the Travelers. The MJU was used to create a fold and then a bubble in space-time that essentially skipped them across the dimensions, sustaining the material world of the Ares and the Orbital Marines inside. At the same time, their bubble appeared to lengthen many thousands and thousands of light years across the near galaxy.

      In an instant, the bubble that was the Ares managed to cross solar systems, both explored and untouched by humanity, and beyond, not even stopping or registering the strange stars and worlds, both barren and burgeoning, that they bypassed.

      Their first destination was at the very limit of their mobile jump drive, and so was of critical importance. If a human vessel with a mobile unit could reach this place in one jump—then one of the vaster Exin mother ships could reach Jupiter and Earth space just as easily . . .

      But still, the journey would take a little time—during which Sergeant Dane reviewed his AMP suit, and the men now under his and Bruce’s joint command.

      >Private First Class HENDRIX . . .

      >Private First Class NOONS . . .

      >Private First Class SANCHEZ . . .

      He had three Marines only as opposed to his previous six-man fire team (and what had originally been a twelve-man squad). But his Gold Squad was now no more, save for himself, Corsoni, and Hendrix, and they had been amalgamated into a new Gold Squad with two members from Bruce’s ex-Silvers joining his ranks (and Bruce keeping three himself).

      The strategic division was to be straightforward. Two sets of fire teams, one under Dane, one under Bruce, and with Engineer Corsoni acting as their pilot, mechanic, and general technical officer on board the Ares.

      “I guess you’ve got more field experience,” Cheng good-naturedly said over their command channel, offering Dane the chance to be the first in with personal combat and direct contact.

      It was true, Dane admitted to himself. He did. And the way that the campaign had shaken down so far had seen Bruce with more logistics and heavy armaments experience. His team had primarily been in the strike squad role, either on board the Ares they were on right now or in separate Marine Fighter crafts where training allowed. They were used to being in control of the large ordinance.

      “You wanna take my place, Cheng?” Dane laughed as they rocked in their webbing harnesses in the launch bay of the Ares. Both Marines laughed, as they knew it was a joke. After a moment, Bruce’s tone went serious as he said, “I’ve got your back, Williams.”

      “Never doubted it, brother,” Dane agreed.

      WHAM!

      And then, with a jolt—they arrived, and instantly, the alarms started ringing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the Ares flashed with burning white plasma and broke into reality, she was confronted by the sight of the Marine Corps Dreadnought Endurance. She was one of the super-giant, three-module dreadnought class of Marine Corps vessels, designed to dominate a battlefield and to overpower the impressively large Exin mother ships.

      The dreadnoughts were rather unfairly characterized as trains by the Marines who worked them, based on their appearance as three blocky compartments attached at their midpoints via vast mechanical cables, wires, and industrial gears. Each blocky module was festooned with weapons ports and modules, blistering with meson cannons and pulse lasers, as well as the expected forest of antenna and dishes. In their many launch bays were kept the smaller, dart-shaped Marine Fighters, which could be released in sprays of metal and pulse engines to engage the enemy.

      That was how the dreadnoughts were supposed to look, anyway.

      Right now, the Dreadnought Endurance looked as though it had endured far too much.

      She was limping and ragged, with her third car askew and canting to one side, as great vents were torn through the sides and rear. The rear launch bays in the back of the vessel were still open and torn and disgorging not the fast-winged flights of the Marine Fighters, but flotsam, containers, equipment, and bodies. Even as the Ares started to turn toward them, myriads of smaller explosions blistered up and down the back, and dark shapes scudded across their hull.

      “Exin seed craft, up ahead!” The words of Joey Corsoni reached Dane and Bruce in their webbing harnesses, and the live feed of sensor sweeps and battle maps uploaded in the holographic display of their HUD, or heads-up display.

      “They’re crawling all over her!” Dane heard Bruce snarl in anger.

      It was true. The Endurance was limping away from Operation Hammer Blow, and she had clearly been pursued by the Exin. Still, she was moving at a fantastic speed—and then, there was a sudden emergency alert on their scans to indicate distant enemy ships.

      “Exin mother ships! Two of them!” Corsoni confirmed.

      “Why don’t they close on her?” Dane asked, confused. It looked as though the two Exin mother ships—together they were almost as large as the dreadnought was—were holding themselves back.

      “They’re staying out of reach of her meson cannons,” Bruce, with his greater experience, confirmed. “They’ve already done a lot of damage—you see those holes in the third module? That can only come from the mother ship’s primary beam weapon—but now they’re holding back and letting the smaller seed craft do their dirty work for them . . .”

      Flash!

      But even though the Endurance was in a terrible state, it was clear that the fight was not over yet, as a strafe of the dreadnought’s guns sought and found one of the seed craft and blew it into disintegrating pieces of light and slagged metal.

      In that moment, Dane cursed the thought that the politicians of Earth would attempt to negotiate with the Exin. Right here, in the cold depths of space, there were humans, Marines, fighting and dying for their freedoms . . . And they were doing so with bravery.

      “She’s trying to lead them away!” Corsoni said, in surprise. “By my readings, she can still use her Mobile Jump Unit—which is much bigger than ours—but she’s not cycling it up.”

      “Malfunction?” Dane asked.

      “I don’t think so. Hard to tell. But she’s already turning away from Earth and Sol coordinates. I think she doesn’t want to lead them back to Earth!” Corsoni said, and the awe he had in his voice was palpable, even over the ship-to-suit signal. “Wait . . . I’ve got an incoming message!”

      The screen of Dane’s holographic HUD flickered for the image of a man—an admiral, from his dress uniform—but Dane didn’t recognize him.

      “Marine Fighter vessel! We are in a high-contact situation. Your help is appreciated! We have invaders both on board and external . . .”

      There was a sudden glitch as the message corrupted and disappeared, leaving Dane looking at his own screen and the faces of his men outside of his suit.

      “Invaders on board?” Dane heard Private First Class Noons say in quiet horror.

      “Get yourselves ready!” Dane cried out, turning to nod at Bruce. They had seen this sort of infiltration before on board this very ship of the Ares, hadn’t they? The Exin had succeeded in perfecting a technique by which they launched small , intercept modules at larger human ships. The modules latched on to their hulls with the malice and strength of a bloodsucking tick, allowing the Exin to cut a hole into the Marine Corps vessel and sabotage or attack everything inside. The Exin warrior caste that Dane and Bruce had fought inside the Ares had been fanatical, almost suicidal—Dane thought they had probably been chosen (or volunteered) for their role with the knowledge that if they failed in their mission, they would never survive. There would be no going back for an invasive boarder of a space vessel, where the sea outside was the cold, uncaring vacuum of space.

      “Attack Plan Alpha Intercept?” Dane asked. Bruce nodded his agreement.

      “It’s the only way,” the big man said. Dane initiated the command protocols for the mission as Corsoni swooped the Ares as close as he dared to the crippled and limping dreadnought.

      

      >Orbital Marine Gold Squad / Fire Team 1 / Snr Officer WILLIAMS (SGT) . . .

      >>Alpha Intercept protocol / Mission parameters . . .

      >>>Zero-G Deployment (suit thrusters) . . .

      >>>Contact and Entrance to target (Endurance) . . .

      >>>Neutralize enemy (Unknown Exin numbers) . . .

      >>Status: Mission active . . .

      

      “Holy frack,” he heard Hendrix say, more by way of amazement than any trepidation at the mission. But Dane wouldn’t have been surprised at either, to be honest. He hit the release for his webbing and moved forward to the launch bay doors, magnetizing his boots so that he wouldn’t be thrown to one side or sucked out when the door opened.

      “Ready thruster packs,” Dane whispered. A small dial on his holographic HUD screen flashed green as the twin cylinders of pulse thrusters charged.

      “Corsoni, you have the go,” Dane whispered.

      “I have the go, Sarge. Repeat: I have the go. Opening launch bay doors in four, three, two, and . . .”

      “Go, go, go!” Dane shouted as soon as the launch bay doors lifted open, revealing the drift of space beyond and the rush of gray steel carapace of the massive monolithic Dreadnought Endurance.

      Dane led the way; he jumped out of the speeding spaceship.
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      >AMP SUIT 023 . . .

      >>Thrusters 80% Burn . . .

      >>Match for rotational pull . . .

      

      For a wild moment, Dane spun, and neon digital lights flashed over his eyes. He saw the steel and the blue weight of the Endurance before him, and then—flash—it was replaced by the vault of stars.

      And the Exin seed craft, scudding over the surface of the last module compartment of the dreadnought, spilling pulse fire against her surface. A third of the cars of the Marine Corps dreadnought had lost all their weaponry. It had either been deactivated or destroyed by the Exin fighters, and so the enemy was free to blast apart outer panels and port windows at will. Sudden gusts of steam and pockets of atmosphere vented from the giant craft like titanic geothermal processes.

      Flash. But then Dane was turning around again, twisting his AMP suit as he jackknifed toward the middle car of the Endurance. The twin pulse thrusters on his back were firing, and Dane raised his arms for movement and stability . . . and he was sweeping toward the surface of the Marine Corps vessel. Behind him stretched a line of similar AMP suits, with Hendrix, Noons, and Sanchez in a curling formation as they followed his vector.

      “Get ready, Fire Team One!” Dane said through gritted teeth as his flight lowered and the steel hull swept up toward him.

      Flash! Suddenly, he was flying between the bulky modules and blocks that encrusted the surface of the Endurance. He saw the spikes of gun turrets above, alongside the antenna and various launch bay doors. The surface of the vessel was scored with burn marks and areas of super-heated, almost-melted metals where the Exin’s pulse lasers had shot them.

      “Fire grapples!” Dane called, flinging a metal-clad arm forward for the auto-grapple device on his forearm to shoot out its chain of hardened, multilayered steel attached to magnet blocks . . .

      Whack! Wham—wham! They struck the base of a rounded sensing module that sat amidst a forest of fellows like metal stalactites, and the chain was pulled taut, with Dane swinging around, hunching his arms and legs as he made contact with the hulk of the Endurance.

      

      >Suit Impact! Back-plate 90% . . .

      

      Dammit! Dane had judged the contact awkwardly and had hit the hull of the Endurance on a steeper incline than he would have liked. A spray of sparks rushed from his back as he slid and bounced across the surface of the dreadnought, moving slower and slower as he swung around the antenna and skidded to a halt.

      “Ugh . . .” he groaned, magnetizing his boots for them to clamp onto the surface of the ship. He checked his holographic HUD for the others. Their insertions were mostly better than his, he had to admit—but asking anyone traveling at a few hundred miles an hour to make a secure landing on a vessel that was also traveling hundreds and hundreds of miles per hour in the vacuum of space was always going to be difficult.

      Hendrix’s grapple wrapped itself around one of the same antenna spikes as Dane’s had, and he managed to bounce in great leaping jumps down the surface hull of the Endurance before finally halting. Private First Class Noons made contact next, with his magnet grapple finding purchase on the lip of a bulkhead door—and then Sanchez, whose metal chain attached to the ruined housing of a gun emplacement.

      “Secure magnet locks! Everyone up!” Dane called out, already unlocking his auto-grapple and turning to gather his Marines. Any other officer, in any other time, might have been proud of completing that operation without any injuries alone.

      But they still had a dreadnought to help liberate. The middle car of the dreadnought stretched out before him like a curving hillside, surrounded by the black of space. In the distance, he could see the flashes and explosions of the battle and the sweep of the brighter pulse nacelles of the Ares as Corsoni and Cheng made contact.

      

      >AMP 023 / Sensors and Scanners . . .

      >>Accessing Dreadnought: ENDURANCE schematics . . .

      >>Identifying point of entry . . .

      

      The holo vector on Dane’s suit focused on a port door service access, only three hundred feet away. He pinged the Endurance Marine servers for access as he sent the coordinates to his team, just as there was a flash in the vacuum ahead of them.

      

      >Warning! Enemy target acquired!

      >Warning! Weapons lock detected!

      

      One of the Exin seed craft—each one a giant oval shape of midnight blue with an iridescence of green and ending in a cruel snout of bonelike weapons ports—had broken away from the dogfight over the third car module. The craft was racing up the length of the Endurance toward them.

      “Cover! Twelve o’clock incoming!” Dane shouted to his team, indicating that the enemy vessel was straight ahead of them.

      He looked up as he started to move—to jump out of the way—and saw the blister of pulse fire as the Exin seed craft fired a salvo against them.

      

      >Alert!

      >Alert!

      

      The geometric surface of the metal hull of the dreadnought started to explode with flashes of flaming light, burning their way toward them. Already the other Orbital Marines were wheeling and turning out of the way of the barrage, leaving Dane in their path.

      No time! Dane fired his rear thrusters as he turned, for the bursts of pulse-meson fire to suddenly erupt all around him.

      

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

      

      He wasn’t hit directly, but the shock wave of burning particles from the nearest hit struck his suit and knocked him over, spinning him across the surface of the Endurance to smash against the small nest of antenna. The impact fractured several of the spikes, and the vacuum caused him to bounce . . .

      “Agh!” Dane slapped a metal arm out and grabbed the others to stop himself from being flung into space while the Exin seed craft roared overhead, heading further up the second car module. Dane pulled himself back to the hulk with a heavy thump.

      “Sarge! Williams!” It was Hendrix shouting at him.

      “I’m okay!” Dane called, even though his health readings showed a severely accelerated heartbeat and the dim orange glow of warning across his right arm. He could even feel the heat transmitted through his outer and inner plates and through the insulation. He would probably get away with light burns on his right shoulder and upper arm, but he knew that he was lucky not to have been directly hit by the seed craft. As powerful and as impressive as the Assisted Mechanized Plate suits were, he doubted that they could take a direct hit from the seed craft. Well, not with him still being able to talk afterwards . . .

      But the flashing red warning vector of the Exin seed craft was already turning before it met the interchange between the middle and the first car module. There was a barrage of thin needles of laser light from the connective collar between the different modules that made up the first and second cars, as vulnerable as it was. The Exin seed craft clearly didn’t want to fly headlong against the full arsenal of the dreadnought. Instead, it wheeled high and swiveled back toward their position. Easier pickings, apparently. Dane gritted his teeth.

      “Get to the insertion point! Make entrance!” Dane snarled over his comms as he swung his heavy Marine pulse rifle from his shoulder and took aim at the Exin craft heading toward them. He wasn’t sure what he could do against it. A lucky shot, maybe?

      But he wasn’t going to let it massacre his troops, exposed on the hull of the Endurance.

      “Williams—this is Cheng—you got complications down there!?” It was Bruce over the command channel of their suits.

      “You could say so,” Dane said through gritted teeth as he set his pulse rifle, and waited a heartbeat for the linked targeting vector to flash green, orange, red, and then fired . . .

      Bolts of white, burning particles laced with a cerulean blue spat out from his rifle (itself about twice as big as even the largest normal human rifles) and up toward the seed craft. If the Exin had sensed or detected it, it was too late. The craft was too committed to its attack vector to swerve, and the cadre of bolts surged up toward it.

      One missed, on the right.

      The next, also on the right, missed.

      The Exin seed craft was close now, growing larger in his field of vision with every heartbeat. Dane saw the bonelike spikes of its forward weapons ports flare into a purple light as they activated.

      His third round hit! There was an explosion of sparks along the side of the strangely scaled alien craft—but it swooped through the sparks as if nothing happened.

      The Exin seed craft’s weapons ports opened fire. In almost stop motion, Dane saw the flashes of brilliant light hit either side of the dreadnought’s hull, racing toward him, and then . . .

      Flash! His fourth round hit almost directly at the nose of the Exin seed craft, and there was a monumental brilliance of light. The seed craft was suddenly spinning end over end away from him, trailing sparks and burning plasma from its nose cone. Dane tracked it and kept on firing as it fought to maintain accuracy before flipping over the horizon of the car and disappearing.

      “She’s probably not disabled, but she won’t be back soon!” Dane was saying as he turned back—to see the Marines of his fire team already clustering around the porthole and staring at him.

      “Holy stars, Sarge!” Noons was saying over their shared comms channel. “You took on a seed craft and won!”

      “Hardly,” Dane said, releasing his magnet locks and pounding the short distance over the hull toward them. But still, despite his gruff exterior, Dane felt a moment of savage celebration. If any Marine can face down an enemy ship on their own, then what can we do together?
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        * * *

      

      >ID Verified / Auto-Lock deactivated . . .

      

      There was a gasp of sudden air spilling around them as Dane sent the command codes to the Marine servers of the Endurance, and the octagonal service porthole before them swung open on automated pistons. Below, they saw one of the large, regular decompression chambers that littered the inner and outer hull of a dreadnought like this one—a safe place for engineers and service crew to make the transition between internal safe human atmospheres and the deadly vacuum of space.

      “On me,” Dane whispered as he jumped in, landing with a clang, and grabbing the silvered chrome rail that ran along the inside of the round chamber. He pulled himself aside as Hendrix came next, then Sanchez, then Noons.

      As soon as they were in, Dane pulled the heavy lever to close the door ahead. The room filled with the hiss of steams as it was repressurized, and the accompanying gravity was restored.

      “Listen up, Fire Team One,” Dane said, sharing his tactical map with all of them. It showed the local schematics of the Endurance in vector lines, both as a revolving miniature map and as a much larger overlay against their faceplates. They were about halfway along the length of the middle car module, near the engineering bays that presumably repaired and fixed the flights of Marine Fighters and the dreadnought itself and provided the industrial fabrication to keep the Marine vessel self-sustaining.

      “We know that the Exin have access to the last module, car C,” he said, expanding the edge of the diagram where there were multiple warning swathes of orange. “But the Marine defenders of the Endurance in regular encounter suits appear to be holding out in the bridge between the cars.” Dane dropped two markers on the far opposite side of their middle car B, near the outer hulls.

      The markers were above two long chutes that dove from the middle of the module all the way to the outer hull.

      “These are the locations for the two H-missiles that the Endurance is equipped with. We must remember our original mission by Admiral Welland: to secure these armaments and prevent them from falling into enemy hands. We cannot, absolutely cannot allow the Exin to reach these two points.”

      “Aye, sir,” the chorus came back. “Understood.”

      “However, I have yet to have that conversation with Admiral Rawls of this vessel, and I have no idea if Welland has already conferred with him. We cannot simply take the H-missiles without consultation and will have to await further clarification from Welland about what to do . . .” Dane outlined his dilemma quickly and clearly as the decompression cycle completed.

      “Lucky for us, however, we already have plenty of work to do,” Dane said, spinning the map back to the connective joint between the two modules. “Admiral Rawls has put out an emergency call for assistance, and we will do our best to answer it. We will engage with the enemy, but if we have to fall back—we do so to the H-missiles, to defend there. Understood?”

      It was the best that Dane could do, with the limited clarification at hand. He knew that he had to try and fulfill both missions, and this was the only way that he could see to do so.

      “But the Exin invaders are trying to make a bridge across the connecting corridors and infrastructure between the modules, where the space is narrow. We have every advantage over kill zones,” Dane said.

      “Aww—don’t say that, Sarge!” Hendrix immediately joked. “You’ll jinx it!”

      Dane chuckled at Private First Class Hendrix’s joke (even as Noons and Sanchez appeared to look appalled behind their faceplates). He was used to Hendrix’s humor, and it appeared that Bruce Cheng had run a tighter ship with his own Silver Squad. But Dane put merriment aside as he nodded toward the exit door, and the subtly glowing arrow that was pointing the way toward the rear of the module on the other side.

      “You know me, Hendrix,” Dane said. “I don’t believe in luck. I’m more a fan of opportunity.” He hit the door controls, and they were off.
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      The inside of the Endurance was alive with alarms and flashing lights. Dane and the rest of Fire Team One made their way into one of the main avenues that swept toward the rear of module B.

      

      >Accessing secure Marine Server: Endurance . . .

      >>Transmitting command codes (authorization: SGT WILLIAMS, D) . . .

      

      “Sergeant Williams!” A voice broke into Dane’s HUD comms as soon as he localized his suit’s command servers with that of the group on board the Endurance. He was mildly surprised to see that it wasn’t Admiral Rawls himself, as he had expected—but was instead a woman named Captain O’Keefe, with cropped hair and hard eyes inside her own mask.

      “I’m at the frontline, Main Corridor 2,” the woman said. “The help of your team would be much appreciated. Those AMP suits of yours should be able to hold them back while we make an advance down Main Corridor 1 . . .”

      “Affirmative,” Dane checked the vector map ahead of him. It was essentially straight ahead of their current location, and they would arrive in minutes. “Main Corridor 1? What’s the situation there?”

      “The Exin haven’t even broken through the bulkhead doors there yet, but they have here—” O’Keefe was saying—just before there was a flash of pulse fire behind her, and the woman flinched. There were a few tense moments of breathing and glares as the captain had to relocate to a safer distance until she could turn her attention back to the comms channel before her.

      “There are two main access corridors that lead between the cars, as well as external service ladders. Main Corridor 1 is holding. And they’ve broken through at Corridor 2. If we can hold them here, I have a squad that can make a rush at Corridor 1, hopefully surrounding the enemy in module C,” the woman detailed her plan to him.

      “Sounds good, A-okay,” Dane gave the affirmative. After all, what could go wrong?

      The AMP suits were met by lines of Marine staffers as well as Orbital Marines as they ran down the corridor. More staffers than there are Marines, Dane noted. Which might have been expected, of course, inside a vast Marine Corps vessel that would need as much logistics staff as it would need front-line staff—even if everyone inside here would also be trained to use a gun and defend the vessel.

      However, the difference in numbers between doctors, engineers, and gray-suited support staff that they saw and those carrying pulse rifles was still stark. Dane presumed it meant that everyone was already—

      WHAM! WHAM!

      The corridor rocked to one side and the AMP suits slid as the entire ground moved. There was a groan and a creak as a jet of gasses suddenly filled the corridor.

      

      >ALERT! ALERT! Sealant team to Main Corridor 2, Section 7!

      

      The dreadnought’s broadcast system patched into their AMP suits as Dane checked that his team was okay and hauled them out of the way. Once the Endurance team arrived, they would get to work restoring the atmosphere and equilibrium of the corridor.

      “Cheng?” Dane asked as they ran. “What’s going on up there? We’re taking a good pounding!”

      For a moment, their shared command channel was just filled with gasps and grunts of people fighting before Cheng’s voice answered. “Another flight of seed craft is supporting the attack. Me and the Marine Corps flight wing are doing what we can to keep them busy!”

      “I have faith in you, Cheng,” Dane said. “Just, ya know . . . don’t let anyone drop a meson bomb on our heads, will ya?” They approached the last T-junction, where the walls took on a heavier, more industrial appearance all around, and then they had reached the reinforced areas that led up to the end of module B.

      “I’m doing my best, Williams!” Cheng managed to say, before clicking out—and Dane saw the brilliant flare of purple-white pulse fire shoot up the corridor across from them. It was an open firefight, and he would be chucking his fire team straight into the middle of it.

      “On my mark,” Dane called. “Hendrix with me, Sanchez and Noons behind. “Four, three, two, and . . . go!”

      Dane took the first hit as he waded out into the firefight of Main Corridor 2, the holofield HUD overlaid on the inside of his suit’s faceplate instantly lighting up with vectors and identifiers.

      

      >Suit Impact! Breastplate 80% . . .

      

      Sparks blew over his screen as one of the Exin’s bolts of purple-white hit him straight on. When his screen cleared, he could make out what was ahead—a semicircular exit and entrance hall, wide enough for several AMP suits to comfortably stand side by side. In the center was a large, slagged buttress door. To either side, his suit’s identifiers rang with the tags of the other Orbital Marines of the Endurance, currently taking cover on each side of the door and sliding out to take potshots at the enemy beyond.

      There were already a litter of Marine and Exin bodies strewn across the hall, along with several rigs of half-broken, half-slagged loader trolleys.

      

      >Targets acquired!

      

      And there, straight ahead, was the enemy. Dane could see the slight twist of the corridor between the two modules extending ahead of him, and its length was strewn with more bodies and more bits of slagged and rent metal. The Exin had torn panels from the wall lockers to act as defensive shields—but there seemed to be many of them. A horde.

      

      >Suit Impact! Breastplate 70% . . .

      

      The next shot hit him slightly off center, and Dane knew that, even in his Assisted Mechanized Plate, he couldn’t simply stand here and take a beating. He raised his pulse rifle and started firing in quick bursts as Hendrix leaped to the far side of him, similarly raising his own rifle as Noons and Sanchez brought up the rear.

      Dane’s first trio of shots struck one of the defensive wall plates, making it buckle and screech backwards as the Exin there took cover.

      “Barrage!” Dane shouted as Hendrix fired the next salvo at the next group while Dane took aim again.

      They moved forward as they fired—four walking metal golems.

      “Skreagh!” There were alien screeches from further ahead as the shots from the Orbital Marines found their targets and kept others at bay. They crossed into the large entrance and exit hall, almost to the entrance of the tunnel between the cars themselves.

      “Where’s the door!” Dane shouted as he swerved to shoot another salvo at an Exin that had dared to raise its head from its opposing position. He failed to take the enemy out, but it was forced to take cover.

      “She’s slagged!” A voice was shouting into their shared comms. It was Captain O’Keefe, crouching and taking potshots down the corridor along with the rest of her men. “No way to seal it—can you hold them?”

      

      >Suit Impact! Breastplate 60% . . .

      

      Dane’s suit and the others were getting hammered by the Exin blasts, despite the number that they were managing to kill. They could hold, but it wouldn’t be for long if the Exin numbers opposite didn’t reduce dramatically.

      “Not long!” Dane called, before he had an idea. He turned to grab the nearest of the broken trolleys—each one much wider than he was, but also a lot smaller in height. They were used for moving heavy goods and cargo up and down the Marine corridors. Diving to one side as purple-white meson blasts hit the ceiling and floor around him, he seized it in one metal hand and upended it with a twist of one gauntlet, using his augmented strength to twirl it as easily as a plastic chair.

      Wham! Dane brought the trolley down before him, its bed facing the corridor to be instantly hammered with the pulse blasts of the enemy.

      “Cover!” he shouted, for Noons and Sanchez to step up and start firing salvo after salvo into the corridor. There were screeches of the dying, and the explosions of sparks as laser blasts hit walls and floors.

      Moving fast, Dane seized the edges of the trolley and pushed it ahead of him, creating a low wall halfway across the corridor entrance. He then turned to the next broken-open trolley.

      “Out of the way!” he screamed, for the dreadnought’s Orbital Marines to the left of the door to dive backwards as he flipped the trolley with one throw to crash against the first. He had created a barricade wall that wouldn’t hold forever, but it was another barrier.

      “Good work! Hold them here! I’m activating Corridor 1 action!” O’Keefe shouted, rolling across the floor under the height of the twin trolleys to start climbing a ladder to a balcony above—and she was gone.

      Great, Dane thought as he turned back to start firing over the barricade. “It looks like we’re it!” Dane said as Hendrix and the others joined him at the barricade. Now that half of their suits were covered and they had a flat line to shoot from, it felt a lot easier to Dane: like target practice back in the Marine training camp . . .

      “Hey, maybe this is going to be easier than I—” Hendrix started to say, just as there was a sudden flash of light and movement ahead of them in the corridor.

      Dane turned back just in time to see that two of the Exin had stood up from their cover, and in their joint eight arms, they held between them something long and tubelike, an Exin version of a rocket launcher, which was exploding with white light as it fired . . .

      Oh, sh— Dane managed to think, or almost think, as the small missile slammed into the barricade and exploded.

      

      >Warning! Warning!

      >Suit Impact: All areas!

      

      Dane and the others were shoved backwards, even in their AMP suits, as their sensor screens and faceplates hazed with white fire, and their microphones and audio pick-ups gave themselves to static noise. For an awful moment, Dane could make out nothing but the hammer of his heart and blinding light, which soon became the pulsing flashes of sparks as wall panels exploded and gave up under the intense pressures.

      Ugh! Dane’s HUD rebooted, and he found that he was lying on his back with at least one part of the trolley lying across him, as well as several pieces of wall panel.

      Smoke was everywhere, and, if anything, the alarm noises managed to sound even worse . . .

      “Fire Team One. Up! Up! Up!” Dane was shouting, pushing everything off him and to one side—just as something large, dark, and scaled landed on his chest.

      “SKRARGH!” It was one of the Exin. A warrior caste with its four limbs (two long, larger arms brandishing a massive alien blade, as well as two smaller arms closer to the chest). The Exin warrior caste were scaled, with another layer of almost organic metal plates over their bodies. Each was almost the size of one of the Assisted Mechanized Plates on their own, and this one was throwing its blade straight down toward Dane’s faceplate . . .

      “No, you don’t!” There was a roar, as a metal gauntlet snatched the Exin warrior and threw it to one side. It was Hendrix, already at his side in the chaos. Dane flipped himself to his feet as Hendrix and the Exin engaged and Dane was going to help, but there was enemy everywhere. The warrior caste had surged forward straight after the blast, and now everyone was fighting for their lives . . . Dane saw one warrior caste pick up one of the far smaller humans by the head, and, with a twist of its arms, break the man’s neck. He reached for his pulse rifle to find that it had already fallen out of his hands. At the same time, he saw another Exin drive its blade through a human.

      “Fire Team One” Dane called, seeing that Sanchez was surrounded by the warrior caste, whaling out at them with his rifle and using it like a club—and Noons was still on the ground, attempting to rise.

      Damn! Damn! Damn! Dane reached for the only weapon that he had left: the length of steel which was his Field Blade. He snatched it from where it was magnet-locked to his thigh and got to work.
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        * * *

      

      For the first few minutes of the skirmish, Dane could almost not fail to hit an alien body as he hacked back and forth, spinning around to each side to engage with the next enemy. His suit alarms went off with strikes and attacks, and in the corner of his eye he could slowly see his suit’s protection bar turning a deeper shade of dangerous orange. Soon it would be red, and then it would be critical indeed.

      “Rarrgh!” Dane roared in a primal fury as he swept his blade before him and struck out with his other arm to fire the smart laser that was attached on his forearm there, before spinning around again to fight some more.

      “Close ranks!” Dane urged them as he stepped over the moaning bodies of two of the Endurance Marines. “Protective circle!” he called. He knew that he couldn’t afford for them—his AMPs and the smaller, more vulnerable dreadnought Marines—to get split apart and lost in the action. They would merely be overrun and surrounded. Their best hope was to form a tight group and attack on all fronts from there. Unity in numbers, always.

      Dane fired at one of the Exin and then brought his blade down on the neck of another—and suddenly, the way ahead was clear. He was looking down the corridor that stretched between the different car modules, and he could see that it was empty.

      “Skrargh!” A shout from behind as the last of them fell back, and suddenly, the enemy was gone. They had done it. They had survived.

      For the moment.

      “How many?” he heard Hendrix ask in gasping, panting breaths as he clutched his own, bloodied Field Blade. Dane didn’t have to point out that the answer was all around them. There was a ragged, alien flood line of broken Exin bodies, and Dane thought that the ten or so Marine fighters here must have fought and won against over twice their number.

      Not that the fight was over for anyone, however.

      “Sergeant Williams! We have enemy combatants in car B! Making their way up Main Corridor 2!” Dane heard Captain O’Keefe shout over the comms, as Dane realized what their real ploy had been all along. The Exin had surged, leaving some of their forces behind to keep the Orbital Marines busy as others pushed on ahead.

      But what good can they do? Dane was thinking. The small team of enemy soldiers would have to fight its way through the entirety of module B, and then through the next bridge point (doubtless heavily guarded after what had happened here) and make their way through all that to fight through module car A before they could get to the bridge and the admiral.

      There is no way that they could win the Endurance, Dane knew. Unless their plan was something else.

      “Send me their locations, Captain!” Dane called, already breaking into a run back the way that they had so recently come.

      There. The coordinates arrived in an instant, revealing just what Dane had feared. There were multiple alien contacts making their way to the two weapons chutes that contained the H-missiles.

      “Objective two, gentlemen!” Dane shouted. “Secure the missiles!”

      Fire Team One of the Orbital Marines broke off at a run.
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      “Up ahead!”

      Dane and the others surged ahead up corridors that grew ever tighter and smaller as they drew nearer to the two missile silos that were embedded in the middle of the Endurance.

      They hadn’t been fired, Dane noted even as he ran ahead. Which he knew that many in his profession would have found surprising. An H-missile, short for hydrogen, would surely be capable of creating vast destruction on the battlefield—but that had not been the plan for the operation that the Endurance and others like her were now coming back from.

      Operation Hammer Blow had been designed more as a shock-and-awe operation, one that relied on Dane and Bruce’s own forward attacks on the giant Exin ansibles to throw the Exin frontier into confusion. At that point, the dreadnoughts jumped into attack, with the plan being to set back the Exin war effort by the same amount of time that it would take for humanity to press forward with their assault.

      But it hadn’t worked, had it? Dane thought bitterly. Operation Hammer Blow had, in the first seventy-two hours, been an overwhelming success. The Exin frontier had been pushed back by thousands of light years—but still, Dane had not heard of any of the dreadnoughts using their H-missiles in the attack.

      There was just something . . . Dane couldn’t accurately describe the level of disgust that he felt for the thermonuclear weapons; a sort of military disgust that viewed them somehow as an insult to honest soldiering. There was nothing of bravery or courage or of solidarity in their use. There was just the destruction of vast biomes and habitats that, arguably, humanity itself might need to colonize one day . . .

      Even so . . . the sergeant of the Orbital Marines could still feel the tension in needing to secure humanity’s worst-ever weapon, ahead of the enemy.

      And there was evidence of that enemy now, coming toward them. The Orbital Marines in their AMP suits could see bodies, human bodies of technical officers and engineers who only had the most rudimentary and basic of encounter suits—not even the partial plate or harness suits of the regular Marines. They had been cut down in their own corridors, and, from the small pulse rifles and hand weapons Dane saw, he could tell that they had tried to put up a valiant defense against the marauding, eight-foot-tall Exin warrior caste.

      

      >Enemy detected!

      

      There, up ahead, was a round bulkhead door with many Restricted and Level Four Personnel Only signs all over it. They had clearly found the chutes to the H-missiles. However, the beings in front of the bulkhead door, currently firing their bulky weapons at it to try and melt through, were clearly not authorized personnel.

      The Exin warriors had a litter of human bodies at their feet, and two had been left on guard. They instantly raised their weapons—straight at the first target they could see: Dane.

      “Sarge!” Dane saw a shadow eclipse his own faceplate an instant before he was thrust to one side, banging into the side of the tunnel wall as Hendrix took his place.

      FZT!

      Twin beams of brilliant purple-white light shot out from the whorl of shell-like Exin guns to hit Private First Class Hendrix square in the chest, throwing him backwards.

      “Agh!” Dane could hear the man’s grunt of pain, and his health identifier on his command holo showed the Marine’s suit jump from the already-compromised orange to red.

      “Hendrix!” Dane shouted. Those shots had been meant for him. He leapt forward, firing his pulse rifle as he did so—

      Hit. His first shot hit the nearest Exin guard on the shoulder, spinning it to one side, and his next hit the one next to it in the chest, driving it back to the wall.

      And then Dane was among them, swinging the butt of his pulse rifle into the mandibles of the first Exin as he turned to strike out at the second.

      “Skrargh!” But one taloned, clawed hand of the second Exin caught Dane’s rifle barrel and held it for a moment. The strength that these alien warriors had was immense—enough to rival even Dane Williams inside his AMP suit. He felt his rifle slowly start to lift up and away.

      The Exin at the bulkhead door were chittering in anger or alarm, but they did not change in their stance. They kept on firing, causing streams of melting metal to rise and hit the ceiling over them.

      Whack!

      

      >Suit Impact! Left Shoulder-plate 35% . . .

      

      The first Exin guard that Dane had struck was still standing and using its own shell weapon as a club as it hammered home against Dane’s side. The strike wasn’t enough to cause him any pain, but the jolt made his grip on his heavy pulse rifle loosen for just a moment—and that was enough for the second Exin to tear it from his grasp. Then it did something that Dane hadn’t expected at all.

      The Exin in front of him headbutted his faceplate with its own hardened, metal-covered forehead.

      

      >Suit Impact! Faceplate . . .

      

      Dane’s own head inside his suit rebounded, and he tasted blood inside his mouth. “Fracker!” He snarled, seizing the Exin by one arm and shoulder to try and drive it back . . .

      Whack!

      

      >Suit Impact! Faceplate . . .

      

      Another strike on Dane’s faceplate from the apparently enraged Exin in front. At the same time, the second Exin guard beside him was continuing to attack Dane’s suit. Warning lights were flaring all over Dane’s holoscreen.

      Whack!

      “Williams!” It was Sanchez and Noons, rushing to help him.

      

      >Suit Impact! Faceplate . . .

      

      Suddenly, Dane saw a tiny spider thread of scratches appear. How long before they would turn into fractures? Or breaks? Dane saw the Exin in front of him pull its head back for another strike.

      But, at the last moment, as the Exin surged forward—Dane threw himself backward. The Exin in front was overbalanced for a second, and both Dane and the Exin landed on the floor with a heavy thump—with Dane kicking the alien off him.

      As Sanchez thumped his rifle point-blank into the warrior’s chest and fired. The Exin was blown backwards as Dane rolled, sweeping his metal legs to bring down the second Exin guard. Noons finished it off with a full salvo of his own heavy Marine pulse rifle.

      That only left the remaining two Exin warriors—or engineers, or sappers—at the door as they continued to fire their weapon . . .

      FLASH! There was a sudden explosion of sparks, momentarily blinding everyone as the bulkhead door mechanisms were breached, and the door started to grind upwards. As Dane pushed himself up, he could see the Exin turning the large weapon that they held between them into the room revealed on the other side: a corridor with larger open bays which held giant, bone-white cylinders.

      The H-missiles! Dane knew that if they fired their industrial laser weapon at them, then that would be it. If they didn’t blow the entire dreadnought to kingdom come, then they would certainly disable them for good. The thought flashed through his mind that perhaps that was why this Exin squad had tried to infiltrate the Endurance in the first place—to detonate the dangerous weapons!?

      Dane didn’t have any weapons in his hand. But his hands were weapons.

      “Activate grapple!” He threw his metal Mech arm forward at the same time as he ordered the auto-launcher on his forearm to release. The chain with its magnet locks uncoiled to flash across the space at the same time as Noons and Sanchez lowered their heavy pulse rifles at the Exin . . .

      “Skrech!” His magnet clamp struck the one Exin’s waist and curled around, clasping one of the Exin sappers. Dane twisted and pulled, hauling it back and the large, tubelike laser cutter that it held alongside its fellow at the same time.

      FZZZT! The line of burning purple-and-white fire spat out the end of the laser, missing one of the H-missiles by a foot as it scored a line of bubbling and melting metal across the ceiling.

      “Holy crap!” he heard one of his Marines say at the nearness of the beam to the dangerous apocalyptic weapons, and then Noons and Sanchez were on the guards, firing their weapons, and finishing the deal.

      “Ugh.” Dane staggered to his feet in the sudden silence of the corridor, still feeling raw at how close they had come to absolutely everyone on board the Endurance dying. He was still pondering this when his comms blared. It was Cheng.

      “Williams, we’ve routed the last of the seed craft, and they are pulling back to the mother ships. I don’t know how long we’ll have before full engagement.”

      “Right. Contacting Admiral Rawls,” Dane said, clicking on to access the highest command code he had available.

      “Admiral Rawls? This is Sergeant Dane Williams of the Assisted Mechanized Infantry, here on the orders of Admiral Welland, Acting Commander of the Marine Corps,” Dane said.

      “Welland? What? Where is Yankis? What happened?” The man in charge of the Endurance sounded gruff and confused at the same time. Dane realized that he simply didn’t know what was happening.

      “Sir, have you been in contact with Marine High Command? With the Jupiter Deployment Zone?” Dane asked carefully, as the Marines of his fire team secured the bodies and started the auto-repairs of their suit.

      “We’ve been on operational blackout since Hammer Blow, Sergeant,” Rawls replied with a grunt. “What the hell has been going on?”

      Ah. Dane had been hoping that Welland would have at least contacted all the dreadnought admirals before he got there—it turned out that the man hadn’t even had the chance.

      “Admiral, sir, I think we need to talk. In the meantime, I strongly advise that you jump the Endurance as far as you can go—and away from Earth space!”
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      “After Hammer Blow, my plan was to return to the Jupiter Deployment Gate as requested—until I noticed the Exin tail that I had picked up . . .”

      Admiral Rawls was a large man with dark cropped hair and beard who appeared at home in his state room with its fine collection of military paraphernalia. He was the sort of man who would have been well-suited to the galleons and warships of old, Dane thought, as he and Bruce stood in his room opposite the man and his command desk. The Ares was now safely docked in one of the Endurance’s many launch bays, and their Fire Teams One and Two were repairing their equipment, reprovisioning, and enjoying some well-earned rest while the officers talked.

      “But the news you are bringing with you is grave indeed . . .” Rawls continued, examining the footage that Dane and Bruce had shared from their own suits of the destroyed Jupiter Deployment Gate, leaving a trashed field of scrap that was now referred to as the Jupiter Deployment Zone. There were still outposts that made up the current base of operations for Earth’s military, but the loss of the gate was a devastating blow.

      That was only the start of it, however.

      “Admiral Welland tasked us with securing the H-missiles, sir,” Cheng said gruffly.

      “What!?” Rawls started to frown. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but it requires a higher rank than that of sergeant to even go near those weapons. They are one of our most fearsome assets.”

      If you can call such things an asset, Dane thought to himself. In many ways, he thought that the H-missiles were as dangerous to their users as they were to their enemies. Their location was constantly a vulnerability to whoever protected them, and any mishap, accident, or theft could mean disaster for entire civilizations.

      “Sir, all I can say is that we are acting in good faith and under orders,” Dane said severely. “Admiral Welland is Acting Chief now, at least until the United Council of Earth Governments decides on another structure to replace the Marine Corps.”

      Dane said the last with an even tone, and so Rawls didn’t at first seem to hear what he was saying. But then he did.

      “I beg your pardon?” Rawls asked. “Can you repeat that, Sergeant?”

      “The Council of Earth Governments is asking to negotiate with the Exin, sir,” Dane said severely. “Given the complete destruction of humanity’s prime military deployment, training, and stockpiles at Jupiter.”

      Rawls opened and closed his mouth several times, clearly as astonished as Dane had been when he first heard it.

      “This is impossible. The Exin will execute us all without thought. This is . . .”

      “Treason, sir,” Dane clarified. “At least, that is what Acting Chief Welland believes.”

      “Treason.” Rawls rolled the word over and over. “That is a heavy claim to make against the joint discussion of every world government on Earth, the very people that we derive our mandate from!”

      Dane didn’t even bother to deny it. “It is, sir.”

      The admiral of the Endurance looked at the two sergeants of the Assisted Mechanized Infantry Division of the Orbital Marines, and they looked right back at him. There were acres of conversation in that stare.

      “And what will Acting Chief Welland do with the H-missiles once he has them all?” Rawls said in a tight, controlled voice. “You do realize what he will be capable of doing once he has them? Has that thought occurred to you?”

      “Sir, I believe . . .” Bruce started to say, but Rawls stood up suddenly with a rush of anger.

      “Yes. You believe. That is the problem! No one knows! Welland has only been appointed to his post in the last few days alone, and he has already fostered a military conspiracy in the ranks of his own officers!” Rawls looked at Dane and Bruce challengingly. “What if Acting Chief Welland intends to use these H-missiles against Earth?”

      “Sir!” Both Dane and Bruce broke in. That was impossible, wasn’t it?

      “I have to insist, sir,” Dane said hotly. “Welland is trying to save Earth, not endanger her!”

      “You do not know that!” Admiral Rawls spat back. “And that could be precisely the sort of problem that we face! What if Welland decides that he can hold the Council of Earth Governments ransom with his control of the H-missiles to force them to agree to his own agenda against the Exin!”

      Dane blinked, surprised. He had never thought of looking at it that way. When viewed as Welland’s agenda or the council’s, the situation suddenly seemed like a political push and pull. Not a desperate fight for the survival of their species.

      “You will have to leave me to consider this very troubling situation, Sergeants,” Rawls said heavily. “And be thankful that I am not throwing both of you in the brig for sedition and betrayal of the Marine Code!”

      Never, Dane felt hotly. He couldn’t believe that their mission could fall apart so easily and so quickly.

      “I have set the Endurance on a rendezvous with a prearranged muster point with the Dreadnought Titan,” Rawls said. “And even that information I don’t have to tell you, but I am, out of respect for the strength that you gave to my ship and crew in repelling the Exin invaders. The muster was arranged if any dreadnought was too damaged to make the jump back to Jupiter. If the Titan is there, then I will discuss with Admiral Ferris the situation, and perhaps we can come to some clarity of purpose!”

      Dane was awash with emotions. He didn’t know what to say or who to believe. But still, Dane knew one thing.

      “By that point, Admiral Rawls, the United Council of Earth Governments might have already decided for the Marine Corps to stand down. We might already be bending a knee to the Exin.”

      Admiral Rawls stood stock still as he stared back at Dane. “And perhaps that is what will happen, Sergeant Williams. But you are asking for me to lead my entire crew in mutiny against the wishes of the elected officials of our world government. That is a very serious thing indeed. Who am I or Welland or anyone, for that matter, to place myself on such a pedestal that I know better than our leaders?”

      “Maybe because we’re here, sir,” Dane said quietly, “And we’ve seen what the Exin are and what they do and what they are capable of.”

      Then Dane turned slowly away, with Bruce right behind him, as they walked out of Admiral Rawls’s state room to leave him with his heavy choices.
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        * * *

      

      Dane and the others had the freedom of the ship (within reason, of course. There were specialist and rank-only spaces on board where they were not allowed to go, but that was to be expected for a working military vessel).

      In fact, Dane even felt that he had a certain sort of prestige as he walked the long corridors to the mess hall and viewing chambers. Word was abroad of the intercept team of Assisted Mechanized Infantry who had boarded the Endurance while in flight and then helped to repel the Exin that had infiltrated their home. It was indeed a daring mission, and Dane was proud of their work in doing it.

      However, all the goodwill of the regular crew of the Endurance did not counter the fact that Dane knew that they were being watched by Admiral Rawls everywhere they went. Perhaps it was just a matter of being on a dreadnought in the middle of a war zone, but Dane was sure that everywhere he went, at least one military police officer would turn up a short time later and claim to be either off-duty or performing inspections.

      “Maybe Rawls thinks we’re going to mutiny on his ship!” Hendrix said wryly when Dane shared his concerns with him. They were in one of the engineering labs for Hendrix and the others to oversee the repair work being done on their AMP suits. It was going along speedily, and Dane was impressed with the work being done.

      “Maybe.” Dane had to agree with his Marine. “But I just can’t stand the wait. How long is it going to take to get to the Titan? What will the Exin have done by then?”

      One of the many problems of course, of using the mobile wormhole jump travel (and this jump appeared to be a long one, as they were in it for at least two hours) was that the ships ansible also had to be offline. Dane knew that it would recalibrate as soon as they arrived back in normal space, but for now, no one on board this ship had any idea what was going on across the rest of the war zone.

      That was, until the alarms started to fire—indicating that their arrival was upon them.

      “Arrival imminent! Ceasing jump imminent! All personnel to take precautions!”

      The alarms sounded, and everywhere around them, the personnel reached for the grab handles available throughout the ship. Even their military police escort, Dane saw—reached for the nearest support as the entire dreadnought started to shudder with the effort of breaking out of the jump bubble.

      “Come on.” But not Dane and Hendrix. Dane led Hendrix immediately toward the corridor that led up to the viewing chamber and the bridge beyond it. He wanted to be there when Admiral Rawls got the first words back from Welland.

      Behind them, there was a gasp of annoyance as their military police escort decided, also, to suddenly take to the corridor that led up to the bridge at the same time as the dreadnought shook and wavered before jolting to a halt.

      They had arrived.

      Dane and Hendrix ignored the man behind them, until they heard him let out a lone, startled moan of horror. They couldn’t ignore that as they spun around to see what was going on . . .

      Their military police handler was standing in the middle of the access corridor behind them, but all his attention was focused not on them but across the metal foyer to the viewing lounge, where wide panels of crystal glass offering the views to one side of the Endurance.

      And suddenly, the two Marines of the Assisted Mechanized Division realized just what was so horrible.

      The Dreadnought Endurance had arrived, and there was in front of them a small white-and-gray ash moonlet. Dane didn’t recognize it. There were countless such rocks throughout the galaxy, untethered and wandering from whatever stellar processes or planets had created them.

      The planet was not the terrible thing.

      The terrible thing was what lay across it.

      The moonlet that the Dreadnought Titan and Endurance had agreed to meet at was tiny, maybe only ten times the size of one of the super-massive Marine Corps dreadnoughts itself . . . Which meant that the crashed, broken body of the Titan that lay on its surface was easy to see.
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        * * *

      

      No one said, “I can’t believe it.” That was the most damning indictment of the situation, Dane thought. He stood along with Cheng, Hendrix, the rest of the crew of the Ares, as well as the senior staff members of the Endurance on the wide, multileveled bridge, and everyone was looking ahead at the screens that showed the total destruction of the Dreadnought Titan lying below them.

      The Titan was still vaguely recognizable as three distinct modules, but all of them had been blown apart and torn by the impact as well as several internal explosions.

      The giant Marine Corps warship looked more like a ruined cityscape than it did a vessel, Dane thought, as the small insert camera views magnified, roaming across the acres and miles of ruinous and torn metals. Dane saw areas where the hardened and reinforced, triple-layered steel hulls of the dreadnought had melted in place, and there were still heat signatures here and there across the vessel as the engines and power reactors stubbornly refused to die.

      Not that there was any actual system power in the vessel at all, Dane saw from the electrical readouts and sensors.

      There were also no blips on their biological scanners.

      “There’s nothing living on board the ship,” relayed one of the Endurance’s senior technical officers on comms and sensors. “It looks like no one survived the crash.”

      “Really?” Dane couldn’t help but say. “But there were flights of Marine Fighters there. Whole launch bays full of ships that could have . . .”

      His words trailed off as Admiral Rawls let out a low moan of despair.

      “What happened!? Were they ambushed? Attacked?” the man said, before gesturing for the screens overhead to flicker. “Last known strategic contacts for the Titan,” he ordered, for the computers to verify his voice ID and to play out the previous, latest information from Operation Hammer Blow.

      

      >Op. HAMMER BLOW / Class Identifier: TITAN . . .

      >>Recovering data . . .

      

      A string of files, code-speak, and embedded videos scrolled down the screen, along with a tactical map that replayed the events of the last seventy-two hours.

      There was the Exin frontier, stretching out in a hazy orange mat across myriad white pin pricks of frontier worlds. As the clock started to hasten, multiple attack vectors appeared across that line as the strategy computers accounted for what had happened. There had been three waves of attack initially, with each world being targeted for its military radar or industrial infrastructure. As soon as one Exin frontier world was hit (and many of them were little more than military installations on barren moons, Dane recalled from his own briefing) then the dreadnoughts disengaged. Along with them, the Marine Corps fighters engaged, such as the Ares or the previously operational Gladius. They would micro-jump to the next, leapfrogging in an almost random pattern to keep their enemy off guard.

      Actually, the algorithms responsible for determining which worlds to attack and which to pass over weren’t random at all, but responded to the latest (as was possible, with ansible technology) engagement reports. They were designed, as far as Dane was aware, to mean that they stretched the Exin’s ability to respond at every level.

      Only sometimes, the algorithms failed.

      The Titan had been, along with the other dreadnoughts, used on the bigger and more defended positions. The records showed the Titan succeeding in no less than three engagements before it started to register as badly damaged.

      “And then she jumped here to repair and recoup.” Rawls pointed to the traffic data from the strategy computers. “Which was what she was expected to do. Which was what I was about to do,” he said (before casting an eye at Dane).

      And then, the last known data for the Titan below them appeared. It was a recording released on the ansible to any nearby Marine units (only there weren’t any . . .)

      “Attention, all Marine Corps vessels capable of responding!” The recorded voice of Admiral Ferris appeared as the very last message. “We made the jump—but something happened INSIDE jump travel!”

      “No!” Dane gasped, suddenly remembering what had happened to the Ares on the way back to the Jupiter Deployment Zone. “I’ve seen this. This happened to us!”

      “The Exin have found a way to track jump movements—to break into a jump bubble! We are repelling invaders as we speak . . . FZZT!”

      And then, there was a sudden glitch of white static, and the screen went blank.

      “Sergeant Williams? Why wasn’t I briefed on this capability before now? Report!” Admiral Rawls turned to glare at him, for Bruce and Dane to share a look. They told their story of how, as the Ares was making its way back to the Jupiter Deployment Zone, they were suddenly attacked from the inside. Somehow, the Exin had fired a limpetlike ship to attach to their own, which must have become a part of the same jump bubble that the Ares was. The Exin ship had then disgorged fanatical Exin warrior caste against them, breaking through the very walls and hull of the ship itself.

      “They were making for the central accelerator engines,” Bruce said. “And that was where we found them. They seemed intent on crashing us out of jump, which would have probably meant the end of us, the Ares—and them, as well.”

      “A kamikaze mission,” Admiral Rawls said gravely with a nod. “And so, we can assume that the Titan was thus infiltrated, and the Exin did enough damage that they had to drop out of warp—and hit that moon . . .”

      “Sir, if I may . . .” Dane said in a slightly lower tone, looking around the bridge as he did so.

      “You can speak freely here, Sergeant. I have nothing to hide from these men!” Rawls said, his voice dripping with contempt as he was clearly still angered by the very idea that Acting Chief Welland would attempt to deceive the governments of Earth in any way.

      “The H-missiles, sir. I presume that the Titan was also equipped?” Dane said. Rawls rolled his eyes but nodded at the same time. Dane watched as the admiral turned to inspect the data and to order an analysis of the Titan’s arsenal.

      “Sir.” The technical comms and sensors officer came back a moment later, “There is no sign of the H-missiles on board, and the levels of radiation detected are consistent with leakage from the Titan’s own reactors and not the detonation of the missiles themselves . . .”

      “Then where did they go?” Rawls wondered out loud, and of course, no one had any answer for him.

      The answer, at least to Dane, appeared obvious. “The Exin,” he said, just as there was a communication alert as a classified, commanding officer eyes-only message arrived for the admiral from the ansible.

      Which I guess is from Welland, Dane thought, as the admiral took it in his state room, leaving them all in the bridge looking down at the wreck of the Titan. Which way is he going to go? Dane thought. Can Welland convince him to fight for Earth? Or at least to capitulate?

      “What are you thinking, Dane?” Cheng asked him warily.

      Dane looked at the totaled metal. The hundreds of lives lost. “I’m thinking that the Exin have now captured two of our warheads and that they are going to use them,” Dane looked up at Bruce. “I think we have to act.”

      The answer as to how and what they were going to do, however, came just a few moments later when Rawls reappeared from his state room, fuming.

      “News from Acting Chief Welland and from Earth!” Rawls said, catching the eye of both Dane and Bruce as he announced the news to the entirety of his bridge crew.

      Here it comes, Dane thought. Admiral Rawls appeared angry. Very angry indeed. He wasn’t going to give them the H-missiles. He wasn’t going to support the continuing campaign against the Exin, was he?

      “The United Council of Earth Governments has made a declaration,” the admiral announced. “The Exin have nuked Mars, apparently with our own H-missiles. The ones stolen from the Titan below!”

      “What?” Dane said. That was not what he was expecting to hear at all.

      “No!”

      “How could they?”

      The senior crew of the Endurance appeared as outraged and as angered as Dane and Bruce and Rawls felt.

      “The talks!?” Dane asked quickly. “What news of the negotiation?”

      “Sergeant,” Rawls said heavily. “Acting Chief Welland has informed me that the situation has changed drastically. The Council of Earth is in uproar. There is civil unrest across the globe as the people of Earth call for something to be done. Half want the Marines to stand down, and just as many want the Marines to continue. Until such a time as our position becomes clear, Welland has asked for all military units to draw back and to disperse away from the frontline.”

      He didn’t say return to Earth, Dane realized at once. The council couldn’t declare a truce now, could they? After the Exin had just nuked Mars, where thousands of colonists and settlers and workers lived? Or would it make the council even more likely to offer articles of surrender? he suddenly considered.

      “You are not going to get your H-missiles, Sergeant Williams and Cheng.” Rawls turned to them.

      What!? “Excuse me, Admiral, sir,” Dane started to say, as the situation was quickly rolling out of his control ahead of him.

      “No. Acting Chief Welland has made it clear that the dreadnoughts are to remain in a state of readiness, and I cannot in good conscience hand over the H-missiles while the situation is so fragile. Once there is a declaration from the Council of Earth Governments, then we will know better, but right now, Acting Chief Welland has authorized me to give you these orders myself,” Rawls said, “although I have to admit that I do not fully understand them . . .”

      “Understood, sir.” Dane raised an eyebrow. Why didn’t Welland just beam these orders straight to the Ares? Dane wondered and then considered it was probably because Welland wanted Rawls on board with this plan. Either that, or Welland couldn’t trust that the ansible network wasn’t being listened to?

      “He has told me to tell you that you are to awaken the asset that he sent along with you. And you are to consult your strategy?” Rawls said with a heavy frown, clearly not liking this secrecy at all.

      “My asset?” Dane was equally as confused. Had Acting Chief Welland sent them here with something? Dane wracked his brain as he tried to remember the list of equipment, whether it was something to do with the AMP suits or the strategy Marine Corps Servers . . .

      Then, Dane paled in realization.

      The Exin queen. Acting Chief Welland wants me to revive the Exin queen, Dane realized.

      “And, uh . . . And after that, Admiral Rawls, sir? Did Welland indicate what he wanted done after that?” Dane was almost more confused now than he had been a moment ago.

      The admiral, still displeased and still frowning, shrugged. “Welland didn’t give any further clarification. Only that I was to make you free to go.”

      Dane looked at Bruce, with the riddle clear in both of their minds. They were being asked to revive the Exin queen, once the ruler of their enemy and now their hostage, and then they were to leave the dreadnought.

      He wants us to ask the queen for advice, Dane realized as they saluted and turned to leave the bridge of the Endurance immediately.
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      “Get ready for launch. All crew, ready for launch.”

      The voice of Engineer Corsoni was a backdrop to Dane’s troubling thoughts as he grabbed ahold of the webbing that ran along the walls and studied the long, medical sarcophagus that sat in front of him in the hold of the Marine Corps Fighter, the Ares. All the members of the fire teams had returned to their respective posts on board the ship, and they were now provisioned with repaired AMP suits, medical supplies, and as many arms as Admiral Rawls of the Endurance had been able to provide.

      But there was a fraught air throughout the ship, and it was no less strong in Dane himself as he regarded the medical unit ahead of him and wondered what secrets it harbored.

      The Exin queen, Dane rolled the words over in his head, as the memories of the giant, nine-foot-tall tyrant of the alien empire washed through him. She had watched as he had fought War Master Okruk in a personal challenge match (well, when he had several bundles of crap beaten out of him, Dane had to admit). She had ordered him sent to the Exin Challenge Planet to see if he was worthy of being their hostage at all.

      The Exin queen had commanded a fanatical loyalty from her subjects, one that was bordering on hypnosis, from what he remembered—before he had found her held hostage inside one of her own crippled mother ships, the victim of a coup attempt by the war master himself.

      So, Dane had transferred her to the Marine Corps. Apparently the intelligence that she had provided had helped in not only the development of the ansible and Mobile Jump Units, but also the entire strategy of Operation Hammer Blow.

      “Did you sell us out?” Dane wondered. It was almost impossible to think that the creature hadn’t. What if this had been her plan all along? What if the ambush of the Jupiter Deployment Zone—even the infiltrations and targeted attacks against the dreadnoughts—were all a part of her plan? After all, Dane had no idea how old she was. Did the Exin queen think in terms of battles and hours—or in terms of years? Centuries?

      “Four, three, two, and . . . launch!” Corsoni’s voice sounded over the room speakers, and Dane felt the shudder run through the entire ship as the MJUs were activated and fired. It created a strange, back-of-the-teeth ache as always, as if the very cells of Dane’s body realized what they were being asked to do. And it was entirely unnatural.

      Dane felt the hairs on the back of his neck and arms rise as he took a sip from the water flask he carried, and a low, vibrational hum started to run through the body of the ship. That was the cue that they had made it, that the Ares had swooped out of one of the open launch bay doors of the Endurance and accelerated. Dane imagined it starting to glitter as it folded its warp bubble around itself and jumped.

      But where to? Dane groaned. He had asked Bruce to decide, and they had settled on a patch of no man’s space approximately halfway between the farthest human position and the ruinous frontier worlds.

      Our mission to get the H-missiles is a bust, Dane reflected. And now that all of Earth and the Marine Corps appeared to be in melt down about what to do, he and his crew were stuck in the middle, with only the cryptic order of Acting Chief Welland.

      Awaken the asset.

      “I guess that’s you,” Dane said with a sigh and reached to tap the data pad on his wrist. “Come on in, boys,” he said. The doors opened a moment later and Hendrix, Noon, and Sanchez arrived with their pulse rifles ready. They took positions around the sarcophagus as Dane reached to hit the activate sequence and watched as the orange lights slowly turned a flashing green.

      Hiss! There was a sudden escape of steam from the edges of the casket on all sides, as Dane reached out to reassure himself by the touch of his pulse rifle. He had no idea what state the Exin queen would be in—but he had to presume that she would be angry.

      I’ve never seen her not angry, Dane had to admit . . .

      A line started to appear, running down the middle of the sarcophagus from the top to the bottom. The steam intensified until, with a sudden mechanical crack, the entire casket started to open, both sides folding upwards.

      And a giant, gray-green scaled hand appeared and clutched the edge . . .

      “Frack!” Dane heard Hendrix almost jump out of his skin.

      “Easy, men . . .” Dane whispered, raising his pulse rifle as the doors opened wider, and the steam of the rising gasses dissipated.

      To reveal the mother of their enemy herself.

      The Exin queen was unlike any other Exin that Dane or any Marine had ever seen. She had the same four-armed structure as the warrior caste did, and the same blue-gray (with a sheen of green) scales all over her body, the same face with its four-part mandible form . . . But that was where all similarity ended. Like the matriarchs of the insect realm, the queen was larger than any of her followers. She lay over nine feet tall, and the back of her head ended in a splay of fused bonelike tentacles—a crown.

      The body of the monstrous queen was rising from the sarcophagus, pulling itself up from its cradle to sit half upright. Dane could see the tendons and muscles flex and strengthen as she appeared to be gathering her strength . . .

      “Hold it right there, Your Majesty,” Dane said in a low, menacing growl as he sighted down the smaller pulse rifle that his AMP suit provided. On his wrist flashed the Exin translation bug—a tiny blue jewel contained within a cage of silver and steel that worked to translate human and Exin speech.

      “Sssss . . .” Dane saw her eyes flicker, and her mandibles flare backwards to reveal pointed, needle-like talons or teeth.

      “Look around you. You’re covered on all sides, and you’re on board a ship in the middle of jump,” Dane said. “Even if you did decide to do something really stupid, and you got away with it—which is an impossibility—you’d crash out of jump and probably blow the ship to a million pieces . . .” he said with a slow grin. It had been his idea to time the awakening of their number one enemy to when they were in warp. Dane had given Corsoni the extreme orders that if it looked like the Exin queen was attempting to take over the ship—then Corsoni was to make sure that would not happen. Permanently, if need be.

      And besides, Dane thought to himself. The four Marine pulse rifles that they held might be half the size of the larger versions that the Assisted Mechanized Plate could use, but the sergeant still believed that four shots at almost point blank range would put a serious damper in the Exin queen’s day. As well as a whole series of holes.

      “Ssskreagh!” Dane watched as the Exin queen slowly turned her head to review the waiting Hendrix, Noons, and Sanchez with their rifles leveled at her, before turning back to Dane. She managed to do so with incredible composure, hissing alien words at him.

      “Why have you awoken me from my slumber, human?” she said haughtily, and Dane couldn’t resist grinning at the sheer audacity of it. The Exin queen made it sound like it was her choice to be inside the casket!

      “You’re of use to me,” Dane said. He was going to play hard. He wasn’t going to beg for information, and his previous experience dealing with her had taught him that the queen of the Exin colonies did not respect weakness. Her entire culture was based on predatory values where might made right, and if he admitted that they were doomed and begged for advice, it would only result in the Exin queen deeming them all unworthy and refusing to cooperate.

      “S’kre’Axiul?” The queen’s dark eyes flickered over Dane. “My people?”

      “We have your frontier worlds. The entire Exin empire has been pushed back by a couple of thousand light years,” Dane said. Although technically true given the lightning raids of Operation Hammer Blow, he also knew that no Marines were actually holding any of that territory gained . . .

      “You lie to me, human,” the Exin queen said after a moment.

      “Why would I?” Dane tried to sound nonchalant. “I have the guns. I could order my men to shoot you at any moment. What would be the point in lying to you at all?”

      The Exin queen let out a serious of rasping hisses and clicks in her own tongue, which, although it still flashed, the translation bug on Dane’s wrist could not understand. Suddenly, Dane realized that the queen was chuckling at them.

      “Then why wake me at all?” she replied. “If the homo sapiens had won, then there would be no need of me. If you were in a position of strength, then there would be no need of me. Your attitude is worthy for a warrior, but you do not have any teeth behind your mouth!” the queen said.

      Dammit! Dane clenched his teeth. The queen was too good. She was, in fact, shockingly intelligent. But he still knew that it would be dangerous to admit any kind of weakness to her.

      “What is the most important piece of infrastructure in the Exin war effort?” Dane snapped. He would get information out of her or be damned. He didn’t even know what sort of information that he needed to get out of her. A way to save humanity. An answer. But what was the question?

      “What would happen if we killed War Master Okruk?” Dane asked again, stepping forward and raising his voice, knowing that the queen would respect his aggression.

      “How many of your worlds do we have to burn before this is over?!” he ended with a shout, for the Exin queen to merely react with that same hissing and clicking chuckle.

      “How many? All of them, you idiot.” The Exin queen laughed. “My people do not surrender. They do not capitulate. They are taught from egg and grub that if we are weak, then we deserve to die. That it is only our strength that makes us the rightful masters of this galaxy.”

      “But you failed against the Travelers, didn’t you, Your Majesty?” Dane snarled, remembering what this very being had told them. That the ancient race known as the Travelers had blocked any attempt that the Exin had made to invade their planet. Later, when Dane himself had encountered the strange post-biological species, the Travelers said that they had no hope for the entire Exin civilization. The Travelers had agreed to help Dane once, and then they had moved on to their next stage of existence. Dane wished that they were here to help him now.

      “That does not count as failure!” the Exin queen snapped back. “The Travelers repelled us, and by right had the opportunity to dominate us. They chose not to. That was their weakness!”

      Dane squinted his eyes at this strange logic. He was starting to see the shape of it . . . That to beat the Exin, you had to show that you were stronger than them. But the problem was that humanity wasn’t. Therefore, the Exin weren’t going to stop until humanity was destroyed—and would use their Tol’rumaa if they wished to do it . . .

      “But you managed to command your entire people, and there is just one of you,” Dane said with real frustration. “There is just one of you. Are you seriously telling me that you are stronger than a gang of warrior caste, working together?”

      “Clearly not,” the Exin queen said with real cynicism, referring to her fallen state. “Perhaps I deserved to be brought down, if they were strong enough to do it.”

      “You think the war master has a right to rule?” Dane pressed, and he could tell that his words had hit home. The Exin queen flinched, and she made an angered hissing noise like a furious cat.

      “Then help us defeat him,” Dane suggested. “We have shown that we are stronger than you, Queen. We have you held hostage. Don’t your own traditions dictate that you must serve us now?”

      He saw a violent shiver run up and down the Exin queen’s body as she fought against this logic that was ingrained into her very cells. Dane didn’t think that she would ever fully support humanity. Not when humans were so small compared to her.

      “If you can challenge and kill the war master, then you have a chance,” he was surprised to hear the Exin queen say. “But you will have to continue to hold your position of strength. Other Exin warriors will try to take you down and prove their strength over you . . .”

      Dane nodded as an idea started to form in the back of his mind.

      A plan.

      “Your Majesty,” he said slowly. “I am going to need you to give me the coordinates of a planet.”
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      “And you are sure about this, Williams?” Bruce Cheng said in a voice that was as heavy as a glare as the Ares approached the ball of ruddy earth. The planet up ahead in their screens wasn’t large, but it was big enough to have some gravity and a thin envelope of an atmosphere. From the biological scans, that was about all that the world ahead had. The atmosphere was toxic to humans, and most of the indigenous life consisted of low-lying, hardy, lichenlike shrubs. No greater biological forms had the opportunity to evolve on this rocky outcrop of a poisonous world—which was one of the reasons that it was a perfect place for what Dane needed.

      “Sure? Not in the slightest, Bruce,” Dane said. “But what other option do we have?”

      “Well, we could go back to Earth. Or find the other dreadnoughts to see if any of them will agree to Welland’s plan. Or maybe . . .” Bruce offered.

      “You know what I mean, Cheng.” Dane cut him off. Despite their brotherly arguments, there was a seriousness to Dane’s proposition when he had outlined it to them. And really, both Bruce and Dane knew that any other option apart from Dane’s would only prolong the capitulation to the Exin empire.

      The planet that Dane was after had to have extremely specific characteristics, all of which had been gleaned from the Exin queen.

      These characteristics were quite simple, and Dane had realized what was needed once he saw the scale of the task before them.

      We need to get into the Exin empire, Dane thought. Into its heart.

      But they were currently flying in a human Marine Fighter, the Ares, and if the Exin kept enough intelligence reports of such things, then any Exin sensors that identified the Ares would realize that only the Gladius had been in more front-line and secret-strike activities. The Ares had been the secondary, orbital support vehicle for the Gladius throughout the three-year-long war that the Exin had thrust upon humanity. It was, if the Exin cared to notice, not just any ship—but an important one.

      So, we need a very particular planet in some out-of-the-way part of Exin space, and we also need a way to get into the heart of Exin space . . . Dane was thinking.

      The planet had to be some sort of backwater, trader planet. A place that had been neglected by the majority of the Exin rule, perhaps because of its awkward and difficult biology.

      “She said this is the one we want. Qark.” Dane struggled over the alien-sounding word.

      “And we’re going to take her word for it?” Bruce asked beside Dane, his voice heavy with suspicion that Dane understood. That he shared.

      Ahead of them, the poisonous red world started to grow as they approached, and Dane could see miles upon miles of rocky-red plains.

      “Look, I don’t particularly like this any more than you do,” Dane admitted as he undid his seat webbing to stand up and turn to the door at the back. He had to suit up for this. It was beyond foolish to go into this without some sort of defense.

      “We’ve got electronic signatures!” Engineer Joey Corsoni behind the flight wheel said. He put a scan reading above their heads to show pinpricks of activity on the digital overlay atop the planet.

      There are always places like this in every empire. Dane nodded. There had been on Earth, and he had been certain that there also would be in a galactic empire as large as the Exin’s. He had been on their worlds; he had seen the underclasses of the other races that the Exin had forced to the bottom (quite literally), turning the indigenous inhabitants of many worlds into the slave races of their empire.

      All of which meant that there would always be out-of-the-way places just like the world of Qark, where the rule of the Exin was weak or overstretched. Where there gathered elements that didn’t agree with Exin rule—or who managed to keep their heads down as much as they could.

      “Start broadcasting the signal. You know the one,” Dane was saying. He turned and jogged down the tunnel to the already-selected launch bay. He didn’t wait to see Bruce or Joey’s suspicion, but instead saw the image flickering over the data readout on his wrist device.

      

      >Signal transmit . . . Unknown frequency . . . Oscillating band structure . . .

      

      The Exin queen had given them a code to transmit to the planet, which should fool the local sensors into thinking that the Ares was on official Exin business. Unless War Master Okruk had managed to get all the security protocols changed since the Exin queen was in power.

      Which I know I would do if I was in his position! Dane suddenly thought to himself as he reached launch bay two and saw the notched and scarred surface of his AMP-suit 023 waiting for him.

      

      >Signal accepted!

      

      With a real sense of relief, Dane clambered up the outer webbing to lower himself into his suit and begin the activation procedure as the Ares started to shake with the rigors of breaking entry to the planet. Small vector images were beamed to the inside holographic display—or HUD—of his AMP suit from the Ares sensors. It showed the flares of plasma fire across the cameras, and then the distant, fuzzy-red landscape quickly becoming sharper as the Ares burned through the alien sky. In the distance was a gray, blocky shadow against the horizon. An alien township.

      Dane’s suit sealed, and he watched as his AMP ran through the reactor and systems checks, ending with biological and strategy scans, before finally pronouncing Dane fit to go.

      “Right. Bring her in,” Dane called on his command channel, and the Ares shook as it lowered over the red plains toward its destination.

      The larger door hissed open, and in walked the Exin queen between a trio of human guards, all of them pointing their medium Marine pulse rifles straight at her back. In one smooth movement, Dane uncoupled his giant heavy-pulse rifle that his suit used.

      “All right, I have her. Suit up, you three,” he said, as he kept the targeting vector of his rifle directly over the Exin queen’s head.

      The Exin queen looked at him with a characteristic scowl. Dane watched as she hissed, revealing long, curving teeth that appeared to flex and flare. She made that clicking noise once again. The Exin equivalent of smug chuckling.

      “You’d better not be lying to me,” Dane breathed.

      “S’sekerach!” she said with a sudden guttural snarl, which Dane’s translation bug immediately transformed into, “Do you really think that I have any desire to land in this cesspit!? Do you believe that I have any wish to go begging to Okruk?”

      Dane was banking on the fact that she didn’t, in fact. “Let’s just keep it that way. When will your people be here?”

      Another stream of alien invective. “They are already here! My devotees—those who have managed to resist Okruk’s perversions—must have been scattered across my empire! And Qark is one of the places where they would congregate!”

      Dane wondered how she might know this, but there was little that he could do about it now. The strategic analysis held up. When the new leader took over, then the old leader’s followers (the Exin queen’s devotees) would become public enemies of the regime. There would have to be a purge of the most virulent supporters of the old tyrant—which meant that those supporters would have to flee to the outskirts and the holes of the empire. There to hide under the rocks and lick their wounds—and hope that one day their world would return.

      And now, as the Ares started to slow into touchdown, Dane realized that he was about to hand them just that. The old world and the old queen handed back to them on a plate.
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        * * *

      

      They trudged across the red soil toward the collection of rounded, domelike buildings under a hot alien sun. Dane was at the front, his scans sweeping the area ahead of them constantly, with the queen behind. Then came Hendrix and Noons. The others had been told to stay back at the Ares until the deal had been made.

      “Here.” Dane indicated a large series of boulders that could hide them from the prying eyes of the camp ahead. He settled everyone down before turning to survey the small township.

      The domed buildings appeared to be built out of oddly organic, octagonal sheets stretched over geodesic frames. A few towers belched dark and greasy smoke into the air, and the magnifiers on Dane’s suit could pick out movement. There were shapes of three-wheeled vehicles and other devices on the ground and hovering over them, moving between the buildings. Some hauled large container units behind them.

      “Looks like a backwater town to me.” Hendrix had joined him by the side of the rocks. “Real old west.”

      “A place to hide out if the war master is after you, for sure,” Dane agreed, pointing to a large sign daubed in erratic paint across the side of one of the domes. It was some kind of insignia, a curving line ending with two crisscrossing points.

      “What’s that, Exin-speak? What do you think it means—‘Get the hell away from me’?” Hendrix joked. That was the kind of Marine he was. He joked when he was nervous.

      “Maybe it means that too, but . . .” Dane turned to gesture toward the Exin queen, calmly standing in the shade of the rock. The mechanical and organic scales that made up her strangely living suit (matching the scales of her actual body beneath) bore the same large insignia between her multiple shoulder blades.

      “Ts’keeerak Ou’latcha?” The Exin queen saw them looking. “I see that you believe me now, humans? You see my clan sign?”

      “I guess that we’re in the right place.” Hendrix sighed, and Dane could only agree with the worry in his voice. The sergeant turned to regard the queen warily.

      “And you’re sure that your message will be received?” he grumbled, earning a clatter and click of alien invective in return.

      “Of course! My devotees are near!” the Exin queen said. Apparently, she was right, as there was a sudden movement across the sands.

      A gust of sand sprayed out, a zephyr rising into the air—and through it surged a flying green-and-blue vehicle.

      “Heads up!” Dane said, his eyes moving to the targeting vectors. Even though the queen had agreed to his plan, he still didn’t trust her one inch.

      

      >Enemy target acquired! . . 

      >>Biological Scanners / Four Exin . . .

      

      The alien vehicle was much smaller than one of the seed craft. It was, in fact, a more personal transport vehicle—and a type that Dane recognized immediately.

      It was a large, flat oval of one of the hunting platforms that Dane had faced on the Challenge Planet. Four Exin standing atop it, two holding onto the large repeater-pulse guns and harpoons that these platforms used to hunt down the inhabitants of conquered worlds.

      “Sarge!” It was Noons, his voice sounding nervous as he raised his rifle toward the oncoming, rushing platform. Alerts were pinging on the holographic display of Dane’s HUD. Their AMP suits had found that the weapons pointing at them were primed and armed.

      “TSEERACH! IA V’TCKREARGH!” The Exin bellowed their words like a challenge through the platform’s speakers, and Dane heard his translation bug pipe: “Put down your weapons!”

      “They’ve read the message,” Dane whispered, as the platform swooped around them in a large circle and started to lower itself closer.

      The queen stepped out from the rocks which had sheltered her, drawing herself up to her full height. She flexed her four arms in a display that reminded Dane of a praying mantis as she confronted the flying platform.

      But there was something that didn’t quite match up, Dane suddenly thought. The Exin on the hunting platform were the larger, four-armed warrior caste. Bulky and quick, they were a caste above the smaller, two-armed drone Exin. Dane didn’t think that the queen had any of the larger warriors left in her retinue, did she? Hadn’t they all sided with the war master?

      “Uh, Your Majesty?” Dane managed to say—just as the hunting platform started firing.
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      “Frack!” Dane leapt to one side as purple-white energy bolts slammed into the sand and rocks where he had been. His suit’s sensors were ringing with the shrill scream of the Exin—although he couldn’t tell if it was a victory chant of their attackers or the pained scream of the queen.

      WHAM! Another bolt hit him as he struggled to his feet, turning him almost completely over and slamming him into the dirt.

      

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

      

      It was a powerful shot. Dane snarled as he saw the outcrop of rock and dove behind it. His metal talons seized the edge as he flipped himself over in one smooth movement to land with a thump on the protected side.

      “Dammit!” Dane checked the tiny vector of his suit first—to see that yes, the right shoulder-plate of the tiny green vector image was now flashing a deep, almost-crimson orange. The guns that they had on their platforms were nearly as powerful as artillery weapons if one blast could do that to his suit!

      “Boss! I thought you said they were supposed to be friendlies!” Hendrix was beside him, behind the same shelf of red-and-ochre rock, and popping up to deliver a blister of energy shots at the platform as it roared past.

      “I thought so too!” Dane snarled. “The queen!” he said in frustration. “If we give her up now then all will be lost!”

      Dane didn’t know what had happened to the supposedly loyal devotees of the queen, but it was clear that this group didn’t take kindly to seeing an AMP suit anywhere.

      “Sir—look!” Hendrix had ducked to one side as the top of the rocky wall exploded into fragments. The urgency in his voice made Dane slide out from the side of the outcrop to see . . .

      The Exin queen was half rising in midair, a thick chain wrapping around her form, with one end attached to the heavy, four-bladed grappling hooks that the hunters used against their prey. She was being captured!

      Dane didn’t hesitate. “Cover me!” he shouted, springing from his crouch as he dropped his heavy Marine Corps pulse rifle and instead unlocked the wide Field Blade that was attached to one hip.

      Slam. One outstretched metal leg hammered into the dirt, as Dane swept his close-combat weapon from its magnet-locked home. He saw one of the Exin gunners already swinging their artillery weapon around in his direction.

      Slam. His other metal foot hit the dirt as he halved the distance between them. In front of him, the Exin queen was slowly being winched toward the platform, struggling violently, her limbs flailing uselessly as she screeched.

      Wham-Wham-Wham!

      A trio of purple-white energy bolts leapt up from the rocky outcrop behind as Hendrix and Noons provided cover. They were firing high to avoid hitting the queen, and the platform swerved to one side.

      Slam. Dane skipped, his metal foot hitting the dirt as he jumped upwards.

      “Thrusters!” he shouted. The twin pack of pulse thrusters that sat between the shoulder blades of every AMP suit fired, kicking him upwards into the air.

      Dane swung his Field Blade around in a savage, glittering arc—for it to crash through and sever the metal chain, dropping the queen to the ground. Dane tumbled in midair, falling back to the desert floor.

      Wham! Wham! Wham! The shots continued to barrage the air, but the platform was returning fire, and there was a sudden deafening explosion, a brilliant flash, and a rumble as the ground under Dane’s feet shook.

      

      >Squad Warning! Private First Class Noons is . . .

      

      Dane’s command channels on his suit flashed a warning. He rolled to his feet once more, in time to see the smaller rocky outcrop that Noons had been taking cover behind was now no more. The guns on the platform clearly had several beam settings, and the most devastating had blown apart the two tons of rock, turning it into a sweeping cloud of rock dust.

      “Noons!” Dane cried out, as the identifying vector on his suit blinked red-orange, red-orange . . .

      The shroud of rock dust obscured their vision, but Dane could still hear the sweep of the hunting platform above, and his radar scanners overlaid the off-gray fog to show him where Hendrix’s identifier was, and the queen’s, and the critically injured Noons.

      Wham! Wham!

      Spears of purple-white light flashed through the fog around him from the platform above, like vengeful lightning.

      

      >Warning! Multiple Exin targets approaching!

      

      All over his sensors, in every direction, there were multiple blips of activity as Dane’s scanners registered Exin targets popping up out of the ground and converging on their location.

      “Agh!” the sergeant roared. It had been a trap! The queen had been entirely wrong—there were none of her devotees on this supposedly extra-judicial planet. Only enemies.

      “Hendrix! Secure the queen!” Dane called out, as another of the solid-pulse lightning bolts hit the dirt at his side.

      The ground-based Exin were drawing closer—now, almost all around—and the smoke of the laser-burned, pulverized rock was clearing. In front of him, Dane saw a blackened, steaming crater with the Assisted Mechanized Plate suit of Private First Class Noons lying at its heart. A burning hole was punched through the AMP suit, and the Marine was clearly dead.

      “No!” Dane roared. Turning around, he saw the moving shapes of smaller Exin across the plains running toward him. He had already dropped his pulse rifle. He only had his Field Blade in his hands, and there had to be five or six Exin coming toward him—these were the smaller ones, the drone Exin, he was thinking.

      “Sarge! She’s escaping!” Hendrix called out, for Dane to hurriedly turn as the hunting platform above began another attack run. The smoke of the steaming, pulverized rock was drifting away, revealing a wide circle of oncoming Exin drone caste. The queen had already reached their midst as the hunting platform changed its direction to pursue her.

      Wham-wham! Wham! Wham-wham-wham!

      And then the Exin drones were firing their rifles up at the hunting platform. There had to be easily twenty or more of the smaller, two-armed Exin worker class. Given their fire power and numbers, the hunting platform simply didn’t have a chance . . . Dane watched as the pyramid of pulse blasts struck the platform, hitting it in multiple locations on the underside and on the edges, on the firing guns and four Exin warriors piloting it. The warriors were thrown from their perches, and the platform blew several swathes of green-tinted flames as it upended and slammed into the desert one hundred fifty feet away before exploding.

      Leaving Dane and Hendrix standing beside the body of their dead comrade Noons before a crowd of almost twenty Exin workers and their queen.

      “You see, human? Didn’t I tell you that those loyal to me had heard my call!?” The Exin queen said in a gloating fashion. She raised her first two larger arms, and the twenty worker drones did their best to crowd around her, making oddly grotesque mewling noises before their monarch.
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      “They came a bit late,” Hendrix growled.

      Dane watched him swivel and turn to regard the hurrying Exin workers rushing over the recent battlefield to scavenge what they could from the hunting platform. Those that weren’t thus engaged had set up a wide perimeter around their group, while a small gaggle surrounded their queen and appeared to coo at her with a series of clicks and whistles.

      “They tell me that they escaped to here when the coup happened,” the Exin queen said. “But the war master has sent his warrior caste far and wide to try and crush rebellion!” The nine-foot-tall, exiled monarch let out a screeching hiss of syllables, apparently swear words at the mere thought of her usurper. Dane’s translation bug could not adequately translate the sound.

      “But they have a ship. One that can take us back to Sikar—and to my rightful ascension!”

      Dane’s mind, right now, wasn’t on the queen’s ambitions. “Noons,” he said gravely. “We must carry back Noons.”

      “There is no time, human!” The queen snarled at him. “Why offer sentimentality to the dead! Sing their praise and move on! Let not their bones halt your path!”

      Dane shot her a look and replied in a voice that was utterly cold. “That is not what we do, Queen.”

      And so, despite the rising agitation of the Exin workers who appeared jittery and constantly chittered back and forth to their queen (who largely ignored them—in that sense, Dane was reminded of how a queen bee or wasp might interact with its followers), they waited for Bruce and the rest of Fire Team Two to arrive. The team brought with them a large Marine Corps support drone—little more than a loader tray on minipulse engines—which they loaded Noons onto, intending to take him back to the Ares. There, his body would be put into a medical sarcophagus under Joey Corsoni’s care—as Corsoni was to stay with the Ares and not take part in the next stage of the mission.

      They had no time for any formal ceremony, but Dane made sure that all the Marines stood for a moment in silence, at least, before they sent Noons back to the Marine Corps Fighter.

      “South-southeast,” Hendrix surprised them all by saying suddenly.

      “Huh?” Dane shook his head at the interjection.

      “South-southeast. That is the direction of Earth from where we are in the galaxy,” Hendrix said, overlaying a small vector diagram through their shared suit-to-suit channels. He was right, and Dane was surprised. He had not guessed that Hendrix would be one for astronomy.

      But there was something pleasing about that, Dane agreed, as they all turned to the south-southeast portion of the sky and gave their silent respects to the spirit of Private First Class Noons and wished it a speedy return home.

      “Enough superstition!” The Exin queen had less time for respect, it seemed, and now there was no more time at all. The Marine Corps logistics drone lifted off to bear Noons, still inside his suit, back to the Ares and left Williams, Hendrix, and Cheng along with about twenty Exin and the queen.

      It was clear that the smaller Exin had no liking for the humans, Dane saw, as they chittered and snarled whenever one of the three came closer to them. But Dane also didn’t see the same dedicated and murderous intent coming from them as they trudged over the sandy desert plains toward the small outpost of alien buildings in the distance.

      It’s almost like these are a different species entirely, Dane thought as he studied their new allies. The Exin workers were only six feet tall as opposed to the seven or eight feet of the warrior caste, and they also differed in that they did not have the four arms like the larger warriors did. These were the ones who did most of the work of the Exin empire, the building and the hunting and the industry—but they themselves existed as an almost-slave caste under the much bigger, more respected warrior cast.

      But Dane was still wondering what that would mean for their effort. There were far more of the smaller drone caste in Exin society, Dane remembered seeing—but they were also not warriors. Would their numbers be enough to overthrow War Master Okruk and his trained warriors?

      “Sarge,” Hendrix breathed—for both Dane and Bruce’s heads to snap forward.

      The alien buildings ahead of them were much larger now, and up this close, Dane could see the state of rust and decay throughout the geodesic structures. The Exin workers had clustered around their queen with the stalking AMP suits in their middle. It almost looked as though Dane and the other humans were their hostages.

      There were shapes moving between the geodesic shapes. Large, mechanical drones shifting units and metal frames into what looked like piles of trash and salvage.

      “Hey, I’m not registering!” Dane heard Hendrix’s astonished mutter as a couple of shapes moved in front of the heaps and lifted their snouts to sniff at the air toward them. The magnifying viewfinder on Dane’s HUD revealed two hulking shapes with long, shaggy hair across their shoulders and backs, with what looked like plate armor half covering the parts that weren’t fur. And they had snouts. Long, faintly blue snouts and small eyes.

      “Are those . . . armadillos?” Hendrix said. “Anteaters?”

      “Don’t stare, Hendrix. It’s rude,” Williams growled. Whatever these new creatures were, they merely regarded the oncoming horde of aliens warily before snuffling once again and turning back to their trash piles. It was then that Dane realized that these creatures were also disfigured: one had a long furred tail whereas the other had a stump where their tail had clearly been injured. One walked with a limp atop a clubbed, clawed foot, whereas the other shuffled in a much easier fashion.

      Maybe this entire place is a world of rejects, Dane started to think. Strangely enough, that insight gave him a measure of hope. Because where else, in the heart of a terrifying galactic empire, was he going to find allies for his crazed plan except on a world where the victims of that same empire fled to?

      There were other residents of this planet as well. The overwhelming majority were of the Exin worker caste, many of whom had visible scars or disfigurements. But there were other races. Dane and the others saw a race of humanoid that appeared to have no eyes whatsoever, but the top of their heads ended in a spray of waving tentacles like an errant, wild headdress . . . And Dane saw the much smaller, lemurlike people that he had met working as slaves on the Challenge Planet. None of them recognized him (so they could not have been on the planet when Dane was), but he wished them well all the same. Their people had been kind to him once.

      And none of these strange and new races appeared to have escaped unhurt from the Exin empire, and none of them appeared to pay Dane and the others much more than passing interest.

      “It’s like an old wild west town,” he heard Cheng mutter, and Dane had to agree. Too much attention appeared to be bad for the health in these parts.

      “There.” The Exin queen pointed across the buildings to where many spacecraft sat parked. There were a wide variety of sorts, shapes, and sizes. Some were little more than tubes or triangles, others were dishes, and others had giant outboard rocketry.

      But the craft that the queen was pointing her new retinue toward was larger than many, and Dane felt a shiver of unease when he saw it. It was unmistakably an Exin craft, covered in that same iridescent blue-green scale. It was fatter and built like a wedge to one side, with two short, stabilizer-seeming fans spreading from it to the other.

      “Ichin Xul,” the Exin queen said, her voice managing to sound wary somehow.

      “Who’s Ichin Xul?” Dane asked as they approached the craft—for one of the side doors to slide down in an awkward, not-quite-smooth movement. And there, at the top of the steps, was a three-armed Exin warrior caste of incredible size, wearing a part-battle harness and pointing one of the Exin shell guns down at them all.

      “What does a renegade queen, a traitor—a weak and pathetic victim—want from the great War Master Xul!?” the Exin raged, for Dane’s translation bug to fill in the rest.

      “I guess that is Ichin Xul,” Bruce groaned.
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        * * *

      

      Ichin Xul was not a happy Exin. (Dane wasn’t entirely sure what a happy Exin might look like. Probably one that was knee deep in a human’s blood, he considered.) Currently, the large warrior caste was stalking through the main hold of his strange ship, casually cuffing and snarling at the worker Exin that had flooded inside his craft with their queen, all of whom were completely heedless of the ire that they were causing to the actual owner of their new home.

      “Pests! Imbeciles!” Ichin Xul was sneering at them as they moved through the hold, shoving aside equipment, and already stacking what few things they had brought with them. Dane, Hopkins, and Bruce remained warily behind the confrontation near the door, as the air thickened with potential violence.

      “This is your great plan!?” the three-armed warrior shouted. “A bunch of workers and some human animals versus Okruk!?” The large warrior threw another backhanded slap against one of the smaller workers that had strayed too near. There was a disconcerting snap as it suddenly fell to the floor, its neck broken. Immediately, the dead body was swarmed by its fellow workers, who unceremoniously stripped the dead alien of its equipment, guns, and anything else of value that it held before dumping it on the desert earth outside.

      Dear stars, Dane shared a look with Bruce beside him, thinking but not saying: Is this our guy!?

      “Okruk is a fool. He believes that he holds the loyalty of my people—but how can he? He is no queen! He is proud and stupid. He will too easily fall for my trap,” the queen said with casual assurance.

      “My trap, you mean,” Dane muttered—but in the middle of all the chittering, clicking, and snarls, it appeared that no one heard him. Whatever. If this warrior believed that the original plan to take down Okruk had come from the humans, then there was probably no way that he would agree to it.

      “Okruk is a fool. But he is an immensely powerful one. He has the eight clans with him! All of the warriors are sworn to him! He is about to deliver them another victory!” Ichin Xul cast a mandible growl at Dane and the accompanying others. “The people will be glad for proof of our superiority!” A chittering laugh before the warrior turned his ire toward the disgraced queen instead. “You, of all, know the ways, Your Majesty . . .” the Exin said in apparent sarcasm. “The empire is built on blood and conquest. Scale and claw is forged in strength!”

      The queen of the enemy of humanity let out a long, outraged hiss. Instantly, the worker drones started to cower back from her as she stepped forwards toward Ichin Xul. For a moment, Dane thought that she meant to strike him, and that they meant to fight—that was, after all, the way of the Exin, wasn’t it? To fight for dominance, which was the very weakness that Dane hoped to exploit.

      “Of course I know the ways, Ichin of the Clan of Xul!” The queen’s voice rose in the air, and the translation bug on Dane’s suit struggled to match its power. “I have held the ceremonies of our people for over a century! I was the one to which the sacrifices were made! I was the one who had to fight the eight clans for them to see my strength!”

      As the queen spoke, she lifted her two larger arms to one side for her two smaller chest arms to flare out, unfurling like a spider about to pounce. Dane saw something happening along the Exin queen’s neck. The scales seemed to shift and pulse, and inside his AMP suit, there was the rising clamor of his sensors.

      

      >AMP 023 / Biological Sensors . . .

      >>Unknown chemical agent detected . . .

      

      “What is she doing?” he heard Hendrix hiss through their shared suit-to-suit comms channels.

      “I don’t know—but I sure as hell don’t like it!” Dane was muttering his reply as he adjusted his pulse rifle a little higher, ready for anything. He kept an eye on his suit’s biological and chemical scans. They did not register anything particularly dangerous or toxic about whatever compound it was that the queen was releasing, apparently at will.

      “Guys, look!” Hendrix whispered urgently, nodding toward something strange that was happening throughout the worker drones. They had all stopped whatever it was that they were doing, turning to face their monarch, and starting to make a high-pitched keening noise. The nearest ones were even starting to rock forwards and backwards on their backwards-jointed feet, as if entranced.

      “I’ve seen this before,” Dane muttered, as the queen appeared to stand up straighter, taller, prouder before the warrior Exin. Ichin Xul was now stumbling back on one clawed foot and shaking his head as if trying to overthrow the effects of drink or an enchantment.

      “What is she doing to him?” Hendrix whispered, and Dane had to admit that he didn’t know—but she was doing something, that was for sure. The old Exin appeared to hunch over into himself, fighting whatever signals that the chemicals released by the queen were emitting.

      “Yeah, I remember, Dane,” agreed Bruce. “Planet 892 . . .”

      That was it, Dane thought as he watched the chemical warfare between the two aliens. Without even touching her opponent, the queen was creating some effect that made him disoriented and confused, while the other worker Exin stared at her like entranced children.

      Back on Planet 892, Dane had seen this same effect happen when the Exin mother ship had landed—the very same one that Dane and his old Gold Squad had crept into, finding it damaged and abandoned, almost a year later. This was the effect that the queen had inspired in the workers that had seen her when she had first appeared to them—but that had not been the case a year later, when the Exin warriors had seemed hell-bent on killing her.

      “Im-Impossible! Okruk broke the old allegiance!” Ichin Xul snarled, but the queen took another slow, measured step forward, now standing imposingly over the hunched-over warrior in all her glory.

      “See me and know the truth, Ichin of the Xul Clan! Okruk was not born of a Queen’s Egg. He does not come from the original line of Mothers, going right back to the First Mother! No matter how high he rises, he can never rise as high as the place of the Mothers of Empire! He does not have the obedience of the entire race in his blood, in his DNA!”

      Dane suddenly realized something about the Exin. They weren’t just a marauding, opportunistic species. There was a reason for what they did and how. The human realized that, unlike mammals that rely on cooperative communities, on shelter and warmth and the long, slow care and incubation of their young, the Exin instead had been raised on alien principles similar to those of crocodiles or hornets. The murals in the birth vault! He suddenly recalled the alien frescos that they had discovered in the Exin nursery on Planet 892. They had depicted tall, powerful Exin just like the queen here, bestowing their eggs to Exin warriors victorious in battle. The entire underground complex had been some sort of incubation site for the most powerful type of Exin of all . . . the princesses, who would one day become queens.

      And those queens were like a different species altogether, weren’t they? Dane realized. They ruled their kind with a mixture of aggression and chemical signatures and encouraged competition between the warriors below them to choose the best mates. That would explain why there were four-armed warrior caste Exin that looked like the queen, and the smaller, drone worker Exin with only two arms, which everyone treated with contempt.

      As Dane watched Ichin Xul shake and tremble before his queen, his god—his mother—he suddenly saw what the queen was saying. That War Master Okruk could never hold onto the alien people for all time, could he? Because he didn’t have the superiority gene, or whatever it was, encoded into him.

      And this appeared to be precisely what the queen had reminded Ichin of, despite his attempts to prove her wrong.

      “Okruk was supposed to break the old bonds!” Xul said. “He sent warriors after you! He managed to do what no other Exin has done! Liberation from the Mothers!”

      There was a hissing noise as the queen laughed over her trembling, juddering foe, leaning delicately forward to reach out with one of her smaller chest arms and almost tenderly stroke the warrior on the scales of his head. In response, Dane watched with a sick feeling in his stomach as Ichin Xul moaned and shook, as if in awe, lust, or terror.

      “Okruk has failed.” The queen spoke, and Dane knew then that it was done. It was in that moment he realized that Okruk—and the Exin—could be beaten.

      The queen trumps the warrior. The thought rang in his head as he saw Ichin submit, bow his head, and the impasse was over.

      “You will take us back to Sikar, Ichin of the Clan of Xul,” the queen was purring at him, offering these words as a benediction, a chance at alien salvation.

      “I am not worthy, oh Queen,” the warrior groveled. “You know that I am outcast. I was thrown down for my role in your armies . . .”

      “You will be a war master again, Ichin of the Xul,” the queen promised, and Dane could almost sense how her words were being taken as fact by the old warrior and the worker drones around them. He did not know if this was something to do with the chemicals that the queen was exuding or just her sheer force of will . . . “And what better excuse to get close to Okruk than to approach the homeland proclaiming allegiance to the imposter? To tell him that you have brought him a gift—which will be me. And then I will strike!”

      Dane winced. That wasn’t entirely his plan, which had been to use the queen to get close to Okruk and then—and then what? To somehow defeat the war master in front of his top generals and the warrior caste. But it was near enough. All she had to do was to get him and his team there and to give him an opportunity.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Ichin Xul agreed. “It shall be as you wish . . .”

      And then, just as mysteriously as it had arrived, the effect that the queen produced evaporated from the room as the queen somehow shrunk into herself, resuming her normal posture. The dominance effect lifted from the other Exin like evaporating snow. Dane saw Ichin Xul start to rise, shaking his head—but the warrior appeared different. There was a new gleam in their eyes when they looked at their monarch. The worker Exin stopped their strange noises and their entranced state and returned to their business of preparing this ship for the queen.

      

      >AMP 023 / Systems Alert . . .

      

      Dane’s suit started to ring with a chime as the Exin prepared the ship, and a moment later, it was the voice of Joey Corsoni breaking into his suit comms.

      “Guys? I got eyes on something happening at that two-bit town of yours . . . There’s a commotion, by the looks of it. Looks like they’re rounding up a posse.”

      “Team?” Dane turned to Bruce and Hendrix, who nodded that they had received the information.

      “What is it!?” the queen hissed as a warning orange light started to flash on Ichin Xul’s suit.

      “Ships! There are ships jumping into orbit—a hunting party of the war master!” Ichin Xul said. Breaking into action, he led the way through the organic and metal sculpted corridors of his ship toward what Dane presumed was the cockpit.

      “Joey, send me the tactical map, asap,” Dane breathed as he, Bruce, and Hendrix ran after the others. A moment later, a small holographic window opened on one side of his screen, displaying a view created by the Ares scanners of the nearby space. One half of the image was a greened-out digital shadow of the planet itself, along with a couple of fast-moving, blinking orange lights whose identifiers revealed them to be this planet’s satellites.

      Fading fast and still visible further out from the planet’s surface were the diminishing circles of brilliant blue jump signatures as their electrons and subatomic particles faded. Leaving behind four angry orange vectors racing toward the planet, with the Ares targeting computers identifying them as Exin seed craft.

      “And then there’s this, boss.” Joey transmitted another image, this time a long-distance image of the settlement, with what looked like three, no four, no five more of the hunting platforms being released from the habitat domes, sending up sprays of dust as they raced toward Ichin Xul’s ship.

      “Looks like someone got a call for backup!” Dane said. “If they know it’s the queen here, they’ll send more than just a few seed craft!”

      The corridor widened into an avenue inside the heart of the craft, with a smaller corridor leading down what must be the external wing of this strange Exin ship. There were green-blue metal plates on the floors and walls and a large, open-style bridge at the end of the central avenue. Dane saw two piloting chairs up front in the bridge, and then Ichin Xul had turned to gesture back at the humans.

      “These . . .” Ichin snarled at the humans that followed him and the queen. “I see they are a part of your plan? Then they must be put to work! If they do not know how to use a gunnery chair, then they must learn, now!” The Exin was gesturing down the smaller corridor for the three humans to get to work as more alarms started to blare from the bridge up ahead.

      Dane glanced at Bruce. Even now, after everything that they had been through and in the predicament that they were in, there was still an awkward feeling that they found themselves serving as members of an Exin crew.

      These machines have killed so many of ours. Dane could almost read the thoughts of Bruce, standing opposite him—but Bruce was also nodding.

      “We know how to use Exin tech,” the big guy said, and the three human Orbital Marines were off.
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      The corridor was short, with doors leading off one side, but Dane and the others knew instinctively that these narrow little port doors were not what Ichin Xul meant. His strange ship looked like the traditional oval of a seed craft, but with a flat wing extending from one side, ending in another bulbous shape. Dane and the others had seen that it sprouted more of the pyramidlike Exin weapons modules. It was this chamber at the end of the corridor that Dane and the others ran to while the entire plane vibrated and hummed.

      “Gunnery seats!” Hendrix announced as he was the quickest into the chamber at the end of the wing, and Dane could see that he was right. It was a spacious octagonal dome whose internal space was made tight and cramped by four large gun installations occupying the area.

      They looked more like the X-webbing harnesses that Orbital Marine strapped into during takeoff and landing, but these hung from the ends of long, cannonlike tubes, wires, and strange alien equipment. When Dane saw the firing handles at the ends of these tubes, he realized that they must be like Marine Corps rail guns.

      There was another shudder and a lurch as the ship started to rise, and Dane rushed to the nearest gun, pulled the webbing over his back, and put his arms through. He found that the webbing created a net which he could lean back in as he grasped the firing handle. Beside him, Bruce and Hendrix were doing the same at their gun’s positions.

      As soon as Dane had his metal gauntlets around the firing handles, there appeared in the air a small holographic tactical display, already picking out the image of distant buildings and fast-moving shapes. The buildings were starting to shift and grow smaller. Dane realized that it represented their ship that was lifting away from the buildings. But the fast-moving shapes—which had to be the Exin hunting platforms, Dane realized—were rising toward them.

      “Corsoni! Can you head off the seed craft!?” Dane was calling, as their ship started to pick up speed and momentum.

      “One against four!” he heard the engineer call back in alarm over their comms, before coming back a moment later with, “Sure. How hard can it be, right?”

      Dane admired his optimism, even though he knew that he was asking a lot of him. The classic twin-nacelle Marine Fighters like the Ares were fast and thunderous ships with thick double hulls to withstand attack and with a range of heavy-pulse cannons. But the Exin seed craft that they were against were much, much faster, Dane knew. They had smaller pulse guns than the Ares did and only one main beam weapon that took time to recharge and re-engage.

      The danger for Corsoni was going to be in the seed craft’s speed. They could barrage the larger Orbital Marine craft while the Marine Fighters would still be trying to target them.

      But you only need one good shot, he mentally threw the thought at Corsoni. Just one dead hit will take a seed craft out . . .

      “Sarge! Permission to start laying waste to the vicinity!” Hendrix was now clearly in his own firing chair and ready.

      “Hunting platforms only, soldier!” Dane commanded as their room swerved once more. “Dammit!” In the movement, Dane had instantly lost the weapons lock he had on one of the Exin hunting platforms coming for them. It was like the Exin craft didn’t even have stabilizers—what were they doing!?

      “Okay, let’s make it count, people!” Dane called out, as the targets swerved once again over his holoscreen.
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      The long-winged ship of Ichin Xul swung low over the dust and sand of the frontier world, sending up vast gusts of sand around it as its purple pulse engines roared. But racing toward it were five of the hunting platforms of the Exin, each with two guns already blazing. Brilliant green-and-white lances of burning light shot out into the dust storm, sending up glimmers and echoes of explosions as they hit the green-and-blue scaled hull.

      The long-winged fighter started to rise, breaking free of the storm of sand it had kicked up, and already another trio of shots hit it from the swooping hunting platforms that were circling it like vultures. They were far smaller than the craft was, but one of the shots resulted in a sudden spray of sparks from the underside of the hull. Now they could get far closer than any space-based craft could.

      With a roar, the ship performed a half spin, sweeping its long wing arm out and low, forcing two of the hunting platforms to scatter, one flying high over the craft, one diving into the dust clouds below. It would look to anyone watching like a bear attempting to cast away the attacks of a few foxes.

      FZT! FZZZT! Another series of brilliant shots struck the vessel, this time causing sparks to spray near the bridge with its diamond-shaped windows. Inside the large shape, the craft’s owner, Ichin Xul, roared.

      “What are they doing! Tell those human idiots to fire!” he roared, but Dane and Bruce and Hendrix were still struggling to center their targeting after every violent swerve of Ichin’s ship. The hunting platforms danced around the Exin craft, their fire now turning to concentrate on the cockpit.

      “Got it!” Dane shouted inside his suit as the twin triangle vectors finally matched up, and he seized the firing handles and pulled them aggressively toward him. In response, one of the weapons modules on the end of the flying arm glowed and sputtered with alien fire. The weapon itself looked to be made of bone-white metal, shaped a little like a pyramid, but the white sheaths of metal that made it up flared, and suddenly a beam of coursing green light shot out of the end, striking the nearest hunting platform on its base. There was a brilliant flash of light and a billowing tower of sparks as the hunting platform was thrown down to the desert soil. One-shot kill.

      As Ichin’s craft started to rise again, reaching a few hundred feet from the ground, and gaining enough clearance to engage its gravity-breaking thrusters—the rest of the human gunners unleashed their own fire too. Beside Dane, Bruce pulled at the firing handles, as did Private First Class Hendrix, for thin blades of brilliant light to needle out at the oncoming hunting platforms. One was missed, and another was clipped and lost its two riders in an instant as the platform rolled end over end, trailing fire and smoke as it did so.

      There were still three hunting platforms left, but the human gunners had broken the threat that they now posed. There simply wasn’t enough firepower in their small forms to pose a threat to the craft of Ichin Xul.

      “We fly! We hunt! We fight!” Ichin Xul shouted victoriously from his command chair as he kicked out at the thrusters. The engines underneath and to the sides of his wing craft flared with orange-and-green plasma. There was a deafening boom as the wing craft was thrown forwards and upwards—the shock of its sudden acceleration hurling the remaining hunting platforms to the ground.

      They had made it out of one battle, and now they only needed to face the far more dangerous one.
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        * * *

      

      “Corsoni!? What’s the sitrep!?” Dane was calling over his suit comms as their entire room juddered and shook with the pressures of escape velocity. He couldn’t believe that this was a functional vehicle and wondered if this was the fault of the disgraced ex-War Master Ichin Xul, or whether all the Exin had just adapted to fighting like this.

      Even worse, this gunnery room had no windows or screens that showed what was happening outside the ship. All that Dane and the others had were the targeting holoscreens that were deployed around each gun—and now, they were grayed out as the ship swam upwards through the magnetosphere.

      “I really hope these come back online again once we’re in space!” Bruce snarled before slamming his fist into the side of the weapon. This made the holo glitch and shake before it returned to the grayed-out uselessness of before.

      WHAM!

      Just as their craft was struck by something powerful enough to make the metals in the hull screech and groan.

      “What was that!? Why doesn’t Ichin patch us into the tactical computers!?” Bruce was shouting.

      Because he’s the boss, isn’t he? Dane realized. That was how power worked in a predatory society. Why give everyone on the crew the same knowledge that the commanding officer had? They could use it to challenge him.

      WHAM! There was another shudder and another squeal of protesting metal.

      “It must be the seed craft—they’re trying to prevent us from breaking atmosphere!” Dane shouted, before realizing that they really did have another way of seeing what was going on, didn’t they? “Joey—can you link us up to the Ares computers?”

      “TZZT! . . .bit busy right now, boss. I got two hellhounds on my tail!” The words of the pilot-engineer came back a moment later.

      And where were the other two? Dane wondered before another sudden shock told him that they were probably the ones using Ichin’s craft as targeting practice.

      “Send us the tactical map. I’ll see if I can get it to recalibrate position,” Dane was saying. His suit comms flashed once more before an image was overlaid in his visor. It was like a ghost image of what he would see if he had a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view outside the ship.

      The frontier planet they had just left was to one side and beneath them, and above them was the starry void. Ichin was attempting to skim the upper surface of the ionosphere, sending out flaring plumes of plasma as he burst through into the magnetosphere of the planet. Above them, two Exin seed craft were trying to head them off. Ichin couldn’t take the craft straight up because it would have led them directly into the kill zone of the two vessels, so he was trying to outrun them.

      “Okay, got an idea—swivel guns around behind us!” Dane shouted, grabbing the firing handles and running with it, so that the weapons port moved as far backwards as it could go.

      “Dane—there’s no enemies back there!” Bruce said.

      “Trust me, Cheng! Fire a sustained burst!” Dane called, seizing his own firing handles and releasing a barrage of green pulse behind their vessel.

      A moment later, Dane’s barrage was joined by both Bruce and Hendrix’s guns.

      “Idiots! What are you doing!?” Their alien captain had found his voice. The guttural sound filled the speakers of the room and was translated by Dane’s bug.

      “Stay with it!” Dane called, holding down the firing pins. Suddenly—

      Flash!

      There was a brilliant burst of light . . . and then another . . . and another from behind their ship. Instantly, Dane released the firing handles, as did the other Marines, but the display was far from over. In their wake, as their ship skipped through the ionosphere, there erupted great plumes of brilliant white-and-green fire, blinding the Ares screens that Dane and the others were plugged into and completely obscuring the wing craft of Ichin Xul at the same time.

      The pulse blasts had created a chain reaction among the super-charged gasses and light particles of the ionosphere, creating this display—which raced in an expanding circle for two hundred yards in all directions.

      Creating the perfect distraction for the wing craft to swoop through the end of it and up into space, out from under the barrage of the seed craft that had it pinned.

      “Boss! Good thinking!” Corsoni congratulated him over the suit comms. “The plasma created a chain reaction—but how did you know that it wasn’t going to be strong enough to damage your own vessel?” he called out frantically.

      Dane shrugged as he centered his gun once more, and the Exin targeting screen now came online. “I didn’t, not really,” he confessed. There was no time for remorse or amazement at Dane’s recklessness, however. The wing craft was now spinning to avoid the latest energy bolts from the seed craft and was engaged in an instant dogfight.

      “Four o’clock!” Hendrix shouted. Dane and Bruce threw themselves (and their swiveling gun mounts) toward the seed craft now spotted on their targeting holos. None of them needed any permission to fire as they saw the distant digital vector flash as it activated its own weapons ports.

      WHAM! WHAM!

      The top of the wing craft was shaken and rolled by the blasts. The seed craft started to sweep to one side as they turned, but Dane and the others kept firing, tracking the oncoming flight with the fire of their guns.

      Bolts of burning green plasma spat from the end of the wing to leap at their swerving enemy.

      “Bring it in!” Dane called. The three Marines changed their firing pattern by a hair. The furthest away, Hendrix, fired in front of the seed craft, and the furthest from him, Dane, shot behind it. As the seed craft attempted to swerve out of this net, it was hit by Bruce’s barrage in the middle. The small blinking vector light flashed again and again before displaying an alien Exin word.

      “I guess that means destroyed!?” Hendrix said, just as their ship shook and shuddered some more. Ichin Xul was trying to pursue the last seed craft of the two, using the more powerful beam cannons to shoot across its bow. And then to fall behind it by dozens of feet. To the Exin satellites that orbited the frontier planet, Dane thought that it might look like an eagle chasing after a much smaller bird.

      “Hey! Tell your guy to watch it!” Joey Corsoni suddenly shouted over their comms.

      What? “Overlay Ares tactical!” Dane called out. He saw that the seed craft that they were chasing was attempting to rejoin the two that Joey was engaged with. And that Ichin Xul wasn’t being picky about friendly fire at all.

      “ICHIN!” Dane shouted. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but if our ship is damaged by your actions . . .” Dane started to roar up at the speakers before he was suddenly cut off by the snarling, exhilarated sound of their commanding officer.

      “Shut up! Your job is to serve, human! If you care about your ally, then destroy our enemy quicker!”

      On the holofield, another trio of heavy-beam weapons had fired from their craft, two narrowly missing the Ares, and one clipping the seed craft they chased.

      “Stars damn it!” Dane hissed, but he knew that there was nothing else that he could do. He seized the firing handles and focused on the next seed craft visible—one of the two that the Ares faced. One was in front, and one was attempting to swerve behind it—

      “Get us closer!” Dane hissed up at the speakers as his targeting vector kept on sliding wildly one way and then the other. In response, there was just chuckling derision from the area of the bridge.

      “Boss, Cheng? Leapfrog!?” Corsoni called, referring to an aerial tactic that was highly dangerous in atmosphere, let alone in the complicated vacuum of space, where multiple pulse engines and thrusters would have to be fired in tandem to achieve it.

      But, Dane thought, it would also be a damn good move to get enemies behind you off your tail—and right now, the Exin wing craft counted as one such enemy to the Ares.

      “Roger that, Corsoni. We’ll be ready,” Cheng said grimly.

      It was now a weaving chase of four space craft, each one trying to break free from the deadly halo of laser fire from those that came behind it. In the front was a seed craft, being chased by the Ares, and then another seed craft, being chased by the wing craft.

      “Three, two, one—GO!” Corsoni called, for the Ares to suddenly slam on its forward resistance thrusters as it lifted its nose. Before the seed craft behind it could slam into its back, Corsoni was firing the nacelle engines and flipping the Ares into the vacuum in a wide roll.

      Leaving two seed craft in front of Ichin Xul.

      “Fire! Fire! Fire!” Dane was shouting as his targeting vectors finally matched up for once, and the green blasts of burning plasma struck out at the nearest seed craft. The war ship of Ichin Xul had six main weapons: the two beam weapons and the four smaller pulse cannons, three of which were operated by the Marines right now. And now it was concentrating all of that fire on just two ships. It cast a wide net of burning light, and there was no escaping for the smaller seed craft.

      “Phew!” Corsoni was saying, starting to lower his thrust and reduce speed. Dane could clearly understand that he wanted some space between himself and the crazy Ichin Xul—but then the Ares swung directly into view, and Dane realized that their captain must have turned the craft around to face them.

      “Ichin! What do you think you’re doing!?” Dane snarled.

      “Why do we need this one!?” The voice of their alien captain sounded.

      “Queen! Control your soldier!” Dane was insistent, alarmed at how the Exin targeting computers were blinking over the Ares because they did not register it as an ally at all. Why would Ichin Xul honor his agreements!?

      And the queen of the Exin, with her new war master on the bridge, was silent from one end of the speaker.

      “Williams? Cheng—what’s going on in there?” Corsoni was saying nervously. The craft of Ichin Xul was much larger than the average seed craft and larger than the twin-nacelle Marine Fighter.

      “Ichin!” Dane snapped, hauling himself out of the firing harness as he turned for the corridor, snatching up his heavy-pulse rifle as he did so. “If we have to come up there and put pulse blasts through your damn head, by god, we will!” he swore as Bruce and Hendrix joined him, racing back down the narrow corridor and toward the bridge.

      “You are on my ship!” Ichin responded cruelly. “And all I see before me are enemies!”

      “We might be on your ship,” Dane shouted as he ran, having faith that Ichin somehow had a means to survey every inch of his ship and hear what was going on. “But maybe we’ll just head straight to your reactor rooms and burn a nice hole in your antimatter processor?”

      “And kill yourselves!?” Ichin was enjoying this. Even though he was an alien and although Dane was unable to read the emotion through the robotic translator bug, Dane could tell. He could feel it.

      “We’re a people shortly to be conquered, Ichin.” They reached the fork that led toward the bridge in one way and toward the rest of the ship on the other. “Never doubt what a vengeful people will do.”

      That, at least, appeared to make sense to Ichin Xul, since there was no sudden sound of guns being fired.

      “Sarge? My scans say he is removing targeting . . . I guess you talked him down?” Corsoni said over their suits.

      “Kinda,” Dane grumbled back, motioning for Bruce and Hendrix to slow down. He raised his voice and shouted up at the speaker units. “We still got a deal, Ichin? You take us to Sikar along with your queen, and we don’t all go up in a ball of plasma?”

      There was silence, and then there was no answer at all—but the wing craft of Ichin of the Clan of Xul pulled away from the Ares and started to cruise in the opposite direction.

      “You should see yourselves to the hold, humans,” Ichin’s voice sounded over the speakers. “Jump travel is not for the faint hearted, and it is a short jump to Exin space.”

      Dane breathed out a sigh, nodding to Bruce and Hendrix. “Corsoni, good luck,” he said.

      “You too, boss,” his pilot-engineer responded before the wing craft started to ripple and tear a hole through the universe.
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      Dane felt their arrival into normal space as a lurch in his chest, and that sensation of falling, even though neither he nor the other Orbital Marines inside their AMP suits had moved.

      There was another immediate sign of their arrival in Exin space, however—and that was the sudden blare of alarms throughout the hull of the wing craft as harsh and guttural Exin speech blared from the speakers. “Warning! Targeting detected! Battle stations all crew!” Dane’s translation bug responded.

      “Williams . . .” Bruce’s voice had a note of warning to it, as each and every one of the Orbital Marines was thinking the same thing: How do we survive this?

      Around them, the worker-drone Exin that had accompanied their queen from the frontier planet were thrown into a panic, making small, angered gasps and clicks as they rushed to instrumentation on the walls or gathered up weapons.

      Dane cursed. “We need to know what is going on!” he said, checking the sensor scans of his suit—only to see that without the added oomph of the Marine Servers aboard the Ares, their suit couldn’t break the electromagnetic defense walls of the wing craft. They had no idea what was happening outside.

      “Sarge, here . . .” It was Hendrix, indicating the nearest batch of worker drones clustered around one of the wall units. Several of them were taking from cradles on the wall slim handheld units with long handles that reminded Dane a little of hairdryers or remotes. They appeared to be checking them and checking the wall units hurriedly.

      “They must be some kind of communicator.” Bruce moved immediately to the nearest cradle. Worker Exin scattered and chittered before the bulk of his suit as he plucked one of the tiny communicators from a wall holding and passed it to Dane. “See if you can link up your translation bug.”

      “You genius!” Dane took the device. With a couple of movements, he had extracted the bug from his suit and placed it on the communicator. The bug was a third-generation prototype, liberated from the Challenge Planet. Dane had brought it back to the Marine Corps for them to reverse-engineer it and create duplicates that interfaced between Exin tech and human speech. The Marine Corps now had a way to understand their enemy—and what was more important, this small piece of technology provided an interface between human and Exin science.

      

      >Accessing unknown device . . .

      >>Authorizing translation bug interface . . .

      >>Receiving data . . .

      

      The inside of Dane’s HUD started to scroll with alien glyphs which blinked before reforming into human letters and symbols.

      “It seems to be a way to access the wing craft’s general data,” Dane realized.

      

      >AMP 023 / Tactical Servers . . .

      >>Analyze . . .

      

      “Broadcast on suit-to-suit channels,” Dane ordered, and the data reconfigured once more, revealing the ongoing feeds from the external sensors of Ichin Xul’s wing craft.

      And what the three-man team of the Orbital Marines saw was terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      The wing craft of Ichin Xul had jumped into the designated clear space for jump travel far above the native planet of the Exin, Sikar. The planet itself hung before them like a baleful star, oddly dark. Much of its surface appeared to be covered with deep swathes of jungle.

      But there was light in that darkness too. Spider webs of glimmering light came from what must be cities. Megalopolises, really—since if the structures that Dane and the others could see were cities, they had to be bigger than even the giant cities of New York or Bangkok or Hong Kong. These distant metropolitan shapes shone, the bright orange star of the Exin’s home system reflecting against domes and towers. It was clear that the Exin hadn’t bothered with agriculture as the mammals of Earth had. Perhaps they had it, but it was different than anything humanity had ever developed. Perhaps it was because they were predators, but the Exin appeared to have kept the jungles of their past and jumped straight into building vast technological cities without any intervening phases at all.

      But it wasn’t the sight of their enemy’s home world, vast and ancient and powerful, that was unsettling to the humans inside the wing craft.

      It was the amassing of the Exin spider satellites, the five-armed structures that were almost as big as a man inside an AMP suit, surging toward them in three rivers of fury.

      The space around the planet Sikar was filled with structures—mostly radial, web, or spider-shaped, and made of that blue-green-black metal that was so ubiquitous among the Exin. These space structures clustered around their planet like new moons, and the planet itself had no natural moon at all—and it was from these Exin habitats that the spider satellites were dispatched.

      “They must know we have the queen!” Dane heard Bruce whisper, and Dane could only agree. Had the Exin seed craft that they had just destroyed managed to send an alert back to their central command?

      “How many do you think there are?” Hendrix whispered.

      “Hundreds?” Dane heard Bruce hazard a guess. Whatever the number was, it was enough to overwhelm their ship, no matter how easily they could be shot down.

      “Dane,” Bruce was saying, hugging his heavy pulse rifle a little closer. “I don’t know how you think that we’re going to fight our way through that . . .”

      Neither did Dane, to be honest. “We don’t fight our way through. Not if Ichin Xul is clever,” he added. (Which, to be honest, was a serious question in Dane’s eyes.) “This is a black-ops intervention mission,” Dane was saying, setting the Exin communicator and the translation bug down on the hold floor as he hit the power down and release mechanisms of his suit.

      “Dane! What the hell do you think you’re doing!?” Bruce’s voice rose in alarm.

      “We can’t infiltrate in these suits!” Dane called out as his suit mantle unlocked. He released his faceplate helmet before his interlocking breastplates started to unlock also. In a moment, he was scrambling out of the petaled-open suit and jumping to the floor to pick up the Exin communicator, which was now much easier to handle than with the large gauntlets of his suit.

      “Dane!” Bruce said as the alarms took on a tense note around them.

      “Access this ship’s general schematics,” Dane said hurriedly, flicking between the tabbed screens on the communicator, one eye on the action outside, one eye on the data. The Exin satellites had stopped, expanding in a wide net in front of the craft with the mechanical exactitude of artificial intelligence. They hovered in perfectly equidistant place, creating a wall of metal between the wing craft of Ichin Xul and the home planet of Sikar.

      And then, on the next tabbed screen of the communicator, an overlay of their current room in vector neon, with pictures of ports, bulkheads, and doors.

      “Here,” Dane was pointing the way. “There is a service chute we might be able to hide in when we land. From there . . .”

      “If they don’t blow us into a thousand pieces, anyway!” Bruce countered. Dane paused at the octagonal hatch and looked back at the big man, still in his AMP suit behind him.

      “And if they do that, and if we manage to survive the attack, then being in the suit will help us survive in the vacuum of space—for a few minutes! Until those several hundred-odd drones out there target us! At least in this way, we might have a chance when we land.” Dane shook his head, knelt, and started heaving on the release winch for the port.

      “Fine,” he heard Bruce grumble as he hit the release mechanisms of his own suit. He joined Dane at the port with Hendrix rapidly approaching. “I just hope you know what you’re doing, Williams,” Bruce said.

      “Not a clue,” Dane muttered before dropping down into the crawlspace between the decks and starting to shuffle and crawl. “This schematic says there’s power lines all over the place here. They might shield us from any sensors,” he was saying as they moved. The air was close, and the space was tight, and they could hear the distant whumps and grinding noises of the ship around them. It did not particularly fill them with confidence. After what seemed like an eternity of crawling, their small service chute opened into a slightly wider tunnel lined with silver cannisters that made a low, but very deep, humming noise.

      “Here.” Dane indicated that they should stop, and they clustered around the Exin scanner once again.
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        * * *

      

      “Wing craft of Ichin Xul! Explain yourself!”

      The robotic words hit the rebel craft in a wave of electromagnetic radiation, overcoming any scramblers or dampers that the ex-War Master might have been running. Each and every one of the spider-satellites had broadcast the same message at the same time, resulting in a powerful overload of information against the singular craft.

      In the bridge of the wing craft, the ex-war master himself sneered at the message as it scrolled across his screen, gesturing at the wall of satellites before them with utter disgust.

      “You see, Your Majesty, just what your plans have come to?”

      The Exin queen was standing a little to one side of the captain’s chair. Her scaled chest heaved as she struggled to control her rage in the face of such an insult. If Ichin Xul had been looking closely, he might have even seen the subtle flexing of the four-part mandibles on her face as she tasted the air. Was that a sign of fear? Trepidation?

      Apex predators were not supposed to know fear or anxiety. They were only supposed to know success.

      “WING CRAFT OF ICHIN XUL!” The message blared once more. “This is War Master Mavok, by order of Supreme War Master Okruk! You will submit to me! You will explain yourself! The supreme war master exiled you for your false loyalty, never to return to the place of your hatching until the day you die! Give me one reason why I should not blow you from the sky right now!”

      The ex-war master, still sitting in his command chair, spat on the floor and reached over to scratch the stump of one of his missing smaller chest arms. “Your Majesty?” he drawled. “Care to explain to me what exactly you want me to do?”

      It appeared that, even though Ichin Xul had seen and felt the chemical superiority of his mother queen, it still did not stop him from being angry and frustrated about it.

      “Of course, War Master,” the queen hissed sibilantly. She even took a step forward to stand in the center of the screen. “How wide can your ship transmit a message? Will it be picked up by those on the habitats and stations? How about the planet?”

      “It will,” Ichin Xul announced. “If there are any listening to this frequency, that is . . .”

      “Add these frequencies to your broadcast.” The queen stepped forward for her clawed hands to sweep through the holographic controls, adding a string of private transmission channels that Ichin Xul had never used—and never had the access to use. Each one blinked orange in alarm for a moment before the queen gave a short clicking and whistling sound through her mandibles that appeared to act as some kind of unique identifier.

      

      >Authorization complete . . .

      >Restricted clan frequencies: Xul, Pavo, Maal, Tekta, Jin, Ssij, Ulot, Qeta . . .

      >Restricted frequencies: Nurseries (All) . . .

      >Restricted frequencies: Royal Worker Collectives (All) . . .

      >Restricted frequencies: All-World Public Channel . . .

      

      “That will do.” The Exin queen stepped back, pleased that her vocal identifier could still be used to gain top-level access to these networks. “War Master Okruk is so stupid that he cannot even rewrite the access securities for the empire’s transmission frequencies!” She let out a short, cruel laugh.

      Behind her, Ichin Xul was nervous (even though he refused to let himself show it). He leaned forward in his command chair, looking at the frequencies added. One was a top-level message to be sent to the eight clans of the Exin. Another was to be sent to the Nurseries of the Empire, where the eggs of the future generation were tended and put in stasis or brought forward when they needed more Exin drones and warrior caste. Yet another was to the Royal Worker Collectives, the drones that were specially tasked and charged with the upkeep and care of the queen herself. Ichin Xul knew that many of them had been executed after Okruk’s coup, but still, some had been kept to help Okruk’s transition.

      But then, apparently, the queen had direct access to the All-Worlds Public Channel, an override that would send whatever message that he broadcast right now to the administration centers of every world in the Exin empire!

      Ex-War Master Ichin Xul suddenly realized that the queen was playing for keeps.

      “Your Majesty.” He opened the broadcast frequencies.

      “Exin.” The queen stood stock still before the screen, allowing the cameras of the wing craft and the thousands and millions of watching eyes to take her in. Her form was unmistakable to any Exin (or any other sentient creature which knew the difference, actually). Standing at a little over nine feet tall, she was taller than even the mightiest of the warrior caste, and her head extended outwards into fused horns of bone and scale in the place of any crown. The queens of the Exin were a super-breed, a race apart from any other, and even the sight of her—without her chemical powers—was enough to create a profound reaction in many of the worker-drone Exin.

      “I am your queen. Your royal mother. Ruler of Sikar and of the Scaled Empire. Holder of the talons over the hearts. Keeper of the Eggs of Empire.” She raised her two larger arms in apparent glory.

      “Alert! Jamming detected!” The computers of the wing craft started to blare. Ichin Xul sprang into action, diverting more power to the transmitters to burst through the initial jamming attempts.

      “War Master Okruk has told you that I am lost, or fled, or have abandoned you. I have not. I am coming home!” the queen managed to say—before the jamming signal successfully went through, and the entire screen glitched as the broadcasts were cut.

      There was a moment of silence ahead of them before Ichin Xul breathed. “What have we done, Your Majesty, but signed our own death warrants?”

      “Be patient,” the once and would-be future queen of the Exin appeared if anything, nonplussed. “Have faith in the old ways. Have faith in your queen.” She turned her head just slightly toward the screens. “Let your computer pick up residual chatter on the public networks.”

      The ex-war master did as he was told (as the satellite drones up ahead could apparently jam frequencies coming out of the wing craft, but not its ability to receive sub frequency traffic. And what followed started as a trickle and then became a flood of data and voices.

      “Filter for queen and news,” the queen said with perfect assumption of control, and her servant, the ex-war master, did so.

      “She is alive!”

      “The queen has returned!”

      “She did not abandon us!”

      “. . . killed by the humans—how can this be? What else is War Master Okruk not telling us?”

      “. . . humans should tremble! Now that the queen has returned, nothing will stop the Exin conquest of our galaxy!”

      “Bring down the false war master! Bring down Okruk!”

      “Only one master, only one queen . . .”

      With a pleased snarl, the queen turned around, her interest sated. Her people had not forsaken her after all, just as she had never forsaken them. The war master had released fanatically loyal warrior caste to sabotage and ambush her mother ship, driving it to the planetary defenses of an ancient, hostile race known as the Travelers, who had destroyed her ship. Had not the human Dane Williams found her, then she would have died in the depths of space—and the war master would have been proven right: that she had abandoned them by dying, and that the queen had been fallible.

      “But your lies do not hide your inferiority,” the queen whispered at the screens in front of her, looking down at the planet where doubtless Okruk himself sat on the throne.

      “But Your Majesty—he could just kill us! He could order the satellites and stations to open fire!” Ichin Xul stated.

      “He could. But he won’t,” the queen said in measured tones as they awaited the responses of the supreme war master and the opposing war masters that supported him.

      “In my long captivity by the humans,” the queen explained. “I had some time to do some thinking. The foolish simians believed that even in deep cryogenic stasis I—one of the queens—could not function. However, I thought. I studied my memories. I examined my strategy.”

      “And what did you see, my queen?” Ichin Xul was looking at the silenced chatter on the public networks in a sort of awe. Perhaps it was a part of the superiority-inferiority complex that was greater in him than it was in the queen (who was all superiority) but he had never believed that Okruk, once he claimed the top spot, could be bested. His position was won by strength, was it not? And yet, Ichin Xul was looking at what appeared to be promises of resistance and anger against the supreme war master in the name of the rightful queen.

      “I saw that the only way that Okruk would be able to hold the Exin people against me would be to announce that I had been defeated. And yet I wasn’t. Not by him,” the queen stated. “I was ambushed. Betrayed. And that means that Okruk did not get his victory or his superiority in the hearts of the people.”

      Even Ichin Xul was grinning now (or as close to grinning as an Exin can get). “And all you had to do was to reveal yourself again! If Okruk attacks you now with missiles and lasers, then he will face an uprising!”

      “Precisely,” the queen said, turning back to the screen. They didn’t have to wait long before they were struck by another transmission from their wardens.

      “Wing craft of Ichin Xul, you are permitted to land at the capital, where you will be greeted by the supreme war master.”

      Ahead of them, the satellite drones smoothly moved to create a funnel, perfectly sized for them to swoop through. But they did not give way altogether, and the drones lined the route that the wing craft would have to take all the way to the planet’s atmosphere.

      The supreme war master was not going to take any chances, it seemed.
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      “Well, I wouldn’t say that this is one of your best ideas,” Bruce admitted ruefully as the three humans bounced and jostled inside the small, hidden room in the belly of the wing craft.

      Dane ignored him. He kept his eye on the Exin communicator, trying to glean every bit of information he could from it as they surged through the upper atmosphere. He had seen the way that the satellites outside had suddenly drawn back to allow their passage—but how they had not fully retired, either. It felt to him like a permitted audience in a standoff between two powerful enemies.

      A truce? he wondered. The queen hadn’t appeared to indicate, at any time, that she wanted to do anything other than separate the head of the supreme war master from the rest of his chitinous body. It was hard to believe that the queen and Okruk could rule together in peace.

      And besides . . . Dane knew that he had to find a way to be the one to defeat Okruk. He knew that he could no more trust the Exin queen than he would trust a hungry bear. Bruce appeared to be reading his thoughts, as he said, “You know she will turn on us, don’t you?”

      Dane nodded. “That’s why we’re here, after all.” He nodded around them at the walls of their cramped space, and then his eyes caught a change in the visuals on the communicator.

      “Look!” The screens outside were changing from the flare of plasma and entry fire to that of a clear atmosphere. Below them spread out a thick jungle of rolling greens, pierced by rocky plateaus and outcrops . . . Just like Planet 892 and the Challenge Planet, Dane realized. It seemed to be their preferred habitat. Hot, wild, and dangerous.

      And then, in an instant, they were passing the outskirts of some vast city, built out of grays, blue-grays, steels, and concretes. Dane and the others saw domes that had to be the size of entire football fields, as well as avenues that were hundreds and hundreds of miles long, lined with towers. The megalopolis of the Exin capital appeared to be an amped-up version of the other Exin cities that Dane had seen—the buildings built on metal stilts and girders like the others. There were walkways between the towers and the domes and the movement of personal transports and the much smaller satellite drones buzzing through the city.

      It was vast, and even Dane had a moment of worry when he considered that they were just three humans against an awfully big city, planet, and empire . . .

      “Look, they’re keeping close,” Bruce indicated where a phalanx of the larger of the satellites had broken the atmosphere with the wing craft and matched their flight on all sides.

      “Close enough to shoot us down the moment they think they can get away with it,” Dane whispered as the wing craft lowered itself again, heading for a central place inside the megalopolis.

      There was a statue straight ahead of them. A giant statue that had to be several hundred feet tall of an Exin warrior caste. A queen. Dane saw the flaring crown on the statue’s head, made of the midnight green-blue metal. “Okruk should have torn that down if he wanted to change the people’s allegiance to her,” Dane whispered, to general agreements by the others.

      The statue stood over a large metal ziggurat pyramid, around which lay long stone avenues, radiating out in a spiderlike fashion. The wing craft was being directed to one of these avenues, lowering steadily on its pulse engines as it approached what looked to be the seat of power of the entire Exin empire. The ground drew closer and closer. Dane and the others could see that the edges of the avenue beside the opposing metal towers and blocks appeared to be hastily filling up with contingents of warrior caste and more of the spider-drones, but walking this time (or scuttling, Dane thought was more apt) as they started to line the roadway leading toward them.

      “There have to be hundreds out there!” Hendrix breathed, hitching his rifle just a little bit closer to himself, despite the ridiculousness of how that looked.

      Just one good shot, the thought suddenly flared in Dane’s mind. A memory of an earlier conversation he’d had. Just one good kill was all it took . . .

      “Be ready,” Dane said, half turning back to the way that they had come as the ship touched down.
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        * * *

      

      The wing craft of Ichin Xul finally touched down on the stone floor, and the pulse engines lost their glow and their high-pitched whine as the craft settled. Outside, the air was crisp, filled with the smell of ozone burn and city pollutants—and the shuffle of scale and claw as hundreds of warriors jostled for position. There was a tense air of expectation because the warrior caste had been trained to be loyal to the supreme war master himself—and yet here was their chemical-biological superior, their original mother, returning for them.

      Unknown to the human Orbital Marines inside the craft—and if the Exin could ask such questions—a thousand Exin were asking themselves: How can the queen be here, when she has failed? How can the queen be weak if she is here? Is there truth to any of what Okruk has said?

      All of which, of course, was building up to the answer to one question alone:

      Who is superior, Okruk or the Queen?

      There was a sudden hiss of steam, and the doors of Ichin Xul’s wing craft released and lowered slowly toward the floor with a heavy clang. There was silence for a moment, and then two lines of worker Exin appeared, marching forward with purpose and utter conviction on either side of the ramp. They halted as soon as they reached the bottom, as another figure appeared behind them.

      The queen herself.

      A thousand eyes turned to the scene to regard the missing monarch. The queen stepped forward and down the ramp, with the disgraced ex-War Master Ichin Xul following a few paces to the left and behind.

      The queen descended the ramp until she was halfway and then paused and started to raise her larger outer arms in the gesture of success and victory that she had deployed against Ichin Xul—

      “Your Majesty!” At that exact moment, an amplified voice cut through the silence. In front of the wing craft, a vehicle broke through the lines of warriors and drones. It was like a much bigger version of the hunting platforms with an entire screen and building atop it and a balcony for the large, bulky war master to stand on as he addressed his nemesis.

      “Okruk,” the queen of the Exin called out, her voice clear. “I am glad that you have managed to keep my empire safe for me.

      “Your Majesty!” The supreme war master appeared to flinch, as if insulted at such an accusation. “You are welcome back on Sikar. But your arrival is disturbing to me!”

      The queen froze for a moment. Any who would dare speak to her like that would surely pay the price with their life! “Repeat yourself, Okruk,” she said—and this time it was clear that she did not use his title, simply to spite him.

      Emboldened by his troops, his city, the supreme war master surged forward to the small railing and bawled at the creature who had been his queen. “You let yourself be captured by the humans! You have betrayed every dream of your people!”

      “Sssss . . .” The queen started to hunch, to prepare to leap forward. “What did you say, Okruk!?” She was incensed, flinging a hand toward him. “My warrior caste—take down this traitor!”

      She ordered the assembled soldiers and guards that lined the avenue, and there was a ripple of unease and movement through the assembled, as if they fought some inner purpose—but none turned their rifles toward Okruk.

      “These are my warrior caste, my queen!” Okruk laughed back. “Mine! They know that you are weak! I have trained them for this moment, again and again, lest any of your princesses dare to show their face once more! They obey me! And even though your little trick earlier has caused some concern, there are no cameras or sensors on the events here on this street—I have already seen to that!” The supreme war master crowed and took a breath.

      “My soldiers—seize the queen for the crime of high treason! She will be tried, and I will personally execute her!”

      “Ssskrargh!” The Exin queen moved, spinning to grab a hold of the long blade on Ichin Xul’s hip, and flourishing it with a movement. “Defend your queen!” she demanded, as the entire avenue suddenly broke into motion.

      All at once, the Exin warrior caste ahead of the wing craft started to pour forwards, raising their pulse rifles as the pathetically smaller numbers of the worker drones closed ranks, raising their own pulse rifles around the queen—and started to fire.
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      “It’s happening!” Dane called out. “Now! Now!”

      The Orbital Marines broke into action as they shuffled back toward the hold. The sounds of screams and violence broke out before them. The hull of the wing craft was getting hammered by pulse shot, and Dane was sure that it would all be over in minutes.

      But it wasn’t. Somehow, the much smaller worker drones, the queen, and the ex-war master were managing to hold back the tide of Okruk’s forces. For now, anyway.

      “You know, I really wish that I was still in my AMP suit,” Bruce snarled as they flipped over the end of the chute and warily rolled across the hold while pulse bolts hit and burned the far walls around them. Bruce was the first out and then Hendrix—just as the body of one of the worker drones was thrown backwards through the air from outside to land on the floor with a wet thump.

      “Okay, okay—my bad!” Dane called out. “I thought we were going to sneak through the place to get to Okruk! How was I supposed to know that he was just going to jump the queen right out in the open!?”

      “Tsssark!” There was another scream as more of the worker drones were being blasted back into the hold from outside. As Dane scrabbled across the floor, he could even see the press of the bodies down there. The warrior Exin were pushing their smaller cousins hard.

      And yet, amazingly, the weaker and frailer line of worker drones were still holding out.

      “Tsserak! S’ckerak!” There were shouts from outside, causing Dane’s translation bug to blip and blink.

      “Seize her! Seize her!” It had to be Supreme War Master Okruk himself, Dane thought.

      “I just need one good shot,” he muttered, looking toward the open hold door.

      “Dane! Don’t be an idiot!” It was Bruce at his side, hauling him back before a trio of pulse bolts hit the metal floor where he had been. Several of the worker drones were almost at the hold door now as they were being forced back.

      “Get into your suit!” Bruce shouted.

      Dane didn’t waste any time, turning to Bruce and the suited-up Hendrix. “Get to the gunnery chamber! Suppressive fire!”

      “Sir, with pleasure, sir!” Hendrix was already turning to run up the avenue where they had so recently been, but Bruce wasn’t moving at all.

      “What!? And leave you out there to . . . what? Attack the war master on your own!?” he said, his voice muffling as his suit petalled closed around him. A moment later, it came back, booming into Dane’s suit from Bruce’s AMP speakers.

      “Damn it, Williams! I thought you’d learned your lesson after the others!” Bruce demanded.

      Ouch, that stung, Dane thought as his own suit started to petal closed around him, enclosing and holding him in metal. But Bruce wasn’t going to let up.

      “All of those Marines that have died on our missions, Williams, think about them! I cannot believe that I have to be the one saying this to you again, but all of those times that you have thrown yourself forward, trying to take on impossible odds—to take on the entire world if you have to!” Bruce said, stepping forward to face the other officer.

      “I said it then, and I’ll say it again now, Dane—there is something in you, something that you just can’t let go of. It’s like you never really crawled out from under that New Sanctuary Dome. It doesn’t matter how many times I or the others are there to pull you out of the mess, to show you that we have to do this together—you’re still trying to move the weight of the whole war on your own shoulders!”

      Dane flinched inside the padded confines of his AMP suit as if slapped. This was an old argument between him and Bruce, and these were old words that still stung. Bruce had never entirely spelled it out but, as he and Dane had risen in the ranks, eventually even becoming sergeants with Marines training and serving underneath them—he believed that the successive deaths of many of those Marines might in fact be Dane’s fault.

      But you don’t have to say it out loud, do you? Dane thought to himself angrily, as the dull boom of laser shots continued behind him. It was clear what Bruce meant. Dane’s apparent go-it-alone insistence. His willingness to throw aside danger as he sought to attack the enemy or to save his friends.

      Maybe what hurts the most about it, Dane considered as his face was lit up by the holofields of his AMP suit activating, is that at least some of it is true . . .

      Dane did feel like it was all on him. He did feel that if he had a chance to change something himself, then he would take it, no matter what. Maybe it was the fact that he had walked (or stumbled and crawled, more likely) into this life with the knowledge that he was sure to die. He had been infected by the Exinase virus, and so everything that he had done had a time limit. He had to prove his worth more than any other at Marine Corps boot camp, and he had known that he had to make every single action count. Again and again.

      And that resolution had never really gone away.

      “Well? What have you got to say for yourself, Williams? You going to abandon your team once more? You going to throw your own life away again!?” Bruce’s accusations hammered into him.

      

      >AMP 023 / WILLIAMS, D (SGT) . . .

      >Cycling accelerator units . . . Activating suit servers . . . Activating scanners and defense . . .

      

      Dane’s suit started to tighten around him as it woke up. Small straps and pads adjusted automatically to his body shape, until he could no longer feel the heavy solidness of his suit at all and instead only felt his own body, his own flesh—as metal.

      And the sergeant of the Assisted Mechanized Infantry Division knew that Bruce Cheng might be right in some ways—but, as the bolts of thunder slammed into the wing craft around him, right now he knew something that Bruce didn’t.

      “I get it, Bruce, but right now, this is how it has to be!” he demanded, as the revelation poured into him like the power pouring through his suit.

      

      >Biological Scans GOOD . . .

      >Power Readings GOOD . . .

      >Defense Protocol: Outer Plate SELF REPAIR at 70% . . . Inner Plate GOOD . . .

      >Armaments: Heavy Pulse Rifle GOOD . . . Field Blade READY . . .

      

      “What do you mean, it has to be!?” Bruce demanded.

      The green-and-blue holo flashed over the interior of Dane’s faceplate, immediately lighting up with the alarm vectors of many, many Exin warriors.

      Dane turned around to face him.

      “Because this is why the Exin have been winning, Cheng, and why I need you at the gunnery room with Hendrix!” he demanded, starting to move forward toward the hold door. “It was never just their technology. It was never just their scales and cruelty. It was the fact that they were never going to submit to a group. That is just not in their makeup. They believe in apex predators. They need to see their leader being defeated by a stronger being. By one strong being, like they have one queen.”

      “And that has to be you!?” Cheng demanded of him, and Dane could hear his voice break, revealing the hurt it contained.

      “I’m here.” Dane said, taking a deep breath. He didn’t admit the truth to Cheng: that maybe there was something in what Bruce had accused him of. That maybe, when the New Sanctuary Dome had gone down, almost killing Dane at the very start of the Exin conflict, and Dane had been left with the Exinase infection, then Dane had realized that if you had a chance, any scrap of a chance to seize life and change it—then you had to take it. It was your duty to take it.

      And Dane leapt forward into the fray.
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      >Alert! Enemy targeting detected! Multiple contacts!

      

      Dane leapt forward into a hail of green, white, and purple pulse blasts. For a moment, time itself appeared to stand still as he launched into the air, seeing that the knot of the queen’s Exin workers had been pushed right to the edge of the ramp that led up to the wing craft and were in the process of falling back up it too.

      A sea of larger four-armed Exin warrior caste surrounded the wing craft, forming a large throng that was inevitably pushing the defenders back. There had to be easily a hundred down there.

      And there, at the heart of the violence and where the fighting was the thickest, fought the queen herself and ex-War Master Ichin Xul.

      “Thrusters!” Dane breathed, feeling the kick against his back as he was thrown even further out, over the heads of the queen and the war master, and the Exin drones . . .

      WHAM! He landed, feet raised to catch the chest of one of Okruk’s warrior caste and to drop it to the ground with a satisfying crunch. Dane swung his Field Blade as he did so—the hardened steel blade now notched and scored by Dane’s many battles. Such was the force of his landing that he had already taken out the nearest of the warrior caste and hewn the next on the other side of him before the mob around him had a chance to react.

      “Williams, you complete and utter idiot!” he heard Bruce roaring over his comms. But it appeared to be a confirmation, if anything, of Bruce’s agreement, as the pulse cannons of the gunnery tower burst into life, spitting burning light at the assembled army (for that was clearly what was arrayed against them).

      All of a sudden, Dane was in the middle of a battlefield.

      

      >Alert! Suit Impact Right Shoulder-plate . . .

      >Suit Impact Back-plate . . .

      

      Bolts of fire exploded into the stone pavement of the avenue, flinging scaled bodies into the air. The many-legged spider drones flared with purple pulse light as they flew up to surround the attacking wing craft.

      Bruce! Hendrix! Dane thought, seeing the throng of giant Exin spider drones descend on the ship. How soon before those murderous machines tore through the hull of the wing craft and found their way to the two Orbital Marines within? The wing craft had no defenses that could counter them at point-blank range.

      CLANG!

      “Ach!”

      Suddenly, pain bit into Dane’s side, and he was thrust stumbling backwards as one of the Exin warrior caste had charged him with what was apparently a lance, its bladed end burning with a spectral fire. The only thing that stopped Dane from being thrown to the ground was the fact that there were other warrior caste behind him. The press of their bodies and the scrape of their claws against his battle plates kept him standing.

      “Agh!” Dane roared, lurching forward as the Exin warrior caste drew back and then took another charge.

      Dane moved, twisting his carapace at the hips as he slapped down one of his large metal gauntlets, seizing the haft just below the burning blade.

      

      >Alert! Thermal attack!

      

      The green, burning plasma surged along his glove, and even as Dane pulled, he could feel the heat of the chain reaction of molecules start to transfer through his suit.

      Dane yanked the Exin fire lance toward him, and the warrior caste at the other end of it, already committed to the attack, stumbled forward. Dane swept the burning lance across him, flinging the warrior into the next Exin that was jumping forward to attack on his unprotected side. The pair went down in a tumble of bodies, and Dane turned to look up amid the chaos.

      To see the large presidential platform of Supreme War Master Okruk over the tide of angered Exin forms.

      Just one good shot, the thought flashed through his mind as the Orbital Marine took a step forward and flung the fire lance like a javelin toward humanity’s enemy.

      He saw the lance of his enemy gleam under the alien sun, flashing through the air, driven by the strength of Dane’s AMP suit and the extra tonnage of pressure it could release. It was flying true, straight toward the little balcony that the supreme war master stood upon, commanding his troops.

      Okruk was reacting, turning to see the dart flying dead toward him . . .

      SKREEEARCKH!

      Before the dark body of one of the Exin spider drones leapt up in the air and caught the blow. The fire lance impaled the creature through its hublike body, whirling it around as the supreme war master ducked, and the sparking, exploding spider drone slammed and skidded against the outer hull of the hunting platform and off the far side.

      “Dammit!” Dane snarled.

      “Warriors!” Okruk bellowed, and Dane’s translation bug beeped as the supreme war master flung one of his scaly claws forward to point straight at Dane. It appeared that Okruk had identified the most threatening thing on the battlefield, and that thing was Sergeant Dane Williams himself.

      Oh frack, Dane thought, as the rear ranks of the war master’s warriors, those who had been firing at the wing craft and the ramp, suddenly convulsed to surge around him.
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        * * *

      

      The best defense is . . . Dane could almost hear the words of his old trainer, Sergeant Lashmeier, as he threw himself forward toward the crowd, sweeping with his Field Blade to cleave the rising scrape of claws that reached for him. The first two fell back, creating the space that Dane needed to sweep his Field Blade again . . .

      “Skrargh!” An Exin struck his arm, twisting and rending the metal of his outer plate just under his shoulder and sending a lightning bolt of pain through Dane’s body.

      “Agh!” Dane turned and kicked out his heavy metal boot, catching the offending enemy under the ribcage and pushing them backwards.

      

      >Alert!

      

      Another Exin had landed on his back, claws scrabbling at his back-plate for the weak gaps between the sheaths of metal. But Dane couldn’t reach up to pluck the Exin from him—there was already another Exin charging forward with another burning lance, snarling as he almost scampered.

      Dane lurched to one side. The edge of the burning blade scraped across the side of his suit, right over where his liver would be on his physical body, and tore the sheath of outer plate off with a shower of sparks, before skidding to one side of him.

      The sergeant of the Orbital Marines roared, bringing down his blade in one overhead swoop, straight atop the Exin warrior—and damn near cutting it in half with a spray of green ichor—as clawed hands appeared over the top of his faceplate.

      “Ach!” Dane flinched, flinging his suit from one side to another, but the Exin atop him was clinging on tight.

      “Thrusters!” Dane cried out, as the twin tubes alongside the shoulder blades of his back flared to life. He was thrown several yards into the air before landing on the body of another Exin, skewering them with his Field Blade as he landed. The impact threw the Exin from his back into the crowd, and for a second, Dane could look up and see that he was nearer the end of the throng than before. The bolts of the wing craft were slamming into the buildings and the rear of the army as Bruce and Hendrix tried to lay suppressive fire. But the wing craft was covered with a living, seething blanket of the spider drones. Behind him, the queen and her fighters had been pushed right back to the doorway of the hold and appeared able to hold it far more effectively now that they were in a smaller space. It would only be a matter of time before the large spider drones—the most dangerous of the enemies arrayed against them, Dane feared—would break through the hull and attack the queen’s defenders from both sides.

      Okruk!

      Dane cast down another Exin in his way as he tried to push forward through the murderous bodies before him. The hunting platform of the supreme war master was starting to accelerate back from the edge of the fighting.

      He’s going to get away! Dane thought in a moment of panic. He couldn’t let that happen. That couldn’t happen, or everything would be lost.

      A terrible, cold rage replaced Dane’s trepidation as he saw Okruk about to get away from them all. This was it. This was the point where they were going to lose.

      And if we lose here, Dane knew, we lose everything!

      But ahead of him were at least four lines deep of Exin warriors and behind him, maybe five or six lines between him and the queen’s contingent. It looked, judging from the weight of the bodies underneath them, like there was already a pile-up of the queen’s worker Exin. She must only have the last few surrounding her.

      “Dammit, dammit, dammit!” Dane cursed, as he spun, slashing with his blade to one side of him and then the other. He stepped and spun, extending his arm like a clothesline to whirl around him in an arc, striking scaled bodies about to sweep at him.

      

      >Alert! Suit systems almost compromised!

      

      A lot of Dane’s suit was now entering into the thick orange overlay on his HUD that showed serious damage. Different areas (his right hand side, his upper back-plate) were already edging toward a deeper crimson. It wouldn’t be long before the myriad blows and scratches that reached past his guard and got to him would tip his suit into critical, and then he knew that it was only a matter of time before his protection gave up entirely.

      Wham!

      Pain slammed into his right side and surged up Dane’s body like a wave of electricity. He looked down and saw that the tip of an Exin blade had speared through the weakened area of his AMP suit battle plate, unfortunately right at the place where the outer plate had been ripped off. It had punctured through the edges of the thinner, more flexible inner plate and found human flesh.

      “Ssss!” There was a victorious hiss as Dane looked in confusion at the edge of the curving Exin sword: one end that was still in him, and the other attached to the two larger arms of a warrior caste.

      

      >Alert!

      >Alert!

      

      There were tiny alerts ringing across his HUD, as other attacks found their home—but Dane could only stare down at the blade and see red seep out from his suit. His red. The Exin blood was green-black. Human was red.

      I’m not strong enough. I never was, Dane was thinking as more alarms clamored from the tide of Exin attackers around him, surrounding him, and he fell under their weight to one knee.

      This is it, isn’t it? Dane thought, trying to breathe through the shock of the sudden pain.

      “WILLIAMS!” There was a roar, and suddenly the darkness around him, made by the Exin bodies, was lifted.

      Huh?

      “WILLIAMS! God damn it—get up!” Someone was yelling, and the alarms ringing in his ears had slowed to the steady systems alarm of imminent danger, not current damage tolls.

      It was the voice of Bruce Cheng.
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      Bruce was before him, apparently wielding one of the Exin plasma lances as he beat back the horde of Exin—those sent by Okruk and eager for Dane’s blood. He must have found an exit port from the wing craft, and, as Hendrix was left to fire the craft’s artillery, Bruce had launched himself into the center of the fray and started throwing punches with both fists and stolen weapon.

      For a moment, as Dane’s pained mind struggled to catch up, he only saw the way that Bruce fought, keeping his back to Dane as he spun—first to one side and then the other, then planting his legs to attack before him before lurching to one side, severing an Exin’s lead arm, and slamming the rear of the pole into another racing, charging warrior. Bruce left the plasma lance embedded in his body, plucking his own Field Blade from the ground, and returning to the fray.

      Bruce worked with such deadly efficiency that Dane knew that he was watching one of those rare moments in battle when the mind appeared to quiet and there was just the body moving. Just the fighting. Just instinct. Dane had experienced this himself as a championship Mech brawler.

      “Williams, for stars sake, get up!” Cheng was demanding of him, and time collapsed itself back into real speed.

      Dane snatched up his Field Blade and looked out to see . . .

      A gap in the army of Exin ahead of them. They had fought nearly clear to the end. Beyond it was the pocked and smoking, crater-filled avenue that led straight to the palace.

      With the hunting platform of Okruk already racing ahead.

      It was just a small window of opportunity, but it was one that the Orbital Marines couldn’t afford to miss.

      “Go, Williams, GO!” Dane was surprised to hear Bruce shout.

      “But I thought . . .” He heard himself grunt in surprise, but Bruce was taking advantage of the recently slain Exin to point at the fleeing Okruk.

      “Go! Now is your chance. I’ll hold them here!” Bruce snapped, and Dane didn’t have to be told again.

      “Thrusters maximum!” he called, and Dane jumped into the air for the last of the twin barrels of the pulse thrusters on his back to fire. He was thrown forward, crashing two Exin warrior caste aside as he broke out of the end of the supreme war master’s army and was suddenly free of Exin bodies pressing around him. He turned his flight into a bounding charge, extending one metal leg to push off from the ground and then the next as he leaped thirty feet with every step.

      The hunting platform surged toward him as he flew, and he could see the form of Okruk on the railing reacting, snarling at the metal AMP-suited man heading straight toward him.

      

      >Warning! Pulse thrusters empty in 3 . . . 2 . . .

      

      Dane’s thrust suddenly left him. He used his last bounding step to leap forward, jackknifing as he strained every screaming and agonizing muscle he had, flinging his metal arms out . . .

      “Gotcha!”

      For his arms to crash against the railing as his metal feet slammed against the surface, spraying sparks on either side. The weight of his AMP suit tipped the hunting platform toward him, spilling Supreme War Master Okruk to the railing and then throwing him overhead. Dane let go, and the hunting platform hit the stone floor, crumpled, and exploded.

      WHAM! Fire surged all around Dane as he fell into a roll. His suit finally gave up its tentative clasp of the Compromised status and went over into full blown CRITICAL, as main sections of his outer battle plate crumpled or tore from the inner. Heat and light washed over him as Dane saw blackness and stars and tasted blood.

      “Auugh . . .” Dane was groaning, as pain rippled up and down everywhere in his body. The hunting platform had almost exploded right on top of him. The ground all around was a smoking black, with fire stuck to oily fuels on the floor as well as on his suit. Dane’s suit glowed and steamed, and he looked like some fallen angel as he rose to his feet, despite the pain.

      After all, pain was something that he was good at, wasn’t it? He had spent half of his Assisted Mechanized Division career in near-constant bouts of pain, and he had learned how to control it. How to accept it, how to use it.

      “Okruk!” Dane bellowed, seeing the form of the supreme war master rising opposite him in the crash site. Behind the war master, the battle in front of the wing craft still raged. A dark tide of green-black scales of Okruk’s warrior caste filled the avenue, and Dane could see the flashes of fire. Gouts of sudden green flame and smoke burst from Ichin Xul’s wing craft beyond as the satellite drones tore into it.

      It wasn’t going to be long before Hendrix inside was killed. And Bruce overwhelmed.

      “Call your people!” Dane snarled at the large, seven-foot-tall supreme war master (the same height, if not taller, than Dane was in his compromised AMP suit).

      Okruk hissed and snarled in his alien tongue, causing the translation bug to flash, “They will never give up!” Okruk said, but he was staggering to one side. There was green ichor sheeting from one side of his face from the crash.

      “I didn’t say call them off,” Dane laughed, a wolfish, predator’s laugh, and the translation bug conveyed the human words in Exin. “I said call them.” Dane demanded. “Or do you want them to find you dead on the ground?”

      “Tsss!” Okruk hissed without words, darting forward with his claws flashing out—

      They contained a short-bladed, curving knife!

      Dane managed to get one metal arm up just in time to block it. He threw a punch that hit the supreme war master square on the jaw and sent him staggering backwards.

      “Access Exin translator. External speaker max volume,” Dane murmured, for the cracked screen of his inner faceplate to flash alien code and then glitch. Dane didn’t know if it had worked and had to pray that it did.

      “You cannot win, Okruk of the Exin!” Dane cried out as he took a step forward and lunged with his left. Fighting was something he knew how to do as well. He had been raised by a boxer, after all, hadn’t he?

      Okruk twisted to one side, snarling as the war master flashed out with the knife, scoring a line of sparks up Dane’s side.

      “I, Sergeant Williams of the Orbital Marines of Earth, won’t let you win!” Dane bellowed again, for his words, translated into Exin, to boom out toward the adjacent buildings, the palace, the battle.

      “SKREKH!” Okruk swiped with his blade once more, but Dane met it with his forearms with a loud clang.

      “In fact, you cannot win against me, Okruk of the Exin!” Dane stomped his foot forward, striking the supreme war master’s leg and causing him to screech in pain. “You cannot win against humanity!” Dane insisted, throwing punch that sent Okruk staggering back . . .

      In the distance, something was happening in the battle. Shapes had broken free from it and were racing toward them. There were other shapes crowding the sky, more of the five-armed Exin robot drones, coming toward the dueling Okruk and Dane.

      “You’re just not strong enough!” Dane roared, spinning in place to let out a roundhouse kick with his metal body that lifted Okruk straight off the ground, sending him flying through the air to crash against the ground a few feet away.

      There was a brief, disgruntled alien scream . . . and then silence.

      Dane gasped as he regained his balance, looking up to see that there were Exin warrior caste slowing as they raced toward the human who had just defeated their supreme war master. In the sky hovered satellite drones, their metal tentacle arms waving and flickering as they watched hesitantly.

      No one appeared to know what to do. The battle around the wing craft had stopped, and every alien eye was watching this confrontation as Dane stumbled the few steps to stand over the supreme war master.

      “No! Please!” He flared all four arms toward Dane as he pleaded for mercy.

      Dane halted over him, knowing what had to be done. Knowing that he had to show his dominance—but suddenly all taste for blood and revenge had left him.

      “Don’t kill me!” Okruk begged at his feet . . .

      “Ssss!” Just as a shape lurched through the watching crowd of Exin toward them. It was the queen, moving quickly to slam a stolen plasma lance into the supreme war master’s body—ending his reign of terror.

      “You disgust me, begging for mercy!” Dane watched the queen curse the dead body of her nemesis. “The Exin do not beg! We do not plead!”

      Dane was too wearied and in too much agony to do more than stare at the queen, at the warrior caste, and at the drones in the sky. He thought that if the queen had decided to breathe on him then, he probably would have fallen over—but, to his shock, he saw the queen step back from the body and from Dane and bow her head to him.

      “You defeated your enemy,” the queen said. “You have shown your claws, and your blood is strong,” she said in some form of ritualized language.

      “Williams? Dane?” There were Bruce and Hendrix, breaking free from the crowd to gather around Dane as the queen slowly turned back to the warrior caste Exin that she had so recently been killing.

      “It is done. The human, according to our ways, has defeated his enemy. He has proven himself. The Earthlings have been tested—and they have succeeded.” She said the words solemnly. “Such is the ancient law of our people. That we will honor the strongest . . .” she flickered her eyes toward him. “Until we deem ourselves strong enough to challenge them again.”

      “I don’t doubt you’ll try again for a moment,” Dane breathed.

      “The war is over. The humans will return home. My empire will test others. And we will find them wanting!” The queen announced, spreading her arms, and lifting her head to once again release the awe-obedience chemicals over the warrior caste. And this time, without Okruk to cement their loyalty, the warrior caste started to croon and shake and tremble as the queen reasserted control.

      “Williams? Williams—what does this mean?” Bruce was asking him. He seized Dane around the shoulders to stop him from falling down.

      “It means we won, Bruce,” Dane whispered. “We won. Their loyalty to Okruk was broken when he begged for mercy, and the Exin won’t come for Earth for some time yet . . .”
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Fist of Steel, the last 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 :)

      

      
        
        Be sure to check out the rest of our stories, including the new Star Breaker series. The first book in that series is called Breaker Marine and you can download it now on Amazon.

        amazon.com/dp/B098PYDGHM

      

      

      

      Before you check out more books, 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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