Aliens: Dark Angel

A surreal dawn was breaking through the clouds, pale sunbeams striking the radioactive ash that now covered much of the moon’s surface.  A spacecraft, boxy and fragile-looking, rested at the edge of the sixty-kilometer blast crater, and dozens of space-suited men clambered about.

One of them suddenly called out.  His face was hidden behind the suit’s plexi-mask, but his name was stenciled on the front: MORSE.

“Where’s the fuckin’ spaceship, already?!?” he yelled into his radio-mike, with the crudeness of someone locked out of mainstream society for forty years.

One or two others looked up at him; the rest had gotten used to his seemingly random outbursts of frustrated aggression.  One space-suited figure glanced sideways at a fellow scientist, and grumbled, “I still don’t see why they couldn’t just send us that fucking android they found on Fury.”

His friend answered.  “Guess they figured he wouldn’t do it.”

The first countered that, saying, “They said Morse wouldn’t, either.”

The other replied with a smile hidden behind his helmet, “Yeah, but it’s a hell of a lot harder to bribe a robot!” and they both laughed haughtily.

Far off, they could hear somebody yelling—but it wasn’t Morse.  “Guys—I think we got a problem here!”

Artemus sat up in his recliner, assuming a dignified air; he had to look confident and in-control, no matter that he was running on two hours of sleep.  As the heavy oak door to his large, spacious office—the largest single room on Gateway station, other than, of course, the docking bay—slowly opened, as if the force behind it was afraid of being seen, he said, “Doctor Martin, I presume?”

Dr. Martin was a short, thin man with dark hair and a nervous smile; he looked like the kind of guy who got beat up for his lunch money straight through college.  He was a stark contrast to Artemus’ rich gut and pudgy face, smart suit and plush office.  Nervously, he answered, “Yes, sir.”

Artemus smiled broadly; a loving uncle kind of smile.  “I understand you were involved in the salvage attempt on LV-426?”

Again, the squirrelish  doctor answered with a feeble “Yes, sir.”

Still smiling, Artemus leaned forward.  “I’d like for you to tell me what happened out there.”

More nervous than before, Martin looked about, and stuttered, “Well, ah, I don’t mean to, um, what I mean to say is—“

“Go on,” the other encouraged.

“Well, sir,” Martin finally said, “Don’t you have my report?”

“I do,” he stated, “but I’d really like to hear it in your own words.”

Sucking in breath as though he could somehow extract confidence from the very air, the little mouse of a man began.

“We landed on Acheron right on schedule.  We—the scientists—were sent to investigate a wreck, to get samples.  We finally reached the ship—some sort of alien space craft, it looked like an enormous, misshapen horseshoe, pods and lumps sticking from the main structure seemingly at random, the entire ship striated, and covered in what looked like veins…

“When we got there, we saw another ship nestled right up near it—human, by the looks of it, probably some kind of salvage vessel—and just as abandoned as the alien one.  We should have known, from what the reports said…

“We were taking samples inside the ship; eggs, random bits of what looked like machinery, bone samples from the pilot…”

By now, Dr. Martin was sweating, his eyes were wet, and he was about three seconds away from crying.

“Please continue,” Artemus said firmly, obviously not the loving-uncle type anymore.

“All of a sudden, they just…they came out of every corridor, every orifice…must’ve hatched from the crew of the other ship…eight feet tall…we read the reports, but we weren’t prepared for…fucking huge…all teeth…teeth and teeth and teeth…I ran blindly, just…let go of everything I collected and…just ran, flat-out…I was running for the Odyssey, our vessel, but the others…they didn’t panic, they fought their way to the closer salvage ship…the soldiers, the ones with the shotguns, they went with the scientists holding the eggs…the fucking eggs!!”

Artemus let out a perfunctory “mmm-hhhm,” and allowed the now-sobbing professor to continue.

“They made it to the ship, I guess, because it lifted off… I got to our ship, told the pilot to get us the hell out of there… we made it into orbit, but the other ship…I guess there must have been an alien on the other ship…It must have crashed, because a blinding light came through the viewport before the screen polarized…I didn’t see for sure, but I hope to God, Buddha, Allah, take your pick—I hope it hit the alien ship!”

Martin was unable to continue, so Artemus gave him a few minutes to calm down, and ordered his escort to get some stress pills.

Finally when the escort had returned, and the doctor took the pills.  His wits were put back in place, and he continued.  “Once on the ship, I noticed that I must have put one of the artifacts from the derelict in my pocket…after some crude experiments, I determined it must be some sort of navigational computer…But it was tiny, you know?  Nothing that small should be able to hold that much computing power…

The listener issued a dismissive “Yes…” as if to say, “Get to the point.”

The professor did.  “I managed to hook it up to the backup Mother CPU…even with two terabytes, it took about half the trip back home to decode and translate…”

He was interrupted by the heavy executive.  “Did you get all the data?”

After a moment’s thought, the smaller man answered, “Yes, I think so.”

Artemus leaned back in his chair with a relaxed grunt, his vertebrae making loud popping noises.  At this signal, the escort, who had brought the stress pill, took out a small leather sack filled with something heavy, and brought it down on Dr. Martin’s skull.  The small, compact man went down like a sack of gravel.

Days later, Artemus sat in his office again, awaiting a very important report.  The heavy oak door swung open, but he didn’t straighten his posture; he hadn’t time for such formalities anymore.

“Do you have the report?” he asked curtly.

The man in the doorway, a rather average-looking guy with dark hair and a winning smile, replied, “Yes, sir.”

“Well,” Artemus said to that, “let’s have it then.”

“Well, sir,” the other began, “We think the derelict ship may have been destroyed.”

“Why?” Artemus asked.  “The Hadley’s Hope blast didn’t destroy it.”

“Well, sir, then it was sheltered by a mountain range and several kilometers.  In any event, the data from the alien navigational computer has been translated, and it appears that, as of nine hundred millennia ago, the species had a huge empire, containing hundreds of systems.  It also documents the location of what we think may be this craft’s point of origin.

“This is good for us, not only because we get exclusive access to bona fide alien artifacts, but also because it appears from the attached files, the species was on a slow decline due to infection by the aliens we today call xenomorphs—the same aliens we first found on LV-426.  Some of their facilities—including this one—still may contain viable eggs.

“That’s the good news.  The bad news is that, in the present day, this alien facility is over two hundred parsecs away.”  He leaned in closer to his boss.  “That’s about eight years, there and back, more if you’re carrying something as large as the derelict ship we found on Acheron.”

“That’d cost a lot of money, Mr. Roberts…” Artemus complained, then said, “can we send a probe to LV-426?  Find out if the derelict is still there?”

“Uh, that’d be a bad idea, sir,” Roberts said, “the whole system’s swarming with French warships.  We’d best pray Martin was right that the ship was destroyed…”

Artemus steepled his hands.  “So it was written; and so it shall be done…”

Roberts raised a eyebrow.  “What was that, sir?”

“Send a recovery team to one of these ‘alien sites.’  And for heaven’s sake, make sure they don’t all die.”

The trip took much longer than expected.  It was over seventeen years before a crew was finally able to bring back another spacecraft infected with the aliens.  But that was unimportant.  Weyland-Yutani finally had the specimens it had worked for.  Three quarters of a century of labor had finally paid off.

“Secure the restraining bolts,” he said to his colleague, and excused himself.  The name on his suit said JACKSON.  Using the rungs strategically attached to the surface of the derelict, the black astronaut maneuvered toward another section of the reticulated, ribbed structure of the ship.  When he was about thirty meters away, he called into his radio mike.

“Deitrich!  How’s everything coming along!!” he said, cheery in spite of the fact that the swirled blue-white disc of the Earth dangled hundreds of kilometers below.

His cheery look turned to confusion as he waited for an answer.  “Deitrich, quit foolin’ around and get those maneuvering thrusters in place!  We only got twelve hours before this thing’s orbit starts getting eccentric!”

Still no answer.  Jackson was becoming rather pissed off.  “You are not supposed to pull this shit in space!  Remember Forbes?  His ass got canned for fucking around like this!”

Still no answer.  With a sigh of exasperation, he reached up and grabbed the next rung—and stopped.

The space suit’s gloves were thick, but he could feel that his hand wasn’t getting a good grip.  The astronaut raised one hand a few inches from the bar, and was surprised to see a sticky thread of…some sort of phlegm-like substance clinging to his glove.  Jackson looked up, trying to figure where the hell that crap came from, and it dawned on him that he was staring into a wide-open pair of jaws, with glistening, silver teeth, and within it…another set of jaws?

Survival instincts kicking in, Jackson pushed off from the ship, oblivious to the fact that he had nothing to cling to anymore.  He was doomed to float in space forever, just three feet from relative safety.  But something else grabbed on to him, a massive, leathery hand with six fingers, the claws beginning to tear his suit.  He was growing numb where the icy vacuum of space began pervading his torn suit, and the last thing he saw was that second jaw come slamming out of the mouth, the slimy alien tongue with teeth burying itself into his skull…

Artemus sat in his recliner, as usual, waiting for another report from Roberts.  When the man finally entered the room, Artemus noticed he appeared to be rather nervous.

“What’s the report, Mr. Roberts?” he asked curtly.

“Well sir, it’s…pretty bad,” was the answer.

Artemus leaned forward, a scowl forming across his graying features.  “How bad?”

Roberts gulped, and began, “As you may or may not know, sir, there was a small problem containing the xenomorphs while the derelict was in orbit.  The entire engineering crew were killed, with the maneuvering thrusters not yet installed.

“Because there was no way to adjust the craft’s orbit, it eventually fell into a spiral toward the surface, and impacted.  It was a water landing, in the Pacific Ocean, a few miles off of Los Angeles.  The tsunami wiped out the nearby Golden Gate Bridge, as well as several residential areas…”

The boss didn’t care to hear about human losses, however.  “Can we expect any viable eggs?”

“Well, given the fact that the Acheron derelict survived a crash-landing on what was probably a nearly perpendicular trajectory with relation to the moon itself…given the fact that our ship made a much more shallow re-entry…given the fact that it made a water landing, it looks rather likely, sir.”

His mood lightening already, Artemus said, “Send in a team of specialists to retrieve the derelict, moving it into low orbit again with the craft’s own engines.  Send in a few platoons of Marines in to keep them alive.  Instruct them that retrieval of a specimen is first priority.  All other priorities are, as usual, rescinded.” 

“Yes, sir.”

The Marines on board the USCMC Conestoga-class transport Panama, flagship of the fleet sent to clear the infestation, seemed, if anything, oblivious to the fact that they were about to drop into a potentially hostile zone to protect a bunch of civilians from the Company’s head shed.  They didn’t even seem to give a damn that these civvie punks were sitting at their mess table, eating with them.  In fact, some of the “heads”, as they were being called, were even beginning to be absorbed into daily Marine life.

“What’s this shit s’posed to be?” one of them said. The nametag on her white lab coat read “CONNOR”.

One of the Marines, a young guy with a five o’clock shadow and a nametag reading “PERRY” answered, “Cornbread, I think!”

Another, rising to the banter, called out, “Hey, I sure wouldn’t mind gettin’ s’more Arcturian poontang!!”

Perry answered by saying, “Hey, the one you had was male!!”

A third soldier, a big black guy by the name of Reynolds, said, “Yo, it like they say, it don’t matter when it’s Arcturian!!”

They were on a short trip from Gateway to a slightly lower orbit, where the dropships could be released, and the Marines could make their way to the city and clear an infestation.  Van Leuwen and some of his aides were also on board, overseeing the operation from space.

The Marines were informed that southern California had been overrun by an alien parasite and they were being sent in to clean it up, but were assured that it was nothing they couldn’t handle.  Being used to being the country’s most powerful force-in-readiness, they believed it.

But the scientists knew differently.

“Three.  Two.  One.  Mark.”

The clamps retracted and the spacecraft fell, a dead weight plummeting away from the Panama.

The UD-4L Cheyenne dropship, a troop shuttle designed for carrying Marines and certain vehicles to and from orbit, and rather resembling a mechanical dragonfly, sped down toward the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles.  Despite feeling quite sick, Clarke, the head scientist, was re-briefing the comfortable-looking Marines.

“As you know, an alien spaceship crashed in the Pacific.  The aliens aboard quickly overran much of Los Angeles, and within days, all human life near there was either exterminated, or used for incubating more alien embryos, or hiding out in the basements and sewers.

“We can’t bring Marines in across the surface, because there’s simply too many creatures between the ship and the nearest base.  Therefore, we’re dropping you from orbit to a landing site near the ocean.”  The dropship hit a pocket of turbulence, and Mr. Clarke nearly lost his balance.  He went on.

“We can’t nuke the area, because we don’t understand how the alien drive system works.  Destroying it might level all of North America.  But due to several past experiences with this species, we do know that they reproduce from a Queen, like ants and bees do.  This Queen is probably on board the ship still, so that’s where we’re gonna go.”

But that was only partly true.  The area was completely infested.  All humans were either dead, infected, or hiding out.  But given their limited knowledge of the alien species, there were probably already several Queens making their own hives in the cities.  And they did partially understand the alien drive mechanism, and they believed that blowing it up wasn’t likely to destroy the continent…and they knew just enough about operating it to put it back into orbit where they could try to mount some maneuvering thrusters again and study the ship—and the eggs—in the safety of orbit.

Whether the Marines survived that long, and whether they were on the derelict when it lifted off was unimportant.

The ride down took about an hour.  It could have gone faster, but the dropship probably would have exploded in midflight.  Hence the one-hour descent.

Other than the pilot, only Gantry and Perry remained awake.  They were best friends since they met in boot camp.  Perry was always faster, stronger, and more agile, but he never, ever ragged on Gantry about it.  The friends had seen an APC sucked into the jungle floor by a yellow-backed harpy vorm, a carnivorous fungus that could extend underground for hundreds of yards.  Gantry had pulled Perry from a Chinese quicksand trap in the Outer Rim.  They were the only two people who had actually survived the great Kessel spider wars; everyone else had either been killed or had been mutated into a spider egg layer.

Right then, as they usually did when no one could overhear them, they talked about that botched mission.  There seemed to be an endless source of mystery surrounding it.

“Alright, here’s one I’ve been dying to ask you for fourteen years,” Gantry asked, his face and voice dead serious.  “Meyers got clawed in the arm by one of those things, and within two weeks, he grew into a pod of spider eggs.  Johnson got bit, and mutated into an egg-laying centipede.  Patterson was torn in half and gutted like a fish, and he crawled back into the base with those weird-ass spider legs for fingers, pincers in the sides of his mouth, and a set of spider legs growing from where his hips would have been.

“And you,” he asked curiously, as if evaluating a scientific experiment, “were pulled into a sewer by a horde of the three-legged fuckers, and when you came back to camp, you were covered in blood, and you never mutated at all.”

Perry thought this over for a minute, and said, “Colony logs said the things were engineered by the Chinese.  Maybe this batch just didn’t have the genes for producing that strange virus that seemed to cause the mutations.”

“Some damn good luck there.” he answered.

“If only you knew,” Perry muttered, unheard, under his breath.

The dropships landed in a massive mall parking lot, empty because of the current lack of human shoppers.  A few cars remained in the lot, testaments to the many who could not flee from the shopping center as the hordes of alien marauders closed in.

Despite the fact that the lot could easily accommodate twice the number of dropships landed, care was taken to insure that enough space remained.

“Lissen up, girls!  We gonna go in an’ waste that Queen muthafucka by our sweet lil’ selves; but affer’ dat, when the CS-14’s  come in from Luna, all loaded up, they gon’ pound dis place flat with tanks an’ artillery.  Yo mission is to kill anything that gets in yo way.  An’ nobody takes any trophy skulls until the big bug Queen bitch dies.  I want yo’ gun-hands free.”

Sergeant Reynolds went on with his pep talk.  But eventually the meanness faded, replaced by the jovial, bloodthirsty glee that can only be sated by combat.

“Are you lean!!!”

The men responded as one.  “Yeah!!!”

“Are you mean!!!”

“Yeah!!!”

“What are you!!!”

“Lean mean Marines!!!”

“What are you!!!”

“Lean mean Marines!!!”

This banter continued until all of them had secured themselves inside the APCs and drove off toward the ocean, oblivious to the hundreds of eyeless heads already aware of their presence.

Some of the dropships, having unloaded the troops and vehicles on the planet surface, went into the air to patrol and offer ground support—just in case the bugs got to be too much to handle.  Also just in case, a few of them were left down to evacuate the troops, if necessary.

The troops themselves didn’t think either one would be needed.  They were driving down the street, eight armored all-terrain personnel carriers, armed with gatling guns, Hornet missiles, particle beam accelerators, lasers, plasma guns, the whole fucking works.  Inside each were a specialist from the Company, eleven Marines, a driver and sergeant, all armed to the teeth with everything a grunt could possibly need.

One section, the one lead by Reynolds, broke off and headed north for a few blocks.  The APC bumped and rattled its way over trash cans, dead bodies, and worse, but the Marines inside were focusing on the job ahead.

“Aright, girls, here’s the first order of the day!” the Sarge yelled, oblivious to the bumps and shakes.

“Your ass-hole lieutenant decided you kids oughtta have some kinda warm-up exercise.  So, we gon’ put ya in dat building over there—the feed from the Panama shows some non-human activity in an’ around.  It’s one o’ those First Amendment bookshops, but don’t get, uh…distracted.  Keep yer eyeballs peeled; these bugs are real sons-of-bitches!!”

He ended this with the usual mean-lean-Marines routine, and looked ready to eat the infesting alien population, but inside, having seen the Bishop report (those portions that weren’t blacked out by the government), he was trying not to wet himself.

They figured themselves a plan before anyone actually left the APC.  They had two scout-snipers, Moore and O’Derrell, who would hide in the bushes opposite the porn shop, armed with M42A scope rifles.  The guns fired HEAP ammunition, so it would be easy for them to pick off any straggling bugs—they thought.

The other ten Marines would rush the store from its front and back entrances, catching the aliens off guard.  First they would fire a few grenades through the windows, then torch the doorway…and wing it from there.

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it usually worked…against humans.

Perry moved up to the front door.  He couldn’t see in, but he could hear the scuttling about of alien bodies.  He called over his mike.  “Yo, this is Perry.  Requesting permission to blow the fuck out of these alien cocksuckers, sir!”

Reynolds liked that kind of attitude, but he had to respond, “Negative, soldier.  Shove some M38s in through the window, then you’re good to go.”

After he and the rest of the Marines flipped on their shoulder lamps, Gantry loaded four grenade rounds into his pulse rifle, and moved his trigger finger up towards the grenade launcher.  He primed the mechanism—pumped it like a shotgun—and proclaimed, “And on the eighth day, He made the M38 grenade!”, slapping hands with his Marine buddies.

Gantry, along with more than half the section, fired the explosives through the windows.  In less than half a second, multiple explosions could be heard, along with the screams of something that was definitely not human.

Falmouth waved his smart gun at the doors, which had blown outward with the concussion.

“LET’S ROCK!!!!!!!”

He fired his weapon into the darkness, laughing maniacally, sweat and saliva flying from his hellishly grinning face.  For a few straight minutes, he continued to pour the M250 rounds through the gaping entrance, the gun automatically waving on its articulation arm, firing at targets he couldn’t make out yet.  After a while, he put the gun aside and took out a Phased plasma Infantry Gun.

“Watch out, boys, or Mr. PIG gon’ say SNUFF!!” and with that rather meaningless exclamation, he fired the PIG.

The flaming ball of star-matter consumed a hole in the opposite wall, continuing until it hit an overturned bus which exploded into a raging mass of fire and shrapnel.

The other Marines were firing their smart guns, pulse rifles, RPGs, and two SADAR anti-tank missiles into the building.

Eventually they stopped.  Reynolds assumed that most of the aliens had been nicely toasted, and ordered his men to advance inward.

“That should do it.  Proceed inside, but watch out for loose targets.”  His voice came tinny over the mike.

Grinning sadistically, Lars said, “Score another one for the ultimate badasses!!” and pumped a gout of fire into the door from his flame-thrower.  Casually, yet confidently, he strolled through the open doorway.

He never saw the huge, shadowy creature drop from the ceiling—or more precisely, he saw it one second too late.  It was massive, eight feet tall, the color of black glass, with a six-foot tail that looked like a set of vertebrae stripped of all flesh, and with a daggerlike spearpoint at the end.  Its head was huge even for the body, sloping backward, three feet from front to back.  It had no eyes, but its mouth more than made up for that.  It looked for all the world like a sick mixture of man and insect, with an external ribcage and arms and legs covered in chitinous exoskeleton.  On its back protruded five spinelike horns; a spiky one jutting out at the base of the neck, and four more below, organized into a square pattern, like hollow, tubular growths.  It had two thumbs on each black, leathery hand.  It raised its slime-covered, iron-hard polished-black head from its crouched position and opened it’s mouth, a mouth that was filled with teeth the size of a child’s finger.  Inside that great jaw, opened a full five inches wide open, between those teeth which could bite through steel girders, were another set of teeth, smaller but no less dangerous, for they were mounted on the creature’s tongue.  That tongue then extended with lightning speed, burying those gnashing teeth deep inside Lars’ skull.  The Marine’s eyes rolled back, seeing nothing as the monster gored him with what must only have been that horrible, horrible tail, wriggling through his innards.

He screamed feebly, too weak already to bring up his own pulse rifle in self defense.  From far off, he could hear the cries of his Marine buddies, and the reports of their weapons.

For what seemed like forever, he wondered whether they were being attacked by similar creatures.  Finally, though, he could hear a pulse rifle’s explosive rounds smash through the beast’s terrible armored body.  He could feel its blood splash against his face.  He was already dead, he knew that, but at least the others had killed his murderer…oh, God, what was that horrible burning?  It was—it could only be—the blood!  The alien blood was eating, burning through his flesh, dissolving his face like some kind of acid!!  He opened his mouth long enough to utter one final cry of despair:

“Oh, God!!…”

“Oh, God…” the fallen Marine whispered over and over again.  Lying next to him was the attacking alien, partially blown open by a grenade, jaws still snapping even in death.

“Oh, shit,” Reyes blurted, nervously loading more grenades into his pulse rifle, “Those SOBs never told us these fucks bleed acid!!”

Gantry was looking mightily pissed off.  “I’m gonna find that scientist bitch right now, and…”  He clenched and unclenched his fists, muttered something in Latin, and walked into an alley, spitting on the ground.

He saw a suited figure kneeling against the wall.  Gantry walked up, slowly, and found that it was Connor, dressed now in a biohazard suit, minus a helmet.  She was crying.  Her tears didn’t soften the Marine’s heart one bit, though.  Gantry pulled her to her feet and, grabbing her by the hair, pulled her face to his.

“Why?!?” he half-muttered, half-shouted into her face, still streaming tears.  “Why the fuck didn’t you tell us?!?”

Connor pulled herself together.  She answered simply, “We didn’t know.”  By now, the rest of the section had entered the alleyway.

“BULLSHIT!!” the Marine sobbed, bringing his fist up.  It took the combined strength of Johnson and Perry to hold him back.

A Marine by the name of Bates said, “He’s right.  I got the damnedest feeling you’re holding something from us.”  He moved forward, loading another clip into his pulse rifle.  “Now,” he continued, “I’m gonna ask this nicely, and then not-so-nice.  What. The. Fuck. Is going on here?”

Connor hesitated, then replied, “We…were sent to retrieve the ship.  We know that there’s bound to be several Queens in the city itself by now, and we know that there are several egg chambers in the ship that may still be salvageable.”  She paused for a moment, then said, “The Company doesn’t care about you.  You guys are bug food to them.  I could be executed for telling you this, but I just don’t give a fuck anymore.” She lost all composure and began to sob again.

This short explanation had shocked the Marines into silence.  Not one of them replied until the scientist simply walked into the bookshop, now seemingly empty.

Perry went in after her, the others a step behind.  “What the hell do you think you’re—” he stopped.

The interior of the building was coated in a greenish-grey substance, knotted and convoluted pathways twisting like the rib cage of a great beast from (ons past.

A soldier by the name of Andrews tapped the rock-hard formation.  “What the fuck is this shit?”

“Looks like some kinda secreted resin, but I gotta wonder what secreted it,”, replied another, Johnson.

Connor knelt, sobbing loudly, by a green, leathery pod, one of many, a few times the size of a basketball.  The Marines watched in horror as the top folded open, like a flower opening its petals, to reveal a soft, pink interior, much smoother than the bumpy hide on the outside.

The scientist had not even noticed, trapped in her own world of misery and despair.  But something inside the egg had noticed her.

In the blink of an eye, the crablike parasite leaped from the egg and wrapped its eight spidery legs around Connor’s head.  Its tail, three quarters of a meter long, wrapped tight around her neck.  In less than a second, she was on the ground.

The beast that had taken her was small, about the size of two fists side by side, except for its legs and tail.  It was a peachy, fleshy color, but covered in an exoskeleton and textured just like its adult counterpart.  It had eight legs, four on each side, each three-jointed limb about the width of a human finger but about eighteen inches long.  It had no eyes that anyone could see, although, just behind the last pair of fingers, were hollow sacs, one on each side, that inflated and deflated rhythmically, as if it was breathing.  Maybe it was, although the breathing orifice wasn’t too obvious.

The one other Marine in the section, a tall, slender Asian woman named Min responded first.  “We’ve gotta save her!”

“Why should we save her ass?” Reyes replied, spraying a gout from his flame thrower to give some light.  “She’s the fuck done got Lars killed!!”

Gantry responded for her.  “She’s right, Jack.  She knows more about the bugs than we do.  It’d help to have her along.”

“In this condition?”

“Maybe it’ll come off by itself.”

Once they got everything sorted out, Johnson radioed it in.  “Yo, Sarge, We’re coming back to the APC.  You won’t believe what I just heard.”

In a second, the staticky voice came back.  “No, I didn’t.  But I did see the whole damn thing on the videos.  We got it all on tape.”

The group started back toward the exit when Reynolds added, “Bates, When you get out, fire an M60 grenade onto the roof, why dontcha?  That’s the signal for a Cheyenne to come over and pound the place flat with rockets.”

Inside the APC, the surviving Marines tried to figure out what to do now, and just what it was that had attached itself to Connor’s face.

“What the fuck kinda creature does that?” Falmouth asked the vehicle wall.

“I don’t give a flying fuck what it is, I’m for getting it offa her and outta the APC right now!” Reyes said, grabbing one of the small alien’s “fingers” and pulling it away from the scientist’s face.  The tail tightened its grip on her throat.

“Fuck, man, let go or it’ll tear her fucking face right off!!” Andrews nearly screamed as he tried to wrestle with the tail.

“Shit, man, let’s just get the fuck outta this place before more of the bitches come,” Sergeant Reynolds muttered, and the driver stepped on the gas.

“Hey, Sarge!” Ellis, the driver, yelled, yelled, in high spirits.  “That Connor chick said the ship drive system won’t destroy America, right?  Can’t we radio a dropship to pick us up and nuke the site from orbit?”

“Fuckin’ A-plus, Marine!” Reynolds shouted, and toggled the comm.  “Yo, Lieutenant Hayes!  You gotta hear this!!” he called into the mike, and played the recent conversation back without giving his officer a chance to respond.

When he was done, he added, “You hear that shit?  We can get the fuck outta here an’ do the job from orbit!!”

A man answered, but it wasn’t Hayes.  “I’m sorry, Sergeant Reynolds, but I must insist that you recover that ship.  Orders are orders.”

“What?!?” Reynolds was caught by surprise.  “Who the fuck are you?!?”

“My name,” the man on the Panama answered, “is Luntz.  And we’re not sending anyone to bring you back until your mission is completed.”

“Shit.” Reynolds turned to the rest of the group, and said, “We get no help from them.”

There was silence for a long while.  Finally, Andrews asked, “Is that one of the same things as the one that got Lars?  Is it some kinda young form, like a caterpillar or some shit?”

“Look, man, how the fuck are we supposed to know?” Perry said, pulling a knife from his boot.  “I’m gonna try something stupid.”

“We can’t handle any more stupidity today!” Moore said, grabbing him by the arm.

“Fuck, man, I’m gonna be careful,” Perry said, wrenching his arm free.  He rolled Connor on her side and slipped a finger underneath one of the spidery parasite’s legs.  “Let’s see if you bleed as bad as your daddy did, you damn spidery bitch!”

“Perry, man, don’t be a dickhead!!” Andrews warned him.  “That thing’s blood is gonna eat through the hull!!”

Perry perked his head up.  “Hey, Andrews, ya hear that?” he said, straining to listen for some unknown sound.  “It’s the sound of someone not giving a fuck!!!” he finished, and brought the knife up right underneath the alien’s knuckle.

Nothing happened, except that the creature’s tail tightened some more.  The knife didn’t even cut through the skin.

“Sweet Buddha, man, what the hell are these things?!?” Perry said in wonder.

Perhaps, though, the knife did nick the leg just a little bit, after all.  A solitary drop of yellowish liquid splashed against the APC floor.  Acrid, oily black smoke curled up in tiny plumes as a small crater dug itself out of the five centimeter impact foam flooring.

“There!  It bleeds the same shit as it’s big bug brothers!  Are ya happy?!?” Andrews said, stepping away from the acid burn.

At that moment, Reynolds called from the Tactical Operations Center in the back.  “Pucker up, people, we got multiple targets at three klicks, comin’ in fast!!”

The large black man slid over to the weapons control consoles and switched the forward gun cupola to firing “Beehive” anti-personnel fletchette rounds.  He looked at the display monitor.

The aliens were packed so tightly that aiming would be a waste of time.  Reynolds estimated they would be out of ammo before half the damn things went down.

“Let’s rock and roll, you alien shitheads!” he said, depressing the trigger button.  At the same time, he again toggled the commlink.  This time, he switched to the channel that the Cheyennes were using.

“This is  Alpha-Bravo Two-Four-Niner, requesting immediate backup.  Location Fourth and Main.  Multiple targets, estimate we’re outnumbered about thirty to one.  I repeat, Alpha-Bravo Two-Four-Niner requesting immediate backup!”

Outside, the fletchette rounds were chewing the attackers to bug soup.  Even as more of the aliens fell to the gun, though, more still clambered over the bodies, slimy teeth gnashing in anticipation.  One younger one, the knobby ridges on its head not yet developed, leaped from the mindless swarm to perch atop the rotating Gatling gun cupola.  Even as the others were head-butting uselessly against the titanium hull, the young one jabbed two clawed fingers through the armored gun, and peeled the armor back to reveal the inner mechanisms of the gun.  In doing this, the alien was blasted off of the APC by a massive plume of scalding steam.  Somewhat frustrated, the alien let out a scream of deep, inner hate, deeper than any hate Man could ever know.  The other aliens, now sensing the young one’s intentions, began ripping at the delicate internal structure of the Gatling gun.  The heavy weapon couldn’t stand up to this kind of abuse in a shop, let alone while in operation.  The tanks holding the hypergolic propellants were finally ruptured, allowing the binary chemicals to mix.

An ear-shattering roar rocked its way through the horde, smashing bug bodies like glass angels.  The blast tore open the front of the APC, and the entire surviving swarm clambered toward the gaping breach in the armor.

Inside the APC, Reynolds watched the proceedings with growing dread.  The gun was down, alien bodies clawing their way toward his Marines, and the ground was sagging…the ground was sagging?!?

“Everyone still alive, grab whatever weapons you can and blast anything that comes into the driver’s compartment!!” the sergeant yelled at the top of his lungs.  In the meantime, he grabbed onto his chair for support as the street, its structure weakened by all the acid and shifting weight, collapsed…

The APC crashed through the rotting street, coming to rest among the slime and filth and scattered debris of the sewer.  The alien warriors followed, relentless in their eternal pursuit of fresh meat.  Reynolds had switched to the vehicle’s primary weapon, an M577A2 twin laser-cannon system.  With grim determination, the sergeant blasted away at the swarm of black bodies clawing their way through the muck and debris toward them, watched them blow apart as their insides boiled and cooked against the walls, the floor, each other.  By now, the surviving Marines had taken their weapons, and were helping wherever possible.

“Come get some!!” Falmouth yelled defiantly, waving his smart gun around, firing at anything that so much as thought about moving.  Min covered him by launching rockets from her RPG at whatever got past his deadly rain.

“Someone get our backs!!” she cried as she spun around and pumped ammunition through the hulking chest of the huge beast bearing down towards her.  When Min looked forward, confident that her Marine comrades would defend her blind side, her rage hit the flash point.

Two aliens seemed to be fighting over Falmouth, one firmly tugging his legs, the other with a massive, spidery arm around his upper torso.  His muscles and tendons finally gave, and his flesh parted in a ragged crimson line across his belly.  The fallen Marine gave a hideous scream, a pitiful wail more like a hurricane wind through open shutters than an actual human voice.  His arms hung limply from the alien’s grasp, already pale from fear and shock and blood loss.   Pinkish brown intestines flailed from the wound, attracting more of the horrors to come and tug for a piece of warm, living prey.  Finally, one of the beasts swiped a huge, taloned hand, putting a distance of about twenty meters between Falmouth’s head and his body.

Johnson aimed for the nightmares gorging themselves on his fallen comrade and launched a grenade from his pulse rifle.  The round exploded among them, sending shrapnel through their thick, armored skin and shredding their organs like so much ground beef.  Acid blood sprayed the archaic stone walls of the sewer, sprayed the floor, mixed in with the shit and waste flowing down a cut ditch in the middle of the man-made cavern.  

More of the demonic beasts climbed from the muck and the filth, rushing the crippled APC.  Reynolds stood on the hull near the driver’s section, now three meters above the fetid, congealing froth lapping against the sides, and fired down at the beetle-black creatures trying to scale the vehicle.  He watched as their heads exploded, torn apart by the pulse rifle’s explosive rounds, spraying caustic blood in a volatile chemical mist.

By the time the last black exoskeleton shattered, three more Marines lay dead.  Gantry stepped gingerly among the bodies, both alien and human, surveying the damage.

“I found Bates and Moore,” he called out, and bent down to retrieve their weapons.  They sure as hell wouldn’t need them anymore, right?

On the other side of the corridor, Ellis responded, “We have Reyes over here!”

The bodies were horribly mutilated.  Intestines lay about, blood lined the poured cement flooring, a severed hand clutched against a nearby alien’s tail, which was twitching pathetically, its owner seizing in death throes.  

O’Derrell broke the grim silence.  “We should try to fortify ourselves here, right?  There are mines and sentry guns and shit in the APC, right?”

Andrews looked at him for a moment, and responded, “Moore was our sapper.  He’s dead.  And besides, we have no food.  We have no possibility of exfiltration.” He sighed, than continued, “And, even if we could hang out here indefinitely, the fucking beasts have more bodies than we have mines, or bullets, or fragmentation wire.  We’re fucked.”

Reynolds looked at the matter from both perspectives.  True, they were fucked, couldn’t last down there for more than a day, but it was his duty to keep his Marines busy, their minds off their imminent deaths.  Hell, if they worked at it, they might just pull out of there, right?

Yeah.  And he was white.

Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep. Beeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeep. 

Perry swung around, waving his M-56 smart gun at the source of the noise.  “What the flying fuck—” he started, before recognizing the sound of the APC commlink and sheepishly stepping back into the shadows.  Reynolds went inside and picked up the receiver.

“Now you guys see just what kinda shit you’re in?” he said.

Luntz answered in kind.  “Do you see just what kind of shit you’re in?”  Reynolds could feel him grinning a hundred miles above his head.  “Thanks to some relatively quick action on the part of my superiors, I’m pleased to tell you that we’re going to let you back to safety—on one condition.”

“Fuck you.”

“You’re welcome.  Bring us the scientist, Connor, the one infested with the…well, the company nickname for the larva stage is face-hugger, for obvious reasons.  Bring us that face-hugger, and its host, and we’ll bring you up.”

Reynolds nearly bit off his tongue trying to contain the rage.  “You’re an evil, sick son of a bitch, Luntz.”

Again, he could feel that grin.  “You’re welcome.”

“Don’t you see what this means?!?”  Jack exclaimed, as soon as the firefight behind the wall was over and they could hear one another again.  We’re saved!!”

Porter looked at him with contempt, spat an ugly black-green wad of snuff onto the floor, and said, “You moron.  They can’t win.  The toughest, baddest, meanest survivalist complex in L.A. couldn’t beat the fuckers, a platoon of Mom-and-apple-pie patriots doesn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell.”

McNally, compulsively wiping down his dual Magnums, responded, “They’re better armed, better trained, shit, they have armored cars!”

Porter leveled his dented, contraband pulse rifle at the Irish man, then thought better of it.  Would be a fucking waste of ammo.

“Three weeks ago, we had thirty-seven people down here.  Thirty-fucking-seven.”  He paused to let that sink in.  “We raided the reserve armory.  We had guns, we had missiles, hell, we had two tanks.  We fortified ourselves down here.  We laid mines, we set up those robot guns, we posted guards.”

Here, the grimy leader took a swig of forty, then went on.  “In three days those alien sons of bitches found us.  We lost a few guys the first wave, but figured we’d learn from our mistakes, figured we’d hold em’ off.  But over the next week, they attacked again, and again.  Each time they took more.  Now look at us.  Reduced to four guys, five guns, a day’s worth of ammo and a crate of grenades.  We’re fucked.”

Rat, who had been silent for the past few hours, finally spoke up.  “It’d still be a good idea to join up with them.  Maybe they have more ammo.”

Porter, sensing he’d lost, admitted, “Alright, you win.  But how are we supposed to meet up with them?”

  The argument occurring on the other side of the wall was a stark contrast to the clean, survivalist efficiency displayed by the Marines—most, anyway.  Min and O’Derrell laid mines and fragmentation wire fifty feet behind them, in the greenish-black filth, in crevices in the floor, every conceivable spot to hide an explosive.  Two of their eight sentry guns, and three of their HIMAT rocket launchers, slaved to the robot gun’s sensors, had been set up facing to the rear; nothing was going to get through.

They had been walking for four hours now,  but currently they were resting again, waiting for the slender Asian woman and the burly, red-haired Irishman to add more to their rear defenses. Gantry had stopped again to lay more mines, Andrews and Johnson were leaning against the wall, and Perry was in turns muttering, whining, and outright yelling half-deliriously about their sorry state of affairs.

“Four more weeks, man,” he complained to nobody.  “Four more weeks and I was done!”

Andrews looked up at him, and said, “Shut your big fuckin’ mouth, Perry.  You think the rest of us wanna die here in the middle of Shit-ville, while our families go down one by one to a buncha bug-fucks that the Company won’t fight?”  He spat on the ground by his feet, narrowly missing the parasite-stricken Connor, who had been neatly propped against the wall.

“You don’t understand, man, you just don’t get it—”

A weary O’Derrell spoke up.  “Shut the fuck up, both of you!!  Min an’ I are ready to move on.”

With a grunt of effort, Andrews and Gantry lifted Connor up, still unconscious, slinging her limp arms around their shoulders—not noticing that the face-hugger was nowhere to be seen.

Jack dusted off the ancient map as the others gathered round.  “Now, Porter says they’d be headed away from the city.”

“That’s right,” he answered, “They’d be stupid as all hell to go the other way.”

“Jack continued, “We figure, from the sound of the firefight, that they’re right in the next tunnel.  The next point where the two tunnels join is about a mile seaward.  We’d better hurry if we want to catch them there.”

Porter took it from there.  “I figure we should stick to the basics.  I’ll take my M-41, Meat gets his .12 gauge, et cetera.  Fill your pockets with grenades.  We hump it on outta here in two minutes.”

They made it to the junction, but they weren’t the first.  “Aww, fuck,” Rat grumbled as he stepped in a slimy, viscous puddle.  “Fucking sewer shit…” he added, not quite aware yet of the shadow looming behind him.  Finally it dawned on him, that he hadn’t stepped on sewer shit at all…

The jointed, vertebral tail tore through his shoulder, coming out his chest with stringy lung tissue clinging to the end.  The alien jerked the tail up, and with a wet, ripping sound, the survivalist’s entire right arm disjoined from his body, waving like a demon’s trophy on the lashing, whipping tail.  Wasting no time, the hellish nightmare grabbed its victim around the waist, slung him over its broad shoulders, and leaped gracefully into the canal of human waste, leaving barely a trail in the floating debris as it took its catch to be cocooned.  In its place, nearly a dozen more crawled stealthily out of the filth, knowing but not caring that the three remaining targets had them in full sight.

McNally fired into the swarm, not even bothering to aim.  He watched an alien fall to the powerful rounds.  He fired a few more times, watched another grab at its amputated forearm.

He was temporarily distracted by a scream.  Looking to his right, he saw his beloved companion Meat in the clutches of the alien scum.  His skull had been cracked open like a Macadamia nut, his belly slit like a bag of jelly beans.  His organs—liver? Pancreas?  Spleen?—lay sprawled on the cold cement floor like so much wet cloth.

While he stared, numbed with shock at the loss of yet another comrade, he felt an iron-hard head knock him in the side, a razor tongue chew through his skull and into his brain, and saw the world go black.

Porter opened up with his pulse rifle, spraying the lead beast with explosive rounds, knowing full well what awaited him.  He primed the grenade launcher and fired into the clump of parasitic insects.

The blast sprayed acid all over every surface within a ten meter radius.  Only three aliens were severely wounded, two others killed.  His skin boiled off, his eyes ruptured.  Porter felt the cold, wet claw around his waist, ironically delicate, considering what they planned to do with him.  He pointed the pulse rifle at his head.

The ragged group of Marines stopped at the end of the drainage pipe and scanned the beach for aliens.  Just a few hundred yards back, they had planted the last of their sentry guns; now all they had to do was signal the dropship.

“Alright, men,” Reynolds addressed the troops, “I guess we neglected to ask how we were supposed to contact our ride up.”

From the back of the crowd, Ellis responded.  “Sir, Connor’s…awake.”

Walking over, the huge sergeant could see that the scientist was, indeed, conscious, if groggy.  The face-hugger was nowhere to be found.

The black Marine spoke the obvious question.  “Where the hell’d the face-hugger go?”

Finally, Connor got to her feet, and tried to speak.  “Wha-what face-hugger?”

“The parasite that attacked you,” O’Derrell spoke uneasily.  “You went by the egg, and it sprung out and latched onto your face.  You were out for a couple of hours.”

“Kill me.”

It wasn’t a request.  It was a demand, and it took a few seconds before anyone registered it.

“What the fuck?!?” someone finally asked.

“The face-hugger planted an embryo inside of me.  In a few hours, it’s going to grow to about this size—” she held her hands a few feet apart, as if describing a fish she had caught “—and burst through my rib cage.  About four or five hours later, it will grow to adult size, and be just one more monster for your boys to fight.”

“No way, man—you’re our ticket off this deathtrap!!” Johnson yelled adamantly.

Connor’s face turned beet red as she exploded, “You mean you dragged me along so the company would pick you up—along with a nice, juicy specimen!?!?”

Reynolds, seeing the situation, butted into the conversation.  “We could compromise…”

“Fuck your compromise.”

Reynolds continued.  “We go into that radio station over there and call down a dropship using the broadcasting equipment.  We get you into the ship, dose you up with painkillers, I cut the bug the fuck outta your chest.  Who knows, if we get you in a freezer soon enough, the guys at Gateway might be able to save you.”

Connor thought it over for a moment.  “No.”

Reynold’s eyes bulged out of his head.  “Why the fuck not?”

“Because they won’t kill it.  They might kill you just for having seen it, but they won’t kill it.”

The Marine’s rage hit the flashpoint.  “Look, bitch, I don’t care if you live or die.  But I got a family to look after.  I gotta go home.  And you’re my ticket outta here.”

Sitting down, Connor said resignedly, “Just make sure you kill me before they get it out of me.”

Reynolds grabbed her by the hand and helped her up.  “First, we gotta get to that radio tower.”

Ellis kicked open the door and stepped inside, peering around for any sign of danger.  Instantly, his heart sank.

“The walls are covered with resin.”

“Oh, shit.” Johnson muttered, raising his flamethrower.  “Well, what do we do now?”

Reynolds’ face registered no emotion.  “We gotta continue.  We have no choice.”  Turning to the scientist, he said, “Connor—how these things gonna react to us bargin’ into the hive?”

Connor didn’t look up from her feet as she said, “I imagine they’ll wait till we’re all inside, than ambush us from all sides.”

“Fuck this,” the sergeant muttered under his breath, then continued.  “Well, we ain’t got all day.  Let’s move, Marines.”  He started in.  “Min, O’Derrell, you guys watch our backs.”

They entered the building, and found what must obviously have been the lobby, torn completely apart.  Seeing no threats, the group continued past the desk, the chairs, the back-issues of Women’s Health and Sports Illustrated plastered like some demon’s collage into the slime-covered walls.  The motion trackers registered blank; no dark shape skittered across the light from their shoulder-lamps.

Stopping for a second, Gantry asked, “Where do you suppose the studio would be from here?”

Reynolds thought for a second, then answered, “Probably somewhere upstairs.”

And then the devil laughed.

Aliens poured from all directions—from behind, from in front, above, the walls, even up from the floor, gnashing their slime-covered teeth in cold anticipation.  Rending claws flashed, a tail whipped with impossible speed, and Johnson’s arm came off with a wet pop/tear that was lost in the fury of the demons’ screaming.  The soldier wailed in agony, pain that increased a thousandfold as a second beast dropped down directly from above him, burying its featureless visage in the lost Marine’s gut.  The living fury brought its long, sleek head out of the slick, gaping cavity of blood, its dripping crimson mouth overflowing with entrails and bodily fluids.

Min opened up with her pulse rifle, and the demon that had killed Johnson blew apart.  Caustic blood pooled on the floor.  She fired again, and again, spraying down alien after alien in the surreal darkness, her gunfire and that of her friends strobing against the walls like a disturbed mind that has finally crossed the threshold into utter madness.

She cocked the weapon’s grenade launcher and fired into the seething black.  The dense resin lining the walls channeled the explosion in both directions, spraying her with tiny slivers of metal.  She fired again.

Gantry waved his flame-thrower erratically, blasting the nightmare creatures with gouts of flame.  Eight-foot-tall monstrosities fell to the ground around him, cooked to horrible death with flaming napthal gel.  One of them exploded, its flammable innards igniting in a lethal spray of boiling acid blood.

And still they came.

The flooring collapsed from underneath Andrews even as his smart gun swiveled automatically towards another onrushing target, and a pair of large, six-fingered, sinewy black claws grabbed him by the ankles.  The hapless Marine clawed for purchase at the convoluted, intestine-like hive flooring, but met only with the blood of slain monsters, rendering his hands completely skeletonized.  They fell off at the wrists as the shadow-creature pulled him down to an unspeakable fate.  He disappeared into the basement with a blood-curdling cry for his mother, dead eighteen years this coming July.

Perry and Gantry fired their smart guns into the hungry shadows, backing all the while toward the door, while Min and the others cleared the aliens between them and their escape route.  Connor began to wheeze, unnoticed by any but herself, but she kept on, working toward their only exit.

Fifteen yards.  O’Derrell aimed his scope rifle up towards the ceiling, an explosive round piercing the drone’s cranium and bursting its head open before it could reach the group.  A feral claw swiped at him, hooking a sharp talon into his thigh.  With a cry of pain, he slipped it free and gunned down the beast that had grabbed onto his leg.

Twelve yards.  Gantry swung his flame-thrower in great, sweeping arcs, catching several nightmare beings in the cone of fire.  As the massive insects fell among him, their bodies popping as their blood boiled and spattered through cracks in their armored skin.

Nine yards.  He sensed rather than saw the huge, elongated skull rushing at him, from the very direction in which he was headed.  He dashed for relative safety in one of the rib-cage-like niches built into the side of the hive walls.  Never made it.  That glistening wet-black, notched skull landed a ground-shaking blow in his side, knocking him to the very side of hole into which the things had pulled Andrews what seemed like hours ago.  His flame unit slid just that many feet further, and disappeared into the bowels of the hive.

Undaunted, the hard-jawed Marine pulled his face from the damp, spongy hive flooring, raised his smart gun, fired…

After three seconds of continuous fire, the weapon ran dry.  Gantry checked his satchel in the midst of the bloodshed for another drum of ammunition.

“Fuck!!” he yelled to the world, coming up empty.

His squad, meanwhile, either hadn’t noticed he was left behind, or decided he was as good as dead.  The very last of them stumbled out the distant exit, carrying an exhausted-looking Connor…

Gantry could see the things still coming for him, slavering for blood.  He was almost delirious with panic.  No ammo.  No help.  Just his utility knife, a pistol, and a fucking canteen spiked with gin.  “Pull yourself up, grunt,” he muttered to himself.  The creatures were almost on top of him now.  He pulled himself to where he lost his flame-thrower.

Perry closed the door behind them as Min dragged a large chunk of debris across it, forming a barricade.  There were no aliens in sight.

O’Derrell asked the obvious question.  “What now?”

Reynolds leaned against the building, and sighed.  “It’s possible we could get to the roof of the radio building from another building.  It’d be hard, but easier than fighting our way through a fucking nest of the bastards with only what ammo we have left.”

Here the black man wiped the sweat off of his brow and flung it angrily at the ground.  “That building over there looks like it might work.”

Ellis took a swig from his canteen and said, “Well, let’s get to it.”

His shoulder lamp only lit up about three or four yards in front of his face, but it was enough.  Glinting in the light was his flame carbine, about three feet beyond his reach.  Gantry lunged for the weapon, just as the taloned hand materialized from the darkness and swiped at his leg.  The alien pulled up for another attack, giving the re-armed Marine just enough time to swing his flamer around and roast it like a suckling pig.  Turned around and saw a horde of the creatures making for him.  Sprayed them down.  Ran past their struggling bodies as they swiped at him in their final, agonized attempt to kill him.

He came to a point where the corridor widened into what might be a bank of elevators.  There were no aliens in sight.  No sounds that could have been made by them.  Nothing but heat, and dark, and damp.

A broken pipe dripped somewhere off in the distance.  That must be why it’s so humid in here, he thought to himself.  Well.  Time to go up.

The six of them had climbed across a plank, and four now sat on the roof of the radio studio, with Connor lying unconscious on the ground.  One side of the roof was covered in crates.  A Caterpillar P-5000 stood by them, one claw raised, as if in shock.  Its operator was smeared across the boxes, his head smashed completely through one of them, revealing mostly damaged electronic equipment.   O’Derrell ran out of the service staircase and slammed it shut behind them.  He panted for a while, and when he caught his breath, he said, “It’s done.  One of the dropships is flying in from the drop zone to pick us up; it’ll be here in about thirty minutes.”

“Good.” Perry raised his M4A3 standard issue pistol and fired six precise shots, hitting Reynolds, Ellis, and O’Derrell squarely in the head and heart each.  Then he turned and lined up a shot at Min.  “Call me crazy, but I have a feeling that you’re not with me on this one.”

Gantry clung to the elevator cable with both hands as he lowered himself down a few more feet.  “Be a hell of a lot easier if the power was on,” he said to himself.  The elevator shaft lead all the way to the building’s sub-basement, and its sides, like the rest of the building’s interior, were covered in the resin.  He could hear hisses and unearthly noises welling up from below.

“Mother of mercy,” he whispered.

He had gone down to investigate a human-sounding scream, thinking maybe he could help.  He wished he hadn’t.

The vast, open room was completely occupied by eggs like the ones he had found in the porno shop.  Aliens, no doubt fully aware of his presence by now, strode gracefully through the hatchery.  Bodies, some moving, most not, were attached to the wall with a variant of the hive resin.  Most of them had massive, gaping holes in the chest…

“Aaaahhhh!!!”

The scream surprised him so badly he fell from the cable and onto the shattered elevator.  When he got up, the Marine looked over toward the source of the scream.  One of the bodies cocooned to the wall was still alive, and sobbing quietly.

Cautious of the eggs around him, Gantry moved over toward him.  “You’re infected, aren’t you?”

The poor man looked up, curious as to who would be in the hive walking free.  “Y-yeah, probably.  I don’t actually remember anything…”

“What the hell happened?  How…?” the soldier began.

“They called me McNally.  We…were a group of survivalists.  We made raids for food, for ammo, stuff like that.  We never hurt anybody, though, I swear it!”

“I believe you,” Gantry told him.  “Go on.”

“We were just planning a raid on the reserve armory when someone shouted, ‘Look up!’  So I did.  And there was this thing, an alien ship, I guess, shaped like a fucking U or something…it went and splashed down right in the Pacific—the wave knocked out a lot of beach front…It was so big, it stuck out above the water a little.  We had a group go out and explore it, see if they couldn’t bring back a phaser weapon from the ship, some bit of technology we could use…only one came back.  He said to stock up on food and weapons and move into the sewer, right then and there.  He was so shook up that we did as he said.  For a few days, nothing happened.  Then these things came in,” he said, trying to wave his hand, forgetting that it was glued to the wall, “and everything went to—”  Suddenly he convulsed forward.  “Kill me…”

The dying man strained against his restraint.  “Please…”

Gantry stared in shock as the man began to spit blood.  “Th…there are two magnums in my side holsters…”

The Marine did not move.

“Take them…please!!”

Finally, his flesh and bone gave way and a blood-drenched, eyeless head ripped through his shirt. Gantry pulled up his combat knife.  Impaled the chest-burster and ran back for the elevator shaft.

Perry reloaded and brought his gun up.  “You could have joined me!” he yelled as Min rolled behind a ventilation pump.  He ran for the pump, jumped over it with amazing agility, and before she could get away, grabbed her by the collar.

“Perry!”

The attacker turned to face this new voice.  “What the hell are you doing?” Gantry asked, aiming directly for his heart.

“Oh, Jason,” Perry said.  “You really are naïve.” He turned his attention back to his captive, struggling to tear away.  Brought his gun directly under her chin.

Gantry fired first.  Second.  Third.  Fourth.  Again and again until both magnums were dry.  He hadn’t even thought about doing it; about the implications of killing a fellow Marine and his best friend.  Something in him just snapped at that moment; he had had to save Min.

The insanely powerful magnum rounds blew through Perry’s rib cage, tore through his spine, gouged out huge chunks of his gut.  Innards sprayed all over his body, Min, Gantry, even Connor, lying semi-conscious in the corner, and the bodies of the others, lying prone in various locations, were drenched in blood.

Blood that was the wrong color.

Blood that was white.

Gantry stared in shock.  His best friend of over thirty years.  An android.  A murderer.  By general rule, androids were supposed to be programmed to protect human lives at all costs.  But this one, who Gantry hadn’t even known was a robot, had finished his entire squad save himself and Min.  He probably would have stared for hours, had Perry not thrown Min into him in disgust, knocking them both tumbling back into the elevator shaft…

“Mr. Artemus, I’m sorry to report that all eight teams have been destroyed.  The scientists from Teams Two, Four, Five, and Seven remain healthy—they were all rescued by dropship within the last hour—and Team Three’s scientist, Connor, has been infected and is being prepped for retrieval.”  Roberts’ face was properly grim; he did an impressive job of hiding his apathy toward the men who had died on Earth.

Artemus laughed.

The grimness vanished.  “What’s so funny?”

“We have a specimen.  That Connor woman alone is going to advance the Bio-Weapons Division to a budget of at least five hundred billion.  Not only that, but the other four scientists must have brought samples with them—it’s how they think.  No matter how many people die, no matter how much the cost in property values, the mission’s always a success if they remember to take samples.”  He laughed again, more darkly this time.  “Then there’s the matter of the footage—all images recorded through the Marines’ helmet cams are transmitted through the APC to Central Command, or, in the case of a corporate-sponsored job such as this, to the overseeing division.”  The greed was apparent in his eyes.  “Lots of data for the scientists to play with.

“And that’s not even the best part.  I’ve been a very busy man in my free time.  And the fruits of my labor are about to pay off…”

Gantry ran it through over and over again in his mind, even as he lay bleeding on the hive flooring among the eggs.  The eggs which were beginning to open.

His best friend.  An android.  No.  It just couldn’t be.

“Why?” he asked the ceiling.  It didn’t answer.

Rifle fire.  Explosions.  A wet, bursting noise that could only be the eggs popping and being blown apart.

Something smacked him out of his grieving.  It was Min, just as bruised by the fall as he was, only she was standing up and trying to keep them alive.

“Gantry!”

That was Min.  Yelling at him, but not angry.

“Gantry, please—get up!”

He looked up and met her gaze.  He saw a cavalcade of emotions: fear, anger, desperation, concern—and something else…

“I know you’re upset about Perry.  But we gotta get out of here!”

The words snapped through his brain.  Perry…

No.  Get the answers later.  Get Perry later.  Get out now.

The Marine got up to join Min, and both began running across the acidic puddles that marked where eggs used to be, making their way towards the elevator shaft.

Maybe it was just him, but Gantry began to wonder if maybe she didn’t see him in an entirely professional light anymore.  Began to wonder if he didn’t feel the same way about her…

Something hissed farther down, past the ruined elevator.  Something big.

The HOCK commander latched on the last two bits of gear-his wrist armor plates.  Left.  Right.  Done.  He stood up, looking for all the world like an Imperial Stormtrooper, straight out of the old Star Wars films.

Star Wars.  Now there was a set of movies.  Movies today were crap—hadn’t been a good one made in 150 years.

Concentrate on the mission, stupid.

He jumped out the open back of the dropship, motioning for his men to follow him.  “Alpha Team—call in!” he called out before he had even hit the water.  He didn’t listen for an answer.  As he spoke, the rigid titanium/composite suit hit the water.  Church quickly activated his ballast bags, which inflated and brought him toward the surface.  He swam effortlessly toward the rest of the task force, grouped in a relatively small circle in the water.  Even as he looked around through the suit’s viewport, the others began to answer.

“Williams reporting in!”

“Chandras reporting in!”

About sixteen more people reported in within the next minute.  Then the capture crew.  Then the ASMATs.  Once that was done, the leader briefed his men—their first briefing on this entire mission.

“Gentlemen,” the squad leader began, “our mission is that ship.”  He gestured toward the bulbous ends of the derelict, rising from the water like two magnificent rock formations.  “We enter it, we clear it—we destroy all mobile organisms inside—and we lift off.”

Aaron Church cleared his throat and continued.  “The organisms we expect to find inside that ship are worth billions to the Company, so be very careful.  Another reason to be careful is the very reason that they’re so damn valuable in the first place—these creatures are extremely dangerous.  Their bodies are naturally armored against small-arms fire.  They bleed acid—acid stronger than any we know about to date.”

Someone made a side comment about LSD, but Church continued.  “They’re organized around a Queen, much like some Earth insects.  Also like those same insects, these fuckers defend their nest to the point of death.  Unlike ants and bees, though, these things would seek us out to use as incubators for their young.”

“Oh, man.”

“The Company higher-ups think we’re gonna end up like the rest of the city.  I will take extreme pleasure in proving those dicks wrong.  Let’s move!!”

Artemus raised the remote control and turned the video off.  “Well?” he asked, smiling.

Roberts looked at him, his expression that of a boy who had just found out that his parents were killing neighborhood pets, grinding them up, and serving them as sausage.  “You mean you knew that those Marines were all doomed?  And you still sent them out there?”

“Don’t look so shocked, Roberts.  It’s how you play the game.  It’s always been how you play the game.” The executive took a freebase lighter and two small vials of white powder out of his drawer.  “Refreshments?”

“Roberts didn’t answer.  Instead he asked, “But why send in Marines if you had your HOCK squads all along?”

“Blame, my dear boy.  If we acted like we knew the potential threat these things posed, and still brought them to Earth, PR would have a hell of a time diverting the blame.  But, we shred a little paperwork, send in a squad of doomed Marines, and voila!  Now the story goes: abandoned spacecraft happens to crash into Earth, city gets infected, Company sends in troops which get destroyed, and, in just a few months and billions of dollars later, the compassionate heads of Weyland-Yutani are credited with diverting lots of manpower and cash to designing and training a task force that can stop the things.”  He smiled viciously.  “We’re the good guys again, and we have a brand-new toy for the Bio-Weapons division.”

Roberts said nothing.

She was huge—three meters tall, at least.  Her head, a sloping, majestic black crown, spanned a full meter wide at the rear and twice that in length.  She sat motionless, suspended in place by chitinous bonds and her enormous, bloated egg sac, eight meters long and half-again as wide as the Queen herself.  As Gantry stood before her, staring in awe of the alien progenitor, the front tip of her head emerged from underneath the enormous crown.

Sweet Buddha, he thought.  Those teeth must be six inches long.  Slippery mucous dripped in strands from her open mouth.  She opened her mouth wider, impossibly wide, wide enough for him to shove his head in and not get scraped up by the teeth.  And she screamed.

A wave of hot breath washed over both him and Min.  The sound was ear-shattering, and the closed spaces didn’t help any.  Off in the distance, dozens of other cries answered hers.

Min summed up the situation in one single word:  “Shit.”

“Through here.” He indicated with his custom pulse rifle.  He was pointing at a massive gap in the hull of the craft, about five meters from where they were standing.  As he spoke to his men, the last of the ASMATs stepped off the floating deployment platform and began to climb, with great agility for things so large, toward the entrance point.  

Aaron Church flipped on his shoulder lamp and climbed in, and found himself in a vast, organic-looking corridor, at least twenty-five feet wide and forty tall.  It was, of course, on an angle, however, so it sloped down rather steeply.  It was totally dry; this area of the ship obviously hadn't been breached except for at the entrance point.  The serpentine path stretched for hundreds of yards in either direction, until the gentle slope of the walls prevented one from seeing any further.  In the space of two minutes, thirty-six people, including the four ASMATs, were heading down what was now officially designated “Block A1”.  Bravo Team would take the other direction.

About half a kilometer down, the corridor broke off into three separate paths.  Church barked out a string of orders in rapid fire.

“Set up a remote sentry gun.  We’ll split up and investigate each one separately.”  The sentry gun would keep any of the organisms from passing into the areas they’d secured, but it wouldn’t fire on the HOCK team, because they carried special trackers it was programmed to avoid.

 The group continued for a time, until they reached a vast, open area.  Corridors like the one they had just left radiated from the enormous room, but the most striking thing of all sat smack dab in the middle of the room.  A huge, odd-shaped chair, and a freakish-looking bipedal creature sitting in it, like the Lincoln Monument from hell, occupied the central hub of the cavern.  The creature looked like it had been sitting there for a damn long time; it was fossilized right into the chair.  In what must have been its chest sat a small hole, a little bigger than two adult fists.  The bones around the hole were bent outward.

“Captain Church,” PFC Woods said blankly, “We’ve found the bridge.”

Gantry breathed in deeply.  “Fuck this.”  He unscrewed the fuel canister from his flame-thrower.

Min looked at him, then at the monstrosity in front of her, then back at him.  “What the fuck are you doing?”

He didn’t answer.  Instead, the Marine touched the refill nozzle on the canister to the tip of his now-dead flame-thrower, still white-hot.  The napthal canister began to emit a tiny blue flame, which quickly began to grow, turning yellow as it went.  He threw it at the hellish monarch.  She looked at the object with what Min assumed was curiosity.  She couldn’t give a fuck.

“Run!”

They both turned tail and bolted for the elevator shaft.

“What…what?” Min asked breathlessly as they scrabbled up the elevator cable.  As they reached the third floor, a massive explosion rocked through the basement, sending flames cascading up the shaft beneath them.  A wave of blisteringly hot wind knocked them around, but still they held on.

Finally the blast subsided.  Burning, sticky fuel still coated the shaft below them, but the concussive force was gone.  “Oh.”  Min figured it out.

“Just keep climbing and hope her babies don’t get here very soon.”

They reached the top.  And Gantry’s heart sank.

A dropship was hovering off the side of the building.  But Connor was nowhere to be found.  Perry climbed aboard, still leaking white circulating fluid.  And it left.

“SHIT!” Gantry yelled, blind rage throwing a red tint over everything.  “Come back here!”

He turned around and started to kick at the various crates in fury.

And saw an enormous, six fingered black hand, fingers spread wide as a dinner plate, skin like wet leather, slowly drag itself out of the elevator shaft.

Aaron Church quickly ordered his team to set down a sentry gun where they were, and they proceeded along the route Woods had given them.  In no time they reached the pilot’s chamber.

“Let’s do this.”  He stepped up to the petrified captain of the long-dead ship.  “Ahrens and Williams, go back and seal up the hull breach.  Chandras and O’Niel, start hooking up the piloting instruments.”  He raised his hand to wipe his brow, but his hand smacked into his helmet mask.  “The rest of you, finish securing this ship.”

He sat on one of the strange tube-like shafts that radiated from the pilot’s final resting-place.  So far, not one hostile had been encountered.  He watched the teams scurry about on the violently tilted floor, wiring in circuitry and electronic garbage that would allow them to fly the craft back into orbit.

One man stopped suddenly.  He slowly backed up a step, then turned tail and flat-out ran for his commander.

His black, shadowy assailant grabbed him by the shoulder and flung him to the ground.  The soldier had left his weapons by the fossilized pilot, obviously, but he finally remembered the twin magnums strapped to his legs.  He grabbed one, raised it, fired—

—the alien jerked back from the blast, acid blood spraying everything, and lunged forward again.  Its prey got off another shot, but missed entirely.  The .357 slug buried itself into the chamber’s ceiling, where it must have ruptured some kind of piping, because a slightly viscous, phosphorescent neon-green fluid sprayed down into the room.  The alien drone battered him against the wall a few times before finally tearing his head, in the helmet the whole time, right off his shoulders and tossed it to the ground.

All this occurred in less than seven seconds, but by then everyone still in the room had trained their guns on the creature.

“Wait!” Church yelled, holding up a hand, “let me take this one.  I want to gauge their abilities.”

All the other soldiers lowered their various weapons and retreated to the edge of the room to watch this clash.  The alien, hardly caring about the bullet wound in its left thigh, concentrated on the greatest threat in the room, standing twenty feet in front of it.  Aaron Church, having slung his white-and-black custom pulse rifle and now holding his ultra-customized shotgun, focused his complete attention on the beast he was about to kill.

The drone lunged, faster than a cheetah as it sliced through the air, tail slashing arcs a dozen feet wide.  Church sidestepped it and fired a volley of C-4-powered titanium buckshot.

The alien caught the shot square in the side, but had knocked its opponent about ten feet farther.  Oblivious to the smoking pool of blood at its feet, it stepped forward to get a fix on its target.

Church registered vaguely, somewhere in the back of his mind, that the green stuff pouring from the ceiling had eaten through in some spots to the floor below, as he got to his feet in the lake of glowing phosphorescence.  Not bothering to sling his shotgun onto his back for the time being, his tossed it aside and unslung his custom pulse rifle, white to match his armor where there would be green on a standard-issue gun.  He lined up his sights and fired.

The alien jumped into a rolling crouch, avoiding the burst, which tore a hole the size of a double-fist straight into the next room.  The commander thumbed his weapon from triplet fire to full auto, and swung the pulse rifle in a wide arc, raining death.

Sure enough, the bug exploded into thousands of tiny chunks, but at that moment, the wall behind the pilot, which was catching the full brunt of the chemical spray from above, collapsed in toward the chamber, as dozens of crawling, skittering bodies poured out.

Another hand appeared.  Then, slowly, they pulled themselves up to reveal the Alien Queen.

“Holy shit,” both surviving Marines whispered in unison.

She looked injured by the blast; three of her four hands were missing at least one finger, one of her dorsal spines had been cracked off, and parts of her, including her left leg and the back of her head, were still burning.

Didn’t mean she couldn’t kill the both of them with one fell swoop, though.  She opened her jaws, even wider than before, and issued her terrible scream once more.

She looked from one to the other, cocked her head sideways, and twirled around with incredible grace and agility for something her size.  Her tail lashed wildly, barely missing Gantry as he dove for the ground and smashing against a crate before it could kill Min.

From his unenviable vantage point laying on the roof, Gantry could just barely make out something among the crates.  Something big, yellow, and really useful…

“Min,” he breathed.  “Get to safety.”

“What?” she asked as she ducked a vicious swipe from the egg-layer’s claws.

“Get down the fire escape,” Gantry answered, louder and more confident—he hoped.  “I’ll distract her.”  He didn’t have time to spare himself a glance of his partner sprinting along the roof.

Min dashed to the west corner, where the fire escape was located.  Looked down and saw, through the cheap grating of the fire staircase, a horde of onrushing terrors making their way up the side of the building.

“Fuck,” she muttered to herself and looked around for another way.  Any other way.

There.  Off by the side she had come from was the plank they had gotten to this roof from.  

Only one problem.  The Queen was directly between her and it.  And the beast was coming towards her.

The alien monarch whipped her tail at the scurrying human, who ducked and just barely managed to avoid being torn in half.  Instead, the tail ripped open the control box for the enormous neon sing that must have advertised the radio station in its better days.  Sparks flew as the sign, its wiring smashed together by the tail swipe, sputtered to life in all its glaring, harsh glory.  As she made her way to the escape, she glanced to her side and saw Gantry strapping himself into the P-5000 power loader.  What the fuck was he doing?  No time to ask him.  She blazed across the wooden plank and dropped to the ground next to an air-conditioning vent to catch her breath.

When the Queen smashed the control panel, the neon sign flashed on.  Good, he thought.  Maybe it would distract her.  He tested out his old skills on the machine’s familiar controls.  Slowly, the loader’s right claw began to rotate.  Then the entire arm rose into the air.

“Come and get some of this, you bitch!” Gantry yelled, trying to get her attention.

It worked.  Her massive head, as long as one of her drones was tall, swung toward him, her hot, eyeless gaze boring through him.  He stepped forward.  She matched him.

“Eat this, you fucking whore!” he cried, and swung his left claw in a vicious horizontal arc, smacking the Queen directly in the side of the head.  Droplets of acid sprayed from tiny cracks in her exoskeleton.

She countered by backing up a few meters—all in one stride—and dashing forward, ramming the power loader and nearly sending it careening off the roof.  Gantry rotated one claw and jammed it forward, catching his enemy by the throat, and made a grab for her nearest hand with his other.  He missed.  The alien, however, had managed to twist just enough to be facing Gantry.  She opened her enormous mouth and shot out her inner set of jaws, just barely missing the soldier.

Gantry repressed an urge to wipe the sweat off of his brow.  “Time’s up, bitch.”  He swiveled the loader’s mechanical hips fully sixty degrees, and at the same time, released his mechanical grip..

The centrifugal force threw him off balance; the loader crashed down onto its front, threatening to crush the roll cage and kill Gantry.  Slowly, he unstrapped himself and crawled out of the bipedal frame.

He shuffled to his feet and looked over the side.  Her Majesty, it seemed, had flown directly through the wall of the adjacent building.

As he looked back, though, his heart sank.

A raging mass of alien drones poured from over the fire escape.

“Open fire!” Church yelled as he sprayed the horde with explosive rounds.  Bug bodies smashed open, spilling their acidic fluids across the already unstable chamber floor.  The tiny holes that the glowing green liquid had eaten through the flooring were growing now, and fast.

O’Niel waved his flamethrower back and forth, burning down the huge black warriors climbing over themselves toward him.  He looked to the left, scanning for more targets, and saw Chandras being methodically pulled apart, two aliens working systematically to dismember him completely.  To his right, he could see the sputtering of intermittent rifle fire, its source blocked from sight by a mass of drones.  The rifle fire stopped.

The ASMAT squad wasn’t fairing too well, either.  Already three of the machines had been put out of commission, reducing their numbers by half.  The remaining three stood just outside the main part of the fray, gunning down the aliens weaving in and around the decimated HOCK team.

ASMAT 3 stepped forward, jockeying for a better shot.  Its operator hadn’t noticed in the readouts that the area just ahead had been weakened to the strength of plywood.  With a crash that seemed to fit right in with the ubiquitous gunfire, both machine and man inside fell below.

The ASMATs were designed to take some serious punishment.  Even so, the thirty-foot drop onto an uneven surface was enough to completely scrap the machine’s hydraulics.  The main fuselage sat level with the enormous footpads and the viewport was completely smashed in.

Owen Frost stepped out of the ruined cabin and surveyed the area.  The floor was completely flooded with the strange green liquid that had been spilling from the roof, only a few patches of “land” here and there.  There didn’t seem to be any movement anywhere around.  The walls, though, looked a lot different…

The sides of the long, wide room were lined with a thick, ropy secretion, as if someone had poured thousands of tons of nasal discharge into the room, pumped the excess back out, and sat the entire area down to dry.  Large niches, big enough for a man to fit in, seemed to have been scooped out of the wall at regular intervals.  They went all the way down the room, farther than he could see.

Frost brought up his flashlight, a powerful standard-issue halogen.  Shone it around.  Many of the alcoves held bodies.  Some were human, but the rest contained all sorts of marine life, from dolphins to sharks to the occasional marlin, and, in one area, even a killer whale.  Almost all of these had holes blown out of their chests and a strange pod in front of them.  Some had the pod, but instead of being gored out from inside, had an eight-legged parasite attached to their faces—those that had faces, anyway.  The pods were opened at the top, like some sort of flower opening its petals.

He hop-stepped across the areas where there was no phosphorescent liquid until he was about fifty feet away from his destroyed ASMAT.  He shone his light around again, playing the beam over the strange, resin-covered walls.

Right in front of him was a large, dark shape hanging from the cavern ceiling.  Frost stepped forward and looked more closely.  Shone his light over the object.

It was huge and black.  It was the scariest thing Owen Frost had ever seen.

It was—it could only be—a Queen.

Jason Gantry dove for the nearest body.  It was Reynolds.  He snatched away the pulse rifle and rolled so he was facing the oncoming horde.  Not much, but it’d have to do.

He toggled the gun’s auto-fire option and sprayed his attackers wildly.  The things dropped like flies, but it just wasn’t enough.  More hopped over the bodies of their incapacitated brethren and charged in kamikaze fury, dying for the hive.

In seconds the pulse rifle ran dry.  Gantry almost threw it away before he tried the grenade launcher.  It was full.  Four pops.

Min had just run back across the plank to help Gantry fight off the attackers.  She swung her own pulse rifle in wide arcs, covering the other survivor as he unloaded the grenades into the swarm.  Finally, her ammo bottomed out, too.  She had no grenades.

Gantry drew a small pistol from his holster.

They were completely unarmed, except for Gantry’s Marine pistol, which he now fired at the aliens.  It was hopeless, they all knew it—her, Gantry, the aliens—but he still fired, not with blind fury but with a fierce determination to fight, to survive until the very end…

Lisa Min threw down her gun.  She turned and looked up, her eyes taking in Gantry’s face.  The aliens were totally forgotten to her.

Gantry fired his last grenade, and even as it exploded, tearing down streaming chunks of alien flesh, he brought up his sidearm, a VP-70.  Without even turning his head, he gave Min some advice: “Close your eyes, Lisa.”

It was hopeless, he knew, but he fired anyway.  And finally, he was out of clips.  He had nothing.  Not even his combat knife, which was melted and ruined by the acid from that chest-burster.

He looked over at his fellow Marine and saw that she was gazing into his face.  He gazed right back.

“Jason…I love you,” she said.

His face didn’t soften at all, but it was obvious that her words had touched him.  “I know,” he told her.

She stepped forward and hugged him, hard. “Hold me,” she whispered in his ear.

Hugging her back, he reassured her, “It’ll all be over soon.  It’ll be okay.  No matter what happens, I’ll protect you.”

Yeah.  And he was the fucking President of Great Britain.

So he was right about one thing, at least.  Gantry had first begun to suspect that maybe she had feelings for her down below in the hive, when she cleared away the eggs for him, but somehow, deep down, he had known all along.  He’d just never thought about it until now.

He held her tightly, trying to say the right things, to comfort her until oblivion took them.  But it didn’t.  They both opened their eyes when the rapid booming of Gatling-gun fire assaulted their ears, and the pounding of lead against the roof nearly shook them off their feet.

Gantry looked up.  Hovering off to one side, maybe fifty feet above their heads, was—unbelievably—a trans-orbital shuttle.  It lowered slowly until it was nearly level with the rooftop, and the loading ramp unfolded to its open position.  Standing there was a rather average-looking guy with dark hair.  He looked like a standard-issue corporate toady.  His face was grim.

“Get on,” he yelled, “we haven’t much time!”  The Marines obliged.

Inevitably, once everyone was on board the craft and it was heading back towards the safety of the Panama, the question-and-answer session began.  Min started.

“Who the hell are you?” she asked.

“My name is Roberts.  I’m a personal assistant to Mr. Artemus.”

She punched him in the face.  Hard.

Roberts pulled a handkerchief from his front pocket and held it to his bleeding nose.  “I deserved that.  I really did.”  He shook his head in anger.  “I actually didn’t see it—the truth—until just twenty minutes before I left to find you.”

Now Gantry spoke up.  “The truth? What’s that?”

“You were expendable.  I really thought that you were actually supposed to wipe out the infestation.  Didn’t work that way…”  He stared at the wall for a few seconds, then went on.  “You were just supposed to go in to produce footage of the things in action, to protect the scientists so they could gather samples, et cetera.  We really were going to nuke the city when that was done.  As for the ship, the derelict out in the Pacific, there’s already a specialized team working to bring it to orbit.”

“What about Perry?” Gantry asked.  “He was a robot.  Eighteen fucking years he kept that hidden from me.”

Roberts looked straight at the other, and told him why.  “Perry was a specialized synthetic programmed to watch you—make sure you didn’t find out what happened to your parents—”

Gantry spun his head around so fast it nearly snapped off of his neck.  “What happened to my parents?” he hissed.  They had both died under mysterious circumstances when he was four.

Slightly ruffled, the corporate man went on.  “I want you to know that all this was way before my time—I had nothing to do with what happened.

“Your parents were scientists employed by Weyland-Yutani’s Bio-Weapons division.  Two of the best minds we had, at the time.  Well, one day there was…a breakout.  A few of the B.O.W.s—that stands for “Bio-Organic Weapon”—had broken free from their enclosures.  Fifty-seven men and women were killed within an hour.  Eighteen more were infected with the retrovirus that caused these B.O.W.s to exist in the first place.  Within hours they had become horrible, skinless monsters.”

He had Gantry’s full attention.  He stopped to take a drink from a bottle of spring-water in the passenger’s cabin.

“Your parents survived until the very end, fighting off the creatures one by one.  Finally, a Company ship arrived.  But it wasn’t a rescue vessel.  It was there to sterilize the entire lab complex.  Four sequenced nuclear explosions ripped through the entire station, killing all of the creatures—and your parents.”

He looked straight at the Marine.  “Perry was specially assigned to make sure that you never found out, lest you come looking for revenge.  That’s why he befriended you.  To keep an eye on you.  I’m sorry.”  He changed the topic.  “Everything in this city’s gonna be vaporized by a nuclear blast pretty soon, though.”

“That won’t stop them,” Min said.  “I don’t think you can stop them, anymore.”

“We’ve got to try.”

Gantry looked up, suddenly no longer melancholy.  He now had a grim determination in his face.  “Where is Perry now?”

Owen Frost hurried back to the wreckage of his ASMAT unit.  He was running as quietly as possible, hoping not to awaken the monster behind him.  Occasionally, he accidentally splashed in the sticky green liquid.  His acid-proof boots caught most of the splash, but he could feel the warmth that came from his footwear being slowly corroded.

He reached his shattered vehicle.  “Stupid, stupid,” he muttered to himself.  He’d forgotten about the backup pulse rifle.

The ASMAT pilot rummaged around in the maze of wires and circuitry, some of which was still live, until he came upon a hard surface—casing.  Quickly, he found the latch, and in seconds, he was looking over his new pulse rifle, modified like the others, checking it for damage.

After a few moments of digging, he surveyed his inventory: pulse rifle, specially modified; belt of rifle clips, ninety-nine rounds each; bandoleer of M40 grenades, and one ten-gallon tank of napthal gel, completely undamaged, that he had salvaged from the ASMAT’s flamethrower unit.

He smiled.  “Gonna have me a barbecue,” he muttered.  He clipped on his belt, strapped on the grenades, loaded up his rifle and hoisted the fuel tank on his back.  “And you’re invited,” he added to his previous statement with a leer.

Slowly, and with caution, he crept toward the entity that he was referring to.  “Just one little plink and you’re history, bitch!” he continued to mutter as he nudged the tank under her tail. Too easy.  He smiled at the thought.  Stopped smiling when he felt a cold droplet of alien saliva land on the back of his neck.

Instinctively, he whirled around, weapon tracking up into the vertical position as he did so.  He saw nothing.

A skittering sound behind him, the rough scrape of talons gliding over his back.  Again he spun around.  Again, nothing.

A cold clamminess grabbed at him, panic threatening to tear through his sanity.  He muttered under his breath.  “Fuck.”

Then he was on the floor.  He registered deep pain in his leg; it was lying in the green shit.  He looked around, lying prone.  The napthal tank was nearly twenty meters away.

He had been thrown.

Owen Frost jumped to his feet, ignoring the searing pain that coursed through his leg.  He realized that his rifle was slung over his shoulder.  Unslung it.  Carefully checked over the area where he had been standing, searching for his assailant.

He felt a sharp whack on his left shoulder, and found himself to be sprawled on the floor again.  He’s toying with me, he thought.  Well.  Let him.

Frost once again got to his feet, circling around, looking for his attacker.  A second passed.  Two.  Three.  He turned, looking for his attacker.

Four.  Five.  His instinct was screaming at him.

Now.

He dropped to the ground, relying on his gut feeling to time this thing just right.

It worked.  Even as he hit the resin-covered floor of the derelict ship, the ASMAT pilot saw the swiping talon rush past him, very nearly catching on his pilot’s helmet.  Caught off guard, the alien overshot and ended up about five feet from where it had wanted to be.  Frost had about half a second to eliminate it.

A quarter of a second more than he needed.  A quick burst from his pulse rifle turned the alien drone into a stain.  The rounds that missed their target, or which simply went through the body entirely, gouged chunks of resin and the harder substance of the wall behind out onto the floor.

From those holes sprayed jets of water at pressure that could crush a tank.  The gushing seawater channeled down the corridor, back toward his ruined ASMAT.  The roar, contained by the dense ship walls, was nearly unbearable.  Down behind him, Frost could hear the screams of pissed-off alien drones caught in the torrent, being swept away from their Queen.

The bitch herself was beginning to stir awake.  His only chance was to get that fuel tank just a little bit closer before her minions could reach him—or the water crushed him.

Both chambers had been cleared, a detachment had been sent out to secure all passages leading to the pilot’s chamber, and the techs were nearly done wiring the ship for flight.  A squad of men had their guns perpetually trained on the several holes that had formed during the battle.  So what was left to go wrong?

Everything.  Which meant that Aaron Church had to be very careful.

“Sealey, I want you to check those bullet holes in the ceiling.  The last thing we need is an underwater cave-in.”

Suddenly, he heard the sharp report of a modified pulse rifle, coming from below.  And after it cut off, a low rumbling, slowly growing in volume.

“O’Toole, head down and see what’s up,” the commander ordered.

“Yes, sir.”  The man in the HOCK suit clambered down, latching his rappelling cord to a knobby outcropping of the derelict floor.

Within twenty seconds of his descent, a massive explosion tore up through the gap in the floor, a bulging, pulsating tower of flame spilling over the floor and igniting the strange, green fluid that still poured from the ceiling.  The concussion knocked bits and pieces off of the ceiling and walls, exposing the delicate tubing and alien circuitry of the ship.  Sparks shot, laser beams cast from damaged fiber optics played across the interior, strange fluids—a dark ocher and neon blue, in addition to the now-familiar fluorescent-green—poured in streams from shattered tubing.  Chemicals mixed, creating ever-more explosions as screaming men dove for cover.  Church yelled, “Use the—”, and was cut off, as the floor fell out from underneath him, sending the team leader into the darkness below.

At least one man got the message.  One of the two remaining ASMATs angled its RPG launcher toward the ceiling.  The man inside prayed to any gods which might exist as he fired into the domed bubble that housed the pilot’s chamber.

The shuttle was less than four hundred miles away from the Panama, and cruising at a decent speed.  The mother ship was not yet visible, except as a faint and distant star.

In the back, Min slept.  In the seat across from him, Roberts stared blankly at the ceiling.  Only Gantry remained fully awake, watching the sensor feeds from the bridge on the control island in the center of the flight cabin, his eyes curled into a perpetual glare.

That was why only he noticed the flashes.

A concussion rocked the ship and the lights flickered and dimmed even as his mind registered the flashes as the discharge of a particle beam weapon.  The sensor feeds, which had just come to the same conclusion, died out a second later.  Then the gravity failed.

Min came into the flight cabin, pulling herself along clumsily in the zero-gee.  “What the hell happened—oh, my God!!”

She had noticed Roberts, something Gantry hadn’t thought to check on.  He had been decapitated, but his head was nowhere to be found.  His body, from the torso up, looked like it had been dipped in crude oil and set ablaze for several hours.

Gantry hadn’t had time yet to utter a proper obscenity, so he took this opportunity.  “Fucking shit son-of-a-bitch!!”

Then he took a moment to explain.  “The Panama fired on us with a peebee.  All the ship’s electronics are shot.”  

Min looked at him for a moment, then whispered, “We’re fucked.”

When Owen Frost woke up, he realized that he was up to his neck in water.  The next thing he noticed was that his feet didn’t touch the floor.  Then he realized that he couldn’t move, and was stuck to a wall.

“Unlike ants and bees, though, these things would seek us out to use as incubators for their young…”

Frost puked, feeling and tasting sour bile coming up with his lunch.  “Oh, fuck.  Oh, fuck…”

He’d taken out their Queen.  They should be helpless, disoriented, confused.  They weren’t.  Why the fuck did he deserve to die like this?!?

He was on the verge of shouting for help, but stopped himself, for fear of bringing them to him.  Instead, he slumped his head, staring at the rising water.

If he’d been a HOCK soldier, he could have just given the oral “emergency suit disengage” command and the clasps on the body armor would unlock, and he could wriggle out and be free of the strange resin.

And if you’d paid attention in high school, you could be sitting in some cushy office right now.  Do something!!

His inner voice was rude, but had a point.

First things first.  Had he been infected?  If he had, he could just give up now.  The Company wouldn’t help him; they’d throw him in a cell until their “baby” hatched.  He looked for signs of a parasite in the water.

Nothing.  If he had been infected, the carrier had either sank or floated downstream.

Did the resin get soggy, did it weaken when wet?  He tried kicking.

No dice—his feet were as solidly bound as his head.

Could he move at all, even a little bit?  He tried wriggling his arms.

Bingo—his right arm was just barely loose.  He fought with the gummy crap holding him to the wall, trying to loosen his arm some more.  Under water, his fingers brushed across some projection of his suit.  His mind lit up like a warehouse full of firecrackers in the middle of a dry California summer heat.

Combat knife!!

If he could just work it free—there!  Frost turned the blade inward, attempting to saw through the crystalline resin holding him in place.  Crap was tough, but he’d be free in about five seconds.  Then he’d get out, get to the press, get to the German Sovereignty and assume a new identity…

“What’s the matter, Commander Hayes?” the man in the trenchcoat asked, his tone mock-serious.  “Is something on your mind?”

The man he addressed was at least a hundred fifty pounds his better.  He was trained, buff, and full of hate.  “Fuck you.”

Now wearing a mask of insincere shock, the gaunt, pale man in the trenchcoat replied, “Such language!  Do you speak to your mother like that?”

At that, the enormous black commander rose from his seat, ready to eat the man who taunted him.  “Luntz, you son of a bitch!!”

Before he could get very far, four very well-built men, dressed in business suits but pale as death itself and all wearing sunglasses, grabbed him by the arms and forced him into his seat.

“Now, now, Hayes,” the man called Luntz chided, his voice still taunting, “One more outburst like that, and Mommy Dearest…dies.”

Suddenly the commlink button flashed yellow.  Luntz picked it up himself.

“Luntz here.”

“Sir, this is Jacobs.  We’ve got the derelict ship nearly readied for flight.  We’ll have this thing in orbit in minutes.”

A thin, cold smile played across his features.  “Excellent.”

The eight surviving men all stood up to their armored necks in icy water from a thousand feet below the ocean surface.  It flowed over the knobby floor of the alien ship, draining into the holes burned through the floor by the green ooze.  The green substance itself, as well as the various other fluids, continued pouring from the walls and ceiling, mingling with the freezing seawater.

They trudged through the deepening flood, an ASMAT in front and behind, through the opening in the wall from which the aliens had burst earlier.   Thick, ropy strands of what looked like dried mucous coated the walls, forming man-sized alcoves in which more of the creatures could be hiding.  Church was with them; he had climbed back into the pilot’s chamber.  He called a halt suddenly.

“You five and the ASMATs secure the area.  Jacobs and Carter will finish wiring this thing for flight.”  Though they had found the chamber dry, they had prepared for working in an underwater environment as a result of the location of the crash.  “I myself will go with the combat group.”

Taking his squad aside, the commander told them that they could ditch most of their weapons.  “Your Magnums, flame-throwers, and shotguns will all be useless now,” he said, tossing aside his own Magnum and shotgun for emphasis, “since they’re all wet.  The pulse rifles are designed for this sort of environmental combat, so you can go ahead and keep ‘em.  Now, let’s rock.”

He continued through the hive chamber, ignoring the steadily rising level of the water.  At various places where the corridor forked, he would instruct his team to stay to the right, while he explored the branch for a hundred meters.

Then the tunnel suddenly sloped down.  Into the water.

The HOCK squad stopped at its edge.

“What are you waiting for, men, dive right in!” Church ordered, wading forward until he was in over his head.  Fortunately, the HOCK suits contained underwater/vacuum breathing apparatus.

They followed the corridor, twisting and turning, ever sloping downward, until they came to a T-junction.  The walls were lined with bodies, strung up to the wall by a secreted resin very similar to what was coating every other surface.  Most of the bodies—some human, although the majority appeared to be marine life—appeared to have burst open from inside, much like the fossilized pilot of the ship they were in.  Several of the others had crablike parasites wrapped around their heads.

“Ice them,” the commander said.  “Don’t want any more nasties bursting from behind us.”

The crew fired on those bodies whose embryos had not hatched, tearing them apart with armor-piercers.  The hosts jumped and danced in the rain of lead, like some kind of macabre club scene.  Stale, mostly-curdled blood seeped out of the rough-hewn tunnels carved in their flesh, filling the underwater corridor with a red mist that clouded vision.  It was now impossible to see anything or anyone more than six inches away from one’s face.

“Fucking great, man,” one soldier quipped.  “Now, not only are our forces reduced to half, our backup guns useless, and the rest of us underwater in the middle of a fucking alien ship filled with God-knows-what trying to chomp on our asses, we’re blind now—” he never finished his sentence.

“Addams?  Addams, report in!” Church called, worry seeping into his voice.

No reply came.

He tried again.  And again.

And again nothing.

“Fall back!” he called, waiting for the alien to make a second pass, grab another warm host body.

It didn’t.  Must have decided to capture them in trips, he thought darkly.

Before he could go any further with that train of thought, he heard a very welcome voice come over his comm.

“Sir, this is Carter.  We’re ready to roll.  Just give us the order and we’ll be on our way back to orbit.”

He thought for a second.  He should probably wait until the ship was secured, but it just didn’t look like that was going to happen.  All around him were the swishing, swirling sounds of large objects moving through water.  He heard firing, felt through his suit the concussions of a weapon being fired underwater.  He couldn’t see a fucking thing.  That had to change.

“Do it, Carter.  Take us up.”

He received an acknowledgement.  Within minutes, the men could feel the ship rising, vibrating like the end of the world, and the water started to drain out of the corridor, returning blessed sight—through a slightly red-stained visor, of course, but sight nonetheless.

Or maybe it wasn’t a blessing.

Because Aaron Church saw that the alien hadn’t been alone in the corridor with them.

And its friends had been busy.

Gantry and Min looked out the viewport, slightly darkened by exposure to the particle beam.  Min expressed her thoughts.  “Roberts must have had some device planted in his brain to kill him if he decided not to play by Artemus’ rules.  We no longer can gain access to the Panama.”

“We have a decision to make,” the other said hollowly.  “Whether to wait until we run out of air, or just vent the airlock now.”

Min shrugged.  “We die either way,” she said.  “Better to do it quick—”

Before she could finish that thought, she caught sight of something.  Something rising from the ocean.  Something big.

Something moving towards them.

“What the hell is that?” she asked reflexively.  She looked to the other Marine, trying to gauge his reaction.

He was staring in shock, possibly horror.

And then he began to laugh.

There had to be at least fifteen of them.  Not fazed in the least by the craft’s launch, the aliens were casually, almost nonchalantly carrying off the remainder of the HOCK team.  Most of his men looked unconscious.  Others looked dead.

Aaron Church toggled his communicator on.  “Church,” he said.  “Take us by the Vindicator,” he instructed the pilot.  “We’re gonna need more men.”

Distantly, he registered an affirmative response, and then a question—just what the hell was going on?

He wondered that himself.

Church unslung his rifle, hoping that the suits would prevent his men by being sprayed to heavily with acid.  Replaced the weapon on his shoulder.

No use.  The alien blood would eat through their armor like molten lead through a sheet of ice.

He suddenly discovered that he was now staring at the ceiling, his body piled in the corner next to a ruined ASMAT like so much trash.  His head hurt like a bitch.

One of the things had just threw him.

“That tears it,” he muttered to himself, returning to an upright position.  He made sure to keep his back to a wall.  “You saving me for last, huh?” he spat.  “Gonna kill my men in front of me, laugh in my face?

“You fuckers are about to learn the meaning of playing dirty.”

Once more, he brought his rifle to bear.  And this time, he fired.

He was firing only four rounds at a time, his firing selector switched to burst.  Each carefully aimed blast took out a kneecap, an elbow, a tail.  He had considerable training in non-lethal incapacitation.

But he was relying mostly on instinct.

The aliens had turned toward him, hissing threats, but nearly half of them were already lying broken on the ground.  They weren’t happy about this threat to the hive.

Four of them rushed, leaving the rest to take the host bodies to be coccooned.  Church switched his gun to full auto and sprayed them all down.

The nearest to him collapsed to the violently tilting ground, its head a mound of acidic pulp.  Another jumped to the ceiling, probably trying to pounce on him, but was perforated by a hail of armor-piercing rounds.  The other two were lying on the floor, their blood beginning to eat through to the level below.

The last three had left.

And the full brunt of what happened finally hit him.

Everyone except him and two of the techs were dead.  He was the last combat-trained soldier left.

He ran back to the pilot’s chamber at top speed.

He blasted into the chamber like the devil himself was at his heels.  Which, in a way, was almost true.

“Everything working up here alright?” he almost yelled, out of breath.

“Yeah.  That green shit’s still dripping, but that’s the only problem.”  Carter didn’t look up from his controls.  “What’s happening down there?”

“Ambush.  Everyone’s dead.”

“God in heaven.”  Jacobs murmured, eyes wide with almost-panic.

“Can you get us to the Vindicator?”

Jacobs, still on the verge of collapse, said nothing.  Carter answered instead.   “Yeah, I can do it, but it’s not gonna be easy in this crate.”  He cursed, and lunged to his right, grabbing a lever and yanking it down, hard.  “If you’re asking for reinforcements, they’ll have to come by shuttle or dropship.  I can’t maneuver this thing so great.  Won’t be able to dock.”

“Shit.”  He sat down, looking pensive for a moment.  “Just get us into orbit and we’ll get off.  Then the Company can send another squad to finish securing the ship.”  He stood up—and was surprised to be heading for the ceiling.  Slowly, gravity took over and he drifted toward the floor.

Carter grinned.  “Almost there, sir.”

Out of sudden curiosity, Church asked a question.  “Just how the hell do you know where you’re going?”

“Well, I have no monitors or links to the outside, if that’s what you mean.  I’m basically flying blind to the specified coordinates.  But most of the major space stations and floating platforms have navigational beacons, as well as documented positions in the Geo-Synchronous Grid.  Ships all carry beacons, too.  We won’t be ramming anything larger than a Doberman.”

“That’s comforting.”  The commander looked around the room.  “When do we hit vacuum?” he asked.

“We already have.  We’ll be in position in about four minutes.”  He turned to face Jacobs, and added, “In fact, Jacobs, why don’t you radio—”

A violent rumble shook the craft, knocking all three men off their feet to go spinning for lack of gravity.  Both Carter and Jacobs, now recovered from his funk, fished zero-grav maneuvering squirters from their utility belts and jetted back toward the control panels.

“What the fuck was that?” a very angry Church yelled.  “It damn sure wasn’t no Doberman!”

“Telemetry says there’s nothing out here.  I don’t get it!”  Jacobs remarked.

Church let his body go limp, the equivalent of sitting down in zero-gee.  He sighed into his mike.  “There’s sentry guns placed at all ingress points to this chamber except the hole in the floor and the shattered wall. I’ll set up some units to cover those two points, then…we wait.”

No one spoke.

Min and Gantry floated in the ship’s airlock, completely suited up.  Both carried pulse rifles pilfered from the shuttle’s armory closet.

“If that’s the ship the creatures came to Earth in, then I’m not sure it’s such a good idea to just walk in,” Min confided.  She laughed cynically.  “Without at least knocking.”

Gantry loaded one last grenade into the pump-action underneath the rifle proper, slung a bandoleer over his shoulder, opposite a satchel which held ammunition clips and other trinkets.  “We don’t have much choice.  Someone flew it up here, and maybe they can help us—willing or not—to get to safety.”  He jammed the butt of his weapon into the door handle and wrenched it open slowly, venting the atmosphere of the tiny chamber into the Great Unknown.  “It’d make things a lot easier if we had power,” he said to himself.  “’Course, then we wouldn’t be in this ridiculous situation.”  He pushed himself out of the crippled shuttle, stuck like a thorn in the side of the alien craft, and grabbed onto a handhold on the latter that had apparently—due to reentry-style heat-scorching—been installed in orbit, before the larger ship crashed into the ocean.

It was very lucky that the derelict—well, it really couldn’t be called that anymore, could it?—the alien ship had smashed into their broken vehicle.  If it hadn’t, he and Min would have had to use the squirters to get to it.  Not an altogether impossible task, but if they missed, they wouldn’t have enough compressed nitrogen in the squirters to slow down considerably, let alone reverse course.

Checking to make sure his newfound love was behind him, the Marine grabbed the next handhold and pulled himself toward what looked to be a breach in the hull.  The salvage team, he realized, were probably working in vacuum, and would accordingly be wearing E-suits.  Probably double-function ones, capable of handling vacuum and deep submergence.  Hell, maybe they were even armored against the bugs.  It didn’t really matter.

He slipped into the hull breach.

After moving awkwardly through the ship’s corridors for several minutes, Gantry decided to listen in on various radio bands to try to figure out who’s bed they had just crawled into, so to speak.  After switching past several frequencies, he caught part of a message.

“—vehicle that crashed into you guys…bad news.  Craft was disabled and carried three fugitives.  Terminate on sight.  Also, sending in Charlie and Delta teams.  Over.”

“—acknowledged, Eagle One.  Standing by to receive troops, over.”

Gantry clicked off the radio and scowled.  “Shit.”

Jacobs looked up from his console.  “Troop transport has docked, sir.  Charlie and Delta are boarding now.”

Church smiled behind his mask.  “Good,” he said.  “Instruct them to sweep the ship before reporting here.  Eggs are to be left alone, all mobile creatures fragged…and our two newest friends caught and detained.”

“Yes, sir.”

Gantry pushed off a wall and floated through an aperture in the wall.  It led into a cavern roughly the size of a football stadium.

“Holy mother of…” he couldn’t think of a fitting adjective to finish with.  He cautiously moved in farther.

The room sported a series of trenches built into the floor, each about three meters deep, nine wide…and jam-fucking-packed with eggs.

Webbed into the ceiling with the same ropy secretion that he had come to associate with the creatures’ nests was…something.  It was huge—maybe four meters tall, as wide around as a man stood upright.  The thing had deep eye sockets and what looked like a trunk growing down over its chest.  Its chest had a large, rough hole—punched out from inside, apparently…

It shouldn’t have hit him that hard.  He was a Marine, trained to deal with shit that would make a Cape buffalo run crying to its mama.  But the sight of that elephantine…thing, especially after his entire squad was wiped out by aliens that bled acid…

Jason Gantry screamed.  It normally wouldn’t have carried through the vacuum of space, but his radio was on.  Min heard, therefore, and hurled herself in.

“What’s the—oh, my God!!” she screamed as she registered the room’s contents.  In her surprise, she forgot to grab onto the wall to keep from flying across the chamber.

She fumbled for a squirter on her belt, found one.  Slowed herself down, started for Gantry—

—and a single egg opened, its petal-like flaps folding back like some flower from Hell…

The parasite—what was it called?  Facehugger?—leapt from the egg and latched onto Min’s helmet.  A wisp of smoke, which froze into a billion tiny crystals in the supercold vacuum, and the thing had melted through her helmet and had wrapped around her face.

Lisa Min became motionless.  Her body spun erratically from the impact, until she bumped into a slime-covered wall.

Gantry froze in place, eyes nearly falling out of their sockets.  Lisa was infected.

Nothing mattered anymore.

Nothing but the death of every single alien.

And Artemus.

Joseph Hunt pushed himself forward.  “Motion tracker’s picking up something,” he called out.  The team, strung out behind him, muttered several “copies”.  He ordered a slow down.  There was a bend just ahead, ten meters, and the signal was from just around it.

Charlie Team clustered right by the bend.  “On three, we rush.”

“One.”

“Two—”

A small cylinder shot out from the tunnel, bounced off the wall, and flew into the cluster of HOCK soldiers.

Grenade—

Then it detonated.

There was no air, so there was no concussion to speak of, but several men were killed by shrapnel, and the rest were blinded.  Hunt tried to rub his eyes, bumped his hands against his visor.  He barely saw someone step around the bend—

Jason Gantry counted to three, then moved around the bend.  Looked like four men down, killed by shrapnel.  The suits—armored, by the look of it—had caught the rest.  He saw a few people trying to rub their eyes.  Dumbasses.  He raised his carbine.

His radio was tuned to their frequency—that was how he knew where they were.  But it went both ways.  “Semper Fi, motherfuckers.”  Pulled the trigger.

He wiped the blood off his visor with one gloved hand and moved on.

“Charlie team, report in.  Charlie team—”

Screw it.  Aaron Church couldn’t raise either team.  He turned to his pilots.

“What the hell is happening?”

As he had expected, neither had a clue.  In fact, they didn’t even answer.

Wait a minute—they weren’t even moving.  He moved in closer.  Saw the bullet wounds—a single shot to the head, each.

Shaking off his shock—and worse, his sudden, nearly paralyzing fear—Aaron Church raised his pulse rifle and turned in the direction that the bullets must have come.  He saw nothing.

Toggling his communicator to transmit over all frequencies, he said, “You might as well surrender.  There are two more squads here, waiting to take you out.”

A drumming of caseless ammunition tore the carbine from his grip.  The ruined weapon flew down a corridor that branched from the pilot’s chamber.  The sentry guns promptly cut it down.

“Do you really believe that?” a dark voice responded.  Church thought he could actually hear the sneer of the other man.

“How did you avoid the robot sentries?” he demanded.

“Like this.”  A grenade shot into the room from around a corner, where it detonated silently in the vacuum.  A chunk of shrapnel buried itself in his boot, breaching its integrity.  A numbing cold began to seep up his leg.

A bumpy, ovoid mass barreled into the room from the same direction as the grenade.  At first, Church didn’t recognize it.

“I went through a lot of trouble to bring this to you,” the voice said.  “First, I had to find something long and sturdy enough to uproot it without getting too close.  Then I had to get it through all the tunnels without it hatching on me.”

Oh, God, it was an egg—

“Fortunately, there were some netting and a steel shaft on board your shuttle, though for what reasons God only knows…”

A fucking egg he’s gonna kill me with—

“I imagine it would have something to do with…sample procurement.”

Aaron Church screamed in the vacuum as the egg parted its leathery flaps, revealing its lethal cargo.

“Well, I have…other business to attend to.  We’ll chat later, yes?”

Hands on his face, then darkness.

He floated past the bodies of the slain pilot and gunner, and entered the shuttle.  Cycling the airlock closed, Jason Gantry removed his space suit and sat at the pilot’s controls.  It was a good thing he’d done a stint in the USASF before transferring to the Marines; otherwise he would have had to keep the pilot alive.  That could have been risky.

He thought of Min, strapped to a medical stretcher in the back.  He knew he didn’t have much time—the ship had been re-programmed to smack down back at its original “landing zone”, with engines blazing—but he dwelled on that thought, wondering about opportunities they would never have.  He hit the ignition.

Owen Frost was lying in a cheap bunk in—well, he didn’t know where he was, but he figured that it was probably Area 51.  Mentally, he went over the events one more time.

When the ship had started to rise, he was sucked out with the draining water, and found himself miles offshore with not even a piece of driftwood to cling to.  He had removed his pants and tied them, sealing a bubble of air inside and thus making a buoy, as per his training.  Some time later, he had no idea how long, a government ship had come along, probably to investigate the craft’s sudden launch—or nab some samples themselves.  It didn’t matter.  They had found him, he was taken here, and best of all, he wouldn’t be prosecuted—merely used as a witness against the Company.

He doubted the charges would hold.  W-Y was so slippery it could squeeze its way through the eye of a sewing needle.  Now, the two sharing a room across from him—they had a real adventure.  He’d heard all about it, after the shuttle had landed and the guy had walked right up to the front door, an Asian woman—and damn if she wasn’t a fine one—in his arms, with some kind of thing on her face.  One of the alien “facehuggers”, it looked like.

After a few hours, they had walked over to the room they occupied now, hand-in-hand.  The alien parasite had been removed, he had heard, and they immediately entered their room and made love.  This was three days ago.

There came a knock on the door.

“Come in,” he said, expecting some hard-assed general ordering him to submit to another series of tests.

The two Marines stepped in instead.  “Hell,” the man said, “We figured we’d get to know the neighbors.”

Frost sat up in bed and straightened his hair.  “Frost.  Owen Frost.”

“Jason Gantry.  This here’s Lisa Min.”

“No shit,” he responded in a friendly tone.  “Hey, I heard your story.  What happened with the derelict?”

Gantry cracked his knuckles and answered, “When it crashed, it took out most of California.  Shock waves turned Japan, Hawaii, some other places into disaster zones.  Everything west of the San Andreas sank into the magma.”

He cracked the knuckles on his other hand.  “Military’s been doing regular sweeps.  Navy, Aerospace Force, everything.  It looks like the entire infestation has been cauterized.”

Frost smiled.  “Fried the fuckers, did you?”

“Almost sad we couldn’t hear it down here.”  He took a can of soda from the mini-bar that the military had provided Frost with.  “I can’t help but wonder what became of the two samples that got away, though.  Min’s baby and the one from the scientist.”

Min spoke up for the first time.  “It’s almost sad, isn’t it?  Even in light of all that’s happened, those in power are still willing to play with this thing.  Greed is like a dark angel, you know?”

Nobody knew what the hell that last line meant.  But they all agreed.

